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THE POEMS

Mama rushes at me as soon as I step into the house. She is dressed exactly how she was this morning, pink pencil skirt and a matching suit jacket over a cream shirt with a pussy bow neckline, but her nose is dripping and her eye make-up has fallen, fresh graffiti run with rain. She brandishes Daddy’s phone. ‘Did you know?’ Her voice is low, dangerous.

I put on my home face, a blank, stupid thing. ‘Know what, Mama?’

‘About the poems.’

‘What poems?’

‘He’s been sending her poems.’ She jabs the mobile in the direction of the living room. ‘Hundreds of them!’

‘What do you mean? Sending who poems?’ I say, even though I know exactly what she’s talking about. Daddy’s been sending poetry to my brother’s ex-wife, Francie, for the past three months. Not hundreds, like Mama says, around thirty and nothing very exciting, just the usual famous lines, a bit of Frost, a bit of Keats.

‘Francie!’ Mama’s eyes narrow, her nostrils flare. She’s panting with the exertion of the fight. Or is it excitement? ‘Go on,’ she says. ‘Ask him. Ask him why.’

Daddy appears at the living-room door, his eyes fixed on the carpet. Mama shoves me in front of him. ‘Tell your daughter why.’

Daddy doesn’t look at me. He’s dressed shabbily. As a consultant forensic pathologist, he’s unwittingly spread shabbiness throughout the department so that over time, ruffled hair and creased shirts have become badges of minds on higher things – ligature marks, a bone from the North Sea, abdominal haemorrhage from blunt force trauma. Today is no exception; one wing of Daddy’s shirt collar is tucked into his sweater, the other sticks out like a puppy’s ear, but there are signs in his appearance that trip the alarm. His socked feet are surrounded by pathology journals unimaginatively used as ammunition, his sweater is plucked up and there are three diagonal marks across his jaw – has she scratched him? Daddy puts his fists in his hair, blonde strands static against his skin. ‘Lily doesn’t need to be involved.’

‘You’re not covering this up, Charlie. Everyone is going to know, everyone. Tell her why.’

‘I … I felt sorry for her. Jacob treated her so badly and she’s doing such a good job with the twins that I thought someone should admire her, you know?’ His green eyes flick up at me, pleading. For what? For understanding?

‘He won’t admit it in front of you but he’s in love with her. Your father is in love with his daughter-in-law. And you know what, Lily? Let me tell you something, about men, about your father. Do you know what they do with messages from women? They MAS-TUR-BATE over them.’

Behind Mama’s rage, there’s triumph, her lips quiver with it, she almost smiles. She presses her victory home. ‘How would you like Francie to be your stepmother? Leo and Albie can be your brothers. Right, Charlie? That’s your dream, to marry Francie?’

‘I’ve never thought about that.’

‘Well, she’s available. Because she broke up with your son!’

I see an in – Mama is flagging, struggling to think of new taunts and humiliations. If I catch her on this ebb, there’s a chance of some let-up this evening. Otherwise, she’ll maraud about the house until something else stokes her rage.

I wipe her tear-stained face. ‘Poor Mama,’ I say gently.

She throws herself on my shoulder and weeps. I stroke her hair, my fingers threading through the lengths. At fifty-four, Mama’s black hair is now hard and brittle, dulled with dust motes. I hold her so close I can see the strands pushing out of her scalp.

The sobbing slows and I untangle her and turn her towards the stairs. ‘Why don’t you have a bath, Mama? It’ll be good for your joints. I’ll bring you some dinner.’

‘And some juice,’ she murmurs. ‘Make sure it’s the kind I like. Make sure.’ She presses her fingers into my forearm, hard. If she could, she would imprint what she wants right into my skin.

The kind of juice Mama likes is juice past its use-by date. She likes the fizz in it, the sour tang. I would have been fine with this if she kept it to herself. But Mama can’t be alone in anything, and with the juice, someone has to taste it to make sure it hovers in that sliver of perfection between expired and putrid. Each night, I stare into the plughole, my chrome oracle, and ask the same question – is it better to like expired juice or not? Some days, I wish I liked it, just to make up for the amount of gagging I do. On days when I’m stronger, I’m pleased I don’t. My body, succumbed to this madness for so long, has drawn a line in the sand.

To reduce my nightly swills at the kitchen sink, I experimented extensively with the juice. I was quite methodical about it, scribbling down with scientific precision what Mama considered her perfect drink to be. Orange juice – two days. Blood orange juice – three days. Grape juice – a surprising five days after its use-by date. Once I established this, I tried freezing it. But defrosting was a problem; it never defrosted to the right temperature – too warm or too icy. Mama would take one sip, look at me as if I’d betrayed her, and throw it down the sink.

Then I discovered a bigger problem. Even with juice the right number of days off, there was no guarantee Mama would be happy with it unless I tasted it. She always seemed to know if I hadn’t. I wondered if she could smell the absence of acid on my breath when I gave her the untasted glass, or if there was just something about me hating it that made it taste better.

So here I am again, standing at the fridge door, my tongue clinging to the roof of my mouth. Blood orange juice, three days off. I try it, gag and spit it down the plughole. Perfect.

Mama’s bedroom suffers from an excess of femininity. An enormous king-size bed with lavender sateen pillows claims the centre, magnified by mirrored wardrobes. To the right of the bed, there’s a peach velvet window seat, to its left is Mama’s en suite bathroom in a bright, sorbet pink. The window seat is covered with teddy bears of all sizes, squeezed together so tightly they bounce off the velvet. The wardrobes, four of them, overflow with pink and purple bags, belts, shoes, clothes.

Mama is on her bed in her underwear, silk shirt pooling on the floor. She’s hugging Sapphire, a giant brown bear with a blue bow. Scars ribbon her arms, not self-harm (she’d hurt someone else over hurting herself) but from a car accident when she was a child. She squeezes the bear. The scars twist.

‘I’m so humiliated. He’s humiliated me.’

I set down the juice and swallow my frustration. What would her clients think if they saw her now – burying her nose into a teddy’s fur, repositioning its arms? Would they request another partner at Regent’s Park Wealth Management, withdraw the hundreds of thousands of pounds they’ve asked her to invest? Or would it make no difference at all?

I try to inch Sapphire from her, but she resists, sinking down onto her side and pulling a quilt over her head. It’s her favourite, an antique. Vermilion peonies have been embroidered on taupe silk and in between the flowers are phoenixes with navy feathers. ‘Forbidden stitches,’ the antique dealer had told her, his eyes landing momentarily on me. ‘Little girls went blind sewing this.’ Mama bought it on the spot.

‘Why would he do this?’

‘It’s just poetry.’ I rub her shoulder through the quilt. ‘Maybe he was trying to cheer her up.’

Mama doesn’t buy it. ‘He did the same thing to me in the beginning, pretending to be interested in what I was interested in. That’s how he pulls women in. Everyone thinks he’s so nice, but he’s heartless. Why else does someone become a pathologist?’

These rants about Daddy aren’t new. He’s cold, he’s heartless, he’s dead inside, if he’d been a ‘real doctor’ he’d make more money, he travels too much, he’s been called away, to a crime scene, to the police station, to court.

‘No one’s on my side. Everyone’s on his side, all the time.’

‘I’m on your side.’

‘You get on so well with him.’ One eye glares at me from under the quilt. ‘You read together, on the sofa in the evenings.’

My mouth goes dry. I’m used to this sifting of loyalties, the leading questions, but Mama has a terrifying ability to extrapolate fully formed theories from the tiniest act. I slip my thumbnail between two rows of tiny, round stitches. ‘We just read. We don’t talk. Not like you and I do.’

‘OK.’ She emerges from the quilt and holds my face in her hands. ‘Because you’re my favourite, Lily. You and I are the same.’

‘I know, Mama. That’s why I’m here. Looking after you.’

‘You do love me, don’t you, Lily?’

‘Yes, Mama.’ And because I’m exhausted and I know it will work, I say, ‘And Sapphire loves you too and all the teddy bears love you. That’s all you need.’

She beams, a child hearing the end of a fairy tale. She sips the juice and sighs with relief. ‘You always make me feel better, do you know that?’

I nail a smile to my face.

I settle Mama down with a TV dinner and break away to the attic. Mama wanted me to move into Julia’s room after she left for university, but I didn’t want to. That side of the house faced the back garden – the slow, windy footpath under the fruit trees, the derelict shed, and beyond that, the dell, where in the evenings, the roar of boys drinking carried across the lawn. So I put Mama off, observing that a better use of Julia’s room would be storage for Mama’s extra clothes. The room filled quickly and I remained happily alone at the top of the house.

I can still hear the noises of the house in the attic – the static hum of the television, the clink of cutlery against plate – but the relief of being away from my family, above them, is so intense it almost hurts. Even so, I need more. I pad over to the north-east section of the attic, prise up the three floorboards and climb inside.

The attic contains things I’m supposed to like, an armoire of pink and purple clothes, a dressing table filled with make-up and hair dye, a French bed with baby pink sateen sheets, but really, nothing I care about is visible, nothing that would hurt if it was taken away. I’m not there.

Here is where I keep me, in this hole under the floorboards. I made this space after I moved to the attic when I was eight; it took weeks to find a cardboard box that would fit perfectly. I painted the sides a deep indigo, but now you can barely see the blue under my prodigious graffiti. Sophisticated, recent me likes to scribble bits of poetry, but layered underneath are ten years’ worth of other things – vendettas and vows, memories and childish doodles, postcards and photos.

I switch on the fairy lights and wait for my heartbeat to slow at the sight of my bomb-shelter spoils. Here are all the books Daddy ever bought me, £20 notes pressed into their covers. Here is my etymology dictionary and a silver, sparkly hair tie. Here is my jar of Japanese paper stars and my drift glass collection, next to the hand mirror Julia gave me.

I hold up the mirror, push my face against the glass. My reflection is as expected: dark brown eyes; black hair; skin shiny from cooking. Usually, I linger over this Chinese version of me, trace her eyes, her hair, ask her, What have you done today, Mama’s girl, what have you done? But I’m not in the mood for exquisite self-harm. I reach for my pack of wipes, scrub off the yellow-undertoned make-up, sweep out the tinted contact lenses and look again. White skin. One hazel eye. One brown. My hair is still that cheap black, but when I examine my hairline, the brown is already pushing through.

I sit back, relieved. Despite everything Mama has done to bring out the Chinese in me, I remain resolutely myself, her whitest child.

I’m not the same as her.

It’s my eyes that calm me more than my skin or hair, the mismatched pair dissolving the tight pit in my stomach. What my father called heterochromia iridis. What Julia called my freak eyes. And Mama? She called them ang moh gui eyes, white devil eyes, eyes that in Singapore, I would have been drowned for. My life then, a favour bestowed by a mother who loves too much.

Yet here they are, beneath the thinnest circle of brown plastic, reminding me that just once in my life, I’d like to do something worthy of drowning.

Mama calls up to me. ‘Lily?’

In my fist, the lenses curl.

‘Lily? More juice.’ She asks so sweetly, it could be a song.




2

TARTS

I’m on a swing in a forest of silver birches. There’s slack in the rope so I kick my legs out on the way up, just like Jacob taught me, rolling my body back through the ascent. Wind lashes against my calves, I think it’s going to rain but I don’t care, I want to go higher. Back and forth, back and forth, I gather momentum until at the highest point, I’m soaring, I can do anything, touch anything – the curled bark, the crushed mussel shell sky. But when I open my eyes, only the sky is real, a square of mauve framed by the roof window. I stretch my arms over my head and sit up. Just once, I’d like it to be the other way round. That the swing and the forest are real and this is the dream.

The morning light is soft against the French armoire, the make-up table, the foot of the Parisian double bed. None of the furniture is mine. It’s Julia’s, bartered from Mama in exchange for good grades, good behaviour. Julia gave them to me when she left for university; she likes to give me things when she leaves me behind.

I’d always shared a room with Julia until I caught a bug that made me so ill, she complained: ‘I can’t sleep, it’s affecting my schoolwork. She needs to move out.’ I was eight, she was eleven and had just started her first year of senior school. Mama agreed. The whole family came together to help me move to the attic. Mama gave me some money for paint; Daddy sanded down the floorboards; Jacob and Julia helped scrub and clean. No one wanted to sort through the inheritances of paintings and encyclopedias, the rails of old clothes and boxes, so I asked Jacob to push them into the sloped recesses, hide them under black cloth. When it was finished, Mama congratulated my decorating skills, but now I wonder if my talent was really for disguise. Sleight of hand, tricking the eye, drawing this into shadows, shifting that into the light, those were my gifts until no one saw the strangeness of living on the outskirts of my family’s possessions, of floating in a French boudoir in the middle of a souk.

Mama’s alarm sounds from downstairs, I click into action. My mind flips through possible outfits while I’m in the bathroom and when I’m back in the attic, I know what I’ll wear, Mama’s team colours – jeans and something pink. Jacob’s old university sweatshirt, my favourite thing when I’m absolutely alone, beckons to me from Julia’s armoire. I shut the door on it and pull on a pink shirt. Today isn’t a day I can wear sweatshirts and leggings. I must be perfect.

I know exactly who to be when Mama gets like this. Fights with Daddy are rare – this one about the poems is as serious as it gets – but Mama fighting is not. She loves to fight, she gets paid to fight, she fights with Julia all the time. I thought it would stop when Julia left for university, but Mama is still paying her rent and tuition fees and likes to wield it over her. With my brother, Jacob, it’s different. They don’t fight because he lets her say what she wants, she calls him every day to ‘catch up’, otherwise known as berating him for every instance in his day where he’s failed, every opportunity he’s squandered.

I’m putting on my make-up when I hear the attic stairs, then a knock – Daddy? I swallow my surprise; he hasn’t been to the attic in years. The garden has long been abandoned to him but inside the house, his territory measures a half metre radius around his lazy chair where he sleeps, eats, reads, walled off from the rest of the living room by waist-high columns of The Journal of Forensic Sciences and The American Journal of Forensic Medicine and Pathology. Those won’t survive the next few days. Incursions have already been made, the scattered journals I saw yesterday, rubble from Mama’s shelling, her evening strikes.

‘Hi.’ Threads from the bottom of his brown gardening trousers trail over his socks, and his hands flutter around him as if they’re lost. ‘Listen, Lily, I’m sorry about all of that. I mean yesterday.’

‘For the poems?’

He nods.

I shrug. Mama knows about the poems but she doesn’t know about the porn. If she’d kept tabs on Daddy’s little collection, she could have chronicled his obsession in pixelated print. It was always Asian – he was faithful to Mama like that, but five years ago, the images shifted from plump women with blooming pubic hair to thinner, shaved twenty-year-olds, their vaginas prised open like oysters. Then, one month ago, a new image appeared in the wipe-downable, plastic wallet of Daddy’s ring binder. A photo of Francie in a green bikini, my two-year-old nephews eliminated into cut-outs.

‘And for the fight with your mother,’ he adds quickly.

This is interesting. Daddy has never acknowledged that there’s anything wrong between him and Mama. For a second, I consider reaching across the Mama between us and talking to him, just to feel what it would be like to be on another side, for there to be another side. I would say I understand. I would tell him to leave her. But Mama’s timing is impeccable. Water gurgles in the pipes beneath us. Daddy blinks. I shake my head. It’s too late for new allegiances and he is too fledgling an ally.

‘Lily, I—’ he starts.

‘You don’t have to explain.’

‘Lily—’

‘I’ll see you downstairs.’

‘I wanted to say—’

‘—I don’t want to talk to you about this, Daddy. Not without Mama.’ It comes out a hiss.

His face crumples in on itself. For a moment, I think he might cry.

I change tack and play nice. ‘It’s just that you haven’t got long. You’ve got half an hour at most before she starts again.’

His eyes flick from the tube of foundation to my bare face and then he looks away, ashamed, as if he’s seen me without clothes on. I dig my nails into my palms. What? I want to ask. You know about this. He squints at me as if to locate the daughter he wants in the daughter I am, but we both know she’s not there. I turn my back to him and put on my Mama-face.

The Oriental Supermarket in Greenwich looks, from the outside, like a dodgy used-car outfit. Set in the middle of a concrete car park, it’s surrounded by a high metal fence strung with spikes that, instead of guarding second-hand cars, protects lines of sticky-wheeled trolleys and delivery trucks emblazoned in lucky calligraphy red. The only sign that it’s Asian are the two giant golden cats flanking the sliding doors, their paws mechanically beckoning us in. We step into the supermarket and are blasted by a wave of air conditioning – freezing, stale, smelling like dried goods. Mama, hyper-sensitive to temperature changes, zips up her pink hoodie.

We’re shopping for food for my eighteenth birthday dinner. Mama likes to cook at least one Asian dish for our birthdays, although I don’t let her do it alone; she’s actually a pretty bad cook. We each have our theories about the birthday cooking. Jacob says it’s the one day of the year Mama shows she loves us. Julia says it’s to torture us. I don’t think it’s about us at all. Birthdays are an opportunity for Mama to prove she’s a perfect Asian mother, despite her utter failure to keep house any other day of the year.

The timing, however, is dangerous. The dinner will be less about how great Mama is, and more about the poems. She’s already told me she’s going to find out ‘if that little whore’s been plotting against me. Who knew what.’

I told Julia about Daddy and Francie over two months ago. It was the change in evening sounds that alerted me – the tapping of keys from Daddy’s laptop instead of the flick of pages. I braced myself, hacking into his account, prepared for a dating website, even an escort agency, but not for ‘top 100 poems’, ‘top 100 love poems’, ‘poems about love and passion’, ‘100 favourite love poems of Britain’. It took two minutes to determine he’d sent the poems to Francie, another five to convene Julia on a video call. The decision to do nothing was unanimous. We comforted ourselves with conflicting platitudes – it’s nothing, it’ll burn out – never daring to consider the fallout if Jacob found out, if Mama did. Who knew what? We’ve both known. We’re both guilty.

Daddy insisted on driving us to the supermarket despite Mama’s protests. ‘For Lily. Let’s go together for her.’ I tried to ward him off, but he refused to meet my eyes, climbing into the car and turning on the ignition before Mama and I were out of the front door. His new play is to act as if everything is back to normal, better even, as if after an evening of Mama’s wrath, he’s learned to be a considerate husband, a loving father. He’s the same in the supermarket, nodding to the K-pop blasting through the loudspeakers, lagging behind us to consider this jar or that packet, brazenly putting items in the trolley. Every time Mama hears an item clang against the trolley bars, she clamps her teeth together.

She’s chosen to make pineapple tarts for my birthday but she isn’t shopping for ingredients. She drifts through the supermarket, landing on anything that takes her fancy – an enormous bunch of rambutans, a tin of white rabbit candies, frozen pork buns. In the snack aisle, she goes wild, throwing in Japanese rice crackers, sheets of roasted seaweed, mini fried prawn rolls. The dried squid is a new low, sheaves of desiccated orange rolled into tight cylinders and heavily sugared. Mama rips open a packet with her teeth and pops three into her mouth. The smell of the sweet fish mingled with her crunching turns my stomach. I ask if I should fetch the ingredients for the tarts. She nods. The aisles are suddenly broad and open, invitations to elsewhere. I check my watch to make sure I’m not away for too long; I could get lost in this kind of freedom. I wonder how much time I have.

Turns out, one minute and thirty-two seconds. A scream peals through the supermarket. My rucksack slams into my back as I run towards it. Mama and Daddy haven’t moved from the snack aisle but, in less than two minutes, there are already marked differences: the aisle is two-deep with open-mouthed shoppers; the spine of a KitKat chocolate multipack is scrunched under the front wheel of the trolley; black bean sauce glugs from the shell of a jar. Mama stands with her legs hip-width apart, bouncing slightly, holding a glass bottle of cola wrenched from a cardboard four-pack. She rotates her shoulder, extends her arm back and pitches. The bottle cuts an arc through the air before shattering at Daddy’s feet, the top skittering across the floor, the contents spuming up and drenching his gardening trousers. ‘You think you can tell me what to do? What to eat? Why don’t you go to your whore? Take your shopping with you!’

A shop assistant approaches Mama, pleading for her in Mandarin to stop. Mama rounds on her. ‘You know what he’s doing? He’s masturbating over his daughter-in-law. My son’s ex-wife!’ The shop assistant confesses that she doesn’t speak English, so Mama sums up my father’s transgressions in one, unmistakable phrase. ‘Hum sup gui, horny devil!’ For effect, she grabs a tin of tomatoes from the trolley and jerks her hips backwards and forwards over it. She is enjoying the supplicative hands of the shop assistant, the appalled stares of onlookers, until a click distracts her from her canned phallus – some jackass has taken a photo. Mama blinks. This is my moment.

‘Mama!’ I shout to shock her. I wait until her gaze turns from Daddy to me, and then I launch myself at her, hugging her tightly, one arm flung around her middle, the other across her back. She drops the tin of tomatoes. Her heart thunders against my ribs, a pair with my own, both storming in their separate cages and then quieting together, but I don’t let her go. I turn to look back at Daddy, clutching the shelf. ‘Go. Don’t take the car.’ He nods, and then he’s gone. The crowd, more interested in displays of insanity than its management, dissipates with him.

‘He tried to stop me,’ she says, her lower lip trembling. ‘From eating before the tills.’

‘He shouldn’t have done that, Mama.’

‘I was hungry. I was going to pay for it.’

‘That’s fine, Mama.’

‘As if he’s better than me. He’s not! He’s not!’ She shovels strands of damp hair away from her face.

‘No, Mama. He’s not. You can eat whatever you want.’ Her body is slack against mine, so I release her, but her breath is still ragged. ‘What would make you feel better? More squid? A cracker?’ I open a packet of rice crackers and hold up a caramel-coloured circle so the glaze catches the strip light – a cheap trick but it works. She crams it into her mouth. The slab of her arm judders. I’m responsible for those arms, for the roll that overhangs her leggings, for the thickened underside of her neck. I imagine all the food and drink I’ve plied her with lined up in front of me – trollies of snacks, barrels of spoilt juice – and I know I’m a bad person, that there is something coiled and rotten in me, because I don’t regret a single cracker. I would buy this peace over and over.

Her focus shifts to me after five crackers, eyes roving to my hands. ‘What happened to the ingredients for the tarts?’

Careful now, careful. I didn’t get any ingredients, I didn’t even pick up a basket. I just stared at the baking products until I heard Mama. I put on my innocent/stupid face. ‘I dropped them when I came for you. When I heard you scream.’

‘You came for me?’

‘I came for you, Mama. I’ll always come for you.’

The tears come then and I’m thankful, she’s much more manageable sad. I hold her in my arms. When we come apart, she touches the side of my arm. ‘You’re freezing. This supermarket is always so cold. Wear this.’ She pulls the hoodie off the trolley seat and opens it over my shoulders, like a cloak. It smells like her, masculine scents of leather, musk and sandalwood. I bury my nose into the shoulder. Mama used to wear this beautiful navy coat with a shearling lining in the winter, sometimes she’d open it and let me into the fur.

‘What about you?’ I ask. ‘You’ll be cold.’

She slips her arm into mine. ‘You’re my daughter. There’s no question.’

I sink into Mama’s hood as we walk to the till. She bought the hoodie from a yoga boutique in the village, pretending to the shop assistant she’d started classes, asking for tips. I nodded along even though it was one of her pointless lies – she’s never exercised in her life. The only time I’ve seen Mama engaged in any kind of sport was today when she took aim at my father. Holding that bottle of cola, she had the absolute focus of an athlete with a discus, a shot-put. A javelin.

Autumn term at Oxford University doesn’t start until the beginning of October, eight weeks away. Eight weeks of apologising to store managers for fights I didn’t start, of avoiding the pitying stares of shop assistants, of enduring car journeys like this one, Mama’s drama purring above the sound of the engine. I close my eyes and imagine myself crossing at the lights in front of us, glancing through the windshield at a Chinese woman reclipping her hair and a girl pressing her fingers to her lips. They are no one to me. No one but strangers.

In the kitchen, Mama starts mixing the ingredients for pineapple tarts before I can measure them out, hacking chunks of butter, pouring in flour and icing sugar. Raw egg slides down the outside of the mixing bowl and pools on the counter. Mama slops it back and takes up the whisk. ‘When I was a little girl, I didn’t use electric mixers or cookie cutters. There was no pre-made jam.’ She catches me checking the recipe on my phone and snatches it away. ‘I knew the recipe by heart. I made the jam myself. It showed you were from a good family. My father said the matchmaker was outside listening for the sounds of cooking in the kitchen – chopping, pounding spices, gossip. He said if I didn’t learn to cook, I would never find a good husband.’ She inhales. ‘Now tell me, was he right?’

‘Why don’t we pretend to be real nyonyas, Peranakan girls?’ Playing nyonyas is one of Mama’s favourite games. She’s Chinese Peranakan, an ethnic group originating from the rumbles of Chinese traders and indigenous Malays, with its own distinctive creole, ceramics and food. Mama’s frittered away whole weekends telling me stories from her childhood while we recreate elaborate Peranakan desserts – kueh lapis, tu tu kueh, sugee butter cookies. Even these pineapple tarts can kill hours. Without cookie cutters, each flower and dough lattice needs to be individually shaped, trebling the preparation time. Time she isn’t at Daddy’s throat. ‘We don’t need cookie cutters,’ I say brightly. ‘We can do it all ourselves.’

‘Takes too long. If we were going to do it properly, we should have started days ago.’ She throws herself into a chair after kneading the dough, and massages her palms.

I climb onto the kitchen counter to get the box of cookie cutters. On top of the cabinets is Mama’s tingkat collection – rows of jewel-bright tiffin carriers, the tiers fastened together with catches on either side of the handles. Most have four layers – the top for curry or sauce, the bottom for rice, the middle for vegetables and meat. Mama buys them for hundreds of pounds from Singaporean antique dealers every year, preferring the ones with positive affirmations, slamat pakkey, happy using, slamat angkat, happy carrying, slamat makan, happy eating.

‘Bring that one down, we can put the tarts in it,’ Mama says, and I know which one she means. It’s the porcelain tingkat, three tiers with a snowy white background and Delft blue flowers, the handle and catches pure gold. It belonged to my great-grandmother, one of the few things that wasn’t sold after her parents died in the car accident. She says it’s worth thousands.

‘Careful!’ she gasps as the ceramic lid scrapes across the top layer. The sudden metal in her voice startles me; I flinch. 

She snatches the tingkat from me before my feet are on the floor, hugging it to her chest before separating the layers. The faraway look in her eyes reminds me to deploy a familiar tactic. She’s lost in some memory of her emerald shophouse, her wealthy family. If I can keep her there, we might be able to make it through this afternoon without mentioning Daddy once. ‘What was it like cooking in your kitchen? I bet it wasn’t like ours. I remember when we went to see your emerald house, it was beautiful.’

Mama runs the cloth along the handle of the tingkat and smiles. ‘In my house, the kitchen was just beyond the courtyard. It wasn’t closed between four walls like this,’ and even at seventeen, I’m caught up in her alchemy again, her strange power to vanish the red metro tiles and black stools and to conjure up something else. ‘It was open on one side, straight onto the skywell. In monsoon season, the skywell held the rain and cooled the house, but in the dry season, the jeweller would set up his trestle table in the courtyard and show us what he could make.’

I want to shut my eyes and lie down, but I force myself to focus. This landscape, devastatingly lavish, is riddled with mines – how loving my grandfather was compared to Daddy, how wealthy her family was compared to ours. I sprinkle more flour onto the rolling pin, and keep her focused. ‘What was the kitchen like?’

‘Much nicer than the one in the blue house.’ We visit the emerald house in Singapore every year. We can’t look inside, it’s privately owned, but we always visit the other Peranakan shophouse painted ultramarine that’s open to the public. ‘Ours had many more things. Meat safes hanging from hooks to keep meat fresh, lesong batu, pestle and mortar for pounding belacan, shrimp paste, batu boh, granite mills to grind rice into rice flour. We even had an ice-cream maker.’ She inspects her work against the light.

‘An ice-cream maker?’ Mama hasn’t mentioned she had an ice-cream maker before. ‘How did it work?’

She glances up from the tingkat. ‘Why haven’t you made any flowers?’

I push a cookie cutter into the dough but when I pop out a flower, the petals crumble – something’s wrong with Mama’s recipe. I want to add another egg but her eyes track me. I cobble the pieces together and keep her talking. ‘Tell me about the tingkats.’

Mama starts drying the layers. ‘My grandmother’s collection. She had a whole cabinet full, many more porcelain ones like this one.’ She pauses and takes off her glasses. ‘I wish I’d kept more of them, not sold so many. I’m always looking for those tingkats. What if I see them and don’t recognise them?’

I brush the flour off my hands and put an arm around her. ‘You will. You can’t feel guilty about selling them. You had no choice, you were all alone.’ Mama was my age when her family was in a car accident. She broke her leg. Her parents died.

‘I still feel alone.’

At work, they call her ‘The Pink Bitch’, because she’s impossible, combative, a calculating careerist; she’s exactly the same at home. But rarely, perhaps only with me, she cracks open and someone very different peers through: an ageing woman on the edge of self-sabotage, waiting for someone to pull her back. And I do. I take her hand. ‘You’re not alone. You’ve got me.’

‘I’m not a traditional nyonya. I didn’t do what my father wanted me to do. I should’ve married a man who could take care of me, instead of me looking after him. I shouldn’t have spent so much time away from home. Maybe it’s my fault, what your father did—’

‘—Stop it.’ I squeeze her wrists. ‘It’s not true.’

She sinks heavily into my shoulder, her chin pressing into my clavicle, but I don’t edge her off even though it hurts. I let her stare out into the garden. It’s the beginning of August









EPILOGUE

In the Royal Observatory, there is a dome that houses the Great Equatorial Telescope.

Around the dome, there’s a balcony. From here, you can see the entrance to the Astronomers’ Garden where Lewis found me, and the avenue of horse chestnuts, where on a storm-felled trunk, I showed Lewis my arm. Still, there’s no view where everything is visible. The rhododendron bush I slept under and the orchard once filled with dandelion seeds, are masked by sycamores.

He’s coming. I watch him cross the courtyard, that familiar gait, the tilt of his cap. He stops at the remains of a telescope, turns and raises his hand, half a wave, half a salute. I wave back and wait for him to climb the stairs.

After I left Mama, I walked straight to The Polar Explorer House. I hadn’t seen it for so long from the outside – the small, manicured front garden, the rose light from the library, my room above it on the first floor. The curtains were drawn, but the yellow walls were dark, no one was there. I took it in before pushing the letter through the door. I meant to slip away, to Jacob’s perhaps, or even Francie’s, lay low until I’d formed a plan, but Lewis opened the door. His eyes were wet. ‘Come here,’ he said, and then I was engulfed by his arms, by Saskia’s, drawn again into the civilising circle of love.

‘Finished the reading list?’ he asks, a little breathless.

‘All done.’

Lewis has only pushed me about a single thing since I left Mama – what I’m going to study at Oxford. ‘You’re not even interested in Law,’ he’d said. ‘You can’t just drift into the next stage of your life. I won’t let you,’ and Saskia backed him up. I told them drifting was exactly what I wanted, I wasn’t going to Oxford anyway, I had no money for the fees. I reminded them of Saskia’s promise: no one would make me do anything I didn’t want to. Saskia said she wasn’t making me, she was just expressing her opinion. Lewis said he was absolutely making me, and he didn’t care because he hadn’t promised. He was tricky that way.

That wasn’t the only thing he’d been tricky about. The Wonders of Language and the other books he took out during my yellow convalescence were on Oxford University’s Linguistics reading list, and he wrangled me an interview with an old friend of his, Dr Dan Watson, an associate professor in Psycholinguistics. I wasn’t sure. The subject was fascinating, but the thought of travelling to Oxford, interviewing, applying for emergency grants, seemed overwhelming when all I wanted was to play out the rest of the holiday in a sunny yellow room. ‘Speak to him,’ Lewis insisted. ‘Just see if you like it.’ He drove me to the interview himself. Dr Watson was nothing like Lewis, but his questions lit a spark of possibility.

What is language?

How do you think the English language has changed over time?

What happens to language when the brain is damaged?

So now I’m going to study Linguistics. Tomorrow, I leave for Oxford.

I gather up my books. Around us, sycamore seeds fall, the autumn air alive with delicate wings.

He takes a Thermos flask from his rucksack, pours hot tea into the cap and hands it to me. ‘What was in the package this morning?’

There’ve been a lot of boxes addressed to The Polar Explorer House since I left. The smell of them panicked me at first; Lewis had to carry them into the dining room. But a few weekends ago, Saskia and I went in together, slowly knifing through the tape, pulling out the contents. Dangerous items were mixed with safe ones – bottles of black hair dye lumped in with my clothes, a pair of Peranakan cookbooks with my old text books. My rucksack, still full of emergency things, brought on a crushing feeling that didn’t leave me for days.

There was no malice in it. The boxes were packed by Jacob; he’d slipped in photos of the boys and notes asking me how I was, although he never called. None of them did.

One box wasn’t from him. Inside, was everything I didn’t take from the hole, including three pots of ivy, all the books Daddy bought me, a little cloth bag holding the missing origami stars, and something wound tightly in bubble wrap – a beach jar. I poured it out on the library rug. It’s my drift glass salvaged from Mama’s violence, the poison bottle fragment and the frosted marble, but also things from Julia’s collection – the test of a sea urchin, painted shells, a violet mussel. She has made up the jar with her prized shells.

‘Just this.’ I hold out my hand. The package that came today wasn’t from my brother or sister. It was a brown envelope, hastily taped. Inside, was a red, silk, jewellery pouch. My heart caught, watching the jade tumble into my palm; I could send it back, I could stuff it in the rucksack with all the things I can’t bear to see. But two voices came to me: a small child’s, and a mother’s: ‘Like clouded grape.’ ‘Like the sky before a monsoon.’ I put it on.

He takes a swallow from the flask. ‘I have something for you too.’ He reaches into his pocket and pulls out the playing cards. They’re soft and battered; we’ve played them almost every day, sometimes with Saskia, sometimes with Noah next door.

‘Thank you.’

He stands up, brushes down his trousers. Later, we’ll have a small celebration, Saskia, Lewis and me at The Polar Explorer House, not in the guestroom with trays on our laps, but in the dining room, emptied of my boxes.

‘Ready to go?’

I’ve been watching the park transform, the new honey of the trees, the infinite browns of fallen things shrinking into the earth. Now, I take it in for the last time, all the seen and unseen gardens, the places where I’ve forgotten and remembered, loved and been torn apart. I’ve been waiting for this moment, day after day. I’ve been gathering strength for it.

‘Ready.’
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