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For myself



Only a house as quiet as snow, a space for

myself to go, clean as paper before the poem.

The House on Mango Street

Sandra Cisneros

Eu vou

por que não, por que não?

‘Alegria Alegria’

Caetano Veloso




PART I


Stubborn Archivist





 

The first time we met

Hey – I recognise you Yes

What’s your name?

He repeated the syl-la-bles.

Yeah that’s nice, where’s it from?

It’s from Brazil.

Jeeeez. He bent over and whistled. I love Brazilian girls though!

Ha, okay.

My name’s Leo – he held out a hand formally, his hair flopped over his forehead – it’s French, it means lion.

Oh right.

She paused.

Yeah there’s a similar word in Portuguese.

He looked at her hard.

You speak Portuguese?

She looked back



 

Something I don’t talk about and I regret

I can talk in Portuguese in bed

Okay yes do it

Okay



 

Kissing

At first there was standing up kissing

hands on face and jaw and waist kissing

And then there was up in the air legs around his hips

open mouth close mouth open mouth tongue kissing

And then lying down on the grass kissing

lying down on the sofa his whole body over her

everywhere over her

(murmuring between kissing)

this is how

this is how

this is how we’ll do it kissing



 

Haircutting

One day he said, his hand on her neck –

Would you ever grow your hair?

I grow it all the time.

No. Seriously, you know past your chin let it get all long and flowing?

Yeah I don’t think so.

All messy and all over your back!

I don’t want messy hair. You’ve seen pictures – it wasn’t as flattering.

I thought it looked nice.

No.

Especially when it was all in a bun and coming out No, I like this. I look older like this.

Yeah, but you know you could have that sexy Eva Longoria, Penélope Cruz hair, falling all over the place

Yeah. But I like this. I look different, you know, Anna Wintour, Victoria Beckham –

Who’s Anna Wintour?

Um you know the real life Meryl Streep from Devil Wears Prada.

Why do you want to look like her?!

I dunno.

I thought you liked my hair

I do.



 

Going out

For the two of them the nighttime was the best time. Anything can happen and everything is exciting when you’re a sixteenyearoldpretendingtobeatwentyoneyearold in London at night.

These nights began always sat cross-legged on the floor, in her bedroom or in Jade’s bedroom – whoever’s parents were out. They played music through little speakers and spread all their make up and earrings and eyeliners and high heels on the carpet.

They planned, put their make up on carefully. Baby wipes ready, prepared if necessary to start it all over again. Beginning, clandestine, knowing, consultative, meticulously to wreak new adult faces hands and bodies

This black dress?

No too young looking

What about the red one?

Looks like you’re trying too hard

But –

I know but

What about these black jeans and the lacy thing?

Yes Mum I’m staying at Jade’s tonight, I’ll text you when I get there. Of course I’ll be safe. Yes I’ll say hi to her mum from you. Yes you can have a hug. Big hug big kiss

Dark lipstick

Red lipstick

Liquid eyeliner

a long swish soar in the night coat that had been Jade’s mum’s

They would go to the offie on the corner, where they would talk too loudly about doing their tax returns, and then they would clickclack clack rush down the empty escalator and neck wine from the bottle on the Northern Line while playing drinking games, and nervously they read over the text from Jade’s cousin’s friend about how they didn’t need ID but if anyone did ask –

And they would trip lipstick emerge into the glass streetlight dark where they never felt cold. Jade always knew the way through the big streets and the back streets to the doors that led down downstairs

And in the dark Soho night they would say –

I’m a fourth year studying Zoology at Edinburgh

My name is Esmeralda

My name is Ana Paula

I’m a visiting student from Rio

And could my friend Esmeralda also have a cigarette?

Yeah actually you have a bit of an accent

My name is Minerva McGonagall



 

Not going out

Sometimes they never made it out, or ended up at a party down one of the quiet residential streets in Furzedown where all the houses had the same Victorian front room dining kitchen terraced set up and they ended up in a house with Elena and the boys in their year from school who sat at the back of someone’s garden with their hoods up in the rain or in a shed smoking a too loosely rolled spliff and drinking cans of cider, and then there was that time that girl in the year below had had a party and they’d thrown her dad’s vinyls around her muddy garden like frisbees.

One time when Jade’s mum was away the two of them had stayed in and hadn’t invited anyone else over except Elena and they drank the dusty fancy-looking whisky at the back of the cupboard in Jade’s living room (refilling the green glass bottle with water and putting it back in the cupboard after) and they had drunk it on its own at first and then with orange squash. My mum has it with water, Elena had said, and they had shaken their heads in disbelief.

That night they laughed and then they cried and argued and cried again and Jade vomited into the wardrobe.



 

Leaving the house one night

Hey how you doing

Fine, thank you

Where you going darling

Out

You don’t look like you’re from here.

What?

Like, you don’t look like you’re from here

What do you mean?

Dressed so smart, you know

Well I live here I am from round here



 

Coming home

Men talked to her a lot. Especially on the night buses back south.

I have a boyfriend, sorry.

Nah you’re just saying that

No really I do, his name is Leo.

Is it now

He’s tall and handsome and he’s going to be a doctor

Aw come on you didn’t need to tell me that, I believe you you know.



 

Never have I ever

Never have I ever kissed a boy

Never have I ever kissed two boys in one night

Never have I ever kissed a grown up man

Never have I ever kissed a girl

Never have I ever had sex

Never have I ever tried to have sex

Never have I ever been drunk in front of my mum



 

Going out out

And in the dark Soho night there would be dancing

drunk tipsy where’s my oyster card dancing

night bus first tube sun rise dancing

high heel red dress lipstick dancing

loud loud laughing Lydia Bennet laughing dancing



 

Honeymoon

They lay in his big bed. In his flat, which was just his to pay bills for and clean and decorate and walk around in because although she was still at school, he had left school now, was a serious adult student studying in the same hospital as her parents and what mother wouldn’t approve of that.

They lay in his big bed, both naked and in that effusing enthusiastic, revelatory mood. The grey walls were dark grey in the twilight.

Propped on an elbow –

Well did you ever see me around school?

Yeah I had noticed you

Really?

Yeah! You know you’re loud. Hard to miss. You held a door open for me once I think

Which one?

Um the one near the reception

I can’t believe you remember!

You don’t?

No!

Well I guess I was younger than you

What did you think of me, what did you notice?

Um

Did you think I was fit?

I don’t know

Propped on an elbow

And what about me?

You

Yes.

Well I’d seen you around, but – you know – you were a bit young for me.

Not anymore

No.

But when we first met?

I was still with Stephanie then

I remember

But remember when I asked you what your name was

Yes

I did know it already

Oh yeah?

Yeah I’d heard of you, half-Brazilian

How did you know that?

Just did. I had a thing for Brazilian girls

Yeah?

Used to love Brazilian porn

Oh my god!

He turned his head and closed his eyes, and then looked at her.

Is that bad he said, touching her



 

Happy Birthday

At her eighteenth birthday party, in front of all those people, her parents and her friends from school, he had held her very close

There had been lots of music and some real champagne and beers that her parents had bought and fairy lights all down the concrete steps into the garden out of the house.

He had held her very close –

In a sort of a slow dance

She was drunk and he was drunk and everywhere the lights were low and the music was slow.

She couldn’t really dance, not really

He whispered in her ear

Step step step



 

She could not remember

His laugh

His breath

His elbows

His bottom teeth

The look of him asleep

Her laugh in his house

The smell of his breath on her breath

And what about his quietest laugh

The paper skin below his elbows

How had he held her name in his wet and whispering mouth



 

I never see you anymore

Jade, JadeJadeJade just come round to the flat –

Leo can go to the shop, we can get something to eat

And then?

I don’t know

I don’t know.



 

Even if she tried she could not remember

Any meal that they had eaten together

his breath

or his bottom teeth

A jumper she had bought him which he’d worn with nothing underneath warm from the bath in winter

his elbows

his bottom lip

his elbows

(one time, she dreamt he had a broken arm)

Approximately –

how many nights she had fallen sleep with her nose against the under side of his chin?



 

What he said he had wanted –

To see her in her pyjamas

Those little shorts

To wake her up, her cheeks swollen from sleep

again

and again

and again again



 

He was only a little bit older – that honestly wasn’t the problem she was very mature for her age, everyone said so, she had read all the Jane Austen books at least twice and just like her mum (and just like her tia) she could sit exams with her eyes closed, or her eyes wide open as well as her mouth, laughing

He was only a little bit older. With his newly grown up body that grew from the ground all stretch white skin, his legs large from football, his broad shoulders his thin fingers, his chest that was still sprouting hair, his collar bones his neck, his long white narrow white finger bones that fanned like lizard gills covering his face



 

But what about the good times?

There were good times.

(yes)

There were good times


2014



 

The IBS got her in the morning. She was stuck on the toilet like she often was before work. She brushed her teeth sitting down. It was probably the caffeine, or the dairy. Maybe it wasn’t even IBS. She’d heard a radio programme about bowel cancer the other day, but you had to have blood in your shit for that and she didn’t have blood in her shit. Just water.

She stood up. Her parents had already left the house for work. She touched her belly over her blouse and felt its bubbling. She put on the blazer with the wide sleeves. She went down the stairs and put her shoes on to leave. The thing about dressing like this and having a face like this is that no one thinks you are the source of the gas on the tube.

Twenty-five minutes later, at the end of the West End street she walked through big glass doors and swiped her swipe card. Standing in the lift she would remember to feel grateful.

It was unusual to get a good job like this straight out of uni.

In the lift, she thought to herself – It is unusual, and I am very lucky.

Or, as her dad had insisted – But they are very lucky to have a young kid like you with your languages and your cultural know-how.

Sometimes she got gas in work meetings but so far it had been manageable.

She was a researcher for a new documentary about plastic surgery in Brazil. All the women in Rio were getting plastic surgery – in their butts and tits and noses and out of their stomachs. Her job was to find potential participants, to make sure they were the best ones and then get them to agree to appear on the show. They had given her her own thick plastic landline telephone with the curly wire that called Rio directly and a desk and an email address and a chair she could swing her feet under. We want ordinary women, the producer Fiona had said in the kick-off meeting. Women who have been saving for months and months, who are going into debt, you know?

Mmhm.

Her first task had been to use online directories to make a spreadsheet of all the beauty salons and surgeons and pageants and modelling agencies in Rio. Today she would begin calling the salons. She scrolled up and down the spreadsheet. She dialled the number of the first salon. Typed it in, typed it wrong, typed it in again. Beep

She waited. She heard a click and an older woman’s olá bom dia voice on the other end. She took a breath –

Bom dia. Eu sou uma jornalista inglesa –

She looked around the office. Her feet under the chair. She could have been saying anything.

Bom dia. Eu sou uma jornalista inglesa –

The woman on the other end was the owner of the beauty salon. She did not hang up the phone.

So, that afternoon, having spent twenty years spelling out her foreign name to English people, she spelt out her foreign name over the phone to the woman in the beauty salon.

She said – I’m sorry it’s quite long and it’s got an English bit in it. Sorry –

Her email address was a nightmare. She braced herself before announcing its interminable phonemes, steeling herself for the relief of the @.

She was always careful to reassure the participants that they would come off well.

That morning she had come in late (there’s no point you being in before people are up in Brazil, the producer had said) and so that evening she left the office late when it was fully dark.

On these days, when she came home late after calling Brazil on the plastic landline telephone, she always got a seat on the tube. She played tetris. Sometimes she played candy crush. She had one audiobook on her phone which she listened to on repeat.


Elephant and

Kennington

This station is Oval (no it’s not)

Clapham

Clapham

Clapham

Clapham



At home at the house, she found the bowl of spaghetti with tomatoes and cheese covered in clingfilm that her parents had left out on the stove for her. She unwrapped it and touched it with her finger. She held it under her nose. It smelt wholesome with the taste of bay leaves from the garden.

She put the bowl of spaghetti in the microwave. Her parents had not heard her arrive. They were still watching the news on the sofa. She leant on the kitchen counter with her eyes closed. She heard the ping. She went up the stairs quietly.

In her room, she took off her skirt and her tights. She ate the warmed up dinner under the covers in her childhood bed. She opened her laptop and turned on a TV series that she had seen before. She closed the curtains. When she finished eating, she left the bowl on her bedside table and opened tetris on a second window on her computer. She closed the curtains. When she couldn’t focus her eyes anymore she turned the volume low so that the TV voices became speaking sounds with no words or phrases.

And in the night images of the pink and yellow shapes slotted and reslotted in her mind and when she went to sleep they covered the faces of all the people in her dreams.



 

So things were kicking off, really.

She worked in TV. She was on twitter. She had a thing and that thing was Brazil.

She had been invited to write for a big political blogger’s site. This had happened on a watery day in February that wasn’t as cold as it should have been because of global warming. Nathan who was also a researcher had introduced them over drinks after work. I have a friend you should meet, Nathan had said.

They had stood under the wet awning between hanging flower baskets outside one of the pubs near the office. She was quiet and knew she should be speaking.

Nathan said – This is Alex.

She looked at Alex.

Hi. Alex shook her hand. Hi.

Hi Alex.

What’s your name?

She told him, and he repeated the syl-la-bles.

He looked at her.

What a lovely name. Where is it from?

Brazil.

And are you –?

Yes.

But you sound so –

Well yes I was born here

Right

In London, in South London actually.

Alex was a bit older than her with Harry Potter glasses.

My dad’s English.

So you’re half and half?

Yes.

But you were brought up –

Bilingual.

Bilingual? So you speak it just like you speak – he waved his hands – I mean gosh that is just –

Well no, not exactly the same.

Right.

But we go back a lot. Usually for Christmas. I was there this Christmas just now actually.

He looked over at her through his glasses.

She took another drink of her drink.

Nathan looked at her then back at Alex.

Alex said – Oh-kay. Interesting.



 

The next day Alex emailed her while she was at work asking her to write about Brazil from the Brazilian perspective. But like, for English readers? You know, there’s a lot of buzz about Brazil this year. We want you to tackle the difficult subjects, the gritty stuff, you know?

But

When they published her first piece she got the shits. And when they published her second piece she got the shits. She lay on the cold floor of the bathroom. Her mum asked through the door – Are you okay baby? Loo-confined and sweating. She couldn’t open her laptop or look at her phone. She took a shower. Sat in her dressing gown.

Lay in her childhood bed.



 

Back when she’d met the Brazil-end producer of the plastic surgery programme the woman had said – Olha só your eyes are so striking. Light against your dark hair. My husband is English, my children are half and half like you.

In her bed she lay down in the darkness listening to the tetris shapes.

Once a uni friend had asked her why she said she went back at Christmas –

Why is it back? Her friend had said.



 

Late one weekday evening when it was dark her mother knocked on her bedroom door, holding a bowl of yoghurt and rice.

Can I come in?

Yes.

Her mum lay on the bed next to her, over the duvet. There was a quiet. She knew that her mum was looking at her.

She felt the duvet tension shift under her mother’s body.

Her mum held out the bowl.

She took it.

She felt embarrassed.

She felt grateful.



 

What had happened was – she had left, but now she had come back. She had left saying brave and angry hopeful things like –

I just want to leave London

Tooting Tooting Tooting

I’m finally grown up

Look how big the world is

Got her own loan and a laptop and a budget and a mini fridge and whatever else.

So she had left, but now was back.

Not taller or bigger breasted like she had imagined she would be at that age, but able to smell the smell of the house, the roasting vegetable humidity it had in the evenings, and the dusty dryness of it when no one was home.



 

At least once or twice a week in her adult daytime life she would run into someone from the year below at school or someone’s mum or someone’s brother’s ex-girlfriend on their way to return a pair of shoes (because these are a six, and technically I’m a six-and-a-half, but Topshop actually doesn’t do half sizes so) or see the new Batman movie or a job interview or get their iphone fixed or whatever or whatever. Ideally she would see them first and walk in the opposite direction, or look down and squish away from them in the full up tube carriage. Second best was when they would talk about themselves (yeah I’m a manager now at the new pub on the high street, I don’t know if you know it, it’s a bit wanky but at least people know how to behave themselves there do you know what I mean)

But sometimes it happened the worst way, a girl from two years above at school or someone’s cousin’s mate would sit with her on the tube, leaning forward at first and then removing an earphone like –

Oh my god. Hi!

Wow yeah hello

And she would lean back and nod and raise a hand but they would hug her anyway

So what have you been up to?

Where did you go uni again?

Are you still in South London?

Yep.

I haven’t moved either

Still in Tooting

You know I saw Miss Dawkins moved to Australia

Really

Yeah she got married and moved to Australia

Oh

And do you remember Eric in the year above he’s got a baby now

Aw

But you weren’t in my year were you

No.

You were in the same year as those twins that got expelled

Yes

I wonder what happened to them

It was you and that girl, what was her name she was so tall

Jade

Yeah, Jade.

And what about

Yep

What about

Yep

What was his name

Yep

Leo.

Oh

What about Leo

Um

What’s he up to? Is he alright these days?

No we’re not in touch. We’re not in touch.

I saw him the other day

Yes.

He had a broken arm

Oh

Poor guy his arm was broken

Look I’m getting off here –

Oh but it was good to see you

Yes

I’m glad you’re alright

Yep

Take care

Yup

Take care of yourself

Yes

Take care

Yep yes. You too



 

She ran a
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