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For Mumma, of course.


‘No such fat goose lies in the road’

– questionable Chinese proverb
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One Hundred Miles Short of Heathrow’s Second Runway

1977

From here, they descend at speed, her eardrums swelling like corn in a saucepan pop, pop pop. The world reappears through the oval of the window: toy cows glued onto Astroturf, a Blue Peter landscape of tin-foil lakes and cereal carton houses. Her red sandals crush the crayons at their feet, rolling the lashes of wax into a puddle of long-cold gravy.

Not far now, the woman says. She has travelled with them and her face is kind, but she is not their mother. And what about their father? He is on the ground with the lakes and the cows. He is waiting on an oily tarmac. They have done wrong and he is their punishment. Remember this. 

Her sister’s hand grapples for hers beneath the blanket, the tiny nails scabby and fringed around their cuticles and although the feeling disgusts her it is the only thing that seems familiar – that will continue to be familiar – for all the years to come. Remember this. Hold it close. 

From here, they will descend at speed.


PART ONE

Beginnings


One

Lily

London 1997

12th Day of Mourning

By the time I was twenty-five, there were only two things I ­remembered about Mumma. The first was that she smelled of watermelons, the second was that we were happy.

We’d taken our father’s name of course, but a name is only half a story. The other half existed in that strange hinterland: hushed questions, Chinese whispers, that had faded over the years to ­silence. And that was the problem. Like a dripping tap or an unpaid bill, Mumma was the squatter at the back of my brain ­forever waiting for the moment to surprise me.

The beginning of my ending is easy to mark. I was standing at the living-room window, watching my neighbour’s funeral procession make its third lap around the estate. Brixton rain. The sort that gets nothing clean, only picks up the grime and the stink and drops it somewhere else. 

A small crowd had gathered in the car park, pretending not to get wet beneath their doilies of Tesco carrier bags and ­broken-winged umbrellas, but it seemed dishonest of me to join them. I didn’t even know the dead man’s name although we’d looked at each other often. Our flats faced on to each other, ­separated by the scrubby excuse for a square and sometimes, when I’d wake up in the night, I’d see him propped against the mirror of his glass. Ferret, I used to think: the way his hands were always in motion, his bony fingers ploughing troughs through his hair, or stroking grey skin through the fabric of his vest. One day I’ll go over there, I told myself. He might have a story, too. We could become friends. But I never did.         

The too-long rattle of the letter box drew me away from the window, accompanied by the postman’s tuneless whistle. I waited for him to retreat, listening for the tight wet loop of his footsteps fading across the landing before I wandered into the hallway. 

On the mat was a single envelope. I’d never been a person who got excited by the mail; someone who expected flowers or cards from boyfriends, or round robins from girls I’d been at school with. Mostly it was menus or my appointments, perhaps one of those anonymous invitations for self-defence or the local jamboree at which no one awaited my attendance. I kept them all, nonetheless. Positioned right at the entrance to the flat, it demonstrated to the people who came by – my landlord, the pizza delivery boy sopping wet from his piddling little moped – that mine was a busy life, populated with busy people.

I threw the letter on top of the pile and went back to spying on the car park. The funeral procession had moved on but the crowd hung around in their clusters, chatty and reluctant to disperse. Maybe they were waiting for an encore, a second chance to reflect on their mortality. But he looked so well when I saw him. One minute he was here and then . . . 

Gone. 

Fuck it. Today was the day. Six years without the curb of ­routine had made me a woman of jagged risings, allowed the indulgence of watching the world change through the prism of my bedsit window. I knew the thrum of my neighbours’ engines, the precise flourishes on the tags of graffiti, the fractals of the cracks in the walls. In another life these skills might have been useful. In this one I was merely a clock-watcher. 

I gathered the mail from the hallway and began to sort it on the living-room table, matching it up as I went: Dave’s Disco, takeaway, therapy, like that game we used to play called Remember. That only left the newest envelope which didn’t fit into anything. I picked it up and examined it. It was yellow and thin in my hand, the paper the wrong side of luxurious as was the careless slant of its address. I shook it free of the rain and then tore at an un-licked gap in its corner and pulled out the letter within. Commissioner for Oaths, it said, along with the details of a London solicitor located in the Gray’s Inn Road.

RE: In the matter of Miss Lily Miller, formerly known as Li-Li Chen, daughter of Sook-Yin Chen, of Castle Peak Road, Kowloon.

Phrases jumped in and out of my vision, the black ink morphing into shapes across the paper. 

We are writing to inform you . . . An inheritance . . . Please call us on the number below.

It had to be some kind of scam. You heard about these things all the time: soft approaches by so-called Good Samaritans; innocent people giving up their life savings. As if. 

Despite this, something small and barely perceptible tried to creep past my notice and take root in the darkest of spaces. I perched on the sofa and shut my eyes.

Five things I can see, four things I can . . .

Did that technique really work for anyone? 

Dr Fenton said I worried too much and maybe I should stop overthinking things – one of those typical therapist mantras, along with no caffeine after 4 p.m. or being grateful for the person I was. Easy for him to say.

The day that letter arrived I hadn’t been allowed to think of my old name, or any of the memories that went with it, for over twenty years. 


Two

Sook-Yin

Kowloon, June 1966

On the morning of Sook-Yin’s exile the harbour was fuller than the gutters on market day. The islanders had always taken their status seriously. If you could get into the sea you could fish, they said, and if you could fish you would never go hungry. A family’s survival depended on money – people casting their hopes to the tide aboard dinghies and leaky sampans – and now she was paying the price because she had never been able to make enough of it, or at least not the right kind for her brother. She could have scrubbed floors till her fingers bled, boiled laundry from Kowloon to Guangzhou, but she would never become an intellectual, a person that he could respect. Numbskull, shame of the family, a woman of twenty-two with no more than a fourth-form education. Isn’t that what ah-Chor had said?

Some money was more equal than others. 

Passengers had started to board the liner. As Sook-Yin peered up from the shadow of the dock, one hand shielding her eyes from the sun, they looked like minnows in the palm of a giant. The Carthage – Pacific and Orient. The same words she’d read on her ticket when she’d gone with ah-Ma to the embassy that morning. Later, she’d looked them up in her dictionary:

Carthage: Proper Noun

An ancient city on the coast of North Africa. Founded by the Phoenicians. Finally destroyed by the Romans at the end of the Third Punic War.

She considered the gleaming paintwork, the shiny reflections piercing its windows, the muscular heft of its ropes. Nothing about the ship looked destroyed. A lucky omen, perhaps – the same way Kowloon had risen from its ashes. 

Panic wrenched her from her distraction as passengers ­appeared from all directions. Where was her family? She fought her way back along the pier, searching for her brother’s hat, her mother’s hand on her pink umbrella until, through the swell of the crowd she saw a face she recognised, even though she doubted her instinct. Ba-Ba?

‘Sook-Yin, good,’ he said. There was the familiar tightness to her father’s jaw and the heat of her anger resurfaced from the last time that she’d seen him. Was it four, or five years ago? She’d gone with ah-Chor for ah-Ma’s housekeeping and woken their father’s mistress even though it was almost noon. ­Sook-Yin had dared to protest and her father had slapped her with an ­outstretched hand. Once. Twice. Now he’d grown fat and she resented his happiness.

‘So, you’re really going?’ he said.

‘Why? Did you come to make sure?’

‘Sook-Yin, no hard feelings, okay?’

He reached for his wallet and pulled out a foreign note. It was pink, with a portrait of the Queen on it and a single word that she recognised: Ten. ‘This is all I can give you,’ he said. ‘Ah-Bao’s funeral took most of our savings.’ 

Her father’s secret son. Ah-Ma had mourned him for all of a minute, and not in sorrow, but only as a woman. 

When she shook her head, he pushed the money towards her. ‘You are still my daughter,’ he told her. ‘No matter what ­ah-Ma tells you.’ 

For a moment, she dared to hope. ‘Ah-Ba . . .’ 

He turned his face towards the ship. ‘Prove you can do better, ah-Yin. Make your family proud of you, and perhaps we will see you again.’

Ah-Chor appeared through the throng, grabbing at the neck of her coat as he shouted above the noise. ‘Deck D! Deck D, silly dreamer! Are you trying to waste our money?’ The effort strangled the words in his throat before he turned and saw their father. Bent his head. ‘We didn’t expect you today, sir. Did you want to speak to Sook-Yin?’ 

‘I have said what I came to say.’

‘Very good then, sir.’

Sook-Yin looked from one to the other, at her older brother like their father’s shadow and herself without a voice. ‘Goodbye then, Father,’ she said, but when she turned, he had already gone.

Standing on the approach to the deck, people pushing her this way and that, she didn’t know what to say to ah-Ma. ‘Write to me often,’ she told her, and then to ah-Chor, ‘Please look after our mother.’

‘Yes, stop fussing! We’ll be fine.’ 

Thrown forwards by the weight of the crowd she had no option but to follow it upwards towards the gaping mouth of the ship. 

It was a long way down to the harbour. Her brother was still on the dock but ah-Ma had moved further away. She could see the retreating shape of her raincoat with its red chrysanthemum pattern. Was her mother cold? Were her shoulders shaking?

Sook-Yin waved her arms and shouted, her words lost amongst the others louder and more excited than her own. Goodbye! Goodbye! Goodbye! Some of the passengers had brought coloured streamers – bright reams of red and yellow that exploded from their hands like fireworks. She picked one up at her feet, hoping it would reach her own family and let them reel her back to safety. We didn’t mean it. We love you. Come home. She held the end and cast it out, but it was too short and her voice too faint for anyone to come to her rescue.


Three

Lily

London 1997

12th Day of Mourning

I was still holding the letter when the phone rang, tinny and muffled beneath the sofa cushions. That’s where it lived in those days, amongst the dust and the rot and stray Rolos because it was disgusting and the bringer of bad news and I had no desire to talk to anyone. ‘No one’s asking you to marry it,’ Maya said. ‘You just need to answer when I call you.’ I pulled out the handset and there she was. Had to give her that, I suppose. Despite my sister’s faults she’d maintained an uncanny ability to know when something had happened.

‘Hey,’ I said when I answered. I wanted to blurt out the words, Guess what, the strangest thing . . . but she was in a hurry and interrupted me.

‘I need you to come by the office.’

‘What, right now?’ I said. 

‘There’s something we need to talk about.’

I’d become inured to these occasional summonses: fools’ errands to check her back door or make sure she’d turned the oven off. In lieu of me having a proper job my time was considered fluid, each task a pointed reminder of my own alarm-less existence. In spite of this, her urgency threw me. And why the need to go to her office?

‘As soon as you can,’ she said. 

I glanced down at the letter again, my hand sliding against the receiver. The reason was obvious, wasn’t it? She must have got one too. 

By the time I emerged from the tube at Camden, I’d talked my panic into a kind of relief. Maya would sort it all out. She’d probably called the number already, solicitor to solicitor and all that. It’s what she’d trained for, wasn’t it – a First at Oxford, imminent partnership – at least until that last year when she’d decided to give it all up to play happy families in her husband’s business. 

Maya’s worse half, Ed, was some shit-hot world-class architect. He was also about a hundred and three. I always knew she would land on her feet with someone super-rich and super-successful but she’d done a Faustian bargain on that one.

Their office was in one of those mews houses, meddled to fuck in the eighties with glass bricks and windows for doors. I never understood it myself, all that interfering with social history for a genteel tantrum in the guise of progressiveness. 

They’d got some new mousy-haired Sloane in reception. ‘Mrs Redgrave’s with a client,’ she said, practically cross-eyed from looking down her nose at me. She’d already assessed me as someone unimportant, and without the steer of prior knowledge no one ever guessed we were sisters. Petty in my annoyance, I slid against the fibreglass sofa and flicked through Architectural Digest making little cracks of thunder with the pages. 

Even in her office, Maya kept me waiting, marooned behind the hull of her desk as she wrote in her man-sized diary, her centre parting as neat as an airstrip. ‘Dyed your hair?’ I said. 

She frowned but kept her eyes on the page. ‘Can you not be weird for five minutes?’ 

I squinted. It was definitely blonder. ‘Not trying to hurry you,’ I said, ‘but I’ve got somewhere to be at two.’ 

‘Where?’ It was a miracle she didn’t give herself whiplash. 

‘Hot date with Robert De Niro.’

‘So you are still seeing Dr Fenton?’

She placed a tick in the page’s margin with a furious flourish of responsibility. ‘You do realise it’s meant to be tricky, Lils? If therapy was easy, it wouldn’t be worth it.’

I rested my arms on the desk, the letter crackling its disapproval in my pocket. ‘Go on then. Spill,’ I said.

She pressed her temples. ‘Something weirdly awkward has come up.’ 

In the matter of Miss Mei-Hua Chen . . .

‘Ed’s planning me a secret party.’

‘What?’ 

‘I know. It’s horrendous. I hate it.’

‘Sorry, no, I meant what are you on about?’

‘He’s been threatening to do it for months, cosying me up with all his associates. Says it makes sense to keep me in the “network”.’

‘Hostage network?’

‘Funny.’

But it wasn’t, was it? This couldn’t be the reason she’d called me here. She was warming up to it, easing me in. ‘And I’m to do what, exactly?’

‘I need you to talk to him, Lily. Pretend that his assistant let it slip and you want to plan it yourself because you know me, blah blah blah . . . At least then I can control the invites.’

‘Right.’

‘Don’t panic, I’ve done it. It’s done. Food and guests and everything, so it’s not exactly lying.’ She flicked me with a petulant gaze. ‘That won’t be a problem, will it?’

‘Couldn’t you have told me this on the phone? You made it sound really urgent.’

‘Well, no . . . it has to look plausible.’ She paused as though realising something. ‘I don’t expect you to come. I know you despise these things.’

‘Why not get one of your lackeys to do it?’ 

She straightened the pens on her desk, lining their lids up like little soldiers. ‘I can’t trust them. Not like you. They’ll only blab to Ed.’ 

Something unreadable crossed her expression. Had something happened between them? I made a useless mime towards her ­belly. Still as flat as the Fens. ‘Everything all right . . . down there?’

‘Thank you, everything’s great.’

‘Has Ed been going to the scans with you?’

‘God, no! He just wants to know if it’s all fine.’

‘And is it?’

‘Yes, it’s fine . . . ’ She blinked at me. ‘I mean it. Everything’s fine.’

‘Sounds like it’s fine,’ I said.

We played these games, Maya and me. When we were younger, I struggled to read her but the years had worn down her armour and revealed her emotional leakage: the subtle grind of her jaw; the indisputable flicker at the corner of her eye that she liked to attribute to ageing but which I suspected was a different kind of badge. One that, until now at least, had always had my name on it. 

I couldn’t leave without one last try. ‘So, there’s nothing else you wanted to tell me?’

‘No. Like what?’ she said.

‘Nothing . . . through the post this morning?’

The vein in her neck jutted out. ‘You’re not in trouble again, are you, Lily?’ 

I feigned a bark of outraged laughter. ‘No! Why would I be?’ I said, and in that moment it was important I convinced her, a strange reversal that had started that last year. She’d seemed relieved at first when Dad died – having one less person to care for – but sometimes she’d get this look in her eyes and I couldn’t be sure anymore which one of us was protecting the other. ‘I sent you a card, that’s all,’ I said. ‘Mumma Maya, the ABBA singing nun. It’ll come tomorrow, most likely.’

Walking back to the station, I tried to analyse things more rationally. Maya’s reaction meant one of two things: either she’d yet to receive a letter or someone had singled me out, which made no sense. What we’d been through we’d been through together.

The vicious overnight storm had wreaked havoc with the roads around Clapham and all across the Common lay the fractured corpses of oaks and sycamores, all their years of hard work felled in a single night of furious devastation. I wasn’t in the mood for Dr Fenton. By that stage, I’d been seeing professionals on and off for six years, ever since the debacle at university. If you were to plot my progress on a graph it would resemble an errant soundwave, lilting as a Chopin nocturne with a schizoid Liszt phrase somewhere in the middle.

The waiting-room toilet was engaged when I got there. I checked my watch as I hovered outside, listening for the sound of the flush and the asthmatic wheeze of the dryer before at last a man stepped out. He couldn’t have been more than thirty but there was something unravelled about him: the finger of grime on his collar, the mismatched socks, like a detour from the vanity of youth. Is that how I looked to others? Even at twenty-five, was I pushing the boundaries of appearing ironic?

‘Sorry,’ he said. ‘Hello.’ 

We tried to manoeuvre ourselves unsuccessfully. 

‘I’m late – if I could just—’

‘Seeing Dr Fenton?’ he said. ‘It’s okay. We’ve only just finished.’

Fenton appeared at his office door. ‘Ah, Scott, I’ve caught you,’ he said. ‘The number for that group I was telling you about.’ 

He didn’t look like a Scott. During their furtive exchange of paper I sensed the man glance at me again, but not in the mood to satisfy his curiosity I kept my eyes on the floor and waited to be let into the room. 

‘I wouldn’t worry,’ Dr Fenton said when I mentioned the trees on the Common. ‘Nature tends to take care of itself, irrespective of others’ intentions.’ 

He seemed distracted that day. His pen, which I could never keep up with, remained at a lazy angle, his eyes drifting towards the window. Not that I blamed him. How many shopping lists and plans for home improvements had been gestated during similar tediums?

In an effort to pass the time I decided to show him the letter. I followed his eyes as he read it twice and then put it back on the table. ‘You made the call?’ he asked.

‘I just assumed it was one of those cons. Like that bumph they send you in the post. Reader’s Digest. The Pools. You’re a winner!’ He didn’t laugh when I gave it the jazz hands.

‘The man’s name didn’t ring any bells?’

Hei-Fong Lee. Deceased.

I shook my head.

‘Have you spoken to your sister about it?’

‘I was hoping she’d get one too, so we could decide what to do. Together.’ 

‘And what if you couldn’t agree?’

‘That’s not going to happen,’ I said. ‘I mean, obviously we have differences of opinion . . . telly and books, that sort of thing. But never about the important stuff.’

He smiled. ‘Like coming here, for example . . .’ 

My armpits prickled under my jumper. I shouldn’t have sat so close to the radiator. ‘Look, maybe I wasn’t that keen to begin with, but that’s my point about Maya. She’s always known what’s best for me.’

His pen sprang to life across the page. The most it had moved in ten minutes. ‘So those initial feelings you expressed here, that your sister was attempting to control you—’

I started laughing. ‘I didn’t say that!’ 

Fenton raised an eyebrow in contradiction. ‘If I remember correctly, you were quite angry about a list she’d made in order to help your recovery.’

Try and go out for a run; stop examining yourself in mirrors; practise having conversations with others.

I shuffled against my seat. ‘If I said it, it was out of frustration. I’m a very frustrated person. Isn’t part of that blaming each other?’

‘Sometimes, yes,’ he said. ‘But it makes me wonder why you didn’t make the call. As something you could do for yourself.’ He gestured to the letter. ‘As far as I can tell, this could have any number of outcomes available.’ 

‘As in, the cat is both dead and alive?’

‘If you like.’ 

I knew what he was getting at. If the inheritance was connected to Mumma, it would be a chance to find out about her, learn something about myself: where I came from, where I fit in, especially as Maya and Dad had never talked about it. But as usual with Dr Fenton, such a proposal relied on the binary. 

‘You’re forgetting something,’ I said. ‘Knowing after the fact is one thing. But you can’t un-open the box.’ 

‘Fear didn’t stop you before.’

‘I don’t know what you mean. Aren’t I here because I’m frightened?’

‘And when you hurt yourself at Cambridge? That must have taken guts.’

I pinned my elbows against my sides, trying to hide the dark circles of sweat that had started to leak from my armpits. ‘That wasn’t bravery,’ I said. The same petulant tone of voice as if he’d bested me at marbles. ‘And I was a different person then.’ 

He crossed his legs and his notebook fell, its landing deafening and infinite in the silence. ‘Were you – really?’ he said.
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