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Chapter One

The night she learned of her daughter’s disappearance, Alida’s head was full of the past.

Sleep had eluded her for hours, and although she was still in her bedroom, she was sitting on the swivel chair at her desk in front of the bay window, her hair falling forwards in loose, dark spirals as she looked at the object she held in her hands. Her slender knees were drawn up to her chest and she had pulled on her oldest cardigan, which was made of raw silk fibres knotted together in shades of red. Years ago, she had slipped it on to keep her warm while she breastfed. Wearing it reminded her of simpler times. The bedroom was filled with amber shadows from the bedside lamp, and through a crack in the curtains the sky was beginning to lighten. Three floors down, the occasional car rumbled past as London began to stir.

In her hands, Alida was holding a four-inch long treasure chest originally made of cardboard, but unidentifiable as such due to the profusion of sequins glued to every surface, gold, silver, green, so that even after more than a dozen years, the little box shimmered. Mia had presented her with it one Mother’s Day before she turned six, before their world changed beyond recognition.

Alida recalled Mia’s stripy scarf trailing to the ground, her smile almost too wide for her small face as she ran towards her across the playground and thrust the treasure  chest - still sticky in places - into her hands.

‘These are the stars we catch before I go to sleep,’ Mia had announced, her eyes ablaze with pride as she pointed at the sequins. ‘When the pink ones sparkle, they fizz in my mouth like sherbet.’

Her talented, multi-sensory daughter. Whenever a sequin dropped off, Alida would stick it back on with Superglue so that now the chest had a smooth, tight carapace, broken by the protrusion of sequin edges when she ran her finger over it. The chest, more Superglue now than cardboard, had become a permanent feature on Alida’s desk. More than any other object, it evoked the happiest moments of her life; the time when she, Ian and Mia had formed a tight circle of love and anything had seemed possible.

As usual, Alida tried to shift her thoughts away from the event that had destroyed their happy balance. Closing her eyes, she tipped her head back to ease her neck muscles. In her mind’s eye, she saw an image of a man with a silver disc in place of a head standing in a yellow desert. The sun flashed off the disc. It was something she had dreamed earlier that night; one of the many disconnected but highly real dreams she’d had before emerging from sleep altogether. The disc-headed man had been holding Mia’s treasure chest in one of his hands, she remembered now. And in the open palm of his other hand had lain a baby with curled fists and carved, still features. He had stretched both arms out to Alida in invitation, as if asking her to make a choice.

The telephone shrilled; a shocking sound in the silence which caused Alida to swivel quickly around in her chair to stare at it. Instantly, she thought of Mia. She had only telephoned once in all the many weeks that she’d been travelling in India, but Alida was ever hopeful. Perhaps Mia had mixed up the time difference and that’s why she was calling so very early.

Or perhaps she was in some kind of trouble.

Putting the treasure chest hastily back on her desk, Alida jumped to her feet and scrambled across the bed. She picked up the phone on her bedside table on the second ring.

‘Hello?’

At first, the only word she even half understood was ‘madam’. Her first confused thought was that if the disc-headed man had a mouth to open, he too would speak in this exotic jumble of sounds and call her madam in a voice as rich as treacle. But as the plastic casing of her phone pressed coolly against her cheek, the caller’s words separated from the accent which wound around them and hung in the air like a threat.

Alida jerked her body upright.

‘Who are you?’ she demanded. ‘What’s happened?’

Now the man’s voice scraped through her ears like gravel. As Alida listened, the hand holding the telephone tightened until the knuckles strained at the skin.

‘India, you say?’

Her voice was high and anxious. ‘Yes, Mia Salter is my daughter, but what ...? Her passport? Gone missing? I’m sorry, you’ll have to speak more clearly, there’s such a bad echo. Which is missing, the passport or my daughter? Oh my God. Eight days? No, no, she hasn’t contacted me ... The morgue? What are you suggesting? Are you trying to tell me you think my daughter is dead? ... Dead, I said . . . My God, do you really think she... A pen, yes. Wait, let me just ... OK, ready. Case file number ... got it. Madurai, southern India ... Guru? That’s the name of the hotel? Hotel Guru. Room seven. I’ll take the next possible plane ... Yes, I realise that, but she could be hurt, she might need help, she might be lying senseless in a ditch somewhere ... I am calm, but how would you feel if it were your daughter? . . . I said how would you . . . I understand. I’ll be there as soon as I can. I’ll find her.’

Alida’s hands were shaking too badly for her to slot the cordless telephone back onto its stand. Instead she slid it onto the bedside table and stared frozen-eyed into the orange glow of her nightlight. Her mind flashed with accident scenes: concertinaed train carriages, turned-over buses. Bloodied tarmac. In the warm light, the worry grooves on Alida’s narrow face were softened and her eyes, deep and dark, were Mia’s.

‘Daughter is lost,’ the Indian policeman had said with a shrug in his voice as if advising her not to waste her airfare. ‘Find her cannot guarantee.’

Alida could taste bile at the back of her throat. The bedroom around her seemed vast; she felt shrunken. ‘Not again,’ she whispered.

‘Many foreigners go missing,’ the policeman had said. ‘Often we find them well and alive. But accidents also are possible. Then unhappily we find them in the morgue.’ In the aching space behind her eyelids, Alida could feel the memories escalating into grief and rage as they had done before.

Her bedroom was steeped in expectant silence. ‘I’m not going to cry,’ she muttered. ‘It can’t be too late.’

The curtains were momentarily parted as a waft of air tumbled in from the night and rolled across the wooden floor. Its coolness enveloped Alida like a shroud as she sat on the bed, so that she curled her toes up and shivered.

I’m going to India, she thought, and in one smooth motion she gathered her limbs and leaped from the bed.

Still trembling, blinking away the stars floating in her vision, Alida stood barefoot on the floor and tried to think rationally. She switched on the main light and flung open her wardrobe. A life-sized baby doll slid onto the polished wooden floorboards. She picked it up by its soft belly and crammed it back into her workbag, leaving ten plastic toes and a bald head visible above the leather rim. Pushed against the back of the wardrobe was the old-fashioned  brown suitcase which had once belonged to her father. When the case was lying open on the bed, Alida realised she didn’t know where to begin. What would she need in India? On the duvet, she made a comforting pile of make-up and shampoo. She picked out a pair of low-heeled sandals. Then she saw the framed head-and-shoulders photograph of Mia which she kept on her bedside table. As she picked up the delicate silver frame, she had a disconcerting image of herself traipsing through the streets of India, showing people the picture and explaining that this was her lost daughter.

In the photograph, Mia was standing under a tree in Hyde Park on a blue January morning. The wind had loosened her corkscrew curls of dark hair so that individual strands snaked around her face, which was rosy with cold. Mia had a theory that on windy days she and her mother both ended up looking like Medusas, their hair whipped into a halo of snakes. Her eyes, caught in the wintry sunshine, were dark gold beneath strong, curved eyebrows and her wide mouth rocked with laughter as she breathed out a big white cloud of cold air. That day, the tensions which spiked the two of them apart had momentarily subsided, and they had fallen into step like experienced dance partners. ‘Take a picture of my cloudy white breath flying away from me on the wind,’ Mia had said. Alida had taken several, with Mia laughing as she tried to make different shaped clouds. The picture had been taken eighteen months ago, when she had just turned seventeen. Alida tipped it gently into her handbag.

She had to tell Mia’s father. His most recent address wouldn’t be written inside Mia’s passport, which was where the police must have found her own contact details. Would it be acceptable, she wondered, if she just emailed him from India with the news? Sighing, she retrieved the telephone from the edge of her bedside table.

‘What?’ complained a husky female voice after three rings.

‘Maggie, it’s Alida. I need to speak to Ian.’ She could hear the wobble in her voice, and frowned.

‘At half five in the morning?’ But she was already handing the telephone over. Alida pictured Ian’s crumpled, unshaved face, his dirty-blond hair flopping over his eyebrows and the bright blue of his eyes blinking awake.

‘’Lida. Something wrong?’

‘It’s Mia.’ Alida bit her lip, her feet freezing on the floor. ‘I got a call. She’s in India.’ To her dismay, her voice tripped up on the word India and tears started to slide from her eyes.

‘I know she is,’ said Ian impatiently. ‘It’s been three months now, hasn’t it?’ His voice was ragged around the edges, as if he’d had too much to drink the previous night. ‘What did she say?’

‘Nothing, I didn’t speak to her.’ Alida coughed to get the lump out of her throat. ‘It was a policeman.’ Teardrops were rolling off her cheeks and landing in hot splashes on her vest top.

‘What?’ Now Ian’s voice was sharp with concern. ‘What the hell did he say?’

‘He. . . Mia’s lost.’

‘Lost? Alida, stop crying for one second and give me the details.’

‘I’m sorry, I’m just ... She didn’t pay her hotel room for a week and the police found her passport but nobody’s seen her and I don’t even know if they’re looking properly because he said there were no guarantees and just talked about morgues, although sometimes they do find foreigners alive and well, he said, but when he said the word “morgue” something burst inside me because I could see her, I could see—’

‘You’re completely incoherent. I’m coming over.’

The line went dead.

Alida laid the telephone face down on the bed. She closed her eyes and saw Mia stretched out like a paper doll  on the coroner’s table. Images arched across her mind, as short-lived and as mesmerising as fireworks. Ian, hurling a Moroccan vase across the sitting room of the house they had once shared, his eyes slits of fury as it shattered against the wall. A beautiful baby with curling eyelashes and chafed red skin on her chest. Mia huddled naked on a stone floor while her kidnappers debated whether to rape her again or slit her throat. Then she saw the disc-headed man from her dream. He was standing up again in the desert, his fists closed this time. He was only there for a second, but he was very real. His skin gleamed brown in the sunlight. When he vanished, Alida opened her eyes and forced herself to think. Ian’s job as a computer systems analyst took him to North London four out of five days a week, but he lived nearby. He would be there in fifteen minutes, filling her flat with the smell of his over-sweet aftershave and issuing orders. She walked into her dolphin-tiled bathroom and splashed cold water over her face. When she returned to the bedroom she dialled Ian’s mobile number.

‘Don’t bother coming round,’ she told him calmly, sitting down on the bed.

‘Why not?’

‘I’d rather just speak to you on the phone,’ she said, lifting her chilly feet from the floor and drawing her knees up to her chest.

‘I’m practically on my way out of the door already,’ he protested.

Alida stifled a sigh. ‘I don’t want you to come round.’

Ian’s voice hardened. ‘Look, our daughter is in Christ knows what trouble, and I’m coming over to discuss it with you. Like it or not.’

‘No, Ian,’ she said firmly, drawing the edges of her cardigan over her toes. Tough gold crackles of embroidery thread spiked through the weave and she twisted them together between forefinger and thumb. ‘I have a lot to  organise. I’m going to India to look for her, you see.’

There was a pause.

‘You’re what?’

‘I’m going to find her.’

‘The idea of you in India is laughable. What would someone like you be able to do for anyone in a country like that?’

‘What’s that supposed to mean?’ Her tone was dismissive, but she was hurt.

‘It means, Alida, that you’re the kind of woman who refuses to go camping because she’s worried about insects coming into the bloody tent. If you can’t even sleep in a tent, how do you think you’ll survive on your own in a place like that? You’re just not up to it.’

Alida’s free hand gripped the edge of the bed. It pained her that even during such a conversation as this - the conversation no parent ever wants to have - they still found it hard to be civil: Ian undermining her at the first opportunity, her biting back retorts which would lead to a row. Not for the first time, she reflected that there was an unbearable intimacy to sharing a tragedy with another person. Together, she and Ian had discovered that life could give with one hand then snatch away with the other, leaving them limbless, blank with despair. Even now, the two of them couldn’t look at each other without glimpsing, with dread, the private pain ingrained in the other’s face. They protected themselves by keeping their contact with each other minimal and bordering on animosity.

‘You won’t go,’ Ian said into her silence, ‘so I won’t waste my breath talking about it.’ Then, as if he realised he’d been too harsh, a conciliatory note crept into his voice and it took on the warm rumble that Alida had once loved. ‘Look, ’Lida, if you really don’t want me coming to the flat, then just give me all the details again. Tell me everything that policeman said. Every word of it.’

When they had finished, Alida sat staring at the bedroom  door. Talking with Ian had made Mia’s disappearance real. He was going to make some calls, he said, to the British Embassy and to the police station in Madurai, to get the ball rolling. If need be, he would fly out there himself. Neither of them had referred again to Alida’s statement that she was going to look for Mia. She got up and went to her desk, which was awash with papers. Scribbled notes and word clusters lay side by side with A4 transparencies featuring genital warts. Alida juggled jobs ranging from proof-reading to working as an English teacher in a language centre, and she had been lecturing teenagers and pre-teens on the risks of unprotected sex for seven years in London schools. The programmable baby dolls she took along to the sex education classes always created interest, and having had Mia when she was only nineteen, Alida was well equipped to discuss the issues involved with early motherhood. She opened the top drawer and scooped up her passport and emergency credit card. Today was 19 July 2008, and her passport was valid for two more years.

Alida connected to the internet and found an open return flight from Heathrow to Madurai with Gulf Air and then Indian Airlines, stopping in Dubai and Bombay. It cost seven hundred pounds, which she would have to dig out of her savings account next month to pay off the credit card bill. The journey would take eighteen and a half hours, and she was flying at five that afternoon. Heathrow was an easy tube ride from South Kensington, but she would book a taxi to the station. She was about to stand up when her stomach twisted in panic. A visa, she thought. I’ll need a bloody visa. She Googled ‘Indian embassy visa’ and found the High Commission of India website. Passport photos, she scribbled. Visa fee. She could pick one up from India House that morning.

By the time nine o’clock came along, Alida was fully packed. She sat cross-legged on the bed next to her suitcase, wrapping up the details of her life. At this moment  she didn’t care about proof-reading deadlines or piles of bills mounting on her doorstep, but her mind was rushing ahead in full organisation mode, and she gave it free rein. She couldn’t bear the idea of sitting and doing nothing - every action had to have meaning, had to constitute a step in the direction of finding Mia. She cancelled her classes and lectures for the next month. She left messages on her friends’ answerphones explaining the situation and asking them to email her. She organised a direct debit with her electricity and telephone companies.

Finally, she broke the news to her mother and listened to her crying down the phone.

‘Do you remember,’ said her mother eventually, ‘the day after her second birthday, when she removed her dirty nappy by herself and clouted poor Ian around the head with it as he lay in the grass trying to sunbathe?’

‘She’s not dead,’ Alida said more brutally than she intended. ‘Not dead, only lost. Temporarily misplaced. Please don’t talk about her as if she were dead and all we have left are memories.’

‘What’ll I do if you don’t come back either?’ Her mother was quietly desperate. ‘Get on a flight out there and get lost myself?’ Alida nestled the phone closer to her ear and closed her eyes briefly in sympathy because she knew how hard it was to speak your greatest fears aloud. ‘What’s the good of us all following each other like sheep over a precipice?’ she continued, and Alida knew she would be gripping the phone hard with her bejewelled fingers, leaning forwards on the sofa, her brown eyes sharp with the pain of this news. ‘Let the police do their job. You won’t know where to start. Do you realise how many people live in that country?’

She went on in the same vein for fifteen minutes, prodding at her fears until she had shaped them into something she could bear to look at. Alida listened patiently. In contrast with Ian’s instant dismissal of her travel plans, her  mother accepted her departure. She understood about the memories.

When Alida eventually allowed herself the time for a shower, the strong beat of the water revived her, stinging her nipples to hardness. She closed her eyes and let water stream over her face. She was counting, working something out. A few tears escaped from her eyes and were washed away. By the time she stepped steaming from the shower, Alida had finished her calculation.

She had not seen Mia for eighty-nine days and seventeen hours.




Chapter Two




Thursday, 15 May 2008 

This is quite a daring thing I’m doing - travelling alone aged eighteen and a half through a country so full that it reminds me of my first time in the sea as a three-year-old in a floppy sunhat and my Pink Panther swimming costume. I waded in up to my waist holding my father’s hand, and I gasped and gasped at the cold salt pushing into and around me, the gelatinous seaweed sliming up through my toes, the sunlight splashing so brightly on the tips of the waves that I heard musical notes as I watched. My father asked if I was enjoying myself and I couldn’t respond. The velveteen foam, the thorny cries of the gulls, the cold potato grasp of his hand: these things took up all the spaces of my mind. Entering the sea was all-round sensory submersion and it turned me into a walking jelly. Being here is the same. I feel that no part of me can close itself off from India; it enters me from all around and, wholly submerged, I float in it, drown in it, sleep and dream and cry in it.

I’ve been here for three and a half weeks, and for the past ten days I’ve been having astonishing dreams. The dreams are full of the past. They show me in bright, alive images things that have been holding their breath in a corner of my mind for most of my life. The memories are different weights and shapes, and almost all of them scald  me. I want to nail them to the page so that I can look at them without flinching. That’s what this notebook is for.




Christmas 1995 

Their voices slice up through my bed until the mattress is studded with pins which prickle my skin. She is half crying, half shouting. His chocolaty voice is trying to cram her words back into her mouth but they spill out in shards. I climb down onto the floor. Now the pins are in the carpet, puncturing the soles of my feet. I tiptoe painfully onto the landing. Here, it is much louder.

‘... not in control any more. The whole thing could just fly apart, don’t you get it?’ she cries.

I kneel silently on the carpet and push my face between the banisters to hear better. The cool wood on my cheeks makes a comforting frame.

‘You’re collapsing into yourself, Alida. Who’s that going to help?’

Her low, furious reply drills the air and turns it smoky grey. On my tongue, there’s the faintest taste of ashes. I look down so that my eyes are almost closed, and swivel my gaze to the left. I can see the bottom of the sitting room door. It’s half open, but they are beyond my vision.

‘... no support. All you’re interested in is getting our sex life back on track, as if that’s the answer to everything.’

I edge further forwards and my ears burn against the wood.

‘You can’t shut yourself off from pleasure for the rest of your life.’

‘Pleasure? Do you really think pleasure still exists for me in any way or form?’

My head pops through the banisters and the pressure eases off my ears. I can see further into the sitting room now. I can see the crackling green branches of the Christmas tree. The fairy lights are switched off. I can see the lower half of my mother as she sits in the armchair by  the window. Her pale shins protrude from her dressing gown. Her hands are twisted into a bony sculpture which rests uneasily on her lap.

‘Don’t let what happened distance you from Mia.’

I listen intently, but I don’t catch her murmured reply. There’s a long pause. Too long. They must be getting tired. Any minute now they’ll leave the sitting room and discover that I’m not in bed. I pull my head sharply back but the banisters grip it from either side. I push forwards, pull back. How could my head have grown bigger so fast? I pull until it hurts but still I can’t get back through.

I’m here for good.

They’ll have to feed me through the banisters, bring me a potty to wee in. Tears cut across my eyes and I consider calling down to them for help but my mother’s voice wobbles through the door.

‘... nonsense she comes out with, Ian. Recently she insisted that when the blackbirds sang in the garden, she could see golden bubbles coming out of their beaks. She’s six years old and she talks as if she’s taken LSD. If she weren’t so caught up in her own little world, then perhaps—’

I scream, loud and wide. My scream tastes of vomity burps. It fractures the air in the hall.

They come running, orange and blue bounding up the stairs side by side.

‘Stuck!’ I screech, and blood slams through the veins in my head.

My father puts his hands on his hips and laughs in a shower of colour, but she pauses on the stairs with her hand at her throat. Her eyes are fixed on my face. She knows I heard her unfinished sentence. She knows I completed it in my mind and that it has already become part of me.

I continue to wail while my father soaps my ears to make them slippery and coaxes my head back through the  banisters. When my mother moves forwards to fold me into her arms, I don’t let her touch me.




Spring 1996 

I can be invisible.

I can disappear along the thin sigh of my breath, grow so quiet and still that I am not even sure I exist any more.

The gap between the double bed and the floor was just wide enough for me to slide into, shifting crablike until I reached the centre. My chest grazes the underside of the bed at the crest of every breath. I am a star-shaped spy, my fingers and heels making friends with the dust. How long have these soft balls of fluff lain here and what secrets have they heard my parents whisper?

Alida - that’s what I call her nowadays, because the word ‘Mummy’ flays her face open like a slap - Alida is making the bed.

I drop my eyes sideways and watch her bare feet step nimbly as she tweaks and plumps. The cherry-red polish on her toenails is chipped. Her thoughts are far away from me, struggling through memories she cannot bear to remember or forget. She doesn’t sense the tickle of my fingertips on the carpet. She doesn’t hear the muffled booming of my heart.

Very soon I will be nothing more than a star-shaped scattering of fluff.

When I was a baby, my mother was a carousel of colours, the most dazzling thing I had ever seen. She smelled of milky vanilla love. She bounced and turned like the clown mobile above my cot. She spread warmth around me in orange layers and her hands comforted and played. If she vanished from sight for too long, I screwed up my fists and eyes and screamed myself purple. When she reappeared, relief would flood my nappy in a lava spurt of urine. She was everything to me, a giant with a giant’s strength.

Now she is different. She has shrunk and her eyes don’t laugh in streams of sparks. I want to be small again, but every day I grow bigger and she grows further away.

When he knelt by my bed to kiss me goodnight, Daddy said he might have to go away soon. His tie flopped onto my chest and I held it with both hands. It was slippery red and green stripes.

‘Where away?’ I asked. When he sighed, I tasted ashes on my tongue. I stared at him then, wide awake. Thin red threads trembled across the whites of his eyes. ‘Don’t go away,’ I said. He laid his head on my chest and seemed to fall asleep. I clutched his tie and tried to count the hairs sprouting from his ear. His head was heavy and I didn’t know what to do so I just said it again and again in a smashed glass voice.

‘Don’t go away.’




Chapter Three

The taxi was speeding through a stream of vehicles whose horns spanned several octaves. Alida was sitting tensely in the back with her fingers clamped tightly around the leather handle of her suitcase. Her brown eyes were darker than usual; the pupils wide due to her deep tiredness. She had pulled her shoulder-length brown hair into a loose ponytail and spiral tendrils sprang out around her scalp and clung damply to her cheeks and forehead. Her jade-green blouse flapped listlessly in the breeze coming through the open window, but despite this the heat didn’t leave her skin. Her driver, a man in his forties with bony wrists and an extravagant moustache, seemed unaware that there were cyclists, carts, lorries and motorised rickshaws eddying around him. He sat low in his seat with his foot firmly on the accelerator and his eyes, Alida noted with alarm, were drooping closed. Was he about to fall asleep? She leaned forwards.

‘Are you all right?’ she demanded.

Without reducing his speed, he twisted his head around to look at her solemnly for a moment.

‘No, please just—’ She gestured helplessly at the windscreen. ‘Just watch the road.’

He switched his gaze back to the road and she saw that his eyelids were open a fraction wider than before. That was something. She sat back in resignation and eased the window open. The handle was sticky. There was a smell  pressing into her with hot, bullying fingers; she could taste it at the back of her throat. It wasn’t unpleasant, just strange. She tried to isolate its individual elements but so many sprang to mind - rain clouds and exhaust fumes and cooked food and incense and heat and rotting fruit and other, unidentifiable things. The smell permeated the taxi upholstery, it came in with the breeze from the window, it was part of the very air. They were in the thick of Madurai rush-hour traffic and beyond the noise and the scrum she caught occasional glimpses of a slower world: vendors sitting on stools beside sacks of grain and pyramids of vegetables, a fat man who had set up a pavement trade as an ear cleaner, women in sequinned saris leaning over baskets of flowers. Alida rested her head on the window and tried to relax. Her grip on her suitcase didn’t slacken.

 



The bag lay on a table in an airless room in the concrete heart of Madurai police station, an unattractive grey building with a battalion of shoe polishers squatting around its edges, as if smart shoes were needed in order to enter. The bag was fashioned from wide strips of turquoise and indigo material, and it bulged in the middle like a python that had swallowed an ostrich egg. Under the flat brown gaze of Officer Anand, Alida tugged at the zip. It was a strong steel zip and it travelled as smoothly as a surgeon’s knife along the stomach of the bag, leaving a gaping split in its wake. Alida glimpsed a length of pink material and a wooden-handled hairbrush. Several long brown hairs were caught between the bristles and drifted away from the edges in meek spirals. She glanced at Anand, unwilling to dip her hand into the bag’s entrails. He returned her gaze without so much as a flicker. Alida registered for the first time the faint scent that whispered up from the bag.

Tuberose.

‘Daughter?’ asked Anand, nodding towards the bag.

Everything was ludicrous: conversing in pidgin English  on the subject of daughters and bags through lips which were dry with disbelief, while memories of Mia spooled through her mind. Alida opened her mouth to laugh, but instead a tear skittered down over the film of perspiration on her right cheek.

In answer to Anand’s question, she leaned forwards and zipped up the bag.

‘Picture,’ said Anand, and gestured to the right. Wrapped in dirty white linen and tied with string was a large rectangular shape.

‘Is that Mia’s too?’

‘Yes, yes.’

‘OK.’ It must be a souvenir Mia had picked up along the way, a painting by a local artist, perhaps. Anand kindly helped her to carry it all through into the next room.

There were forms to fill in. Propped up at the wooden counter in a crowd of solemn-eyed Indian men, Alida scribbled and signed. Her suitcase - too bulky for this trip, she now realised - was standing beside her with the picture leaning against it. She had looped her handbag strap over her head so that it wouldn’t slip off her shoulder. Mia’s bag was clamped firmly between her ankles.

Outside the police station, dragging her luggage, she was confronted with a roar of life and sound which hung in the heat and dazed her. Hesitating on the pavement, she breathed in drains and exhaust fumes. A woman whose pink sari dripped off her angular shoulders and hips like liquid marzipan touched her arm. Her fingers were insistent through the thin material of Alida’s blouse.

‘Baksheesh,’ she pleaded.

Alida glimpsed tired eyes and a garish nose stud which was attached by a chain to the woman’s ear lobe. Then a jasmine garland dropped snakelike into her view. She followed its swinging tail around to her right and saw a stringy woman with smudges of kohl around her eyes.

‘Thirty rupee,’ said the woman.

Alida blinked. ‘No, thank you.’ Her forehead was slick with sweat. She scanned the hammering street for an empty taxi. Her peripheral vision was filled with jasmine flowers whose petals shook water droplets through the air, dispersing freshness.

‘Good price,’ said the jasmine-seller sulkily.

Alida looked into her face, which was covered in hairbreadth lines of fatigue, and the thought of being responsible for this woman’s disappointment was too much. ‘All right.’ She leaned the picture against her leg and scrabbled in her trouser pocket. Her hand closed over the few coins she had been given when she had changed money at the airport. They felt greasy to the touch. She passed one of them to the marzipan sari woman and the rest to the seller, and her palm was filled with a fragrant rope of flowers.

A taxi drew up and a driver with gelled blue-black hair and a ready smile leaped out to help Alida with her bags. She handed them to him in relief.

‘Hotel Raj, please.’

As the driver manoeuvred them into the traffic, Alida looked back. The jasmine seller was standing on the edge of the kerb, her eyes idly skimming Alida’s taxi. Loop after loop of white flowers hung from her forearms and protruded from the sides of the bucket of water she carried. With her left hand, Alida gripped Mia’s bag strap, and in her right hand, the jasmine garland lay crunchy and fresh. As she touched the flowers to her face and inhaled their sharp scent, the jasmine woman’s dark eyes met hers for a brief instant before the taxi swung away.

 



When the porter had gone, Alida stood alone in her room in Hotel Raj and looked dully at the assembly of luggage on the polished teak floorboards. Exhaustion was spreading through her muscles in aching waves. The room was high-ceilinged and an ornate electric fan hung in the middle  air. There was a wardrobe with mirrored doors and a sweeping double bed. The urge to drop onto the oceanic eiderdown and surrender to sleep was enormous. Alida touched a corner of the soft material and noticed the line of dirt under her fingernails.

The lady on the plane who had recommended Hotel Raj to her had advised her that it was important to adapt as quickly as possible to the change of time zone by aligning her meals and sleep cycle with that of India’s. In India, it was late afternoon. Alida didn’t want to know what time her body clock was running to. She had barely slept since hearing of Mia’s disappearance over thirty hours before, and a humming sound came and went between her temples. Still, she needed to visit Hotel Guru, where Mia had stayed. The people who owned the hotel had met Mia, they had seen her getting along in this country. They could help her, she was sure of it.

There was no time to rest.

She splashed water over her face in the bathroom sink, and hurried out again.




Chapter Four




12 November 1995 

It’s my sixth birthday tomorrow and I am in my bed, sucking sobs under my thumb. I’m wearing my purple star pyjamas even though they don’t reach down to my wrists and ankles any more. The cheerful rub of the material reminds me of how things used to be. Everything has changed and our whole house is hanging in black tatters. The taste of salt and ashes coats my throat and I try to swallow it away. My eyes are closed but inside my head they are wide open.

There’s a noise: a rustling and shifting, something trying to get my attention. I sit up and find myself looking into a blue jewel of an eye. The eye is diamond-shaped and secrets are coiled inside it. I blink and see that it belongs to an elephant, a living, breathing elephant the size of my arms in a circle. Long trunk stroking through the grass on my duvet. Swan’s wings feathering out across a back which is wrinkled with care.

I want to shout for my parents.

An elephant this magical could make everything all right again. I want to be sure it isn’t a dream. But if it is a dream, if I move or make a sound, it might disappear and never come back. I breathe slowly. The elephant pulls up a sheaf of grass with a swish of its trunk and curls it into its dark triangular mouth. Its wings ripple as it chews. Its  diamond eye watches me with a look of such beauty that my tears dry in thin lines on my cheeks. I think the elephant has always been here, I just never looked properly before. The air around it is cobwebby. Apart from me, it’s the only real thing in my room. I want to reach out and hug it to my chest.

We look at each other for long, steady minutes. There’s no need for words and their gaps which things slip through and get lost in. This winged elephant can see right into me and it doesn’t blink or turn away. Every cell in my body goes limp and my mouth fills with the taste of milk and strawberries.

I float back against my pillows. The air flutters with swan feathers.




Summer 1996 

Poppy’s hair sings when she sweeps it off her face. She smells of blueberry bubble gum and Play-Doh. She says I have magic powers because I told her about the numbers having different colours and the bubbles that hop through the air when the birds sing. She can’t see those things, but she agreed about my jumper being fire-engine red and said she could clearly see the specks of deeper blue in my bedroom carpet. I listened to her labelling the colours of my toys and books, but I still wasn’t sure whether or not when we look at something we see it in the same way. You can’t really trust words.

Poppy always has ideas for games. We have bike races down my bumpy garden and fall off on purpose at the end. We take our dolls for a swim in the paddling pool and create tidal waves so that we have to rescue them. We put earthworms together with daddy-long-legs spiders to see if they’ll mate (they don’t). Best of all, we play make-believe. Often, Poppy is a princess and I have to save her from garden trolls who are invisible to me but whom she can clearly see. She tells me what they’re doing and I  swing my sword at them or lasso them with spells. When we get tired, we throw ourselves down in the grass and find faces in the clouds or hunt for four-leaved clovers or Poppy laughs herself silly pulling down on the tight curls which dangle around my face so they spring up like grasshoppers when she lets go. This morning Poppy gave me one of her long golden hairs to measure but instead I wound it tightly around my tongue so that it made spiral bulges. I stuck my new bulgy tongue out and rolled my eyes pretending to be a troll and we laughed until our stomachs ached with pleasure.

Grandma named Alida after an Italian singer, and Alida used to sing all the time, her voice damask pink and light as bubble wrap, but now all she does is shout with Daddy, so that it feels like pavement grit is being rubbed in my face and ears. When we heard them arguing inside just now, Poppy jumped up and slid the French windows shut with a magnificent bang. She dragged me down the garden by my hand and when we were out of sight she put her face very close to mine. I could see the tiny gaps between her eyelashes and a miniature me in the dark liquid of her pupils.

‘Adults are morons,’ she whispered angrily. ‘We don’t need them, Mia.’

Now we’re sitting side by side making daisy-chain necklaces.

I love Poppy.




Winter 1996 

Because I say odd things sometimes, Alida took me to see a big-bellied man with glasses shaped like train windows and a roasted-peanut smell. He showed me numbers and asked about the colours. I explained that number three was always turquoise and number eight was never anything but brown. He wrote down everything I said and I felt like a pop star giving an interview. I had to touch different  materials and listen to certain words and tell him if they had a particular smell or taste for me, and when they did he got quite excited. He asked me what the name Samuel tasted of and when I said Wensleydale cheese he laughed and said that Samuel was his own name.

The best thing was that while he talked to me, Alida sat close by and looked at me. She really looked at me, as if she was seeing me in colour again for the first time in over a year. I kept looking across at her and she said, ‘Don’t look at me, darling, look at the doctor,’ but she wasn’t cross and there was something so kind in her eyes that it felt like warm water running all over my back.

The doctor played some music and asked me to describe how I felt. I told him about the golden bubbles that came with the peeping high notes and the green waves that the violin made. Because he seemed so interested, I even told him about the violet swirls I once saw around my body when Melissa played the flute in school assembly. He wasn’t surprised but Alida was. She tried not to show it but I knew. Maybe she thought I should have told her about it, but it isn’t always easy to talk to her.

He asked me whether I knew that not everyone can see or smell or taste in the way I can, and I said yes. I told him Poppy can see garden trolls that are invisible to me, and asked if he would like to talk to her too. He smiled so that his eyes disappeared into his cheeks and said he would prefer to talk to me. He told me that I experience the world in a very special way. He kept saying a word that sounded like synthesiser but wasn’t. Alida wrote the word down on the back of her library card.

Later, I had to wait on my own in another room while the doctor spoke to Alida in private. I didn’t like them talking on their own. If it’s about me then I should be allowed to hear it. When Alida came out, I asked what the man had said about me and she told me he had said that she was lucky to have such a special seven-year-old. I  asked her why it had taken him ten minutes to say one sentence and she just laughed.

Afterwards, I had the best afternoon with Alida. She glowed in the way she used to, like sunshine through closed eyes. On the way to the zoo, we played a new game in the car which was the same as the games we played at the doctor’s. She asked me what the name Alida felt like to me and I said cool glass columns and she went quiet for a minute.

‘And what about the word “Mummy”?’ she asked.

‘It’s apricot orange, my favourite colour,’ I said, ‘and it tastes of warm vanilla custard.’

Suddenly she indicated left and swerved over to the kerb. She stopped the car even though we were nowhere near the zoo yet and when I’d put the handbrake on (she always lets me do that), she turned to me and asked me to start calling her Mummy again, or at least Mum. I thought about it and said I would call her Mum.

‘What does “Mum” taste of?’ she asked.

‘Warm vanilla custard,’ I said, and she leaned over and hugged me.




Chapter Five

Hotel Guru was somnolent with the whirr of fans, and there were no human sounds. Damp stains bloomed in patterns of neglect above the reception. Alida found a poodle’s head, the arms of a drowning person, and two elephants kissing. I’m so tired that I’m hallucinating, she thought. Her head swam gently on her neck and she shifted her gaze to her lap.

Just then, a ragged curtain was pushed aside and an emaciated man wearing sandals and a sarong slouched into the room with an apprehensive air. He was in his early fifties and had a moulting blond beard and watery blue eyes.

His gaze moved briefly from her strappy sandals and linen trousers to her stylish blouse. He scratched his beard. ‘You’re not looking for a room here,’ he stated. He had a faint American accent.
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