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Dedication

For Mami




Chapter 1

Water

Death happened while she was bathing Kai. Everything to do with Mae’s illness seemed in some way or other wrapped up in him. Of course, it was ridiculous for a baby, barely eight months old, to hold so much power. But Kai consumed life with a voracity that belied his tiny form. He consumed everything in his path and always things he shouldn’t: stray hardened peas, orange peels dropped on the floor, clumps of sand in the sandbox, rocks. Everything was stuffed in his mouth, without ceremony, before his mother could utter any syllable of repudiation. He consumed time too, and patience, love, sleep and exasperation – ate them for breakfast, lunch and dinner. Then asked for seconds. And now it seemed to Lin like he had eaten his own grandmother.

But why would he do that? He loved his Khun Yai. She had shared the sweet fruits that tasted bitter to her only with him, peeling and deseeding grapes the size of ping-pong balls. She had swished the oxygen tube lodged in her nostrils like an elephant’s trunk, singing chang, chang, chang, chang, chang, even on days when the song was no more than a whisper sighing past dried lips. Kai seemed to love her big brown eyes which grew larger and brighter in their sunken hollows at every game of peek-a-boo; a light that came back for him again and again, even when the rest of her had already receded into darkness. Had Lin believed in a god, she may have questioned the fairness of this one-in-one-out policy.

Dee called for her. So Lin lifted Kai out of the water and onto a towel. His soapy, slippery skin reminded her of the birth. She dried him off. She dressed him. She put him to bed. He was surprisingly docile that night, turned onto his tummy and fell asleep as if at the flick of a switch.

She felt an urge to wake him that was both primal and completely contradictory, to bring him downstairs so he could rouse his grandmother. But Lin resisted and followed her sister instead. She was still thinking of newborn Kai, screaming, purplish and covered in what looked like butter, as she gazed down at her mother. You are meant to see the corpse to say goodbye, to release and help the spirit to its next home.

The body was already laid out on a large, low divan bed and covered in a white sheet. Only the left hand and head were exposed but Lin caught a glimpse of emerald silk at the neck – a favourite blouse glinting in the evening light.

Lin knelt by the body and took its hand. That’s what people did in films, wasn’t it? Mae’s hand felt papery and dry. She had been so diligent in her grooming that her skin had always been silky soft and smooth, and warm. Always warm. The body lying on the bed was no such thing. It was like a snake that had shed its coil; all that was left was a cold leather shell. Mae had always had a full head of hair. She had been so proud of the absence of grey, but it was thinned out now, and scraggly.

‘I thought you might want to do Mae’s hair,’ Dee said, holding out their mother’s brush.

Lin took it from her sister. Then she began to brush gently, so gently. There was no need to lose too many more. Lin gathered up the fallen strands but there was no need to scramble around and hide them from Mae’s piercing gaze.

When she finished, their father placed the silver bowl of lustral waters by the bed. Lin looked up at him. He had aged exponentially into the perfect picture of a widower; grey hair, pallid skin, a face somehow turned inwards.

But what did that make Lin? What did she look like?

Lin touched her cheeks. They felt saggy and wet. Tears, she guessed, and probably speckles of Kai’s foamy bathwater. She was tired but she wasn’t a widow. She wasn’t even an orphan. Dee and Lin still had their father, and they were both adults. It seemed, to Lin, like an additional injustice that she had nothing to call herself. If the Inuits could have countless words for snow, why couldn’t the bereaved each have some title to cling on to?

There were more people gathered around the bed now. It was time. They took it in turns to perform the ritual bathing. Lin’s grandmother, supported by one of her living daughters, poured first. She wept openly.

‘Nok,’ Khun Yai cried.

‘Nok,’ she wailed.

‘Nok,’ she called to the child she had outlived.

Khun Yai’s hand shook. She lifted the conch from the silver bowl and tipped the sacred water onto her daughter’s hand. She murmured so low that Lin couldn’t hear whether she was giving a blessing or seeking forgiveness.

After Lin’s father, after a few of their aunts and uncles, came Dee’s turn. Ever the perfectionist, she knelt carefully by their mother’s hand, not a single crease ruffling her trousers. Her dark eyes were shadowed but dry as she performed the ritual with smooth precision. And then, all too quickly, it was Lin’s turn. She knew her place in the family hierarchy better than she knew what to do with it. Should she speak a blessing or seek forgiveness?

Lin poured slowly, watching the water trickle over the white string of the sai sin tied neatly around Mae’s jutting wrist, beading on the skin and dripping down each long, limp finger. Fingers so deft they could shell twenty prawns in thirty seconds, then squeeze the heads to suck out every last drop of juice. Fingers so sharp they could stab at your flaws without mercy without ever touching you. Fingers so gentle they could untangle the unruliest of ponytails without tugging at your scalp.

Didn’t water give life? But in Mae’s hand was only bone, rigid and hard.

Should Lin speak a blessing or seek forgiveness? Where to begin for her many sins? In the end she could muster neither and simply bowed her head over the corpse’s hand.

The evening cast shadows deeply and darkly across the body’s face.

Lin didn’t believe in a god but sometimes – when she was here, when she was home in Bangkok, when the incense was smoking and the light had a corporeal thickness to it – she wished she could believe in spirits. She waited. She watched.

But nothing happened. There was no movement, no ethereal vision floating above the body or eerie call escaping dead lips. Just silence. Mae did not stay, and Mae did not go. What could Lin do? How could she bring Mae back? Was there any power in her

desolation

fear

guilt

anger

sorrow

love

grief

that could possibly resurrect the body in the bed?

Lin stood up and took one last, long look. But there was just the corpse and she felt disappointed; in Mae but mostly in herself. Lin was certain that had she done things differently, had she been more of who she ought and less of who she was, she would see things differently. Lin kept staring, wondering where her mother was.







Three hundred and seventy kilometres north-east and halfway up to Laos – where the dry season is blessed by a cool spell but the wet season is ravaged by the south-west monsoon, where farmlands fill basins that reach out to the feet of mountains, where the food is spicier and the rice is sticky – Chatri saw a ghost.

There was no mistaking it. He was in the middle of waking when it happened, blinking deeply wrinkled eyelids several times. The sheet was bundled around his legs, one foot sticking out as he lay on his side. Yet he felt nothing of his aching hip digging into the firm kapok mattress. He was still wrapped in the softness of some undefined dream. A liquid morning filtered in through the mosquito-screened window and the air smelled of rain. He rolled to lie on his back, head slightly more propped up on the pillow. Only then did he hear the rustling of rain and the steady plip, plip of the water dripping down the gutters and the trees. A breeze lifted the gauzy curtains, causing them to catch on an unused picture hook. Chatri got up to free the fabric and as he did so, he glanced down into the garden.

And there she was: his dearest niece in front of the mango tree.

Nok shimmered and flickered. Chatri could not understand why at first, until he noticed that the pattern of her appearance, disappearance and reappearance corresponded with the rhythmic slashes of the rain. Nok was smiling, face up, eyes closed as though enjoying the water caressing her skin, or as though the water was her skin. It trickled down her in scaled rivulets.

When the ghost finally opened her eyes, she looked straight at him. The rain was lighter now, her image less distinct, but Chatri thought her pupils appeared slitted and reptilian. Their wisdom and knowing struck him in the gut so hard he almost doubled over, the breath punched out of his lungs. She had been the only one left who knew. Had she been sent to punish him? Would she feel liberated to do so in her next life?

Nok reached out her hand. Whether to steady or to strike, he could not tell. Those eyes were so flat and glassy. Then she beckoned as she walked backwards, the elongated fingers and sharp, yellowing claws curling into her palm. She stepped into the shelter of the mango tree. The lush green canopy broke the rain, and so she was gone.

The phone rang in the hallway.

He heard a shuffle of bare feet as his housekeeper rushed to pick up the call before it could disturb him, but Chatri already knew what was coming.

He sat back down on the edge of his bed, feeling his bones scrape in the sockets of his joints, feeling like even his withered body was too heavy to tolerate, feeling the weight of life and the loneliness of living.

Nok was dead.




Chapter 2

Fire

Lin stood in her dead mother’s kitchen, trying to focus her nerves. Mae never used scales or measuring cups to cook. It was always add a little bit of this or a little bit of that. Fry until it smells good. Season until it tastes right. Simmer until it’s cooked. Lin had given up on getting exact recipes from her mother a long time ago but today, of all days, she wished she hadn’t.

‘Are you sure you want to cook?’ Dee asked. ‘You know what the family are like with opinions.’

‘Are you trying to say I can’t do it?’ Lin retorted.

‘No, silly, but even if it’s exactly like Mae’s and exactly how you want it, they’ll still comment.’

‘That’s fine,’ Lin said, ‘They’re entitled to their opinions.’

‘They’ve had opinions on everything since Mae got sick. You could just take it easy. It’s been a rough couple of days.’

‘You mean it’s been a rough year.’

‘That too,’ Dee acknowledged.

She sighed, patted Lin’s shoulder, and said, ‘Then at least let me help you.’

This simple offer carried within it all the complexities of a four-year age gap; from the day Dee was forced to share their mother’s attention to the moment Lin realized that she would always have less time with her. Lin considered the offer: a small part of her wanted to say yes.

‘Thanks, but I can do this on my own.’

‘Okay, well don’t take too long. People will be arriving soon.’

Dee left the kitchen. Kai was with James, who had arrived in Bangkok late last night and was desperate, jetlag be damned, to fully reclaim his paternal duties. Mae would have been pleased to see father and son reunited like this. Across the year, Lin had racked up the airmiles to be there for her mother, through every surgery and all the treatments. And she had thought Mae liked having them around, to see Kai grow, even to see her as the reality of her illness sunk in. But there always came a point, after a few weeks, when Mae would send them home to James.

They were playing upstairs somewhere, so Lin was completely at liberty to concentrate. She pulled on an apron and gathered the ingredients from memory, laying them out carefully in the order she would need them. She placed a large dented pot onto the stove and fired up the largest gas ring in three resounding clicks and a whoosh of flame.

The proper way to do things, Noo.

She turned the hand-bound pages of her mother’s memorial book one by one, past the grainy black-and-white photograph of her mother receiving her unused degree from the King, past the eulogy, a poem selected by her sister and her niece’s drawing of a phoenix-like bird. Finally, Lin’s contribution: Nok’s recipe for tom kha gai.

Tom kha gai

Serves 4 people (or fewer if you’re hungry!)

1 tin of coconut milk

Handful of lime leaves (ripped)

Handful of sliced galangal

Lemongrass stalks (bruised or chopped at an angle)

Birds eye chillies (bruised), lots if you are feeding uncles and aunts, less if you are feeding farang friends.

Several cloves of garlic (peeled and smashed) – number depends on how big the cloves are.

1 large onion or 2 small ones

Handful of straw mushrooms (sliced)

A coconut milk tinful of chicken stock

Lime juice

Palm sugar

Fish sauce

2 chicken breasts

Handful of chopped coriander

This recipe was based on an email Nok had sent her when Lin first left home for university. The chicken soup to warm her on cold Scottish nights – what a cliché! – a tonic to cure the homesickness Nok fully expected her daughter to feel. Lin hadn’t disappointed her mother, at least not in that.

Lin looked around Mae’s kitchen for reassurance. Her entire life this three-square-metre space had been alive with the sound of oil sizzling in a pan, warmed by steam spiced in simmering pots of curry. It had danced to the beat of her mother’s pestle and mortar, wearing dustings of golden turmeric and draped in the shimmering spills of coconut cream. Now it was quiet and still. Too clean.

 Although Lin had tried to translate her mother’s colourful language into a professional-sounding recipe, it was still lacking in precision. So Lin estimated then multiplied quantities and hoped for the best. She poured what seemed like an industrial amount of coconut milk into the pot. She peeled and quartered a bag of onions, eyes smarting, sliced a mountain of galangal and ripped a pile of lime leaves. She juiced limes until her wrist ached and crushed cloves of garlic until her fingertips reeked. But she took comfort in the smells, the repetitiveness of her actions – even in the heavy-handed beating of the lemongrass stalks. They probably suffered more than they needed to. The burst of fragrance was instant, heady, and botanical, the juices bled through the woody outer layers. The kitchen was now bathed in a citrusy sweet steam, filling Lin’s lungs with the scent of childhood convalescence.

Lin cut the chicken into bite-sized pieces, scooping it into the simmering broth. The cool flesh slithered through her fingers. She stirred and let it cook. Lin seasoned with fish sauce, lime juice, palm sugar, freshly chopped coriander, bruised chillies and then she tasted. The recipe promised a dead woman’s magic, the flavours Nok could always conjure up with a dash of nam pla or a sprinkling of sugar. But the soup Lin had just cooked coated her tongue in a blandness that made her sick.

Saeb boh?

Nok had occasionally used Isan dialect. Sometimes, or so her daughters suspected, to remind them of their failure to learn even standard Thai. Lin remembered the email’s teasing tone but today the question seemed spiteful: ‘Well, is it delicious? Is it satisfying?’

She opened the drawer next to the stove. This was where Nok kept her recipes: a bundle of magazine pages and haphazard notes written on stained sheets of paper. Best to check her mother hadn’t sent her a flawed version. It was the sort of thing Mae might have done.

But the recipes were gone. The drawer was completely empty.

She pulled it open all the way.

Lin glimpsed the edge of a bit of paper and groped for it hoping that by some miracle it would be what she needed. But it wasn’t. It wasn’t even a recipe at all. It was a leaflet Lin had never seen before, and she knew this kitchen better than her own these days.

How had it ended up here?

She held up the leaflet: Thai writing in a bold, angry font above what looked like yearbook photos of two young men Lin did not recognize. It screamed self-righteously despite its faded print and brittle edges. But it could not save her. People would be arriving soon. They would expect to be fed a decent meal after all that praying and standing around in the heat, and someone would have let slip that Lin was cooking. Word always travelled fast among mourners.

Lin was ready to rip the house apart. She even enlisted Dee’s help. Together they opened cupboards, emptied rattan chests, and rifled through wardrobes, pawing through the clutter of many lives colliding. They found dried-up Chinese watercolours, khim sheet music and crumbly Play-Doh. They uncovered a maternity mumu in the distinctive brown of the Seventies and some newspaper clippings pontificating on the healing powers of yoga. They even unzipped handbags that were stored in cabin luggage that was packed into a suitcase, like well-travelled Russian dolls. Balled up in one was Dee’s black bikini which had vanished in the early Nineties, almost the same day she had returned with her immodest purchase.

‘That’s where that went!’ Dee exclaimed.

‘Mae must have hidden it.’

‘I never understood why this was such a big deal for her.’ Dee shook her head. ‘All our friends were wearing bikinis.’

She unravelled it. The elastic crunched. Whatever held it together had gone both brittle and tacky at the same time.

‘Well, not all our friends,’ Lin said. ‘I mean, we weren’t the only ones with Thai mums.’

‘To be honest, most of my Bangkok school friends had European or American mums. Plus some of the other Thai mums were just way younger and cooler than Mae,’ Dee said, holding the black triangles up against her chest. Even through her shirt it was clear that her breasts were too big for it now.

‘You did used to moan about not having boobs,’ Lin said. ‘Look at you now!’

Dee chucked the bikini back into the leather handbag and snapped it shut in disgust. The dental smell of rubber and rebellion disappeared under the overwhelming citronella of the mothballs their mother favoured.

‘Having babies will do that to you! It fit me perfectly at 14. Remember how upset I was when I couldn’t find it for our trip to Hua Hin?’ Dee said.

‘I remember because you accused me of stealing it,’ Lin replied.

‘Well Mae never corrected me, did she?’

‘You basically snubbed me all summer.’

‘Sorry.’ Dee spoke as if she meant it. ‘I wonder what else we’ll find.’

‘Clearly not the recipes,’ Lin said.

‘Are you sure the drawer was empty?’ Dee asked.

‘Yes,’ Lin said. ‘Do you want to check it yourself?’

‘Completely empty?’

Dee’s normally neat bob stuck out in frustrated kinks. She tried patting it down.

‘Well, not completely,’ Lin admitted.

Dee looked at her. Lin took the leaflet out of the back pocket of her jeans with a sigh. She unfolded it and handed it over to her sister. Dee studied it as if she could read the Thai writing.

‘What is this?’

Lin shrugged. ‘Your guess is as good as mine.’

‘It looks like a missing persons thing,’ Dee said.

‘I think it looks like more than that,’ Lin said. ‘Look at the colours.’

She pointed to the blood reds, sore against the black font.

She continued more tentatively, ‘Maybe we could ask P’Anand? I’m sure he’d translate it for us. And he’d probably know the history. He’s so involved in what’s going on now and these boys look like students.’

‘Yeah, and then he’d tell Na Phook and Nong Ying and soon enough the whole family will know.’ Dee shook her head and went on, ‘What if Mae kept this private for a reason?’

‘Like what?’

‘I don’t know,’ Dee said. ‘But she never talked much about her university days, except about getting her degree from the King.’

‘So?’

‘Well, the tides have kind of turned, haven’t they? And Mae was old-fashioned. I don’t know. You’re the politics grad.’

‘Are you kidding me?’ Lin hissed. ‘Don’t you remember how upset she got whenever they arrested student leaders or shot water cannons at the protesters? And you think Mae was some kind of right-wing nut?’

‘You know how drugged up she was towards the end. Think about how offended she used to get if anyone said anything bad about her King,’ Dee pleaded.

She shook Lin’s shoulder, trying to force eye contact.

‘We don’t know anything, Lin, so don’t go poking around. Please, don’t embarrass her.’

Lin snatched the leaflet back and stared down at it. How long had it been in their mother’s drawer? What was so special about these boys that they were filed in the sacred place where Mae kept her life’s work, proof of her culinary and maternal supremacy?  

‘What are you two doing?’ Ian loomed over them.

The girls, for that is what they would always be to their father, looked up at him from their nest of trunks and boxes, memories fluttering shamelessly out of every opening. He looked angry, which Lin found a comforting change of emotion. ‘Clean up this mess before people see!’

‘We were just looking for Mae’s recipes. All I could find was a weird leaflet,’ Lin explained.

Then, just in case, she asked, ‘Have you seen the recipes?’

Ian was already walking away mumbling, ‘Leaflet? Weird leaflet?’

At the door to his bedroom, he turned and said, ‘I let your aunt Tip take the recipes. They were just a bunch of scruffy notes in Thai anyway.’

Anger dissipated into simple facts.

‘I’m going to get dressed now,’ he added, ‘put on that black suit you made me buy. Look respectable. Apparently, such things matter when burning one’s wife.’

His sarcasm sounded weak, congested by grief. The bedroom door slammed shut behind him. Lin and Dee were left to peck at the mess like hungry sparrows. 

‘I could just ask her for the recipes back,’ Lin said.

‘Are you really feeling that brave?’ Dee scoffed.

They looked at each other. Their mother, fearless Mae, even though she was the eldest, would fuss about visits to her little sister and make the girls dress up, look proper. No dungarees for Lin. No wrinkled cargo shorts for Dee. It had always been frilly dresses and good shoes to visit Na Tip and her MP husband. No debate. No excuses.

Dee grabbed Lin’s arm, pinching the flesh.

‘What if she put that leaflet there?’

‘Now you want me to ask her about that too?’

‘No, Lin,’ Dee whispered. ‘I want you to leave things be.’

Her voice had the same urgency it had when they were kids, when Dee felt Lin and their younger cousins had taken a prank too far, trouble she’d answer for as the eldest.

‘Lin, things are so crazy here right now. You know what side the MP is on, and Na Tip has always supported him,’ Dee said. ‘We don’t know what that leaflet says and if it could hurt Mae.’

‘Nothing can hurt Mae any more,’ Lin said, rallying more sarcasm than her father could muster.

But she couldn’t meet Dee’s eyes. So she started stacking old photo albums back into a box instead, shutting covers over sepia images showing only happy times, wishing she could fold herself into them just as easily. Glimpsing baby photos, she began to question what in Thailand, where family hierarchies still mattered, could make someone afraid of their own baby sister. Lin closed the box and looked up, catching Dee glancing away. Perhaps Dee had just been wondering the same thing.





A wailing sea of black had parted for the golden chariot carrying King Bhumibol Adulyadej to his cremation. They had all been in England at the time for a cousin’s wedding. Mae had been inconsolable.

‘Khun Phaw,’ she’d sobbed, ‘Father.’

Lin had never seen Mae cry before, not like this. Her grief had been personal in a way that put Lin’s polite tears to shame. Mae had thumped at her chest to dull the pain as she took in the news report. She had watched others able to rain their tears onto the royal path, rather than speckle the anonymous beige carpet of their insignificant hotel room somewhere in the middle of Middle England.

The intricate pyre, which represented Mount Meru, had taken a whole year to build, the reporter claimed. It was flanked by an elephant to the north, a cow to the south, a lion to the east and a horse to the west. That He would ascend had never been in doubt. He would not be reborn into suffering. Lin had sat on the bed feeling useless, but clinging on to the hand Mae did not need to flog herself. They had watched Mount Meru go up in flames. Then Mae had wiped her face, shaking out her cotton handkerchief to blow her nose, like sounding a trumpet.

‘We build heaven and then we burn it with the King,’ she had said.

Lin surveyed the living room now, from the mezzanine, and imagined building heaven for Mae. The rows and rows of plastic chairs arrayed in front of the wooden dais were already half-filled with mourners. Family and friends gathering. Food to be eaten. Stories to be shared. In many ways this would have been heaven to Mae. People were talking quietly. No one was wailing. Yet.

This was the house Lin








































Epilogue

London, 33 years before Nok’s death

The day Lin discovers that Mae is a witch is cold and frosty. So cold that some of the children dare each other to lick the school fence, their tongues briefly sticking to the frozen metal bars.

‘The witch is coming,’ Lin hears them whisper. Some of the children run and hide. The bolder ones crowd around the gates to get a better look. Their excitement is ghoulish, infectious. The first time, Lin craned her neck and stretched on her tiptoes too, until she saw who they meant. Then she shrank back, smaller than she is, and looked down.

Mae always walks to school taller than she is. Today her skin glows brighter, as if the sun is shining through the grey clouds, and her long black hair floats open around her waist. She just appears out of the fog, so that day, even the bigger kids run away. All except for Billy McNade. Billy, who started the witch thing, has licked the frostiest metal bar and now Billy is stuck. He pushes against the fence. He wriggles his fat bottom but can’t seem to break free. As Mae reaches the gate, Billy actually squeals. She lifts her hand and Lin holds her breath, in hope, in wonder. Maybe Mae will turn him into a pig, or bacon – crispy rashers dripping with fat.

But Mae just waves at him and smiles. Then Billy’s mother is there to unstick him.

‘Billy, what do you think you’re doing putting your tongue on there? Stupid boy!’

Billy’s mum jumps a little when she notices Mae. She drags her son away, frogmarching him home.

All the other mothers wear black coats, some brown, some beige or grey. Mae is wearing that jacket again with the blue and white print and the stitched-on tribal pattern. Mae always greets the other mothers, who try not to stare, but she ignores the fathers who do. How men here look at Mae is flavoured in a way Lin does not yet understand, like the strange smell of Daddy’s whisky – so smoky and sour it makes your eyes sting.

‘How was school, Noo?’ Mae asks.

‘Okay,’ Lin lies.

Lin’s glove grabs hold of Mae’s glove to pull her across the road. With every step they get further away from school, so fewer parents can see that Mae’s jacket is too big, that it is missing buttons and has threads dangling loose from the back. So fewer kids can hear Mae’s bangles jangle around her wrist, as if announcing another world. They walk along a bend and school is finally out of sight.

Then they turn into the street where the cold, red house is. All the houses on the street are the same. They huddle up against each other and are made of brick, like the third little piggy’s house. Lin would like to huff and puff and blow it down, but it is too solid, and she is no wolf.

Mae unlocks the front door.

‘Come in quickly, Noo,’ she says.

Lin steps over the threshold and shuts the door but she keeps her coat on. It is a duffle coat with wooden buttons, like Paddington’s. Daddy read them the stories before they moved. Are you from deepest, darkest Peru? No, she isn’t. Didn’t you see her mother?

‘Take off your coat. You don’t need to wear it at home,’ Mae says.

Lin shakes her head and Mae shrugs. Lin still feels cold and despite the taunting, she holds on to the fact that people liked Paddington Bear in the end.

Mae walks to the living room.

‘Nice to be home, na?’ she says, rubbing her hands.

Mae says the word home a lot when they are inside the red house. She says it over and over like a spell that might work. Lin is reminded of school earlier that day and begins to doubt what the kids say. Then she thinks of Billy’s frightened bottom and smiles. She will have to test Mae’s powers.

Lin does take off her gloves, though, and hangs up her book bag. She notices her sister’s empty coat peg. Lin did not know what a coat peg was until they moved here. The hallway doesn’t have any furniture in it. The walls are bare and painted a dirty yellow, so it is easy to see if something is missing.

‘Where is Dee?’ Lin asks.

‘She’s having her dinner at Katy’s,’ Mae says.

Dee already has friends. And when they came here, Dee already knew things; like what coat pegs and Dairy Milk were. She even knew who the funny grey-haired woman, with the drawer full of chocolates, was. Lin doesn’t know anything. Daddy has to tell her that she should call the woman Nana. But visiting Nana just makes Lin miss Khun Yai.

Dee also gets to walk to school on her own. Mae won’t let Lin do that yet.

She joins Mae in the living room. There’s a fireplace there, like in her Christmas Carol book. But in the pictures, fireplaces look warm and cosy and festive. Daddy lit this one once, and it had taken three days for the smell of smoke to go. Mae does not let him light it any more, so it is the coldest room in the house.

I’m hungry, Lin thinks, testing Mae. A witch would read her mind, but her mother is still rearranging cushions.

‘Can I have a snack?’ Lin asks out loud.

‘Of course. Let’s go sit in the kitchen,’ Mae suggests. ‘But please go wash your hands first.’

Lin goes through their narrow kitchen and into the creamy pink bathroom.

‘Look, Noo, My Little Pony colours,’ Mae had said on their first day, as if that would endear this house to her.

She washes her hands well. Being clean is important. This week is a three-lump week. The dead ends of three bars of soap collected and stuck together. On their own they would break but by tomorrow they will mould together like an almost-new bar of soap with marbled shades of pale pink, blue and cream. Also My Little Pony colours.

Lin walks back into the kitchen, which is the warmest room in the house. She slides onto a wooden chair at the wobbly table. Mae has draped a green woven cloth over it, maybe to keep the table warm. She is looking for her biscuit tin in the high cupboard, using a stool to reach it. Lin looks her mother up and down, trying to spot the witchiness the other kids see: black hair, milk-tea skin, colourful clothes. To Lin she is just Mae, but maybe in this place of white fog and grey rain, she does look other-worldly.

‘Mae, what’s a Chinky?’ Lin asks.

Mae stops rummaging in the cupboard and turns around, carefully balanced on the stool.

‘It’s a bad word for someone from China.’

‘But we’re not from China, are we?’

‘No, Lin. We came from Thailand.’

‘So why do the other kids think you’re a Chinky?’

‘Don’t say that word again, Lin. Sometimes people just don’t know better.’

‘Oh.’

Lin does not tell Mae that they also call her a witch. She does not want to hurt her feelings. Mae finds the biscuits and hands one to her.

‘Are children at school being nice to you?’

Lin shrugs. ‘Sometimes.’

‘If they are being mean, you tell your teacher, okay?’

‘Okay,’ Lin lies.

Mae goes to wash the dishes stacked in the sink.

‘Mae.’

‘Yes, Noo.’

‘I want to go home.’

‘This is home, Noo. This is our home now.’

Mae says it twice, again, like a broken spell.

Lin bites her lip and tries to suck in her tears, but Mae can see them before they fall. She is a seer, and she rushes over to wipe Lin’s cheeks with her thumb and then holds her round wet face in both her hands.

‘Noo, shall we have something special for dinner?’ she asks.

Lin smiles, curious. She wipes snot off her nose with her sleeve then nibbles at her biscuit while Mae flits about the kitchen, gathering her ingredients. Mae went to Chinatown on the weekend to do some shopping. It was a very long train ride away and much longer than getting to the khim lesson. They had all sorts of things in Chinatown. Like Pocky and mangoes, and all the things Mae needs for tonight’s dinner. Maybe that’s why the kids are confused because the place to buy all their Thai stuff is called Chinatown.

Mae heats up her pot and pours in the silky-white coconut cream. She puts in leaves and stalks, roots and bulbs and lets it all bubble up. The steam fills the room. It smells like P’Dao’s kitchen, sweet with lemongrass and hungry with garlic. Lin’s stomach rumbles. Mae adds chicken, the fish sauce and finishes with a squeeze of lime.

‘It’s almost done.’ Mae smiles at her. ‘And I’ve got a good idea.’

She leaves the kitchen. Lin can hear her running up the stairs. She hears the wardrobe doors, a rustle, then stairs again. Mae reappears with a straw mat she has brought all the way from home.

She spreads it on the floor next to the big radiator. That was another thing Dee knew that Lin didn’t. Radiators. Lin had burned her fingers on their first day in the red house.

Mae beckons Lin over and she sits down cross-legged on the mat; the straw feels crispy under her palms. She sits as close to the radiator as she dares. The heat is too dry, but it is nicer than feeling cold and, in her coat, Lin starts to sweat.

From the floor the kitchen looks bigger, brighter. Instead of the backs of other people’s houses the window now frames the sky, where patches of inky black are peppered with stars beckoning to places far, far away.

But from here Lin also notices the photo hanging high and proud above the sink. The precious picture of Mae and the King. Her heart sinks, knowing what this means. Mae sees her looking.

‘My photo. Daddy finally hung it up for me. It had to be up in our home.’

The image is black and white and grainy. A younger Mae, draped in a long black cape is reaching forward, head bowed before the King. The photo only shows His dark hair and dark glasses. It is not clear enough to reveal His face. But Lin knows His face well and can imagine it there, that almost-smile. Back home, they had a full-colour portrait of the King, in His white and gold uniform.

‘Why were you wearing that funny dress?’ Lin asks.

‘Because I was graduating from university.’

‘What’s graduating?’

‘It’s when you finish studying a subject and then you get a diploma.’

‘That rolled up thing the King is giving you?’

‘Yes.’

‘It looks like a magic scroll.’

‘It’s a little bit like that,’ Mae says, laughing. ‘It gives you the power to get a good job.’

Lin mulls this over. Jobs seem like very important things. It is why they have come to live in the red house, on the long red street in this cold, grey country. It is why Daddy goes out every day to a special place that tries to find people work.

‘So why don’t you have a job, Mae?’ Lin asks.

‘I’m not allowed to work in England,’ Mae says. Then, gesturing around the kitchen, she adds, ‘And, anyway, when would I have time for a job? I have you and Dee and Daddy to take care of.’

‘That’s true,’ Lin says.

Mae is very busy now; cooking, cleaning, sewing. She even uses tools to fix things in the house, like when the toilet stopped flushing or when a rock smashed through the front window. Mae patched it up with cardboard until the real repairman could put in new glass. She is much busier than back home where she had P’Dao to help her out.

‘If you had a job like Daddy used to, then you wouldn’t have time to make these.’

Lin waves the biscuit around before biting into it, the buttery crumbs melting in her mouth.

‘When I go graduating, I want to be just like you, Mae,’ Lin says. ‘I want to bake and cook lots of yummy things.’

‘Or …’ Mae says. ‘You could study, get a great job and help lots of people.’

‘Will the King give me a magic scroll?’

Mae cocks her head from side to side.

‘Only if you go to Thammasat University.’

‘Where is that?’ Lin asks.

‘It’s in Bangkok, near the Grand Palace.’

‘Can’t I go there?’

‘You need to speak Thai to study at Thammasat, Noo.’

Lin wrinkles her forehead. She thinks of all those Sunday afternoons when she and Dee wanted to run around the garden. They wanted to dig up the mud in the middle of rainy season, using their hands to build moats and islands, tasting the freshly washed air while the musty earth caught under their fingernails. But they weren’t allowed. They had to sit at the big dining table with Mae, with clean fingernails. Their legs twitching and kicking, heads propped in their hands, listening to the sing-song voice on the cassette tape. They had to copy what the voice said, and Mae would make Lin do it over and over because she got the tones wrong again. P’Dao would walk by and listen while she dusted trinkets on the sideboard. She laughed out loud because Lin said bottom instead of person by making a ‘g’ sound instead of a ‘k’. Lin hated when people laughed at her. Dee, on the other hand, knew how to laugh with them.

Then there was the reading and writing, tracing symbols that had heads and tails, flicks and flourishes. To Lin they looked like animals or people. They told a story, just not the one Mae wanted her to read. Their Thai lessons made Lin feel stupid and Mae could be a mean teacher. She shouted a lot, usually when Lin’s mind wandered. But at least they had been home, where it was warm, where Khun Yai and her friends were. She even misses P’Dao, sometimes. Lin decides that some things are worth suffering a witch’s wrath for.

‘I could learn Thai, Mae,’ Lin says. ‘I’m sure I could.’

Mae doesn’t answer.

‘If I promise to learn Thai, can we go back home please?’

Mae does not look at Lin. She stands up and goes to stir the soup with her wooden spoon, then taps it on the edge of the pot like a wand.

‘It’s ready,’ she croons.

Mae brings over two bowls full and a couple of spoons. She sits down next to Lin. They eat their tom kha gai sitting on the crispy straw mat in the heat of the big radiator, in silence. Lin eats it all. She savours the pungent hit of garlic, the warmth of the galangal and the quench of lime and lemongrass. She feels cocooned in the sweet, coconutty broth. Then she slurps the last few drops straight from the bowl. A little bit dribbles down her chin. Lin wipes it up with her palm and licks that up too. Mae is a witch, a good witch, and her potions work better than her spells; she can stop time and fly across oceans with you, all in a bowl of soup.
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