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There’s no such thing as true black.


This is one of the very first art lessons. Squeezing black ready made from a tube makes a painting look artificial, so instead, you mix the three primary hues: red, yellow, and blue. Because even the darkest shadow or deepest sorrow has a glimmer of colour at its heart.


But I know there’s another kind of black.


I see it when I close my eyes, and become a paint palette. This black is a bottomless ocean of dark. I dip my fingers in it, smear it across a canvas. Use a paintbrush and flick my finger over the bristles, splattering tiny constellations onto the paper. Each small, lonely speck the colour of sadness.
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CHAPTER 1


Life in Monochrome


The last colour vanishes with an audible pop, as if it’s been sucked through a straw.


And now everything I see is in black and white. Including this pillow fort. At seventeen, I’m too old to be hiding in one, but I can’t bring myself to move. I’m a frozen tableau of WTF?, staring out through the duvet at my colourless bedroom.


In front of me, my window frames our back garden like an old photograph. It’s the last day of August, and white sunshine is cascading over the monochrome flower beds. Roses and clematis and honeysuckle, all rewritten in grey.


There are more than ten million colours in the world, and I can no longer see a single one.


Literally.


The colours began fading seven weeks ago, the day after my mother disappeared.


The last time I saw her was the day before the summer holidays. I was eating breakfast; she was leaving for work. Wearing her usual glaze-spattered smock, cigarette clamped in fuchsia-lipsticked mouth, she waved me madly goodbye. It reminded me of a tulip in a tornado.


After school, I went to her ceramics studio, expecting to find her absorbed in her latest piece. Instead, she had left the kind of note that inspires the police to search the rocks beneath Beachy Head – a cliff with incredible views of the sea, and England’s most notorious suicide spot.


But as no body was found – and her long, rambling letter wasn’t enough proof – she’s not considered dead. She’s missing. Vanished into thin air.


Ever since then, the world without her has looked a little chalkier. Like a drop of bleach has been added to the sky. When this first started, it made total sense to me: my glitter ball of a mother was gone, of course I was seeing things a little skewwhiff.


But then the colours kept fading. With each minute, hour, and day that she didn’t come bursting back through the front door . . . or send one of her habitually exuberant ALL CAPS texts . . . or kick off her shoes and dance through the garden . . . the saturation drained from my sight. Until all that was left was the palest gossamer pastels. A last whisper of hope.


And now today. All morning, even these barely there colours have been disappearing. It’s the last day of summer; my baby sister’s fifteenth birthday. By not coming home for Emmy-Kate, Mum is really, truly gone.


As I peep from my duvet through the window, the birthday girl herself comes cartwheeling across the lawn. Emmy-Kate is in black and white too. But I bet the dress she’s wearing is pink. (The knickers she’s flashing as she turns head over heels are definitely days-of-the-week.)


My sister concludes her acrobatics and springs upright, her gaze landing on my open window. She narrows her eyes, squinting up.


I turtle beneath the duvet, disturbing the world’s stupidest house rabbit: Salvador Dalí.


‘Shhh,’ I warn, putting a finger to my lips. Too late. His ears fly backwards, listening as the back door slams, then two sets of footsteps come clattering up the stairs to my attic bedroom. Emmy-Kate’s pony-princess prance, followed by Niko’s steady clomp-clomp-clomp. No pillow fort in the world is safe from my sisters.


Emmy-Kate arrives first, spinning in her new frou-frou frock.


‘Minnie! Isn’t this dress a Degas? It’s Dancers in Pink,’ she says in her bubblegum voice.


With a famous artist mother, we’re all walking art encyclopedias – Emmy-Kate, though, actually thinks and talks in paintings, using artwork as an indication of mood. Dancers in Pink is an impressionist piece, a blur of lighter-than-air ballet dancers. It might seem strange, given the circumstances, that she chooses a happy painting. But she’s turning fifteen: too young to be told about a letter, a possible suicide, a cliff. As far as Emmy-Kate knows, Mum is merely AWOL, and stiff upper lip is the order of the day.


I emerge from the duvet and croak, ‘Happy birthday.’


Emmy-Kate tilts her head, setting off a cascade of what should be strawberry-blonde hair. It’s grey. Grey eyes. Shiny grey pout. My stomach lurches. Black-and-white vision would be a problem for anyone, but for an artist – even me, a total wannabe – it’s an effing catastrophe. Before I can throw up from all this weird, Niko comes stomping into the room.


She snorts at the mess. Then at me, still in my duvet nest. Despite her glam-grunge appearance – think dungarees and flip-flops worn with pin-up girl hairdos and perfect eyeliner – the oldest Sloe sister acts more like ninety than nineteen.


‘Minnie – you’re not still in bed?’ she signs, rhetorically. Niko is Deaf, and the movement of her hands as she signs is exacerbated by the plasters on her fingertips. She’s a bona fide art student, specialising in cutouts: think paper snowflakes, only ten times as complicated. Injury is an occupational hazard.


I examine my pyjamas, my location on the mattress, and sign back, ‘No, I’m on the moon.’


‘Humour. You must be feeling okay.’ Niko rolls her eyes. ‘Good. You can help me make the pancakes.’


Note: the pancakes. It’s our birthday ritual: a breakfast feast of pancakes and Nutella. Usually made by Mum – from a packet. This is the house that convenience foods built. But she has the fairy-dust ability to turn even the ordinary, even ready-mixed pancakes, into magic.


The three of us freeze as we consider this: the first tradition without her.


A newly subdued Emmy-Kate trudges to the door. ‘Minnie?’ she prompts, with a single fingerspelled M. When it’s only the three of us, we don’t speak: we sign.


I clamber from my fort, as does Salvador Dalí. Niko leads us in a parade down the stairs: sister after sister after rabbit after sister. As we leave the sanctity of my bedroom, I glance out of the landing window. This view stretches across South London’s skyline.


Despite distant tower blocks and terraced streets, I’ve never considered this city to be grey. It has too many trees and parks, lamp posts and graffiti and fried-chicken shops; the concrete has too many variations. Smoky hues and soot and shadows and bricks and pavements.


But now it looks flat. As if it wasn’t enough for my mother to walk out of the world. She had to take all the colours with her too.




Pale Pink


(An Ongoing List of Every Colour I Have Lost)



Fairy roses scattering petals across the grass. Strawberry slices atop heart-shaped pancakes. When I was little, my unvarnished nail beds beneath Mum’s shiny red ones as she held my hands, teaching me how to sign to Niko. And blood, if it’s diluted with enough water. Like if you’re in the bath when you die, or a river, or the sea.







CHAPTER 2


The Colour of Limestone


The morning before school starts, I wake predawn to find my heart attempting a jailbreak through my ribs. I sneak from the house, racing myself down leaf-lined streets, trying to outrun the black and white. Can’t. Her disappearance follows me, an unshakable shadow. Double-decker buses blast by in pale grey instead of red, near-invisible against the tarmac.


Since I’m not exactly sporty, the fear and I run out of steam at the same time. I slow down and look around. Somehow I’ve ended up on the far side of Meadow Park. A huge, hilly wilderness that spans from my neighbourhood, Poets Corner, to Brixton, it contains everything from a lido to community greenhouses and a wildflower meadow. It’s like a piece of countryside got spliced into the city by mistake. In summer, it throngs with people, but since it’s early, only birds and joggers and grieving girls are awake. I step through the gates for the first time since the disappearance.


There’s a library hush as I climb to the top of the hill, my destination the walled garden. Home to my mother’s first ever art installation: the Rainbow Series I. The work that made her famous – superstarrily so, like Rembrandt or Frida Kahlo.


I hold my breath as I walk inside, hoping for a siren, strobe lights, Mum’s sudden reappearance in full colour. Nothing happens. The Rainbow Series I is minus one rainbow – but it still takes my breath away.


Huge clay spheres as big as racehorses rest on transparent Perspex stands. They appear to float among the garden’s flamboyant rosebushes. Tinier rounds, the size of marbles or peaches or beach balls, are embedded in the paths and suspended from pagodas. All are glazed in shiny nail varnish colours – Mum’s signature style. Ordinarily, they make the flowers look muted. Ordinarily, it’s like God himself leaned down from heaven and began blowing bubbles.


If anything could restore my vision to a full spectrum, it would be this.


I take another step toward the spheres, then stop, noticing the visitors’ plaque. This tells tourists and art pilgrims alike that Rachael Sloe won the UK’s biggest art award, the Turner Prize, with this – her debut.


Underneath the sign, an impromptu memorial has sprung up. A gargantuan pile of cellophane-wrapped flowers, sympathy cards, half-burnt candles, and cutesy teddy bears. It’s tatty from weeks of summer rain; the flowers at the bottom of the heap rotten and mushy. The whole thing is gross. Mawkish and makes me think of morgues – reminds me that my mum’s disappearance is headline news.


I give the memorial a wide berth, shuddering as I catch a whiff of the flowers. My skin prickles. I’m being watched . . . actually, I wouldn’t put it past my exhibitionist mother to teleport into existence right here in the middle of this garden. I spin round, certain she’s here.


Emmy-Kate is watching me, peeking out from behind the biggest bubble like a mischievous Glinda the Good Witch of the North. Automatically, I stiffen. All I can think about is this enormous secret I’m keeping from her. Suicide. An ugly word, and one I worry will spill from my lips whenever we talk. It’s been almost two months since we’ve had a real conversation.


Guilt manifests as annoyance, and I snap, ‘Stalk much?’


Emmy-Kate lifts her chin, defiant, and struts over to me. She’s fresh from her Sunday morning swim; a damp towel drapes over her shoulder, and her long hair falls in wet curtains, dripping between our feet.


‘Hardly,’ she says, wringing out a rope of hair. ‘I saw you from the lido and followed you here.’


I shake my head, try to be nice. ‘Em, that’s the dictionary definition of stalking.’


Emmy-Kate smiles a tiny bit at this, as a breeze sweeps through the empty garden. She shivers, wrapping her arms around herself, eyes landing on the memorial. For a second, her face empties, like a squeezed-out tube of paint. I wonder how much she actually suspects about Mum being missing, but all she says, in a syrup-soaked voice, is: ‘Wow, that’s grim. Seriously, Whistler’s Mother depressing. Let’s get out of here.’


We walk side by side. Emmy-Kate’s hands flit as she starts painting the air – she’s a girl who treats the sky as her own personal canvas – and compensating for my silence with a lilting monologue on boys, breakfast, school tomorrow . . .


She’s about to finish GCSEs; I’m about to finish A-levels. There’s two years between us, and another two between me and Niko. Next year, I’ll leave Emmy-Kate behind and join Niko at the Silver College of Art and Design. SCAD. The local art-school mecca and Mum’s alma mater.


From this vantage point on the hill, the villagey neighbourhoods of South London are laid out like a patchwork below: the streets of Poets Corner, then Dulwich, Camberwell, Peckham; the wide avenue of Full Moon Lane cutting through them all like Broadway in New York City or the Champs-Élysées in Paris, and as vast. And at the end, a few miles in the distance, sit the squat toads of SCAD’s brutalist modern buildings.


Even though SCAD is close to my mother’s studio in Peckham, I’ve never actually set foot on the campus. Visiting before I’m actually accepted seems like I would jinx it. But years ago I did look up the website, copying the ethos onto a piece of paper that I pinned to my wall:
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Back then, I totally bought into this concept. Now, I think: it doesn’t get messier than a missing mother.


The thought guts me. It’s instant wipeout. Mum abandons me on a daily basis. A hollow flies from the hole in my chest, expanding to empty the park and everything in it, me a tiny speck in the middle of all this nothing.


Because even if she comes back, there will never be a moment where she didn’t leave me.


I stumble to a halt at the bottom of the hill, near the Art Deco lido where my fearless little sister swims even in winter. Emmy-Kate takes a couple of steps without me, still babbling, before seeing I’ve stopped. She turns around, reading the hurt on my face.


Instantly, her eyes mimic mine. What Sloe sisters have in common – despite three different fathers, temperaments, and shades of red hair – is tissue-paper–white skin, and eyes that play our thoughts like cinema screens.


‘What?’ she asks, worry crisping the edges of her voice.


I force myself to swallow away the emotional hurricane, since beyond Emmy-Kate, bumbling along in a tracksuit, is the Professor.


Aka Professor Rajesh Gupta. Bachelor, next-door neighbour, and, by some bizarre twist of fate, Mum’s best friend. Think oil and water, chalk and cheese. My madcap mother and this buttoned-up theology professor, who looks and acts as though he was blown from the dust on a leather-bound book, have been thick as thieves my entire life. He was the first to show up at our door after the disappearance, bearing a casserole dish full of biryani. Unfortunately, his cooking is desert-dry, nothing like the fragrant, jewelled curries of East London’s Brick Lane.


‘Run away,’ whispers Emmy-Kate, only half joking.


‘Shhhh,’ I tell her as he spots us and changes course, ambling over.


‘Ah! Girls,’ he says, his forehead crinkling in sympathy. ‘Good, er, hmm.’ He jogs on the spot, coughs into his fist, then bends over and straightens up again. This is the entire sentence. The Professor brings his own personal tumbleweed to every conversation.


After he clears his throat for the ten thousandth time, Emmy-Kate bursts and says, ‘Okay, we were going home.’ She grabs my elbow, starts dragging me away. ‘Bye!’


‘Good, good.’ The Professor checks his watch, bending and stretching again. ‘Well. Perhaps I’ll accompany you, see how your, er – sister is. Lead, ahem, the way.’


He jogs on the spot, leaving Emmy-Kate and me no choice but to walk on. When I glance back, I can’t see the walled garden, or the Rainbow Series I, or the sky. I can’t see anything.




Sky Blue


(An Ongoing List of Every Colour I Have Lost)



Sky, obviously. But not the stormy July afternoon my mother chose not to come home.


The dress she’s wearing in her SCAD graduation photo. Forget-me-nots. Her pastel eyes.







CHAPTER 3


Everything’s White


As soon as the Professor follows Emmy-Kate through the front door, I duck away and go through the side gate, into the back garden. I can breathe more easily out here, among the overflowing foxgloves and roses. Our miniature Midsummer Night’s Dream garden is tucked away like a secret between the house and the overground. And I’m a flower freak.


Something Mum and I have in common. The blooms flourish through her sheer force of will. She shapes all her surroundings to fit her particular aesthetic, from our chartreuse front door to this overgrown outdoor bouquet – and three redheaded daughters, despite being a natural blonde.


I close my eyes, bury my face in a humongous rose. Inhaling the myrrh scent almost makes up for not being able to see the colour. I can imagine it, though. Apricot. A vivid pink-gold shade that’s inherently Mum and brings her back to the garden like a hologram—


striding past me with that shocking-pink-lipsticked smile, mermaid hair knotted atop her head, bone-thin beneath her artist’s smock. She’s holding a cigarette in one hand and a mug of coffee in the other: charisma fuel. Mum captivated everyone: us, the Professor, journalists, SCAD students.


She worked there for a while, after Emmy-Kate was born. She’d made the Rainbow Series I while still a student, and pregnant with Niko, and stepped straight into the professional art world after graduation. But then in quick succession I arrived, then Emmy-Kate, and she ended up having to return to SCAD as a lecturer. What her biographies call ‘the wilderness years’ and we call ‘our lives’.


Then, when I was twelve, she resigned from SCAD and made her headline-grabbing return to the pottery wheel, reinvigorated. Bigger, better, bolder, more famous.


That’s the mother who’s zooming around my imagination. Not Mum but her artist self, the one who makes Emmy-Kate look like a wallflower, sucks every inch of oxygen from a room.


It’s so good to see her. I breathe in the rose, desperately, hoping to enhance this vision. Rachael Sloe, Artist, turns to me and says . . .


. . . and says . . .


I can’t remember her voice.


The memory falters, flickers, fades.


My eyes fly open. The garden is desolately grey, and it’s all too much: her absence. The uncertainty. The monochrome. And how have I already forgotten her voice? It’s only been one summer.


I go slumping into the kitchen, where I find the Professor perched politely in his usual spot at the table, opposite Emmy-Kate. Silence and the Sunday newspapers are spread between them. Seeing me, Em makes a grrr of annoyance and zips from the room, hurling her damp towel onto the floor by the washing machine as she leaves. The Professor stands up – I know from experience he won’t sit down again until I do. He’s a nightmare at neighbourhood parties.


‘Hi,’ I mumble, attempting to skirt around him. He dithers, blocking my path.


‘Well, now, er – Minnie,’ he harrumphs – but kindly.


Mum appears clearly again, now at the table, wheezing with hysteria.


What’s wrong with me? I haven’t so much as dreamed about her in eight weeks, and now I’m visualizing her twice in one day. In full colour, too. But perhaps the Professor sees her as well, since his face is broadcasting distress signals. Sloe-sister theory: he’s madly in unrequited love with Mum. And has been for the past twenty years.


‘How are you?’ he asks, formal as a tuxedo.


‘Fine.’ I tuck my thumbs into my cardigan sleeves, squirming. Ordinarily I don’t mind the Professor, despite his aura of tweediness – he’s a familiar mainstay, like a comfortable old sofa – but since I’ve become more or less tongue-tied, every conversation between us is stilted.


‘Er, ah, er – Minnie,’ he huffs. ‘As I was explaining to er – Emmy-Kate, I have some good news. The university has granted me a sabbatical this year. I plan to write another book.’ He clasps his hands, like a bell ringer. ‘Which leaves me very much at your disposal for the, er. Until, um. For the forthcoming,’ he finishes.


Translation: the Professor is going to be working from home, right next door, for a whole year. Which means he’ll be ‘popping in’ practically every day. All summer long he’s been checking up on us, bringing with him hours of awkward silences and inedible pakoras. Even though the social workers grudgingly approved Niko as our guardian – they side-eyed her Greenpeace T-shirts and general dungareed demeanour – the Professor has appointed himself our responsible adult. What with the lack of godparents, distant relatives, or even deadbeat dads.


All we know of our absent fathers is that there are three. Every time we ask for more details, Mum changes the story: they’re cowboys, astronauts, rock stars, explorers, renegades; lifelong love affairs or holiday romances or one-night stands. She spins tales like clay on the wheel.


She keeps secrets.


Me too. There’s one in her studio.


If I unlocked the door, I could trace my hands over her last movements: the swivel stool adjusted to her height, her finger marks fossilised in the bags of clay, a coffee cup with a lipstick tattoo on the rim. And four kilns, squatting in the corner like a family of Daleks. The largest is locked, on a cooling cycle from a glaze firing. I’m the only one who knows this: that inside the kiln is Rachael Sloe’s last-ever piece of art.


The doorbell pulls me from my thoughts and the Professor into the hallway, the chime accompanied by flashing lights for Niko’s benefit. When I throw open the front door, Ash is standing on the doorstep, a guitar strapped to his back. With his skinny jeans, calligraphy swoop of dark hair, and mouth permanently curled into a half smile, he looks for all the world like Indian Elvis.


‘Hey, Miniature,’ he says, opening his arms.


Surprise roots me to the spot, as though he’s a total stranger and not my boyfriend of almost a year. (Not to mention, the Professor’s nephew.) Ash goes to university in London but spends the summer holidays at home in Manchester, aka a million miles away. We’ve spoken on the phone, but this is the first time we’ve seen each other in person since . . . since everything.


‘Hi,’ I say, focusing on the bullseye dimple at the centre of his chin, strangely shy. ‘You’re back.’


‘Came straight over,’ he says, his northern accent warm and worried. When I look up, he offers me a dialled-down version of his usual phosphorescent smile. My lip wobbles. Seeing my boyfriend in black and white – it’s too weird.


‘Ah, Min,’ he says, misreading my face. ‘It’s all going to be okay.’


He probably believes it. Ash is an optimist. He’s happy-go-lucky and silver linings, a boy for whom toast always lands butter side up. My sisters and I all met him at the same time, one rain-drenched autumn afternoon a couple of years ago.


We were dodging the weather at the National Gallery, sprawled with our sketchbooks in front of the blue-saturated Bathers by Cézanne, as if we were having the same picnic as the people in the painting. Emmy-Kate was making an abstract mess with oil pastels, Niko drew neatly with graphite pencils, and I was using every shade of blue felt-tip – cobalt, navy, azure, sapphire – to try out a new pointillism technique.


We’d been there an hour when a drop of water splashed on my sketch pad. Emmy-Kate nudged Niko, who poked my arm with her sharp pencil, and I sent a scribble of teal across the damp page. I looked to my right: this impossibly cute boy in a ridiculous Puffa coat was shaking off the rain and sitting on the floor next to us. Headphones clamped over a flop of black hair, huge trainers tapping to the invisible beat, he tilted his head at the painting.


Oh, effing wow, I thought, then looked back at my sisters.


‘Holy Michelangelo!’ Emmy-Kate signed. My tomato-cheeked sister had turned thirteen two weeks before and promptly been blessed with boobs and an unprecedented interest in boys.


‘I know,’ I replied silently, noticing with alarm that Niko was blushing too. We were a triptych of pink.


Here was something we’d never encountered before, in all our years of inseparable hive mind and slavish devotion to the same favourite artists: a boy we all liked.


I peeped back at the boy to see if he was drawing Bathers too. He wasn’t. He was looking at me. Well, at my sketch pad. Although sometimes, especially lately, that felt like it might amount to the same thing.


‘Shit,’ he said, as he pushed his headphones down and pointed to the rain-besplashed page. ‘That was me, wasn’t it? Soaking your drawing? Sorry.’


‘Oh,’ I said, out loud. The three of us had been signing without speaking all morning – the grammar of British Sign Language was totally different to spoken English, and it was easier that way – and the word emerged from my unused mouth with a rasp. I rubbed at the splotches with my thumb, smudging the blues, wishing I could splash them across my beetroot face to cool it down. Emmy-Kate simultaneously interpreted for Niko as I said, ‘Yeah. But it’s okay – I mean, now it’s a watercolour.’


I wasn’t trying to be funny, but the boy laughed, a looping giggle that landed in iridescent pieces all over me. He kept grinning, amused, and I found myself smiling right back at him.


‘Let me guess,’ he said, pointing to each of us in turn. ‘Minnie. Niko. Emmy-Kate.’


This sunbeam boy turned out not to be psychic but, somewhat unbelievably, the Professor’s nephew. He was new to the city for his first year of university and Mum had sent him to find us, along with lurid and lyrical descriptions of who was whom. Another instance of her transforming the ordinary into the amazing: if the Professor himself had introduced us to Ash, perhaps we wouldn’t have all fallen in love with him the way we did.


I’m so deep in this rainy-day memory it seems almost impossible that I’m actually standing on the porch, staring up at real-life him.


‘C’mere, you,’ he says, pulling me into his arms. I sink against his soft T-shirt, his chest a place as familiar to me as the Tube map. My lungs fill with his warm, lemony scent, calming the unease I’ve been feeling all morning.


‘Missed you, Miniature,’ he murmurs into my giant ginger cloud of hair.


Guilt tugs at me: though I’m glad he’s here now, for all the texts we exchanged this summer, I wouldn’t exactly characterise myself as missing him. I don’t get a chance to examine this thought, because—


‘Ash!’ We spring apart as Emmy-Kate comes bouncing down the stairs, barrelling towards us.


She’s ditched her swimming clothes for tiny shorts and a cut-off T-shirt; in places, the inches of bare skin are zebra-striped with paint. Em’s always finger painted, but this looks like she’s been rolling around the canvas naked. I wouldn’t put it past her. She’s the sister who inherited Mum’s joie de vivre. For years, she’s been vacillating between personalities – swimming nerd versus passionate painter – finally metamorphosing days after the disappearance into this junior femme fatale.


She pushes me aside and goes running into Ash’s arms.


‘Oof.’ He staggers, unbalanced by his guitar, and hugs her hello. Then they launch into their standard playground handclap/dance/greeting. For all his dreamy Disney-prince eyes, Ash is a goofball, and momentarily he transforms Emmy-Kate back into my little sister. Laughing, he takes in her paint-covered appearance and says, ‘Cor, check you out, Junior Picasso. Happy belated birthday.’


‘Since you’re here, we can have pancakes again,’ Emmy-Kate convinces herself, skipping into the kitchen.


I move to follow her, but Ash puts his hand on my arm, tugging me back. ‘How are you all doing, Min, really?’ he asks, his voice low. ‘Em seems good. But are you all right?’


I love his Manchester twang, the way he slurs all right into one word: aight. But it’s not a question I can answer. Am I all right? Okay, answers on a postcard, please . . .


I can’t see colour


and it makes me want to scream


or set fire to something


become a statue


delete my dreams


smash up whole planets with my fists


. . . all of the above?


I scribble out all of these ludicrous options and go for: ‘School starts tomorrow.’


Ash tugs on his earlobe. ‘Roll on SCAD, yeah?’


I make a face like broken glass, and he raises his eyebrows, surprised.


‘Never mind,’ I say, and lead him into the kitchen, where the Professor has made himself at home by pouring tea. Ash tackles him with a hug, saying, ‘Uncle Raj, you’re in the wrong house, mate!’ Then he ruffles Salvador Dalí’s fur and falls into a chair with his guitar, glancing at me for permission. When I nod, he bends over the instrument, spine curved. Ash has less than zero interest in art; he’s all about the music.


Niko marches briskly in and taps Emmy-Kate on the arm, signing an order: ‘Put a cardigan on.’ As ever, she’s dressed as a hippie-feminist-vegetarian: headscarf, dungarees, clogs, slogan T-shirt with this week’s cause on it. Whales, trees, tigers – my sister’s heart bleeds for everything.


The whole room sucks in a breath, watching her take charge. She huffs at Emmy-Kate’s wet towel on the floor and removes the pancake mix from her hand; sweeps the newspapers from the table; hacks a loaf of bread into slices and shoves them into the toaster with a clang. Niko’s always been the sensible Sloe sister, but lately she’s gone into efficiency overdrive.


After all this, she greets the Professor, far more enthusiastically than I would. He signs-says his reply in the same ponderous fashion he speaks. Niko nods semi-patiently, then turns to Ash, who’s still bent over his guitar. For a moment, she watches him strum, her own hands mimicking his as he shapes the chords. He looks up and smiles at her, saying a carefully clear hello, and slowing his playing. She smiles back. It’s as if the mechanics of the music are sign language.


When she spots me spying on them, she snaps out of it and asks me without speaking, ‘Is Ash staying for breakfast?’


I shrug, switching into silent Sloe-sister signing mode. ‘Probably, why?’


‘Because then we’ll have to invite the Professor too . . .’ she doesn’t look unpleased at this idea, but peers around the kitchen. ‘He didn’t bring food, did he?’


We’re signing too quickly for the Professor to follow. I confirm we’re safe and Niko clatters down cereal, bowls, jam, and a rack of charred toast, then knocks on the table for our attention. When she has it, everyone obeys her command to sit. Except Ash, who hovers by our mother’s empty chair.


‘Aren’t we waiting for Rachae—ahh.’ He breaks off, eyes widening in mortification. Emmy-Kate is interpreting for Niko and her hands freeze in mid-air. ‘Sorry,’ Ash mutters, sliding into Mum’s seat. Under his breath: ‘Shit.’


I crunch Coco Pops, my heart stuttering. I’ve had all summer to absorb Mum’s absence, fill the gap, get accustomed. But with Ash here, acting as if the hole she left is brand new, it reopens the wound. Conversation falters.


After breakfast, Ash and I retreat to the back garden, flopping down on the grass. It’s a gorgeous morning: toffee-scented sunshine, September spreading itself out like a quilt.


I yank up a daisy, start tearing out its petals one by one. This could be the exact same plant with which Mum taught me the trick when I was little. Picking off the petals with her slim, quick fingers and reciting, ‘Loves me, loves me not’.


I remember her handing me a daisy to try it, and laughing when my chubby toddler fists tore it in two. ‘Okay, not daisies,’ she said. She dug around on the lawn and handed me a spherical cloud on a stem. A dandelion clock. ‘Try this. Take in a big breath and try to blow all the seeds off. However many tries it takes you, that’s the time.’


Before she became an artist again, the garden was her element. Somewhere in this jungle there are raspberry canes from a jam-making era, the hole where we made a hippo mud bath for baby Emmy-Kate, pint-glass slug traps dug into the soil. The last daisy petal is not, and I drop the bent stem by my side, wishing myself into the flower bed.


‘I have to tell you something,’ I say, staring up at the flat grey sky. ‘About Mum.’


‘’Course.’ Ash slides his warm fingers into my hand, shuffling towards me through the grass.


‘She left us a letter,’ I explain. This is something I couldn’t bear to tell him by text. ‘Before she . . .’


Before she left sounds as though she went on holiday or to one of the artist residencies she’s been going to in the past couple of years, leaving Niko in charge for two or three months at a time. But before she died isn’t truthful, either. Without a body, there’s no end to this.


She left her credit cards. She took her passport and her studio key, as if she planned to come back. She left herself as a question, unanswered.


I can’t use the words suicide note: those syllables aren’t discordant enough for what they mean. Anyway, it’s open to interpretation. Her letter was too uncertain for the police to call it definitively: rambling, unhappy, incomprehensible, but not specific. And there’s still the kiln. Her last work, waiting for her.


‘She left a letter, anyway,’ I say, trying again as clouds begin to move faster overhead, the Earth spinning inexorably onwards. ‘A goodbye letter. I’m the one who found it.’


Ash sucks in a breath, squeezing my fingers. ‘Shit,’ he says. ‘I know, Min. I mean, Uncle Raj let me know about the letter. But I didn’t know that you . . .’ his voice cracks. ‘That you were the one.’


I drag my hand from Ash’s and make fists, coiling my body, shaking my head, a disbelieving ball. I’m about to be dragged under. Like Virginia Woolf, a writer who filled her pockets with rocks and walked into the river to drown. I’ve got whole mountains in my pockets. I’ve got an entire effing continent.
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