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			‘A beautiful, expertly constructed novel about love and loss’

			The Bookseller

			‘Nadia Mikail has crafted a complex and cathartic coming-of-age story that will leave readers feeling a deluge of emotion’ 

			Holden So, author of If You Still Recognise Me

			‘A truly beautiful novel, heart breaking and mending all at once. Stunning and vulnerable, Mikail is a much-needed, unique voice in YA’ 

			Lizzie Huxley-Jones, author of Reality Check

			‘A moving and beautiful portrayal of grief, memory, and the complexity of trauma. A Flood of Memories is heart-wrenching and heart-warming in equal measures and is a book that will stay with you long past its last page’ 

			Adiba Jaigirdar, author of Four Eids and a Funeral

		

	
		
			Content note: This book contains depictions of alcoholism, emotional abuse, loss of a parent and anxiety. For information on where to find support, please see page 301

		

	
		
			For the people who made me and for the people who helped remake me

		

	
		
			Ke mana tumpahnya kuah kalau tidak ke nasi

			Malay proverb

		

	
		
			PROLOGUE

			“He just made really strange choices,” Leila told Poppy as the cast bowed to rapturous applause, or as close to rapturous as a school auditorium audience could deliver on a Wednesday night. “As a leading man.”

			“Oh, I don’t know, I don’t know,” Poppy said. “He had charisma.”

			They walked out into the evening. Leila clutched her coat tighter around her. She resisted the urge to look at her watch. She was on time – but sometimes that didn’t make a difference. 

			“But why would he play him like that?” she asked again.

			Poppy looked amused. “He really made an impression, huh?”

			“No, I mean,” Leila said, “in the scenes with his cousin. He’s gentle in them. In most adaptations George Farrer is miserable and dismissive. But the actor played him very kind. I’ve never seen an adaptation where he is.”

			“You’re such a nerd,” Poppy said affectionately.

			“I could do it different tomorrow night,” a voice offered from behind them.

			“Oh, man,” said Poppy. “This is the sort of thing that only happens in movies. And of course it would happen to us.”

			They turned and looked at the leading man. Under the streetlight he looked kinder than ever, his brown eyes glowing, his beanie tugged rather unsuccessfully over his large ears. He was beaming.

			“I’m glad you noticed,” he said. “I was pushing the director to let me play him like that.”

			“Why?” asked Leila. 

			“It’s better if he is gentle with his cousin,” the lead actor said very seriously. “Complexity is confusing. Something awful can often be hidden inside something very tender. Like in the second act, when he gives him the key.” It was still in his hand. He lifted it up and rubbed his thumb against the shiny ridge. “I wanted the top hat as a souvenir, but the prop team said that was on hire and they gave me this three-ringgit key that unlocks nothing instead.”

			“Maybe George is only tender when she’s looking,” Leila said, watching the light glint off the metal in his hand. “That’s the facade.”

			“But I think he’s tender when no one’s looking, too,” the lead actor said, playing with an earlobe thoughtfully. “It’s when he is consumed with rage that’s the issue. And he’s so often consumed with rage. He feels he can’t control it, either. Not that that excuses him.”

			“I think I’m getting very sleepy,” Poppy said, bored and sly. “And if you want to continue this debate you can exchange numbers very quickly and let us get home.”

			The lead actor looked at Leila. He had really long lashes. During the play, he had mispronounced a word – awry – and because Leila had been second row and watching him, she’d seen him wince just a little at the end of the sentence. It had been inordinately endearing.

			“Well, you’re wrong,” she said, but she was pulling out her phone.

			“Oh! You just had to ask,” he said, taking it from her. Their fingers brushed. Leila fought the urge to shiver at the phantom touch.

			Instead she rolled her eyes and bit back a grin. “I could just delete it.”

			“Please don’t. You know, I could do it different tomorrow night,” the lead actor said, programming his name into her phone as Arthur Lemos. “But it’d be a worse performance, I think.”

			“I won’t be here tomorrow night,” Leila said. But Arthur was too busy adding a tongue-out emoji, a key emoji and, bizarrely, a blue-waves emoji, to the end of his contact details.

			“I’ve got to go,” he said. “I was just eavesdropping. But please come tomorrow night. You’ll see I’m right.” He waved goodbye and started jogging away.

			“I’m not coming back tomorrow night,” Leila said to his retreating back. There were butterflies in her stomach that she’d never felt before. 

			“You’re lying!” Poppy said gleefully.

			“I’m not,” Leila said, absently staring into the space he’d occupied. Arthur Lemos had returned her phone, but he’d also slipped her the key the prop team had deigned to give him. Poppy hadn’t seen it. Leila felt its blunt ridges with her thumb, warm where his had been.

			Leila wasn’t lying. She didn’t go back. She didn’t text him, either. 

			She did keep the key.
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			Memory was an aching thing. 

			“Close your eyes,” said Pak, adjusting Leila’s weight on his shoulders. 

			Leila swayed and giggled. “My eyes are closed,” she insisted, peeking. “They are.”

			“Leila! I know you, my little girl,” Pak said. “I can feel you looking out! Don’t think that just because you’re five years old now you can trick me. Ren, make sure she doesn’t look.”

			Mak stood on her tiptoes and peered at Leila and told Pak, “Her eyes are closed.”

			“Hm. Now we’re walking to the surprise,” Pak said, and the world beneath Leila started moving, Pak steadying her feet with his hands. “Now we’re going up a slight incline. Balance yourself, Leila.”

			“What’s an incline?” Leila asked. 

			“It’s when a road goes up,” Pak explained, “like when we go up a hill, or a slope …” He huffed and readjusted his grip on her legs. “Like this one.”

			Leila squinted to see no one was checking – Mak was a few steps behind with their picnic basket and backpack, focused on going up the incline – then she peeked out from behind her fingers again. 

			It was a hot, sunny day. They were hiking along the trail, tall trees the only thing she could see apart from the path ahead, green moss all over the large rocks around them. The air was quiet except for the little chirpings of birds she could hear somewhere above their heads. A drop of sweat was rolling down Leila’s cheek. 

			They walked and walked. Leila could feel Pak getting more and more sweaty, his hair damp against her T-shirt, but his hands were firmly on her calves and he didn’t stop to rest, not until he said, “Leila, close your eyes again.”

			She did it this time, because Pak had known when she hadn’t the last time. When she was told to finally open them, they were on the edge of a beach, no more trees blocking her view. The clean calm sand, the big, big sea. She saw the sun, low in the sky, almost golden over the water. The sky was so blue and beautiful here. The clouds were white and fluffy. 

			“Wow,” Leila said, awed.

			“Won’t you look at that,” Pak said. 

			They walked forward, sand sloshing into their sandals, and found a spot to lay down their mat. Mak opened up the picnic basket and out came some of Leila’s favourite foods: chocolate chip cookies, peanut butter and Nutella sandwiches, a carton of strawberry milk. Pak stuck a cookie in his mouth and asked Mak why she hadn’t brought the six-pack he’d bought for today. Mak said she was sorry and they had a serious adult conversation that drifted vaguely in the background as Leila watched the endless motion of the waves and focused on picking the nutty bits out of her cookies. But then eventually Pak opened the backpack and out came pink goggles just like she’d been asking for, because it meant she could finally learn to do what Pak did every other day after work: sluice through the water like a fish for hours, while Leila sat on the benches by the pool and watched enviously.

			Leila gasped with joy and reached out for them.

			“Did you know your name means night?” Pak asked her, adjusting the straps on her goggles. “But the whole day is yours, kiddo – the whole world, all of this.” He waved his hand over the sky, the sun, the sea. “You need to know that, or you won’t go out to get it. Do you understand?” 

			Leila didn’t really, but she nodded, looking out into the water, and Pak smiled down at her. 

			“Happy birthday, Leila. Today I’m going to teach you how to swim.”

		

	
		
			GOING HOME

		

	
		
			“Poppy was saying,” Nick said, as they watched the news in the apartment they shared. Leila craned her head to look at him; he was sprawled out on the bean bag with a packet of cookies, leaving crumbs on the carpet. He was frowning, this consternation very different to his usually easy-going manner.

			“Go on,” she said, when he hesitated.

			Now Nick looked slightly unsure, rubbing his cookie-covered fingers together. But he ploughed on anyway. “She said it’ll be a bad one this year – they’ve issued a warning for low-lying areas, including your kampung.”

			“Oh,” Leila said uncomfortably, watching the news banner read HISTORICAL STORMS EXPECTED IN SARAWAK IN COMING WEEKS. “But we haven’t had a bad one in years. Surely—”

			“She says it’s been raining. And it’s going to be king tide—”

			“It rains every year. And it’s king tide around the same time most years.”

			“You’re burying your head in the sand, Leila,” Nick said. He rubbed his hand through his hair, leaving crumbs in it too, and looked up at her. “It’s most likely going to be a bad one. They’ve been getting worse. What with precipitation changes, or whatever Poppy says causes the rain.”

			He was only pretending he didn’t know what his sister was on about. But more worryingly, he was serious about the danger, and he was not serious most times. Leila felt the knowledge drop through her like a stone. Her first reflex was to think, This is not my problem. But it was. They both knew it. It wasn’t really Nick’s problem, his house on high ground in the middle of the city, but it was hers.

			On specific times of the year the king tide – an exceptionally high tide caused by the gravitational pull of the moon and the sun – rose the waters in the Sarawak River, and every year a monsoon season thundered its way through the state, bringing storms and relentless rainfall in its wake. Some years this meeting of phenomena left the people in Leila’s kampung unscathed.

			Other years – and more often in recent years, as precipitation changes brought heavily unpredictable and intense rainfall to the country – this meeting of phenomena meant the water rose so much the river overflowed its banks. Leila’s kampung flooded.

			Leila looked away from the TV.

			“It could be a false alarm,” Nick said, kinder. “Like you said. It rains every year.”

			He knew she didn’t want to go back. He probably thought it was really hard for her now, ever since the funeral. 

			He didn’t know just how much she didn’t want to go back. 

			Their gazes slid to the screen again, pulled by a magnetic force. Scenes from a wet market in Kuching, all the shoppers harried with their colourful umbrellas up, fighting the wind and rain. 

			Just trying to get their fish home. 

			It made Leila want to cry.
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			It was not a false alarm. 

			Leila knew this when her mother said, “There’s nothing to worry about.”

			“Okay,” said Leila. She was trying to balance her phone between her ear and her shoulder; her hands were occupied with her sunglasses and her book and her drink. Of Bees and Mist by Erick Setiawan – Flamingo had recommended it. Leila had been trying to find the time to read it between assignments; her A-level coursework was piling up. There were a few too many things to juggle.

			“If anything, the water won’t come up to the house,” Mak said, almost reasonably. “It’ll reach our doorstep, like it does. It’ll flood the garden. Nek Pan’s chilli plants are the only ones who should be worried. And you know, it’s been ages since the last big one.”

			Her mother spoke like a logical, reasonable person. Leila knew this optimism was much like her own – like burying your head in the sand, like Nick had said, and speaking in the dark. 

			Leila and her mother were well-versed in saying everything but what needed to be said. It was a well-honed skill, and they had practised it together for years.

			“I should come home anyway,” Leila said. “I haven’t seen you for more than a year, and I should—” Visit the grave. Clean the headstone. Recite the doa.  

			“It’s okay if you’re busy,” Mak said in an anticipatory way; Leila felt a twinge of guilt. And then a stronger twinge of annoyance, that her mother wouldn’t say outright if she needed help or not.

			Leila took a deep breath and was careful not to expel it too loudly. “I’m not too busy.”

			“And flights from Kuala Lumpur will be expensive around New Year.” Her mother made a disapproving sound about air fares. “If you don’t book in advance.”

			“They’re not too expensive. I can use my points.”

			“And even if,” Mak said, clearly trying to make Leila feel better about what she thought Leila was going to say, “things take a turn for the worst – we have a lot of help here. Auntie Sasha will likely come over, and Aidan and Adam and Amir: they’re very strong now. And Poppy’s family can take your grandparents in for a week if things get unsustainable.” 

			Leila told her, “I’d feel better if I was there.”

			“Okay then. Only if you’re sure,” Mak said, giving in easily. 

			“Yes. I’m sure,” Leila said, a beat too late. 

			“It would be good to see you. I miss you lots,” her mother said, instead of How are you feeling about coming back?

			“I miss you too,” Leila returned, instead of I’m dreading going back like a terrible looming thing, but I don’t want to dread seeing you. “Shit, shit, shit.” 

			She had dropped her phone. When she picked it up there was a large and annoying crack across the screen protector.  

			“Leila?” Mak’s voice was tinny and worried.

			“Something fell. But everything’s fine, Mak,” Leila said, smoothing her thumb over the crack. “Everything’s good.”

			“Are you sure?”

			“There’s nothing to worry about,” Leila said, instead of No.
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			Leila came in towards the end of Flamingo’s mid-afternoon wine break. Two times a week he booked a slot in his Teams calendar for this break; he named it Focus Time. She said, “Can I take some time off to go back to Kuching? I think my kampung is going to flood.”

			Flamingo’s real name was Fletcher Dorothy Abaxus, but everyone called him Flamingo. Before Leila could finish her sentence she was ordered to go home and stay as long as she liked. Flamingo also came from Kuching, “and every day I want to go back,” he told everyone, shaking his fist at the eleventh-floor window of their office building. Outside, the Bangsar traffic jam raged on. 

			Flamingo wouldn’t really go back. He loved his TV show too much. 

			It was a ten p.m. slot and it was an odd mix of segments that were prone to change on Flamingo’s whim: interviews with minor celebrities, game show bits that Flamingo made up, a six-minute spot where Flamingo would rant about the state of the world but mostly the home state they shared, Sarawak. The show had a bit of a cult following despite the lack of structure. Each time someone recognised him in public Flamingo preened like a peacock.

			Having finished his rant about people who double parked and left no note – “Something that never happens in Kuching,” he said inaccurately – he downed the rest of the glass, closed his eyes in bliss and said nothing else for long moments. 

			Leila could smell the familiar fuzzy, fizzy scent of it from where she stood: too sweet, too bright. She looked away. But when she made to leave the room, Flamingo held up one finger. “While you’re there …” 

			Leila sighed. 

			“I want you to get some footage of the flood.”

			Leila had come into his office to interview for an internship last year, doubt hovering like dark clouds on the edges of her brain. Wondering if she should cut her losses and switch all her A-level subjects. 

			The Plan had been looming large over her after four failed interviews. It echoed in her brain in a voice that was so terribly recognisable.

			But Flamingo had seen her samples and watched her test video. He had said she had talent. Noting her surprise at this observation, he had asked her what her plans were for her career.

			“Uh,” Leila had said.

			“We’ll figure it out. I’ll mentor you,” Flamingo said, waving this away. Leila suspected that someone who wasn’t from Kuching would not have been given such leeway for failing to answer such a basic interview question. 

			Now she came in to write for the show on days she didn’t have classes or A-level coursework. Flamingo told her eventually she could expand, even have her own segment, whatever that would look like (Leila still didn’t know what that would look like, and felt her chest tighten whenever she thought about it). For now she was an intern; she did whatever Flamingo wanted done that day. And right now, Flamingo wanted some footage from Kuching. 

			“I’m technically on leave!” Leila protested. 

			“Oh, relax,” Flamingo said dismissively. “I’m just saying, get some footage of the floods, please, it’d be a big favour. We could allocate some time to telling people how they’re getting worse, go into why they’re getting worse. God, every day I long to return to be with my people; I can’t take any more pretention from this city.” He stared moodily out of the window.

			Leila slowly backed away before he could start pretentiously going on about how the coffee beans were richer, back home, how the food was better and the air was fresher and the power of the ringgit was higher.

			“Tell everyone I say hi!” Flamingo called after her.

			“Yes,” Leila said, dread settling into her stomach lining. Pulling out her cracked phone, she booked the flight back.

		

	
		
			INTERLUDE: IN THE AIR

		

	
		
			The house had two wooden storeys. The stairs between the storeys creaked, but only certain ones: three and eight on the first flight, one, seven and eight on the second. The first storey contained the master bedroom, a living room, the study, the kitchen, one bathroom. The second contained the second living room, three more bedrooms, another bathroom, the balcony. 

			Imagine stepping in: large windows thrown open, a breeze always floating through the house. The sound of the radio drifting down the stairs. Beloved books and toys and things scattered on every surface.

			Imagine a kitchen where a pot was always on the hob. Spices sautéing, soups simmering, sauces sizzling. Scents wafting in the air and stomachs rumbling. The fridge stocked full. Nobody ever hungry.

			Imagine a garden where there was always fruit ripe to be plucked. Imagine stepping through lush long grass, wet with dew. Imagine dawn, everything trembling and fresh and new, and pushing past the leaves of the basil, the bird’s nest; past the hibiscus, the bougainvillea, the allamanda. In the back imagine a huge mango tree, each bough laden with sweet, creamy gifts.

			Imagine a balcony wet with the rain and ringed with white railing. Large, with a view two streets down, and a swing in the corner, ropes still thick and strong. On the wall near the swing, kid-height, scribbled in red, green, purple, yellow crayon, a complex storyline involving the cats of the kampung versus the Barney in the toybox. 

			Imagine a feeling of foreboding, always. Lingering in the driveway, crawling up the stairs. Mingling with the smell of the food in the kitchen and causing it all to curdle in your stomach. Even in the damp loveliness of the garden. Even in the open air of the balcony. Even now, years later.

			Imagine the house tilting on its axis. 

			Imagine it rumbling.

			Its inhabitants tipping forward …

			Leila jerked awake. 

			For one terrible, disorienting moment she thought, Is he home?

			But when sound faded back into her ears, she only caught the tail-end of a bored, professional announcement over the intercom: “… return to your seats, fasten your seatbelts securely, and keep them fastened until …” 

			And next to her, just Nick elbowing her in the ribs. 

			“Oi, we’re landing soon.” Seeing the alarm on her face, he added, “It’s just some turbulence.”

			“Oh,” Leila said, heart still frightened-rabbit racing.

		

	
		
			HOME

		

	
		
			Catching sight of her through the crowded airport, Poppy gave a delighted yelp, broke into a run, and launched herself at Leila. Leila had no time to ruminate on touching back down into the city she had spent most of her life in: instead she got a mouthful of Poppy’s hair, a nose full of her perfume, and an armful of her glee. Poppy was babbling something into her ear, talking too fast and too close for it to be making any sense. 

			“I missed you too,” Leila told her ear.

			“No, I hate you, is what I’m saying,” said Poppy. “You’ve been gone for ever.” 

			“I’m back now,” Leila said.

			Poppy looked at her thoughtfully. Thoughtful suited her like it suited a Pomeranian; both species looked too pleased and content with themselves to think about melancholy things for too long, instead preferring to yelp about them to anyone who would listen. True to form, she quickly turned her attention to her brother, punching him hard on the arm. Nick ruffled her hair, looking equally pleased to see her. 

			“I parked there,” Poppy said, pointing vaguely in the direction of a neon green Kancil. “I say, though, the roads in this area are insane, do NOT look at the bottom of the passenger door too closely.”

			“You’re the worst driver ever,” Nick commented. Poppy tried to punch him again. 

			“How are you?” Leila asked, to stop things escalating into a brawl in the middle of
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