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For Laura, Cleide and Thália, three revolutionary mothers




 

 

 

A NOTE TO YOU, THE READER

When a song plays on the page, listen to it out loud.

When the characters speak in chorus, when they read from the iphone at meetings, speak out loud with them.





‘Comigo’ by Elza Soares, from her album
A Mulher do fim do Mundo,
2015




 

I take my mother with me

although she has already gone

I take my mother with me

perhaps because we are so similar

I take my mother with me

in a way I don’t know how to tell of

I take my mother with me

because she gave me her own being






ως άραμαι

τούτο τω

Bόλλαμαι

Sappho

c 630 – c 570 BCE




because I prayed
this word:
I want

Sappho translated by Anne Carson
2000
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Prologue



I

This a love story the length of a life

as big as the city

the size of the sea

Once upon a time the city whispered – stay

die here

imagine a country

the size of a continent

imagine, a country

the size of an island

This is a story of –

how much sugar

how much coffee

how much gold

how much wood

how much iron

how much oil

how many hands

     the city shouts

What is five hundred years in the life of the land

of the sea of the forest of the sky of the stars

(What are seven or eighteen or twenty-nine years in the length of a life)

No one has seen LAURA since she died but you can hear her shout –

THERE ARE MORE THINGS IN HEAVEN AND EARTH



II

This is a story of –

Did you ever have a sister?

Yes her name was Catarina

Did you ever have a sister?

Yes her name was Melissa

Did you ever have a sister?

Yes her name was Glória

Did you ever have a sister?

Yes her name was Sônia

Did you ever have a sister?

Yes her name was Lamis

Did you ever have a sister?

Yes her name was Laura

(on Amen Corner we have had many sisters)

Did you ever have a sister?

Yes I have had three

Janine, Jasmine, Jean

Did you ever have a sister?

Yes, her name was Ruthie

(na Rua do Bomfim I have had many sisters)

This is a story of

(this is a story of sisters)

What was your mother’s name?

(tell us her name)

Her name was –

Tell me

(tell us)

what happened?



III

This was a beginning –

We saw from the window

We saw from the door

        where the net curtain was blowing

        in the purple sky

The lights were on

He was in the bath

There was a purple towel

lying on the floor

They say

He was in the bath

We heard a door slamming

His wife

what is her name sounds like

       She was carrying shopping bags

       all the water sparkle spilling

over and

out of the bath with the bath

There were sounds

Yes and we heard screams

On other days

Nobody saw it

And then he was gone

(There were no witnesses)

(Except us)

Except us

But my eyes are old

Yes and so are mine

And the net curtain was blowing

through the window

    into the purple sky




MILE END I

(2016)



It was the year that Prince died and the guy who played Professor Snape died. It was the year that George Michael died at Christmas, and bright flowers and handwritten notes and laminated photos of him piled up outside his Highgate mansion in the frost. Ever since that winter, everywhere you go in London you can hear the buskers playing ‘Careless Whisper’ on their saxophones. They play it at the fullest volume. They play it after dark into the dark. They play it to tourists in Covent Garden; at the bottom of the mosaic escalators at Tottenham Court Road tube; on the crowded pavement outside Brixton station. They play it on summers’ nights into the night, into the smell of bin bags. Bah nah nah na Bah na nah na. The older-looking man outside Mile End station plays despite the rain, his body bent into the worn out instrument.



Melissa’s new housemate arrived in January 2016, in the rain.

Melissa waited in the flat to give her new housemate the key. She lay on her back on the L-shaped sofa, white socked feet against the armrest. She read the news on her phone and then she put her phone down and began to roll a cigarette. As she stood up, she licked the rizla paper and slipped her feet into her trainers, squashing the backs of the shoes with her heels. On the balcony, she leant against the wall, the storey above sheltering her body from the rain. Across the road, a child ran along the first-floor walkway of the opposite building, hitting a bookbag against the railings.

The doorbell rang.

Melissa stubbed out the roll up and went back inside. She checked the time on her phone before opening the front door. The woman in the doorway was shorter than her. She looked about the same age as Melissa. Her elbow-length hair was wet through. She had a backpack and two suitcases with her, one big and one small, both with purple ribbons tied around the handles. She looked Melissa up and down, and then she smiled.

Hello

Catarina?

Yes

Hi

Melissa stepped backwards into the small hallway. Catarina followed her. She looked around. Melissa cleared her throat –

The kitchen / living room, as the estate agent calls it, is through there. This room right here is my bedroom. It’s smaller than the others and I pay £490 per month, a bit less than everybody else. There’s the downstairs bathroom. The other bedrooms are upstairs. Your room is the one next to the bathroom. There’s a bath.

Catarina raised her wet eyebrows, her gaze moving up the stairs. A bath?

And a shower.

Melissa walked ahead of Catarina into the kitchen / living room. Catarina followed her. Melissa picked up a key from the dining table and held it out.

Here’s your key.

Thank you.

They stood together in the space between the dining table and the L-shaped sofa. Outside was grey. Catarina noticed the balcony door and, walking up to it, peered out, first at the concrete square immediately in front of her with its bucket collecting rainwater and cigarette butts, and then out at the street below. Melissa sniffed. The wet suitcases and Catarina’s wet hair and wet coat made the room smell damp.

Um, do you want a cup of tea?

Yes. Thank you.

Where did you come from?

Kennington

Melissa nodded.

Catarina gestured at her bags – I will take these upstairs –

Melissa boiled the kettle and put two teabags in two mugs on the counter. Catarina was a PhD student from somewhere. Melissa had found her online in a hurry. Her accent made Melissa’s chest tense and twist. The kettle clicked. She poured the water onto the teabags and took the milk out of the fridge, pouring a little into one mug and removing the teabag. She sat on the sofa with the tea and took her phone out of her pocket.

Catarina re-entered the room, barefoot. She picked up the mug on the counter.

This is for me?

Yes

Thank you

There’s milk –

I am vegan

Sorry there isn’t any soy milk or That’s okay

You’ll just have it black?

Yes

Catarina leant against the counter. The kitchen / living room smelled like rice cooked with onions.

So your name is – Melissa?

There was a pause.

Call me Mel

Like honey

Melissa did not reply. She touched her glasses and looked at her phone screen. But Catarina was looking at her. Catarina shifted the position of her body against the counter.

Mel I have a question. I saw your last name on the advert. I was wondering, are you Brazilian?

Um

You grew up here?

I grew up in South London.

Catarina nodded. She tried to make eye contact with Melissa.

That is so cool. An English person who is a Brazilian person.

I’ve never been to Brazil.

Never?

No.

Catarina did not speak straight away. She took a sip of her tea, which still contained the teabag.

That is interesting. Do you intend to go? I had come to England twice before I came to live here. I had read many books set in England.

Melissa nodded.

Catarina put both hands around her mug. She looked up.

Fala português?

No.

Catarina sat down at the dining table. There was a silence. Melissa put her phone down and looked up at her –

People say I look Brazilian

Catarina moved her head to the side – Anyone can look Brazilian

Melissa made a sound.

Your mum and dad are from where?

Um

Melissa stood up. Actually – Melissa put her phone and her tobacco papers in her jeans pocket – Actually, I have to go now. She emptied her mug into the sink then washed it.

Sure

I’ve got to go out.

While you are gone I will unpack.

Okay

Then I think I will skype my boyfriend, Pedro – he is in Brazil.

Cool.

Is it a problem if I do that in here?

No. Anyway Olivia works late and Julieta is always at her boyfriend’s, don’t know why she even keeps the room. So

OK.

Catarina stood in her bare feet in the grey light.

Melissa held her jacket in her hand. Bye.

Tchau, Melissa.

The spoken sounds of her name held at the back of Melissa’s throat. When Catarina reached out to hug her, Melissa let herself stand in her embrace.



Melissa ran down the steps out of the building two at a time, almost slipping on their rain wet surface and bumping into a grandma-looking woman in a hijab who was climbing up them.

Sorry –

In the street she walked quickly, checking her phone, reading the news until the screen became blurry with rain and she couldn’t see through her glasses. Her thighs were getting wet through her jeans. Outside Mile End tube the man who played the saxophone stood with his knees bent in the mouth of the station. He was playing a song she knew and riffing, adding notes. His sax was worn and dappled as if it had been bent by the sound. She dropped a pound coin into his open saxophone case. She ran down the steps into the station against the crowd. The station floor was black with black city water.

Melissa stood in front of the Central line signs

EASTBOUND

WESTBOUND

For a whole second, people strode past her and her feet did not know which way to go.



Catarina, who was sat at the dining table, opened her laptop. She had not understood what had just happened. English people were weird. But this woman was not English. Or, not only English. She had looked younger than Catarina and had almost purple hair. Her accent was not what Catarina was used to from books and films set in England. It was a new accent that she had first heard in shops and on the bus in London.

Catarina dug her toes into the carpet. She would finish her tea and then unpack. And then perhaps even take a bath. She would not forget to call Pedro. She looked around the kitchen / living room of the apartment that she should call a flat even though it had two floors. The ceilings were low. This room had the kitchen on one side – fridge, stove, oven, sink – lined by a metre or so of yellow fake wood flooring, and then a carpeted space. The dining table was cheap and made from glass. They had pushed it against the wall. The walls were cream and totally plain. This must be because of the no nails and bluetack clause, Catarina thought. Out of the window she could see the street below and across the road another apartment block. Both blocks had only four floors, enough for two apartments of two storeys. The inefficient use of space bemused Catarina; it was so characteristic of this small, densely populated island. But the flat was a good quality, good value with two bathrooms, a private balcony and double glazing. Her room was big, with a desk and space for a bookshelf. Her toes in the carpet were warm.

As the result of online research, Catarina had come to know some facts about the area. Her mother had quizzed her on it the last time they had spoken.

Is it safe? her mother had said. Querida, querida is it safe?

And she had cleared her throat, Ahem-ing Ahem-ing before paraphrasing Wikipedia.

Mãe, the East End was heavily bombed in World War Two. And then it became a place where many government houses were built. This was part of the grand socialist reforms in the UK to recover from the war by your favourite European Prime Minister, Clement Attlee. She had looked up at the screen, addressing this last sentence to her father whose forehead filled the left side of her laptop.

I wish Pedro was staying with you

Harold Pinter was born here. You know who he is? She had clicked on the name.

Her father had sighed.

Catarina had squinted at the screen.

Yes he is a very famous English playwright. Her mother had sighed. It is a shame Pedro will not stay.

Catarina had squinted at the screen, speaking then in English. Harold Pinter was awarded the Nobel Prize in Literature in 2005. Pinter was also an outspoken opponent of the War in Iraq—’

Larissa wants to know if you will come back for Carnaval? And Tia Lygia is asking does the apartment building have a porter?

Não. Catarina had exhaled. I’m not coming back for Carnaval. And tell Tia Lygia that I am not living in Recife, I am not living in São Paulo!

No. She was living in the East End, the London of Monica Ali.

Outside was dark. Catarina crossed her feet under her chair. She looked up at the screen.

The name ‘Sônia’ came up on her phone and then on Skype.

For thirty seconds she listened to the ringing sound and then pressed mute.



The next morning Melissa was in the kitchen / living room when Catarina came down at half past eight. Catarina looked at her black jeans, black boots and hoodie. Melissa was taller than Pedro and Catarina’s father, at least 180cm. She was strong looking in her legs and shoulders. She wore eyeliner and no other makeup.

Melissa put her mug in the sink. I’m just leaving.

Are you going to work?

Melissa nodded. Are you going into uni today?

Yes. Catarina looked down at her robe – I don’t have to go until later. I will get dressed –

Melissa smiled. She put on her jacket.

Where is your office Mel?

Tottenham Court Road.

It is near my university!

Yeah?

Can we ‘Go For A Pint’ this evening? Catarina made air quotes with her index fingers.

Melissa smiled at her. Yeah we can ‘Go For A Pint’. Melissa made air quotes with her index fingers also.

OK.

Turning to leave the room, Melissa pointed at the stove. There’s coffee – it’s still warm.

Brigada Melí.

Melissa nodded. This new version of her name softened something in her throat.

When Catarina reached out to hug her, Melissa let herself stand in her embrace.



Catarina rang the bell of the ground floor office in a backstreet near Tottenham Court Road station where Melissa worked at 6pm. The front of the office was glass and she could see Melissa sitting at her desk, boots crossed, screen reflected in her black frame glasses. There was a young man sitting next to her and an older man on the phone at the back of the space. The rest of the desks in the office were empty. Lightbulbs hung from the ceiling over tables made from curving white plastic. The young man answered the door. His face was friendly. She asked him for Melissa.

We haven’t finished working yet. Can you wait ten minutes?

Sure.

He looked back.

Maybe half an hour.

Sure.

But come in, come in.

Warm air rushed her face.

My name is Femi – he said, holding out a hand. She shook it.

Catarina sat down at one of the empty desks and opened her book. She took off her coat and her scarf and put them on the table. Melissa waved at her.

Femi sat back down in the seat next to Melissa.

New flatmate?

Yes.

He pressed his lips together and said nothing.

Even if she hits on you, you can’t get with her.

I won’t.

Don’t hit on her

I won’t!

Melissa frowned at him.

I can’t vouch for Marc though.

Melissa turned to look at the wiry middle-aged man making a phone call in the corner of the room. She made a vomit sound with her mouth.

Femi laughed. He put his hand on her shoulder.

Melissa looked at Catarina and then at Femi. She turned to her screen.

What does she do?

She’s doing a PhD.

In what?

Um. History? I don’t know

Femi turned back to his screen.

Probably a Marxist

Melissa spoke without looking at him. She’s from Brazil.

Oh

Yeah.

How’s that?

Melissa paused.

Fine

Melissa breathed in.

The way she pronounces my name reminds me of my mum

Two hands with large fingers landed on the table in front of them.

Drink? Marc said. I’m buying. He turned his head to the corner of the room where Catarina sat, her legs crossed in front of her. He leant into Melissa. And who is your friend?

The pub was tiny and Femi and Melissa had to crouch to enter through an arched entrance. They squeezed into a corner table and the cyclist-looking man who Catarina presumed was Melissa’s boss pushed his legs against Catarina’s legs to fit. He spread his fingers across his thighs under the tabletop.

Right I know what you two want —

Estrella

Guinness

But what about you?

The same as Melissa, I will have a pint of Guinness

Marc nodded and stood up. Good Good.

Femi looked across the table at Catarina. She looked around the pub.

Melissa tells me you’re a historian?

Yes

And you’re doing a PhD —

Yes, in Latin American history of the late nineteenth and twentieth centuries

Oh really, what aspects

The rise of the popular novel at the time and its relationship to gender and race and the nation state

What do you mean

Catarina was nodding. She moved her hands. You know like nationhood, romance, the marriage plot, Pocahontas and John Smith, you have similar texts here, the new middle class or the virtuous chambermaid and the landowner, uniting for the consolidation of private property and —

Marc lifted a glass in each hand and called from the bar –

Femi! Come

Femi stood. I’ll be back in a second.

Melissa looked at Catarina. She stood quickly and moved to sit next to her.

Femi came back, holding two glasses. Please continue —

I am using a Marxist framework, historical materialism —

Marc bounced into the seat next to Femi, beer slipping over the edge of his glass onto the table.

Oh Marxism, my dear did you say you are using a Marxist framework, I hope you don’t mind me saying but as someone who has been in the real world, you know the world of politics, of government, of getting things done for real people, I just find it extraordinary the continuing purchase of Marxist ideology among academics. Remarkable. I mean —

Catarina opened her mouth but Marc continued

I mean let me tell you that in my time I have come across ideologues, you know I am older than you and I’ve seen it all. Northern Ireland. East Germany. And the truth is that it all died, died in 1990 when the wall came down. And we cracked it. The Good Friday Agreement. Even in China everyone’s got an ipad. Now. Policy – that is something else. Let’s be like Finland by all means, and when we were in government we loved policy, Tony, Gordon, loved it, bring on the data, the meat, the evidence —

Tony?

Oh yes Tony Blair

Melissa looked up. Catarina’s mouth was hanging open.

Femi was nodding. He raised his eyebrows. Marc used to work for Tony Blair

Catarina’s hands were on the table.

She turned to Melissa, who was looking down, rolling a cigarette.

Marc was standing, pointing, Who’d like another? Another Guinness? Estrella?



On the Central line home Catarina told Melissa that she felt sorry for her.

It must be very hard to work with Femi and Marc.

Melissa frowned.

They are so rightwing.

Rightwing?

Yes.

You think Femi’s rightwing?

Oh yes.

Melissa moved her head to the side.

Femi’s my best friend.

Really?

Yeah. I’ve known him since school.

Ah old friendships

Mm

They shifted in their seats as people filled the carriage around them.

And Marc—

He is terrible! I cannot believe he worked for Tony Blair. That is truly unforgivable.

Melissa nodded.

He is your boss?

Yep.

I suppose there is nothing you can do.

Melissa studied one of the adverts on the tube carriage wall.

He always pays for the drinks, at least. Melissa laughed.

Catarina did not reply. For a couple of stops the train was loud and they were quiet. At Liverpool Street Catarina turned her head to face Melissa.

Melissa I have some questions for you.

Yeah?

I want to ask you if our flat is a previously government owned flat sold off in Margaret Thatcher’s infamous privatisation scheme?

Melissa considered this. Her thick shaped eyebrows moved.

Probably. I dunno when the landlord bought it. He owns a lot of houses. But yeah I would think it used to be council housing. For a family of four. My bedroom was probably the kitchen. Some of the flats in the block still are owned by the council I think.

Catarina considered this.

Mel

Yeah

I have another question

Yeah

Melissa inhaled. She listened to the sound of the train in the tunnel.

Mel, and will you tell me about your parents?

Melissa coughed. She spoke over the sound of the train.

I never had a dad. He left before I was born

Oh

I’m sorry

No – it’s not a thing.

Got a feeling he was a dick anyway

Really?

Melissa shrugged.

Is that stupid?

No.

And he was Brazilian?

Yep.

Melissa looked around the carriage

And your mother?

My mum?

The tube carriage rattle slowed.

Melissa stood up.

This is our stop, Melissa said.

The next day, on her way back from buying soy milk, Catarina came across a bookcase surrounded by scattered wooden chairs on the pavement outside the second hand furniture shop by Mile End Park. It was plain dark wood and tall. She placed the milk carton on a middle shelf and then pressed her palms into the back and side of the bookcase. Satisfied, she went into the shop and paid an older-looking man £25 in cash. Outside, she reached around her bookcase and lifted, her wingspan just about the width of the shelves. She could not see where she was going and she could not see the ground. Her right leg juddered forwards and then her left, stepping sole, toes and ankle, into a puddle. Water and grit soaked her socks and the leather of her shoes.

A young man in a tracksuit helped her carry the bookcase to the front door of the flat. They didn’t speak while carrying it, their faces blocked from each other by the wooden back of the bookcase. At the door to the flat, she said thank you and he shrugged.

That day she unpacked. (She met – briefly – Olivia who emerged bleary eyed and wordless from her bedroom to use the bathroom and helped Catarina carry the bookcase up the stairs before returning to sleep.) Catarina hung her clothes in the wardrobe and arranged her photographs on the desk (mum, dad, Pedro, the sea hitting the side of the city). She called her bank and told them her new address. She found the local GP surgery online and spent four hours trying to tell the Home Office where she was living. She would have to report to the local police station to tell them where she was living. She had a bath. She lay in her new bed. She messaged Pedro but he was at work. She listened for the sounds of her housemates and heard Julieta shifting in her room. At 8pm Catarina heard the front door slam.

The next morning, Catarina walked down around the estates by the park up the road to Mile End station. From there she got the Hammersmith and City line all the way to Euston Square, instead of Central line to Holborn. The Hammersmith and City line was slow but well ventilated. The Central line was fast but grimy.

Catarina sat at a desk by the window on the 10th floor of Senate House. She read alternately from a book from the Social History of Western Africa section and a book from the Critical Theory section. Until 1pm they swallowed her whole and she sat in the dark and cavernous silent belly of them. The wind wuthered outside the windows of Senate House. Under the desk, she kicked off her shoes and touched her socked toes onto each other.

Catarina left the library to eat lunch. She sat on a bench in Torrington Square eating a hummus and falafel wrap from the falafel van with the student discount. The rush chatter of undergraduates was all around her – spotty teens from the English countryside, queer kids from SOAS, their hair dyed pink and blue, East Asian fashion students in A-line coats. She finished the wrap and licked the hummus off her fingers. She would give herself another ten minutes before returning to the library. She watched two women with grey hair embrace. She joined the queue for a proper espresso made by a man with a ponytail. Oh, coffee on her tongue. Feet against the pavement. The rush of all these people, convivial and full of purpose. These streets and squares were frothing, hallowed, she felt sure. She thought of everyone who had stood there, drunk coffee there, before her. Virginia Woolf, writing Orlando. Vladimir Lenin, plotting the 1917 revolution. Maybe Sylvia Plath, who had killed herself on the other side of Regent’s Park.

She got off the tube at Mile End in the dark. She went to the supermarket for toiletries and then she went to the chicken shop. As she stood in the queue she let her supermarket bags lean against the black and white floor. The men in the chicken shop stared at her.

Chips, please.

Catarina walked home through the estates by the park, balancing the chip box on her fingers between the plastic bag straps. The night was cold. The chips were too hot, burning her tongue and fingers and mouth. She ate them while she walked past the neat front gardens of residential blocks built in the craters left by World War Two. Lights on. Net curtains pulled. She had never been free like this. What would her mother say if she could see her only daughter walk home at night through a strange city, unaccompanied by Pedro or anybody else?

Catarina pushed her clothes into the washing machine under the stairs. It was not clear if Julieta was in her room. The door to Olivia’s room was open and Catarina looked through it and saw bowls piled up on the desk. She would not be back from her night shift at the radio station until 2am. Last night Melissa had come home late wearing gym clothes and heated up food from the tupperwares she kept in the fridge. Catarina had noticed Melissa wiping and scooping Olivia’s crumbs from the counter and sweeping the small kitchen floor although her name was not marked on the cleaning rota. That night Catarina waited but she did not hear Melissa come home. Catarina wondered if she had a boyfriend and had listened for the sounds of two sets of footsteps in the corridor, two sets of voices, but none came. Only the hmm hmm humm of the washing machine.

In the morning, Catarina woke to the sound of the front door slamming and the smell of coffee. When she went downstairs she found a clean mug and a half full pot of coffee on the counter, still warm.



Catarina, who was in her room, could hear one of her housemates taking a shower. Catarina opened her laptop.

She looked at the pixels of his face. She could see him clearly, clean shaven and squinting, his hands in his hair, his body wiggling in a swivel chair, the image catching up with the body 5000 kilometres away.

Pedro was dressed for work. White shirt and blue tie and glasses. Pixelated white yellow sunlight filled half the image.

His face looked at her on the screen.

They think they can impeach her

No—

Yes. Here, you go out onto the street in São Paulo, stand on your balcony, every evening you hear the paneladas – Fora Fora Fora

Catarina looked at him.

It would be a coup. To remove the democratically elected president – for political motivations, without an election –

Pedro said nothing. His hands were on his cheeks.

They are trying to say Oh she has committed financial irregularities –

These are technicalities, nothing that they have not done –

Pedro looked at her.

He nodded and then he spoke.

Yes. Yes it would be a coup.

Catarina didn’t look at him. She closed her eyes. She opened her mouth to tell him about the protest outside the embassy. But Pedro spoke first –

How’s your family?

The same.

Always calling?

Uh huh

Pedro nodded.

Have you been answering?

I answered the eighth time she called yesterday.

Pedro nodded. She must be very anxious.

Catarina bowed her head.

How is your family?

Not so good. My sister’s company are making redundancies

Oh shit

She has not heard yet about her job

Catarina nodded.

They were quiet.

It is only another 18 months until you are finished in England

That is when the funding will finish.

Pedro moved his head. She heard the sound of his fingers against the table. She watched him move his hand to his neck. She watched the sunlight move on the wall behind him as she spoke.

Pai says I made the right choice to leave Brazil, he says now is the time to leave Brazil –

Pedro made a sound. His face on the screen broke into unrelated pixels. The sound of his voice broke up also.

Now – is the time – to stay

He seemed to be laughing. Catarina made a laughing sound also. For ten seconds he was frozen on her screen. There was a quiet

I cannot hear you Pedro

Pedro?

His face refreshed, moving, smiling.

I have to go to work, he said.

Okay.

Tchau

Tchau amor

She closed her laptop.

That day Catarina did not go into the university. She read an article her supervisor had written for an academic journal called Historical Materialist Perspectives on the Twentieth Century on her laptop and then she watched a YouTube video showing aerial footage of a protest in Salvador. Red balloons. She composed a long email to her supervisor and made herself a toastie. She had a shower. Before it got dark she left the flat and walked to the park. It was a strange shape – only 200 metres wide but over a kilometre long. A canal ran up one side and a big road that went south all the way almost to Canary Wharf ran down the other. Catarina walked across the grass to the canal. Two small children in school uniform skipped past her, trailed by a woman in a long skirt talking on the phone. The canal water was black.

Catarina stood there. She rubbed her hands together. She took a picture of the canal on her phone and sent it to her cousin Larissa on WhatsApp. She walked home.

Melissa came into the flat at 9pm. She was wearing soft tracksuit bottoms and her hair was wet. When she appeared Catarina was sitting at the dining table eating supermarket soup.

Hey

Hello

Melissa turned to take a container from the fridge.

How was your day?

Good. How was yours

Also good. I was reading some academic articles.

Uh huh

I skyped Pedro.

Melissa put the container in the microwave.

Your boyfriend?

Yes. He is very worried about the political situation

In Brazil?

Yes

Melissa nodded.

What did you do Melissa?

Marc was in meetings all day so I watched Lost on my computer.

He did not notice that?

Melissa shook her head. He doesn’t understand what I do or how long it takes.

Catarina nodded. She smelled a familiar smell.

Did you make – did you make feijão?

Melissa took the tupperware from the microwave and sat on the sofa with her legs apart. She ate with a spoon straight from the container.

Uh huh

Catarina peered at the brown dish. The bean liquid was a thick and rich orange brown.

You use a pressure cooker?

Melissa looked up. Yep.

Catarina watched Melissa mix farofa into the beans in the tupperware.

Where did you buy that?

A shop near work.

Catarina nodded.

I would give you some but it’s got bacon –

I can show you a vegetarian recipe, if you want.

Melissa wrinkled her nose.

It’s my boyfriend’s recipe, he is also a vegetarian. He’s adapted loads of Brazilian recipes. Do you know moqueca?

Melissa shook her head

Oh, it’s very nice. Perhaps we can make it together one time. I know a recipe with – I don’t know what you call it – we call it banana da terra –

Plantain

Yes.

So you do speak Portuguese.

Melissa ate from the tupperware. Her mouth was full. No

Before Catarina could reply, Melissa said – My friend Ivy is coming over tomorrow evening. And Olivia’s got the night off. If you don’t have plans, you should eat with us.

Catarina did not have other plans. She had made friends in England – there was Matt from her PhD programme, who was more Pedro’s friend than hers, and her supervisor Professor Henrietta, who occasionally invited her for Sunday lunch at her house in Stoke Newington – but she did not have Friday night, weekend friends. She had not had Friday night friends or weekend friends in Brazil. It had been her and her mother and father, sometimes her and Larissa, and then her and Pedro.

A woman arrived – late. Melissa opened the door. And Olivia emerged, hair wet and washed, her eyes alive, from the bedroom next to Catarina’s. Catarina watched as the three women greeted each other in the doorway with big bodyful hugs, shouting compliments at each other like Have You Been Working Out and Dinner Smells Really Amazing. They touched Melissa’s cheeks and shoulders with their hands, and Catarina watched as Melissa’s face and her arms and shoulders turned warm. Catarina heard Melissa laugh.

Ivy, a management consultant, wore suit trousers and trainers, her hair in two thick plaits. She had fuchsia-coloured lipstick on and sat with her legs apart. She looked East Asian and Catarina heard her speak in the same accent as Melissa. Olivia, blond and pale-skinned, wore jeans and a wool jumper. She had a long ponytail and a pointy face and arms. Melissa was herself – eyelinered and scowling and that evening wearing contacts. All three of them wore hoops.

They sat around the cheap glass kitchen table in Mile End. Melissa had made a coconut spinach curry and rice cooked the Brazilian way with onions, and Ivy and Olivia had brought gin and Melissa had sent Catarina out for tonic half an hour before. Melissa cut lemons into their drinks. Melissa lit candles. Frank Ocean was playing. Melissa had forgotten to make ice so all their drinks were room temperature.

They ate in the yellow brown light of the candles and the streetlights outside the flat. Catarina ate and drank and listened. She tried, in real time, to piece together who they were talking about and what the slang words they used connoted. At the appropriate-seeming moments, Catarina made sympathetic sounds. I am in Sex and the City, she thought. What would Pedro or Larissa say if they could see me, she thought.

After half an hour, Olivia asked Catarina to explain what was happening in Brazil – If you don’t mind, that is, someone mentioned it at work. You must be sick of being asked –

Catarina shook her head. It is fine. I don’t mind

The candlelight moved over her face. Let me – I will – begin at the beginning?

Ivy and Olivia nodded.

Okay. Catarina inhaled. She spoke for thirty-five minutes without pause.

She was breathless.

My boyfriend – we were skyping yesterday – he thinks that they will try to impeach Dilma. My parents are also scared of this. I don’t know if it is what will happen. Our democracy is only two years older than I am, you must understand this

Catarina felt embarrassed, like she had said or given or shown too much. She cleared her throat, touched the table.

Olivia replied too quickly – Of course you hear there is corruption on both sides. People say that Rousseff herself was implicated—

Catarina interrupted, feeling the alcohol rush to her cheeks and mouth – That is not the point – Dilma is not – their motivations are political – a technicality is not a reason to remove a democratically elected president. You would not countenance such a thing here, in your own parliament

Melissa looked at Olivia.

Olivia made a sound of agreement.

No no obviously.

They ate.

It was Ivy who rebegan the conversation.

Your boyfriend is in Brazil then?

Yes. His name is Pedro.

Right Pey-droo not Ped-row

Yes.

Ivy and Olivia looked at Catarina. Melissa raised her eyebrows.

Show us a picture then!

Catarina was embarrassed but she got her phone out. She flicked through until she got the photograph of Pedro at the university in Recife, books in thick arms, under the shade of a tree. The photo was over a year old. She held her phone out.

He’s cute!

Is he mixed race?

Um he doesn’t call himself mixed race –

What does he say

Black or of African descent

Uh huh

The three women turned to her again.

How’s long distance

Do you think it’s going to work out

For two more years? I couldn’t do it

Catarina breathed in, she was drunk, the room was dark

Two years is not so long. We’ve been together since I was seventeen. Eight years

Wow

And he wants to stay there?

He was here for a year to study English and study for the public exams to be a government lawyer but he passed the exams and he has just started his job. It is a hard job to get, a permanent appointment in São Paulo, which is not where we are from, we are from the Northeast –

And you?

My PhD funding is for three years, I am halfway through.

And then?

I don’t know.

Was he your first boyfriend?

Yes.

Mmmn

So he’s the first person you ever –

And are you ever curious about

Catarina felt blood rush to her face. Curious? Catarina felt the blood rush to her hands and throat. He’s an amazing person. He’s the only male vegetarian I know in Brazil. He’s an amazing lawyer – very political – I have learnt so much from him

Ivy nodded and Melissa nodded.

Would you want to stay?

Catarina felt the alcohol speak a secret thing into the room – Yes.

There was a quiet.

But it is not so easy to stay, the visa specifies that I must leave after my studies are completed

Catarina looked up at them.

Frank Ocean spoke to the low light room, he whispered, in the hearth of your hotel. Melissa poured out more gin and more tonic.

The conversation continued. Ivy was in a Long-Term Relationship with Will who she’d met at uni. Will was Very Nice and Gentle and everyone approved of him. He was also a management consultant. They lived together in Camberwell. Olivia was having a thing – she waved her hand in the air – with this guy she had met on Tinder who owned a kombucha company.

My last night off we went on a second date to a soft drinks convention in Holborn. I drank a lot of lemonade samples

Uh huh

Catarina stared at Olivia as she spoke. Catarina asked a question

And Melissa?

Ivy and Olivia looked at each other.

Melissa shook her head at them. She rolled her eyes.

They turned their heads back to Catarina and said, at the same time –

Melissa doesn’t do relationships

No?

No.

Never?

Never.

Catarina frowned. Why?

Melissa drank from her glass.

I just – I don’t want anything deep – she put her glass on the table – I mean the world is ending, we’re all going to be underwater, people are already underwater, so – she held her arms out – Fuck everyone, snog everyone – everyone who wants to obviously – I mean the world is so big and life is so short –

Ivy looked at her

Melissa put her hands on the table. I’m just living my best life

Catarina tilted her head.

Olivia leant forwards – Melissa is not a commitment person

Not in a bad way like we admire it

Mel has game –

Melissa nodded.

Catarina finished the food on her plate. And you never find someone who – Catarina shook her shoulders and closed her eyes – who you want to be with?

Melissa frowned.

What are you searching for?

It’s about sex – Olivia said.

No. Melissa closed her eyes then opened them. I mean yeah it’s about sex, in the way that everything is about sex. But the sex isn’t all great. It’s something else –

The light and dark moved around them and Ivy put her hand on Melissa’s back.

Melissa spoke –

I hate the idea of someone else in my things and hanging around and sending me messages all the time, but it’s not that – she screwed up her face and pressed her lips together – It’s like, when I have a one night stand everything is new. It’s newness from the kissing to the trying to get to sleep and waking up in the morning in their bed. And then I can leave. I know the edges of myself. I feel free.

They kept talking. At some point Julieta moved from the front door to her bedroom without saying hi. Ivy was having a problem with a woman at work who wasn’t even her manager assigning her tasks at 6.25pm. Olivia’s boss wouldn’t give her a contract and nowhere was hiring reporters anymore. So she would keep freelancing, picking up nightshifts. Melissa made fun of Marc, putting on his accent and holding a salt shaker up to her ear
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