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For Mama, Papa, Eri and Miki.

For you.



MONGREL

a dog of no particular breed.

 

an animal resulting from the crossing of unknown or different breeds.

 

OFFENSIVE

a person of mixed descent.



 

Build a thought up to a healing house
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As Seen from Above

A grove of bamboo trees, thick in their numbers, and dark clusters of thin, hardy canes, growing in clumps, creating circular spaces between them, hollowed out by God. The bamboo sways above the girls, a circle of dirt where secrets are made. On one side, a wooden fence, high and dry, the texture of a coconut shell; the other, a thickish wall of young trees, dense enough to stay unnoticed if quiet. The leaves cast a green hue in the shadows all around them. A shandy lies beside their feet, bought at the newsagent. Half drunk on a half-drunk. Or so they tell themselves. They stand. In the quiet of the growth. Their desire closed in, and all around. The leaves shimmer, urging them on. The taste of that pomegranate lip balm, organic, and that shampoo from Australia. They bend. Down onto the dirt, the sandy brown. The bamboo canes see all. The inexperienced hands, searching for their purpose, heavy breathing, real—not fake like they will learn to do. Real and soundless. Allergies and excitement. Skin so soft, everything about them soft, though they don’t know it. Roaming the seams of American Apparel. And the bamboo sings—you are safe, you are safe, you are safe. An eyelash is eaten. A part of her now inside you. They don’t tongue like the boys, muscular and rhythmic. They kiss. Wet. More lemonade than lager. There they are on the earth as a finger finds its way. And there is pleasure, even though they are scared. Lying there in the sandy earth. Here, they are trees. Their roots find each other. Under all the weight, the mud that cases them in, they find each other. They lift off the earth. The shandy can now overturned, spilling itself, flowing. They lift off the dirt, they are sure of it. Sandals bought in Italy, dangling, friendship bracelet made of thread, dangling, as a finger turns into life itself. As a finger holds all the strength of the world. As a finger lifts them off the dirt, that Saturday afternoon in the autumn.

Listen . . . The bamboo canes are singing.



Part One



Mei

From a young age Mei tried very hard to be a good girl. If she transcended her fellow pigtails, then (at least) the teachers might like her. If she focused on her violin, she wouldn’t have to focus on her dead mum.

 

That morning, like every Friday morning before Mother’s Day weekend, Mei had woken wishing she was sick. She knew that during form time the other girls at school would be crafting cards with gel pens and pompoms, cutting stiff white paper into the shape of the word mummy—ready to claim the mantel of their parents’ six-bed suburban estate. Mei, whose artistic efforts would be wasted, had scheduled a singing lesson in its place. She didn’t have time to make silly cards because she was serious and wore a house leader badge to prove it—iridescent and lovingly shined with globs of spit when no one was watching.

From first period to well past lunch, Mei avoided feeling much of anything, too consumed with the rolling heads of Henry’s wives, the chasms between tectonic plates, splitting land masses, creating continents. The urgent clamour of the corridors and lunch halls bludgeoning any moments of grief that threatened to burst through. It is only later, when she is walking to her singing lesson, alone, that the feelings finally surface. Beneath the wiry plane trees, across the hard tarmac, Mei feels the sharp loss of her mother. It reveals itself to her, through the tree tops, the open sky, the dreadful March light stripping her. She crosses the empty road without waiting for a green light. Putting distance between herself and the other girls, with their French plaits and train tracks. She takes the narrow staircase, two steps at a time, up to the windowless music room. As she reaches the door, she reads a note tacked to the dark wood:

 

Mrs Selwin unavailable—all lessons cancelled!

 

Mei imagines her teacher finally in the throes of childbirth—white-knuckled, legs splayed, pushing out a bloodied baby.

During a warm-up last week, Mrs Selwin had told Mei about third-degree tears from the vagina to the anus, while hugging her stomach, belly button protruding through black polyester. Like most of the adults in Mei’s life, Mrs Selwin would often confuse Mei’s premature grief with wisdom, and talk to her about things any thirteen-year-old might obsess over with a dark curiosity. The day Mrs Selwin told Mei about the tear— something Mei imagined to be a seismic hole of black and blood—was the day she vowed never to let anyone put a baby inside of her. She would stay virginal. Be like Mary, a vision of piety and teal.

Mei tries the handle but the door is locked. She would have liked to have shut herself away, practised her Éponine or Cosette. Instead, she locks herself in a toilet cubicle until bell. Carefully selecting the one with the fewest blood-caked sanitary pads sticking out of the bins. Sanitary. Your blood is dirt, girls. Mei’s period had rudely arrived two years ago, when she was eleven years old: a school trip to the ballet, Romeo and Juliet, her hands shaking as she sees the red in her white cotton pants with the weekdays printed on them; her teacher, fake-tanned and kind, handing her a sanitary towel, followed by a joke made by Esme, something about sitting on strawberry ice cream. And Mei’s quiet pride—finally a woman.

She lowers down onto the cold seat of the toilet, and studies a smear of discharge in her pants. A trickle of pee escapes, pattering into the water, the sound pathetic against the quiet of the bathroom. As Mei wipes herself, she thinks of her father. Back home from the ballet, standing in the cool white of the kitchen, she had told him about the bleeding. Mei liked to push his limits, test how he’d react to the word period. She could have shared the news with the woman of the house—her stepmum, Matilda. But Mei had never given her the privilege of maternal intimacy. Her father’s eyes had turned watery when she told him about the blood.

Opening the bathroom cupboard where Matilda kept her Tampax, he had said,

 

You’re all grown up.

 

In a voice that was thick with something like grief. His words had hung in the air. Marking the beginnings of a divide that would separate father from child, child from childhood.

Curling up on the sofa with a hot water bottle and a cheese toastie, watching The Simpsons at six o’clock, Mei had whispered to herself,

 

I’m not grown up. I’m just growing.

 

She had wanted her mother then. To explain the heavy ache of womanhood. To elucidate the likelihood of a lost tampon string. Toxic shock syndrome.

Mei had few clear memories of her mother, but the ones she did have she returned to repeatedly. They were scraps, a collection of moments that she clung to—slippery and fractious, with nothing solid to them. Memories mostly formed at her grandparents’ rice farm in Japan, when she was six years old.

Mei remembers the farmhouse as squat and peeling, with wooden floors and low ceilings, the upper rooms smelling dry with sunlight. The house seemed to contain things made only of plastic or wood: woven baskets, pastel-coloured washing pegs, yellow rubber gloves, hinoki scented drawers, shallow pink buckets in the bathroom. Over the hill behind the house was the spread of rice fields. The shy green shoots poking out of the waters. Where swathes of gold shift in the heat come harvest time. Mei remembers the warm softness of Mama’s hands, lifting her into the cool shallows of a paddy. The reflection of the clouds in the water, glassy in the low setting sun. Skittish dragonflies skimming the surface. The surrounding air heavy with the thrum of cicadas. The rice balls they ate, wrapped in nori with pink sour plums in the middle. Mei would devour the sour heart, then hand the fleshy leftovers to Mama to finish. She loved to eat her mother’s food, to be praised for eating things children were supposed to hate. Stringy natto mixed with a raw egg. Deep-fried oysters.

There was a certain smell that belonged to the bathroom of that house. A warm, moist smell that was clean and comforting. Towels drying above an electric heater. A smell that would return to Mei in the most unremarkable of places, and nudge her back into her mother’s arms.

At night Mei would lie on the floor between Mama and Papa—that was what she had called her father back then—surrounded by darkness, seeing shapes in the grainy pitch. The buckwheat-filled pillows scenting the air, the rough towels in place of a duvet. For that entire month of July, Mei had woken to the embrace of fresh pastries, warming in the toaster oven. Sweet milk buns, fluffy pockets of curry pan.

It was at breakfast halfway through the holiday that Mei had finally been allowed to try her mother’s cup of tea. The hip of the saucer pressed against her tongue as the warm liquid tipped into her mouth. Even after years of dogged tea drinking, both loose leaf and bagged, that first taste of tea, lovingly poured from her mother’s cup into a saucer to cool, would be the most delicious she would ever have. After that, every morning began with Mei dipping hunks of snail-shaped brioche into the milky liquid, until the bread was slurpy and soaked, rivulets running down her chin and onto the table. Her grandparents playfully chiding her for making a mess—and though she could not understand their fast words, she understood their smiles, their laughter, and that, back then, was enough.

Her grandparents lived on in her mind mostly as a collection of body parts. Oba-chan’s hands, brown and puckered and surprisingly strong. Oji-chan’s duck-like feet divided into his black tabi boots, covered in crusted earth.

At the time Mei had spoken to her grandparents in Japanese with the confidence of a child.

Words like,

 

Oshikko, Nemui, Oyasuminasai.

 

Words that fell out of her mouth with ease. Words from her mother’s mouth, formed in her childhood. Words she had mostly forgotten now.

Neighbours and strangers alike would gather around her and call her kawaii. A soft, mewling word that gave Mei a kind of arrogance. The locals had fawned over her, taking photos, marvelling at her ‘honeyed’ hair, her western features. Her little nose flanked by budding lips and dark, curious eyes. It had been a shock, after a month of special attention, to return back to England only to be treated like any other child.

It wasn’t until she was older that she noticed how that attention was still there, only in reverse. It was cruel, the colour of tarmac and misery. She noticed how some teachers never made the effort to pronounce her name correctly, complaining about the complexity of a two-syllable word. It wasn’t long before Meiko shortened her name to Mei, so that it would be easier for the teachers to like her. The other children in the playground and lunch lines were less forgiving. They would pull at their eyes, stretching them thin, up and down, chanting,

 

My mum’s Japanese,

My dad’s Chinese,

So I ended up like that!

 

They would point and laugh at Mei, and she would laugh too, though she would ache inside.

It was in those moments that she learnt to hide her mother in her. She learnt the hatred of others and schooled herself until it was her own.

 

The bathroom door kicks open. Mei holds her breath. She listens as a faceless girl in grey uniform clomps to a cubicle and unburdens herself into the toilet. Piss hissing against the sides of the bowl. The girl flushes. Leaves without washing her hands.

It was after the summer in Japan that Mei started wetting the bed. It was a nightly occurrence and, according to the string of therapists she would later see as an adult, linked to the stress of being separated from her mother.

They had said goodbye on a spit of platform, waiting for a train. Mama had gripped her with an intensity that had frightened both of them, while Mei had cried—her fingers white and desperate— clutching a book of Japanese fairy tales wrapped in brown paper. A parting gift.

 

I’ll be home soon, Mama had said.

 

If only Mei had known it would be their final goodbye. She would never have taken her father’s hand and let herself be led onto the train carriage. She would have clung to Mama, thrown herself onto the tracks—anything to stop the wrench of separation.

Instead, Mei had tried to be brave. Pressed up against the glass of the window, she had waved goodbye. Offering up a half-smile, as the wheels groaned away from the centre of her world. Her mother’s face, warped with grief, shuddering past, blurring to fields of nothing. Mei had been certain she would evaporate without her. Crumble into the seat of the train. Her father had tried to comfort her, but, as usual, that was nothing. She felt stolen. And, at the same time, entirely responsible for her mother’s sadness. It weighed on the soft convex chest of a six-year-old Mei. That feeling, she would discover, was the gnaw of guilt. It would soon follow her into classrooms and kitchens and car journeys. Anywhere she felt redundant.

 

Back in England, with the night light on, Mei would sit with the pages of the Japanese fairy tales. A book that had belonged to Mama, and to Oba-chan before her. The intricate lines of the script were impenetrable to Mei, but the illustrations of the princesses, pomegranate trees, the ships at sea, kept her faraway and held. They were strange drawings, frightening in parts. Mei scoured them every night for answers, searching for her mother in the dark corners, in the crooked smile of a painted fox.

At playdates, the other children would ask her where her mummy was, and Mei would regale them with wild, fantastical stories of monsters and devils, heaven and hell—the heady combination of fairy tales and Catholicism colouring her fantasies. It wasn’t long after, in the beige living room of the big new house that belonged to Matilda, that her tearful father sat Mei down and told her that Mama had passed on.

 

The banshee shrill of the end-of-class bell shrieks through the empty toilets. Mei blows her nose. Pulls up her pants. Conceals the redness with a Superdrug Rimmel. She walks into the classroom, but no one takes any notice. No one tells her the concealer isn’t blended properly or that her smile looks more like a grimace. Mei grabs her files and textbooks out of her locker, locking away her sad-girl stench with the unsung Les Mis numbers. She watches Emma and Cecily, leggy and shoving, push each other through the door.

*

After school, Mei walks past the bus stop full of boys in red uniforms, who tease her and call her names that fill her with doubt. The same boys that follow her to her door, forcing a kiss. This is before she learns to say no in a way that sounds like a maybe. That time will come, but it is a long way off. For now, Tom DeCoste kneads her small left breast beneath her white school shirt. The one her father irons for her on a Sunday evening. He touches her and she blushes. Not because he is invading her, but because she feels embarrassed for being so unimpressively small. She lets him touch her and practises the art of abandoning herself and, later on, as she gets out her house key, relieved that there will soon be a door between them, Tom will turn to her and make a joke about her lot.

Back home, in the bathroom, she tugs and pulls at the eyes she once accepted, expanding the skin in the hope they will widen and stay. Across the oceans her sisters and brothers cut around their eyes so that the widening is forever.

 

Are you sure your lot can see?

 

All that is left of her mother are curses and bones.



Yuki

It is the longest goodbye she has ever known. Stepping away from her mother at the airport, Yuki feels the significance of her own two feet for the very first time. Cries, childish and panicked, shudder out of her, the reality of what she is doing growing hideous the further she walks away. It takes all of her strength to keep from turning around, from running back into the soft arms that have always held her in place. Yuki fingers the outline of her notebook in her inside jacket pocket over and over again. The pages containing instructions of what to do once at Heathrow, her London address, the emergency numbers, the school contact details. Everything she needs in order to exist, pressed up against her raging heart. The violin case on her back nudging her forwards with each step.

In the days leading up to Yuki’s departure, her body, only eighteen years old and a stranger to foreign skies, had felt weightless. Like a snow drift passing through air, only to melt before it touched the ground; as if the girl who’d decided to leave home was not Yuki at all, but a braver version, one who would set out on this adventure unflinchingly.

Now, as Yuki edges through the line in security, fear soaking her bra and T-shirt, she wonders if the men in uniforms will save her from herself. Send her back home, to its predictable gloom. The vast, open fields. Her father’s silences. Passing under the metal detector, Yuki longs for a nod, a stained-tooth smile from the security man—anything to tell her she is on the right path. He waves her through, barely looking her way, and Yuki wonders if she will die on the plane. A punishment for wanting too much.

Through the maze of wheels and machines and boxed whisky bottles, Yuki senses a sharpening. Herself coming into focus as she realises what lies before her is completely her own. As if—having escaped her old self, the remnants of which lay back home, littering the long country roads, the dusty corners of her family home—Yuki is now frighteningly real, entirely of her own making. She imagines her mother arriving back home in a few hours, walking to the kitchen and washing her hands, sighing with fatigue. She’ll gut a fish, or clean the vegetables, or boil the water for a kombu broth. Occasionally looking up, out the window, towards the darkening treeline, searching for the lone figure of her husband, who’ll eventually appear, looking older and thinner than any man she ever imagined marrying. A variation on a night that will repeat for the rest of her life. All minor.

When Yuki came across people, animals, trees, sometimes even inanimate objects, she often liked to categorise them into majors and minors. Her old PE teacher, Hayashi-san, sunny and simple, was a major. The neighbour’s old dog, a Great Pyrenees, was a major too. The plum tree in her garden in spring was also a major, though hints of minor could be heard come winter. Yuki’s mother, on the other hand, belonged to the minor key, always. As did Yuki. It was the key reserved for the more interesting people in her life. As well as the depressives, like her father, zoo animals and silver birches. The minor key was the key she most liked to perform and hear. When Yuki listens to Mozart’s Requiem or Mimì’s last duet before she dies of consumption, Yuki can feel the multitude of minor notes shivering beneath something, weighed down by a delicious burden the major keys simply didn’t have. The notes full of life, spilling with longing, yet forlorn. Like her mother.

Stepping onto a moving escalator, Yuki catches her reflection in a sealed mirror that hangs above the walkway: her dark eyes wild with newness, her shoulders curving inwards with fear. And yet,

 

(There I am) she thinks (whole and moving)

 

Yuki watches her chest, her chin, her cheekbones bloom with future, before disappearing with the dip of the ceiling.

 

She throws up on the plane. It is the smell of the food. It claws at her as if it were a solid thing. A thickness that churns her insides. She has to lock herself in the toilets to escape the smell, angering the full-bladdered passengers. She flits between her economy seat and the cubicles, afraid that someone might steal her violin—the only bridge between her and them. A shared language understood by all. The air hostesses take pity on the Sweet-Faced Girl with the Upset Tummy. They bring Yuki Coca-Cola to settle her stomach, fashion magazines to keep her distracted.

At every heave, Yuki imagines she is throwing up her Japanese self into the grey of the toilet bowl. Readying her body to become a fresh vessel for music lessons taught in a foreign tongue, red skin and English food—something her father had recently taken to warning her against. While on a business trip to Derbyshire his cousin had famously cut into a cod loin to find a fat white worm lying between the muscle. Even more unforgivably, the fish, he discovered, had been cooked from frozen. From there stemmed a general fear of any country that could not impart a decent meal. And, as with most things that came to define her father, Yuki was determined that this fear would not become her own.

Yuki’s father had always been a distant man, semi-detached in the way he moved through the world. Yuki would sometimes sit and watch him through a fog—something clouding his edges, a murk that was almost perceptible. He orbited Yuki’s life, never daring to come too close to her wants and needs. The older she grew, the less he would touch her, so that by the time Yuki was sixteen, she could not remember a time when he had. He cared for her and her mother by working hard. He was faithful. He could be as funny as he was infuriating. He liked to drink Tenjaku whisky and smoke Seven Stars cigarettes. He liked routine. He liked the quiet and to be left alone. He did not involve himself in Yuki’s life. That was the job of the mother. If Yuki had a dream, he would encourage it by saying nothing and paying where he could.

At first Yuki was afraid to go to him with her desire to study music overseas. She was certain he would deny her, brush it off as an unnecessary indulgence. When she finally found the courage to ask, she was surprised he said he’d consider it. Her father always had a way of surprising her just when she thought she’d reached the bottom of her understanding of him.

When Yuki and her mother had left that morning, he had tears in his eyes as he walked them to the train station. Yuki was shocked, then terrified by this quiet show of affection. But she went anyway. With an envelope of money he’d given her, taken out of his savings account. She left holding onto the memory of his embrace, the smell of his cigarettes. The first hug he had given her in years.

 

Yuki sits cramped in the aircraft, full of snack eaters and sleepers with the overhead light on, breathing shallowly into a scarf that smells nothing like home anymore. She turns a page of a magazine and looks down at the faces of the Western models. Dead-eyed pale waifs that resemble the pickled fish at Sado island aquarium stare back. They look disjointed. Comical. From head to swollen toes, Yuki feels a spreading. A golden, indisputable knowing that she is so very beautiful. Down to the marrow. Her long black hair, her freckles, her lips, her back, her eyes. Her eyes. Her eyes. Yuki’s beauty had always comforted her when she felt most alone.

She doesn’t sleep the whole flight. Stomach empty, hunger tears at her belly. Her mother had woken early that morning and prepared her a bento box of onigiri and tamago-yaki that sits untouched in her rucksack. Yuki can’t bring herself to unwrap and eat the rice parcels of plum and salted cod roe. She cannot eat her home. If she does, all that will be left will be within, slowly turning to shit. All that will be left will be herself, her old self now mingling with the excrement of strangers. She feels an ache rise up through her throat, pain readying to overflow.

Touch down. The plane shudders onto the tarmac and Yuki is met with greyness. A dry-eyed greyness. And relief. That she hasn’t died, plummeted or thrown up her organs. She is alive. She is terrified. She is ready to grow up.

*

The night before Yuki’s first day of summer school she doesn’t sleep. Jet lag and adrenaline keep her restless, her heart rattling her awake every time her mind falls away, skirting dreamland. The sun rises, the unfamiliar sounds begin: the creaking of the boiler pipes, the radiators clanging to life. Back home in Japan there were no radiators, no central heating, only electric heaters and palmed hoka-hoka hand warmers. The first time Yuki is alone in her new room, she reaches out and holds her fingertips to the hot metal, the pain strangely validating.

 

She cycles to the music school because it is the cheapest thing to do and she is good at it. She rides a heavy second-hand bike her landlady lets her borrow. It is a sunflower yellow with a basket at the front and it makes Yuki feel very European. She practises the cycle several times so that the journey on her first day is perfect. There is no way she is ever going to be late. Everything will be right; nothing will deter her from her British education. Her parents will be proud. She will be on time. She will make first violin. She will practise her R’s. She will learn to like the slop of baked beans.



Mei

It is somewhere between the stretch of thirteen and the ache of fourteen that Mei discovers she is attracted to girls. She didn’t understand what was so compelling about boys, with their scabbed, naked knees and oil-slicked hair. Girls were perfect. The smell of their breath after eating a Fruit Winder. The way they picked out a pen from a pencil case like the world depended on it. Their coarse ponytails whipping through hay-heavy air. Golden victories lined up high on bedroom shelves, won at show-jumping competitions and tap-dance recitals. The inside of a wrist, the most naked thing in the world, freshly scratched away at by the sharp edge of a school protractor. A cry for help that Mei always noticed when others didn’t. Red, thin, bumpy scratches. Delicate even in their violence.

It was something of a school trend, the cutting. And no more sinister than any of the other violent things that surrounded Mei and her classmates: the cruel winter mornings, shin splints, porn. The cuts were simply another boundary to test, between flesh and muscle. The girls knew that with the shedding of childhood came blood. They knew these angry trenches across soft skin screamed, this is mine, this is my body. They knew that there was a kind of power in that.

Mei’s preferred implement was a school compass. Never too deep. She liked seeing the shallow scratches bloom with red. Her skin scored with stinging drama. Mei only allowed herself a cut a month because she still wanted to wear bikinis on holiday. She would think of the spell in Harry Potter and the Half-Blood Prince: sectumsempra. The spell that tatters a body to shreds. How easy it would be if she were magic. But a sandy body in the south of France cannot be a burial ground for teenage angst.

*

There was a girl. Sat at a seafood restaurant by the beach. Sitting there with her parents and older brother. Looking bored. Eating calamari like an afterthought. Occasionally ripping batter from dead sea creature, sucking the oil from her fingers—calloused and hard from playing the harp. Her brother kicking her under the table, calling her gross. Mei thinking she was anything but.

 

David! Hi!

My goodness, hello! How are you?

Fine, fine!

God, I had no idea—I would have emailed you!

No, I thought you’d be at your place in Tuscany?

Well, yes. Usually we would. It’s getting a refurb, so we thought we’d get a little bit of France in!

Ah, great!

This is Caroline, my wife.

Hi.

Ah, yes, this is Matilda.

Hi there.

And this is Francesca. And Hugo.

 

The girl smiles tightly.

The boy’s eyes linger on Mei, an idea forming.

 

Ah great. And this is Mei . . . Maybe now you won’t be so bored hanging out with the two of us all the time!

 

Now it’s Mei’s turn to smile tightly.

The adults laugh.

 

Where are you staying, David?

In a villa, about a ten-minute drive from here, right by the beach.

 

Brilliant. We’re not far either! Why don’t you bing me an email, maybe we can meet up one evening, have some dinner or something.

Brilliant, I’ll do that.

Excellent . . . It’s great here, right?

Oh god, eaten our weight in oysters.

Haha! Very good. Well, good to see you, mate.

Yeah, you too, you too.

 

Men straining with niceties to cover up their chest-beating.

Mei glances over at the girl. The girl glances back. Mei looks down at the textured white paper tablecloth. Drinks her eau gazeuse.

 

It is Fran or Frances, but never Francesca. Dirty-blonde hair streaked by the sun, blue eyes, freckles, twig limbs, a white scar through her eyebrow where no hair can grow. One of the most beautiful girls Mei had ever seen. Like all the families Mei’s father and stepmum liked to associate with, Fran’s family were rich. They’d had her harp driven down to France especially, so she could practise over the summer holidays for her Grade Six, booked in for late August. Fran loathed practising, and it was from the beachfront that flanked their holiday house that Mei could observe her daily escapes from their rented seaside fortress, taking walks and smoking cigarettes she secretly bought at a local Tabac.

After a few days spent lingering on the beachfront, drumming up the courage, Mei strategically places herself on the sand a few yards from the house in the dying light of day, the horizon spoiling from a blush to a bruise. She lies on her stomach in her best red bikini, reading a boring book about truculent posh boys stuck on a deserted island. The words feel far away. Mei’s thoughts drift to the house with the lights on, the house with the heated swimming pool obnoxiously placed 200 yards from the ocean. The skin on Mei’s shoulders feels tight and her bladder is full. She wonders if she should pee in the sea or hold it a little longer.

 

Mei!

 

The wind carries her name. A surge of prickly heat careers through her body. She keeps her eyes on the page, clinging to the words, an anchor to the soul. Kite in the wind.

 

(I’d like to put on war paint and be a savage.)

 

Mei lifts her chin, crosses one leg over the other and licks her lips.

 

Hey.

 

Mei looks up and it is her and she is crying and Mei could jump for joy.

 

Hi.

 

Mei closes her book, neglecting to dog-ear the page. She watches Fran sit herself on the sand in one elegant motion—an ankle crossed, knees bent and down—a move Mei will try to perfect in her bedroom when she is alone. Fran has her white dress on, the one with the thick cotton lace at the bottom that she wore to dinner a few nights before. The one she said she’d bought in Barbados—Mei had imagined Fran drinking fresh pineapple juice from an open fruit, swimming among extravagant shoals, having her hair braided by thick brown hands, and she had almost died of wanting.

 

I fucking hate my dad.

 

Fran says, wiping her nose, sucking up snot. The skin around her eyes is red and patchy. Her eyelashes wet and dark. Mei wants to lick them. Fran pulls out a cigarette and lights it with a flimsy green matchbook, cupping it against the hot growing wind. It lights on the third match. The burnt heads lain out around them like fallen soldiers.

 

Oh. Yeah. Me too. Mei says.

 

Though it isn’t true. Fran’s eyes fixate on Mei and it feels like every gaze in the world is directed at her, willing her to break.

 

You’re joking, your dad’s cool. He lets you do whatever you want. Mine’s practically a Nazi . . . Look, my fingers are bleeding.

 

She holds her fingers close to Mei. She doesn’t know how, but Mei can smell resin and laundry detergent.

 

Ooh. Ouch. Yeah, mine bleed too sometimes. When I play my violin.

 

That isn’t true either, but it feels like the cool thing to say.

 

Mmm, Fran says distractedly. Guess I should put some, like, salt water on them. Hold this for a sec.

 

Mei holds a cigarette for the first time. It feels like a tiny, smouldering hand grenade. She watches Fran bend down and dip her fingertips into the darkening ocean. She breathes in sharply, the wind blowing over a whispered ouch. Mei wonders if the sharks can smell her. She wonders if there are any sharks. She wonders if Fran is also naturally skinny, or starves herself like Jessica at school.

Fran’s feet leave holy imprints as she walks back.

A song from her Catholic primary school returns to Mei as she watches the wet sand hold her shape.

 

(Every move I make and every step I take, I know he’s there with me.)

 

Guilt loops through Mei’s chest.

 

Fran looks at her. Her back to the sun, sitting closer.

 

You can have some. Or . . . Have you not smoked before?

 

It isn’t meant to sting, but it does.

 

Not a huge fan of lung cancer, Mei blurts, regretting her tongue.

 

Fran smiles. Half bemused, half belittling.

 

Suit yourself.

 

Fran’s hand flops open in acceptance, but the gesture feels like a test to Mei, and Mei is good at those.

 

Wait, she says.

 

Mei holds the Camel Blue to her lips and sucks the smoke into her mouth. Acidic and sickening and glorious because the cigarette tip has also touched Fran’s lips. Heat reaches Mei’s cheeks. She looks away.

 

Now inhale, like, let it go into your throat. Breathe in.

 

Mei obeys her haloed tutor. She doesn’t even cough.

 

You’re a natural. Fran smiles.

 

Eyes dancing, sea calling, smoke healing, spirit lifting.

 

Mei feels like she might laugh hysterically at any moment, so she holds out the cigarette that is so much more than a cigarette and focuses all her attention on her hand as she does it. Fran takes it, skin (still) untouched.

 

You know every French teenager smokes, and drinks wine with dinner, right?

 

Mei half shrugs, half nods in a misfire of bodily functions.

 

What are you reading? Fran says.

Just a book for school. Lord of the Flies.

Isn’t that GCSE stuff ?

Yeah.

How old are you?

Fourteen. I like to read ahead.

Why?

I . . . I dunno.

My brother’s doing To Kill a Mockingbird. Much better.

 

Fran puts out the cigarette and begins to stare intently at her fingertips. She pushes down at the side and a drop of blood surfaces. Red and perfect.

 

Crap.

 

She shoves the tip in her mouth, then turns to Mei.

 

Wanna go for a swim? Fran says, finger still in her mouth.

*

Over the weeks that stretch before them, a friendship grows. Tentative at first and then something wholly glorious. The magical kind where you alternate sleepovers and laugh so hard you both run for the toilet at the same time, almost pissing yourselves in the process. The kind where you tell each other your dreams and encourage them in each other. The kind where you feel your blood mingling in the invisible space between you.

Sisters.

Of a kind. True. Truer than anyone you call family.

 

On the last day of the holiday their bodies cling to one another, as Fran encounters heartbreak for the first time. And Mei, for the second.

They cry and exchange cotton friendship bracelets.

 

Two years later, Fran will join Mei’s Sixth Form.

Mei will still wear the bracelet. Fran will not.



Yuki

When Yuki sees him for the first time her heart quickens, though she does not notice.

She is standing in the canteen, her hunger demanding food at all the wrong times, her internal rhythms still in sync with home. It is her second day on the summer course and she has excused herself during chamber group to use the bathroom, so she can find something to eat.

There were few things Yuki would risk embarrassing herself over, but food had always been one of them. As the violist struggled with the phrasing of the Allemande, Yuki had raised her hand, and the words,

 

Can

I

Use

Toilet

 

had fallen out of her mouth. The teacher, a short-haired, beaded woman had looked at her, round glasses glinting in the hard light of the piano room. Then she had nodded, smiling a little—a smile that had felt conspiratorial, as if to say, save yourself.

That morning, Yuki had quickly realised that she was the best player in her group. Not only did she pick up the melody, the pace of the piece, the fastest, but she also understood the textures, the story of the music, in a way that the other players didn’t. She admired the cellist for her accuracy, but her playing was ultimately dull. The other violinist was good in his own way, technical and precise, but, unlike Yuki, he was lacking in lyricality. As for the viola: she was graceless. She didn’t understand the beauty of B-flat. It was knowing this that gave Yuki the confidence to raise her hand. She recognised, with a grim awareness, that it was often only when others around her were falling short, that she felt good about herself. That was where her confidence grew, from the soft, loamy decay of others.

As Yuki gets out her mother’s purple coin purse, she wonders if that confidence has always been there, buried under versions of herself, afraid to be known.

She looks up. His back is to her. He bends down to take the fallen thing from the vending machine. He pulls back and turns around, not knowing she is there.

 

(There she is)

 

Their eyes meet. A shift in the air. He smiles, says,

 

Hello.

 

Hi, she says.

 

Because hello is difficult for Yuki to say without feeling self-conscious.

 

All yours, he says. Gesturing to the machine.

 

Yuki isn’t sure she completely understands but she nods anyway. He smiles again and passes by her. Yuki steps towards the machine, her hunger shifting. She turns her head and watches him go, as he turns his head and watches her watching. The space between them fills and sags with possibility. In the crease of his eyes Yuki sees a future.

 

Two days later Yuki is walking to orchestra, and this time she does notice the quickening of her heart. When she enters the hall their eyes meet across the music stands and cello bows, the language barriers and freshly waxed floors. Their eyes meet, green to brown. The seed of possibility that was planted days before, jumps, swells, then settles again, embedding itself. Snuggling down into the pit of her stomach, rooted and wild within her. When he speaks to her about the semibreve on the second page, Yuki’s head grows hot and she has to wipe her upper lip of sweat. When she catches his eye mid oboe solo, Yuki feels herself opening in places she thought were faulty to her. She wants to be close to this man. This man who is older than her. This man who does not wear a wedding ring. This man with kind eyes. She wants to feel his body against hers. She wants to know the smell of his skin.

*

It’s the Monday morning of the second week and Yuki is early. She locks her bike and walks to the Polish café with its red awning and black chalkboard. She pushes the door open and he is there. Sat in the corner, hunched over some work. He doesn’t look up when she walks in, so Yuki doesn’t say anything. She only hesitates, smiles tightly at his furrowed brow and walks, eyes down, to the counter. She stares at the dug-into carrot cakes, scones, the grey, wet sandwich fillings.

 

What can I get you?

Uhh. Mocha. Please. Takeaway.

 

She doesn’t like coffee so it’s the closest thing to sophistication.

 

And one. Please. She points to a croissant and shows the barista her student card.

That’ll be £1.90.

Thank you.

If you just wanna wait at the end. Be with you in a second.

 

She walks to the end of the counter and waits.

Her entire back is magnetised. On fire. She watches the man pour frothy milk into a paper cup, shake cocoa powder over the top.

 

There we go.

Thank you.

 

She turns and he is sat there, angled towards her, looking at her with an easeful smile.

 

Hi. How are you? he says.

Her face feels rigid, the muscles straining into a half smile. Good. Thank you. How are you?

Fine thanks. You wanna sit down? He checks his watch. We don’t start for a while.

Uh. She hesitates.

 

He pulls out a chair.

 

. . . Thank you.

 

She walks over and sits, unable to look at him.

 

How are you finding it? The course?

Good, she says.

He laughs. Not very exciting for you?

No, no. It’s good. You are good teacher.

You don’t need to flatter me, you’re a good enough violinist as it is.

 

He speaks fast, as if she were a native. Yuki thinks she understands the latter part, the compliment. Heat spreads up her neck.

 

He points a number one with his index finger.

 

I was thinking you should move to the first violins. I’ll make sure you do that for the next piece we work on.

Ah. Thank you.

 

Yuki’s cheeks flush. She takes a sip from her coffee cup and flinches, burning her tongue.

 

Have you seen a lot of London yet?

Yuki shakes her head. No.

You should, there’s lots to see. Where are you living?

Uh, Finchley.

Oh dear, not a great introduction to London!

 

Yuki smiles, looks down at the red speckled table.

 

. . . Do you miss Japan?

She looks up at him and holds his gaze. Shakes her head again. No.

 

Good.

 

He takes a sip from his coffee.

 

You know you should take a look at this music shop in central London. JP Guivier. It’s one of the oldest. A friend of mine works there. They have an amazing Bittig violin from the 1600s. It’s not a Stradivarius, but it’s as good as. Beautiful thing. He might even let you play it, if you’re nice.

. . . Stradivarius?

Well, this one’s from Geneva. Very, very expensive.

Okay.

Maybe you can have a play on it one day?

I play?

Oh yeah. Stick with me, kid. He checks his watch again. We should go.

 

He downs his coffee and stands. Yuki follows, standing abruptly, nearly knocking over her drink. Table wobbling.

 

Sorry . . .

 

He walks past her.

 

I’ll take you if you like? Friday maybe? A half day, so we could go around three?

I, ah—

The music shop. You want to go, right?

Yes. If—

Great. I’ll find you at three. Sorry, I have to run.

 

He leaves.

*

He talks to her as if English is her mother tongue.

Maybe he uses this to his advantage.

When she is older and alone, she will think,

 

(Maybe when words failed me, he used the silences to touch me.

 Maybe that is all he wanted.

A silent girl with worship in her eyes.)



Mei

Mei thought that after the holiday Fran would forget about her. That she would go back to her life at boarding school, with its oak trees and lacrosse team, reducing their time together to nothing more than anecdotal. The kind of lazy story Mei imagined Fran telling her blonde equestrian dormmates while she unpacked her suitcase for term.

But it is Fran who sends Mei a wife request on Bebo the day she returns from France. When they migrate to MSN a week later, it is Fran who nudges Mei when she takes too long to reply. And soon, it is more likely than not that, when she doesn’t have Saturday sports, Fran is driven by her mother from the depths of Surrey and deposited at Mei’s house, where they spend all weekend together.

 

Mei imagines that being with Fran is how the nineties sitcom stoners feel when they’ve taken a hit; the two of them laughing so hard their faces ache, soft stomach muscles burning with joy. Saturday afternoons are spent delirious on caramel coffee Frappuccino’s, licking the whipped cream off green straws, sucking syrup out of the crushed ice until it is flavourless and throwaway. Together they pool fistfuls of their parents’ coins to buy biscuit waffles that they eat guiltlessly. They use the word hyper to describe each other, without a trace of irony. They feel the safety and power of their fourteen-year-old bodies, walking down the high street side by side, their shoulder-length hair swinging to the tempo of their widening hips. They know the men on the streets cannot (yet) touch them, that their youth is a wilderness, too unyielding to reach. And so, they shriek with the immunity of a child, with the ignorance of a girl before she is eroded.

What exists between Mei and Fran is something close to symbiosis. A biological word Mei learns in her first term of year nine.

 

Symbiosis: any type of prolonged and intimate biological interaction or relationship between two separate organisms, be it mutualistic, commensalistic, or parasitic. The two organisms must be of different species.

 

Different species. Fran with her sun-kissed golden hair, thick and dry. The kind of hair that belongs in picture books. The kind that’s roughly, lovingly brushed by a mother. Braided before bedtime. Blue eyes that you could eat. Hot, bruised cheeks in the cold. A mole on the neck. Skinny calves. A scar through her eyebrow that longs for a tongue to love it.

Mei, brown eyes, too small, brown hair, too dull, bony and in love. Different.

Over the blissful weeks then months spent together, Mei finds herself mopping up every morsel of Fran, her words, expressions, until they are one spilling whole. Mei wills her body to fuse with Fran’s, until Fran’s translucent arm hairs and cut fingernails are also her own. Until she feels like she’s inside her best friend.

Sometimes she is. The first time, one lazy afternoon, in late autumn: hidden among the green of a bamboo grove, a symbiosis of different species occurs. Fran’s lips fusing with Mei’s. Saliva. An eyelash. Fingertips.

They are innocent fumblings, always masked as practice for when the real thing comes. The real thing—their first kisses and foreplay with boys, spin the bottle and teeth banging. Those would be the first-time stories they would choose to recount, over warm bottles of Moretti in their twenties.

 

The autumn weekends spent cupping syrup-sunk lattes give way to the bite of winter. The accompanying downfalls of rain do not depress them like they will after the age of eighteen—they are still too young and happy for a grey day to annihilate them. When it rains, Mei’s father picks them up in Matilda’s silver Mini and drives them back home for six o’clock dinners, where they eat things like chicken nuggets and peas, and feel the comfort of childhood, even though their boobs are itching with growth.

 

Some nights, Mei’s dad suggests they have an

 

Oriental night—your favourite, Mei.

 

Her father’s bowls of egg fried rice are confused and, to the seasoned eater, disgraceful—last night’s basmati fried in olive oil, mixed with luscious yolks, a splash of supermarket-own soy sauce—but these bowls are the closest thing to her mother’s food, and she craves them like nothing else. They have a way of holding her, even if she is left wanting. The eating is always a solitary act, a breaking open, where Mei can be her mother’s daughter again. Where she allows herself to be taken over by grief, until the final mouthful.

 

That’s not my favourite. Mei would say whenever Fran was over. We want pizza.

 

Or lasagne, or spaghetti, or chicken Kiev—all that pre-packaged European food that was acceptable and loved.

She knew that in school canteens across the country, children like her felt the daily punch of shame—flinging perfect daikon crescents into the open mouths of bins, their chicken bento slandered as dog meat. Mei did not yet trust Fran to love the parts of herself that were buried in shame. She had been called a chink too many times.

 

As the following year opens up into spring, Fran and Mei spend warmer weekends clustered in groups on the common, hanging out with the boys, with their rugby balls and burgeoning brutality. In those middling years of secondary school there are always other girls the boys prefer. The kind of girls like Natalia Stone who’d been wearing underwire bras since year six. Natalia had also attended Sacred Heart, Mei’s Catholic primary school, and it was there, during morning Mass, that Mei had first seen the outline of Natalia’s new support bra, pushing through her thin school shirt. The minimal exposure had felt sacrilegious to an eleven-year-old Mei, and had filled her with something like envy. That summer, between schools, Mei had lingered by the underwear section in Debenhams, praying her father would take charge of her slowly changing body. She had come away with her first dotted-blue bra, the cold thrill of the measuring tape lingering against her nipples. Her father, red-cheeked, had been the special attention of the floor assistants. They had smiled and raised their eyebrows, used their slick voices to let him know he was a good father, a good man. Mei liked the theatrics of it. Her father, the supportive yet bashful accomplice, and the women on the floor, bandying together to make him feel easy about such female secrets as padding and balconettes.

Now, four years on, Mei has adjusted to seeing bras en masse in the changing rooms before netball. She has amassed her own set of 32Bs that she wears with pride, and, though she knows the contents of the cups aren’t generous, she loves her boobs all the same. For the same reason she loves her colourful boxes of Tampax, her school shoes with the rubber heel, her long, strong nails; they make her feel almost woman.

Fran is similarly small-chested, and though she prefers climbing trees and perfecting smoke rings to motor-boating on park benches, the cool aloofness she presents sends the boys close to crazy. Fran employs techniques she studies in CosmoGirl magazine—ways to attract, like holding eye contact, flicking your gaze off to the distance, then slowly bringing it back to land on your intended. The effect on the boys is close to four-dimensional. Mei watches, half awed, half enraged, as the boys’ desires plume across the grassy circles. Fran lulling them into submission, energised but sedated, then, satisfied and a little bored with her appeal, she breaks away without a backwards glance. Mei, watching on, as a little swagger, a little spark falls out of each boy, lost to the tufts of grass, the wet soil beneath.

It is when it’s just the two of them—head-banging to Fall Out Boy CDs, swiping dabs of vanilla Body Shop oil on the other’s neck—that they are their most enchanting. When they aren’t pulling away or reaching towards what is expected of them. At night, they lie under sweet-smelling throws and whisper into the darkness, things fluffy and urgent. They split the night with laughter, mindless of the grown-ups sitting below watching the news, stupefied with wine and the day’s terror.

 

Sundays are a day of mourning. When Caroline, Fran’s mother, comes to collect her, Mei feels her insides unravelling. The goodbyes are drawn out, the departure laboured. Fran always turning sour, shouting at Caroline to shut up when she is pushed to hurry.
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