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Pour Maman






She teaches me that the world is made to be pounced on and enjoyed, and that there is absolutely no reason at all to hold back.

Annie Ernaux, A Frozen Woman, 1995







Few days are remembered as exceptional. History books weigh heavy on schoolchildren’s backs, photo albums gather dust inside drawers, diaries fill up with events and deadlines, the watches we tighten onto our wrists, the time-trackers of our hunt for the next date to remember. London, E17, fewer hours than days left until the year of 2019 begins, a kitchen with yellow walls holds three friends together. Claude, Giulia and Sophie.



Claude stares expectantly at the kitchen counter, where olive pits, baking trays and pools of oil clutter the surface. ‘Béchamel is all about patience,’ she declares.

‘Like most things in life,’ adds Sophie, the popping sound of a cork punctuating the rhythm of her voice. Pinot Noir, a compact beverage that matches the heavy sky over North London, its colour overwhelmingly lilac like clouds on the cusp of snow.

Claude slowly and delicately begins to pour milk into a saucepan, one serving spoon at a time, while Giulia is stirring the béchamel robustly from the opposite end of the hob. She responds after a short silence: ‘That’s a shame. I have little patience left in me.’

The creamy sauce comes to a soft boil and Claude lowers the heat, a thickening cloud forming between them as the evening embraces the room. Lights switch on, the smell of milk and butter highlights the bitter taste of the wine, the women’s bones whirl stone-cold as the wind blows through the thin kitchen window. They warmed up the milk before pouring the liquid into the sauce, that is the trick. The secret their grandmothers and mothers gifted them, each experienced through different home countries, cultures that are on the edge of a break-up; the EU withdrawal agreement under negotiation, a sentence due to fall this upcoming year, the scribbled recipes the previous generations abandon once there is no flesh left for them to feed. Tonight, the three friends agree to warm up the milk in a saucepan first, melt butter and flour in a separate pot, a grind of nutmeg for Giulia, a bay leaf for Sophie and a pinch of salt for Claude. That is the trick for a good béchamel, they agree.



The kitchen is narrow but this is the room where the memory of their friendship is enclosed. A yellowing shell, like coral resting on sand at the bottom of the ocean, a once-upon-a-time shining pearl safely hiding inside. They painted the walls in a vivid mustard yellow, ‘like the kitchen of Marguerite Duras.’ Giulia and Sophie did not dare ask further questions; it is Claude’s home, after all. She still hasn’t got round to refurbishing the old-fashioned black-and-white tile flooring. They’d grown to like it, ever since the night Giulia turned up at the flat with a bottle of Cono Sur Bicicleta Pinot Noir, a wine renowned for its reliable stock levels across London’s neighbourhoods and corner shops. She was on her way back from her latest dispiriting date, another spate of daily texting that had failed to deliver the stimulating face-to-face conversations she had rehearsed for. Sophie was already there and a few drinks in, avoiding meeting Giulia’s eyes for the first half an hour, making her work for a truce after she had intruded on Sophie’s night with Claude in the yellow kitchen. A bitter appetiser until they found each other as a trio again, on the floor, playing a game of checkers with empty bottles. Claude’s yellow kitchen and dreams of making a living from her baking, Sophie’s career ambitions and glorious relationship, Giulia’s activism and disappointing dating life hanging between them, discords in the search for a contented middle ground. They cherish such a childish but shared memory of a time together so tightly, they cannot possibly change the flooring. The yellow kitchen is where they reunite to commemorate each one of their life events, however small, joyful, raging or sad. The wobbly, dark oak cupboards do not close properly after years of being slammed. There is a small, solar-powered radio on the counter, and no one is allowed to touch it since Giulia found the best station. They don’t know which frequency the radio is set to, however the sun makes rare appearances in that corner of the kitchen and thus the music is mostly silent. They drink wine from old chipped cups, spending long nights debating why the shelves in the cupboards are not spaced far enough apart to accommodate wine glasses. Is the owner a recovering alcoholic? Do they intend to remind them of their place in society? No wine glasses for you, girls. Who owns the yellow kitchen? Are they even aware that wine glasses do not fit in the cupboards?



31 December 2018, Claude, Giulia and Sophie are layering sheets of pasta in the form of a lasagna for a shared meal. The timer ticks as the room warms. Sophie turns on the oven before stepping back; Claude and Giulia move around the kitchen, peeling and slicing mushrooms. When Giulia begins to grate parmesan and slice mozzarella, Sophie turns towards Claude to ask her about the yellow vest movements in France. Claude continues to stir the vegetables in a frying pan, a tear conjured by the smell of whitening onions, her gaze focused until she taps the wooden spoon aside and she twirls to face Sophie.

‘I know very little about the yellow vests.’ She pauses. ‘Would you like to start layering pasta sheets at the bottom of the oven dish?’

Sophie executes, topping up her drink on the way. Claude allows herself a soft cough, then she reminds her friends she has not travelled to France for a long time. She refuses to be the spokesperson for the country and its politics among them simply because of her name, the dreaded rhythm of double vowels followed by their reciprocal consonant. Claude. Giulia brings in the cheese and they start working around the oven dish together: a third of the béchamel, a third of the vegetables and a third of cheese. They repeat the same layering method twice, their hands labour in concert, empowered with Giulia’s energy as she makes a plea in defence for the yellow vests. She reports that groups are gathering together throughout the world, small pockets of hope made of real people.

‘This is not only about petrol or commodity prices. No.’ Her voice rises above the backdrop of the tired oven fan. ‘It’s a wave of people who have had enough. They want to work towards something tangible, like a roof or a meal to share, and not against a system. I think it’s beautiful, however disruptive they may be.’

Sophie returns to the bowl of grated parmesan and adds extra on top of the final layer, a shy but meaningful smile breaks her lips as she draws the lasagna to a close. Claude opens the oven’s door and sets the timer. The smell of béchamel and cheese comes in waves through the yellow kitchen as they toast the coming new year.



When they finally sit at the table, plates steaming before them, Giulia must remind them she has never had a white lasagna before, her tastebuds sharp and earthy, the child of ragù Bolognese. Claude and Sophie nod back at Giulia, their expressions tender but tight. Sophie wanted to add asparagus, longing for summertime. The radio is miraculously working tonight, a special New Year’s Eve show runs in the background as clocks rapidly approach the midnight high tide, promised celebrations looming. Forks and knives in hands, the three women cut through the pasta; the béchamel sauce and gummy mushrooms appear in a cloud, the first bite loosens their tongues. Claude turns down the radio so they can hear each other.



On the first day of January 2019, the expectations of a new year shadow the disappointments from the previous four seasons. Claude, Giulia and Sophie are consuming life, determined to be grown-ups.






Claude

Our kitchen when I was a child was milky white, long as a corridor and compact like a spiderweb. The left wall was covered with fast-slamming cupboards and the right side accommodated a bar with one stool only. I ate all my meals sitting on this chair for a throne, challenging my balance, learning to sit straight and strong, while Maman leant on the kitchen counter, staring at walls greying from simmering ratatouille and draining steamy water from pasta.



I had never seen the light inside the oven switched on until the week of my first-ever birthday outing. May 1999, I was seven years old. I brought a flashy blue envelope back from school, Claude written on the front in cursive and careful letters, meticulously flattened between two exercise books in my cartable so it would not crumple. I left it on the coffee table before bed for Maman to find it later in the night.

The next day, she woke me up early enough to go to the supermarket before school. I remember how fast my feet moved as we entered this bright grotto, full of signs and noises and smells. My senses became hyper-stimulated. I was awake. Supermarkets introduced me to new words, letters I had never seen together before and colours I had only met in my pencil case, flavours I longed to make my own. Maman walked with the same assured pace with which she dressed herself each time we came downstairs from our apartment on the sixth floor of a cement block building, our steps echoing through the unpainted stairwell, bouncing off the fading red guardrail. As soon as the supermarket’s sliding doors opened, she seized the sleeve of my jacket, decisively walking towards the baking aisle, undistracted by the yellow promotion signs, not slowing down as an elderly woman’s voice rose from the speakers to announce further discounts. Before I had time to count all the way to one hundred, we were back outside, lightheaded from the sudden change in lighting and drop in decibels, a box of Betty Crocker Zesty Lemon Cake Mix and six eggs in our hands. Simply add eggs, oil, water and icing, the package read.



When I came back from school that afternoon, I found the cake preparation and eggs abandoned on the kitchen counter. I sat and began to read the back of the package attentively, and I read it again, as many times as it took before Maman re-entered our home:


Sugar, Wheat Flour, Palm Fat, Raising Agents: Sodium Bicarbonate, Monocalcium Phosphate, Modified Corn Starch, Corn Starch, Emulsifiers: Propane-1, 2-Diol Esters of Fatty Acids, Mono- and Diglycerides of Fatty Acids, Sodium Stearoyl-2-Lactylate, Flavouring, Dextrose, Salt, Stabiliser: Xanthan Gum, Colour: B-Carotene, Acidity Regulator: Citric Acid

May contain Milk, Egg and Soy traces



I read all these words out loud, meticulously enunciating each syllable, repeating and wondering what they were, what form, feel and smell they inhabited in the world. I wished we owned a dictionary like the one we shared in our classroom, so I could better understand the words that make for a birthday cake. Maman came back, turned the oven on to 180°C fan, grabbed a bowl and a fork and handed them to me. She nodded, ‘Allez Claude, c’est ton gâteau,’ she passed the scissors. I cut, slowly and in a straight line as they taught me in school, and pushed the yellow mixture through into the bowl. Stodgy and bubbly, the batter dripped at a snail’s pace. I cracked the two eggs open, picked out leftover shells with my fingers, poured in water and oil. I mixed everything together with the fork, inhaling the sweetness resulting from the movement of my hands, encouraging me to increase my pace. Maman took the bowl away from me, poured the mixture into a cake tin and slid it into the oven. I did not move for the next twenty minutes, the timer running in one sticky hand – tic tac tic tac tic tac – sucking my other thumb. It came out bright and moist, our achievement in the form of a lemon cake. I gently carried the cake all the way to my friend’s home, proudly displaying it among the other goods on the table, colourful napkins and confetti lying around. The day unfolded with games of Twister and hide-and-seek, the children snatching slices of the red velvet layered cake, the chocolate brownies, the vanilla cupcakes – these children’s dreams of homemade baked goods – as they ran past the table. Apart from the one slice I had eaten, my Betty Crocker Zesty Lemon cake stood untouched, in the absence of a homemade glaze but featuring granulated, repulsive industrial citrus spikes. When I walked home, quiet tears ran down my cheeks and I promised my little self that the next time I served a cake, I would know for certain if it contained milk, eggs and soy. I told Maman I won the round of Sleeping Lions and I made new friends. I omitted to mention the left-behind cake. She looked at me with proud eyes.



Itchy eyes, achy body awakening from a feverish nightmare the following night, I found Maman sitting on the sofa in the living room, which also made for her bedroom, knitting a jumper in front of a bowl of plain cornflakes and a touch of milk. The reliable mother, ever awake in the middle of the night. On worrisome nights, she also had a cup of coffee, no milk nor sugar, only the sour liquid between us, like fluids from our unnamed ancestors. I have never seen photos: our apartment had plain white walls throughout. Maman refused to sleep, guarding our house, and yet the bad dreams still reached me. She grew paler, frailer and knitted for longer hours – the tac tac tic tac tic tac tac flowing through the needles and echoing as she worked, broken nails and skin drying at the tip of her fingers. The little scratching noise her spoon made as she dug for the last sip of milk, final sweetness of the night. Even when days broke into spring weather, she continued to knit jumpers: Maman is always cold.



On Sundays we bathed. We ran a long bath, squeezed all the leftover soaps from the ending week together, whizzed our hands through the water making bubbles, shy laughter emerging from my tiny body and a nodding smile shaping on my mother’s face. I hopped over and into the foaming bathtub; a welcoming warm lagoon for me and then a cold puddle for Maman. She sat on the ice-cold tiles, topless, her hair roughly held up with a clasp, and read Jack London’s The Call of the Wild to me as I submerged myself in water. She never missed a Sunday. Dimanche soir was the one moment when the world would turn around us as we granted ourselves intimacy: wet hair curling down our backs, her tits hardening, my freckles melting into the redness of my body after meeting with hot water, and Maman’s blue lips afterwards. Our memories, a family album in the making.



It was then that I noticed the different shades on her body: bags under her eyes and bruises inside her forearms. Bruises from the long work shifts; bags under her eyes as a result of the food in the fridge that eventually got eaten and the bills that accumulated on the wooden desk in the entrance, and me, petite Claude. Maman was alone, responsible for my aliveness; there was no rest left for her, only worrisome nights, knitting me woollen armour.

Now she has retreated, with sleepy eyes and few words left for her battles, and I move on, instincts alert, expectations high, the call of the wild. He was mastered by the sheer surging of life, the tidal wave of being, the perfect joy of each separate muscle, joint, and sinew in that it was everything that was not death, that it was aglow and rampant, expressing itself in movement, flying exultantly under the stars and over the face of dead matter that did not move. I often hear her small whispers in my ears, as my hands meet with flour, butter and eggs, as I whisk.






Spring
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2019, on a bus. Claude, Sophie and Giulia are sitting in the front row – Claude and Sophie on the left, Giulia on the right, an empty seat next to her. They are wrapped up and agitated, shouting loudly, grabbing each other’s arms, tapping their feet against the deck. The weather is grey and chilly outside, but the end of March is fast approaching. Hundreds of thousands are expected to walk through central London this afternoon, in a bid to stop Brexit. They make their way to 10 Downing Street with one goal: to gain a second people’s vote, together. It is fair to say they have not always aligned politically – Claude often rolling her eyes at Sophie’s liberal discourse; Giulia distributing tracts for the Labour Party – but Brexit is one trauma they share. The hangover they experienced on 24 June 2016. None of them has had a toss of tequila since. Today there is a renewed energy. They met at Claude’s earlier in the morning to have breakfast, the most problematic meal to share since Giulia craves buttery pastries, Claude dreams of egg and soldiers before they march for their rights and Sophie just wants to nibble the crust from the bread. They argued briefly before they agreed on a loaf of bread, butter, either jam or cheese to pick for a topping, and black coffee brewed on a low flame, as they painted signs:

BOLLOCKS TO BREXIT

FROMAGE NOT FARAGE

THE ONLY SINGLE MARKET

I WANT TO LEAVE IS BUMBLE

‘Did you know that until 1993 the list of those who had not voted was displayed in the municipal registers in Italy? A did not vote note also appeared on certificates of good conduct,’ Claude says, after a silence that felt longer than it lasted.

‘That’s how I feel about my Twitter feed these days,’ says Sophie.

‘I wish I had a dog so everyone would know that I did go to vote.’ There is a further silence before Giulia continues, ‘How do you know about this?’

‘About?’

‘About the registers in Italy,’ she clarifies with a hint of annoyance in her voice.

‘I read about it at an exhibition in Rome.’

Giulia contemplates adding that she has never been to Rome herself. The sharp and ambient cold, the low winter sky and the blooming expectations of spring make her fierce. She wants to remind her London friends that this so-called race against Brexit is not about securing their rights to travel smoothly for holidays, but about the lives that are held together by the European Union, the dreams and connections that are now drifting, filled with uncertainties, a future flooded with lies. The Erasmus programme that allows students to move around Europe, even when they have not travelled in their own country before; the funds that energise and protect research, agriculture, access to medicines, global security; the social and labour laws that are debated and reviewed at a larger scale, so they can be for the many; the European identity. Giulia came to London soon after she graduated from her History degree, with a specialisation in Culture and Media Communication, from the Università di Bologna. Most of her friends had moved places already and she dreamt of working for a famous London music venue. She does not, she manages projects. Giulia’s work vaguely relates to marketing and hides a ton of administrative tasks that give her little perspective, but she remains proud that she always knows which song to play next at a party. She even made a playlist for their breakfast this morning, the lyrics that pulse through the politics of their lives.

The three friends don’t speak further until they exit the bus. Their bones feel stiff from the pressing state of anxiety. But they soon warm up, carried away by the crowd in a hurry to find some of their university friends who have joined the streets too. These are the people they reunite with for special occasions and life milestones. Claude and Sophie met them on the floor of their student accommodation, south of the Thames, while Giulia was introduced later, north of the river this time. Their ambitions abruptly moved their daily lives to the heart of the city after they graduated, open-plan office floors securing most of them a premium view over the London skyline and its scaffolds. They chased their careers in progress during the day; their desire for social connection escorted them through the night.



At the end of the day, when the litter bins around Westminster burst with abandoned placards, only a few of them are left as they head to the brewery underneath the National Theatre, not far away from their old student dorms. Giulia dated Elliott for a few months but today he is holding Hana’s hand. Nick is here as well, his hair getting longer every year. Candice has a baby wrapped against her belly. Jane and Nathan are holding hands as newlyweds do. They walked all day, chanting, dancing, dispersing into small groups to catch up on lost time. They wrapped up some more so they could stay outside, standing around one of the concrete tables, lighting cigarettes, a continuous stream of chatter and beer between them. Each one of the stories they share triggers a summarising introduction, a justification almost, for the friends who know more about the younger versions of themselves than they do of their present selves. They sigh and they promise not to leave as much time in between their next encounters, even though they inevitably will, commutes and work and lack of sleep getting in the way. Enclosed between the imposing concrete building and the water from the river, on this crisp shared day with past friends, they are embraced by the comfort of paused time; the alcohol slowly makes their brains lighter, their hearing decreases as they step away from the songs of the march, their sharp sight blurs. They try to remember the name of the quiet girl on their floor in their student halls; they howl with laughter at the memory of Jane being thrown out of a club in Soho after she tried to haggle her round of shots; they stay quiet for a few minutes after remembering James, their friend who crashed his car into a wall; there are more tears when Nick confesses he was madly in love with Nathan, of laughter this time; they cannot quite believe how similar Candice and her baby look; there is a sudden, thicker texture to the air when Hana reveals she thought Sophie and Claude were in a relationship when they first met. Nobody knows how long Claude and Sophie have known each other. Candice is the one who breaks the ice and asks Sophie how Dean is and why has he not joined them today. She assures her that it would have been nice to see him as well, her lips curving after her words fall silent, a whispering for once hangs in the air. Sophie’s drinking pace quickens, and soon after Claude escorts her to a cab. A paused second – Sophie’s eyes meet Claude – she steps inside the car. When diligent Claude returns, a small group decides to walk along the water towards London Bridge for more drinks. And dinner, insists Giulia. She is filing for her residency but swears she is moving back to Italy every single time they are out and refuse to have food.

‘You guys have a serious issue with liquid meals,’ she roars as she reads through the menu. Nathan walks her to the bar next, to order another round of drinks and some food to share, ‘other than crisps,’ Giulia mutters.

‘So what’s up with Soph?’ Nick asks Claude directly.

‘She is quite overworked, I think. Nothing new.’

Nick starts scrolling on his phone but Jane is eager to hear more about Sophie. The relationship between the two women grew at an unequal pace, the consequence of both an empathy that comes with shared experiences and envy. Jane exchanges a glance with Claude before she adds, hesitantly: ‘She’s gotten quieter. You guys OK?’

‘Yeah. I mean we’re both fine. Separately. It’s not uni days anymore, we both have our own lives to get on with.’

‘You guys are cute,’ adds Nick, before putting his phone down in the middle of the table, the screen facing up. ‘What do you think of this guy? A little Waitrose, but cute, right?’

Jane nods, Nick swipes right, Nathan and Giulia return and the friends grow loud around the small table. Claude sits back in her seat, her eyes and fingers focus on the tides curling in her pint of beer.



2013, there was a constant taste of alcohol in our mouths when we moved out of halls. I moved first, to Walthamstow, so Sophie took up her mother’s offer soon after. She bought a flat in one of the warm newly built buildings in Mile End, ‘a great first step on the property ladder.’ Sophie was dating Dean already, had been ever since our first year of university. They were spending an increasing number of hours together – but when I asked if he had moved in, Sophie denied it. I was working longer shifts to afford my rent and Sophie was studying for her final exams, ushering me through the door of flamboyant after-parties across London. We saw less of our past friends. We learnt new names more often. Sophie swept through rooms graciously, wearing little dresses and high heels. I didn’t belong there, my lips sticky instead of shining, my curves and flat hair on display, my hands firmly pressing against my hips, tightening myself. I drank more but stuck to liquid. Sophie upgraded to other substances, in the form of pills and powder, juggling her compact mirror and lipstick to sculpt the reminiscences of our past, shared girlhood. We spoke less but every interaction we had felt more intense than it ever had before. I still feel pain in my bones when I think back to Sophie on the bus journeys home, peeling the skin around her almond-shaped fingernails, grinding her teeth. She is so fragile, my Sophie, once the curtains are drawn.



Night has landed over the sticky pub table, launching Giulia and Nathan’s ceremonial argument. ‘But, Giulia, who is going to pay for all these precious subsidies?’

‘The rich.’

‘That’s ridiculously naive of you.’

‘What? To ask for the right to afford a roof over my head, not to worry about falling sick, for everyone to have some spare change to go to university? Does that sound naive to you?’

‘It’s idealistic. Idealistic is what he meant,’ interjects Jane. Nathan nods and throws his back down against the chair, too tall, his legs are enlacing the others’, his upper body moving from left to right in an attempt to finally settle. It makes him look nervous, pushing Jane to the edge, satisfying Giulia. Claude has noted their role play, still posing quietly in the background. She shares Giulia’s opinion, broadly, she simply cannot be bothered to argue about this, not here, not now. ‘À quoi bon,’ she mutters, what is the point of arguing in an echo chamber.

Giulia continues, ‘We need a limit on how wealthy a person can be. Above that, it goes to charities and other trust funds. Easy.’

‘But, Giulia, think a little.’ Nathan takes another sip from his drink, hands trembling, a few drops spilling down his cyan-blue shirt. ‘You’re being counterintuitive. You want to support the right to earn a salary on merit but at the same time, you want to cut out thousands of pounds from other people’s earnings.’

‘Nathan, I do not think anyone,’ she pauses to meet his eyes, ‘any man is deserving of billions of pounds.’

Nick and Claude burst into laughter.

‘Touché,’ adds Jane.

Giulia continues, ‘All I’m saying is that the system is broken. It relies on what we call unskilled workers to work harder for a more precarious outcome. The result is simple: the workforce is exhausted, and the economy is even more unbalanced.’

‘We get it, the class system is a bitch. Put the queer people in power. Claude, what do you think?’

Claude stays still. Everyone else rolls their eyes, granting Nathan a rest before he continues: ‘Great contribution, Nick, thanks.’ His tired eyes return to Giulia. ‘You have a point about the exhausted workforce. But the solution is in labour regulations, not in taking away income from a part of the population.’

Giulia leans towards Nathan, her eyes sparking. ‘You can’t shit money, right? You said it yourself earlier. Where do you get it if not out of the pockets that are already full?’

‘I can’t argue with you communists. Anger always wins over pragmatism.’

‘Yeah, Nath, being dirt poor when I work full-time makes me angry.’

The table plunges into silence and Claude makes her way to the bar.



We met Giulia a year or so later, at the house party that turned our lifelong duo with Sophie into a threesome. When we pushed through the front door, Sophie had promised me another memorable Saturday night: we found an overcrowded flat and a woman standing in the middle of the room. Everything else was spinning on the back of the techno music beat, forced smiles on the guests’ faces as they craved a good time. Giulia was wearing a sequin dress, with big black boots, a high bun loosely holding her curly hair and a popping red lipstick. She was rolling a cigarette. The colour on her nails was worn-out. Nothing seemed to matter to her. Can she even hear the music? I thought. Sophie introduced us.

‘Lady Danger?’ Small pause. Sophie repeated herself: ‘Your lipstick, I recognise it, it’s called Lady Danger.’

She smiled, her eyes focused on her rolling fingers, ‘You’re a connoisseur.’

‘I’m a make-up artist. Sophie. And this is Claude.’

‘Giulia. Do you guys know Tom?’

‘Who’s Tom?’ Sophie replied.

‘I don’t know. I figured someone must be called Tom. I just moved into the flat next door, heard the music and thought I should come in. You know, to meet people.’

Sophie side-eyed me with a smile I knew too well at the time, the one when she met a daring woman who promised her good memories. Neither of us bothered to tell Giulia the party was for our friend Nick’s birthday. Sophie picked up the conversation: ‘Where are you from?’

‘Bologna.’

‘Claude, why don’t you make Giulia a gin and tonic?’

I offered her wine as an alternative. The bottles and cans made coarse, jostling noises as I bent downwards to reach for my bag.

She nodded at the wine bottle before adding: ‘ “Claude”. That’s not very British.’

‘Do you know Claude Cahun?’ interrupted Sophie.

Motionless, Giulia looked at me, ‘Are you a photographer, then?’

And so I introduced myself: ‘Not so much. My mother is French, though, hence the name. I work in a restaurant.’

‘A French cook,’ Giulia announced, rolling her ‘r’ more than she had done so far, a sign of camaraderie. ‘I work in hospitality too.’

‘Waitressing,’ we bonded.

‘For now.’ Sophie raised her glass. ‘Claude’s a great cook. It’s only a matter of time.’

‘So, you’d like to be a chef?’

I shrugged and looked back to Sophie. ‘A baker, I guess. I like to bake and to ferment stuff.’



Claude returns with small tumblers, salt and lime: ‘To being adults!’

‘And dirt poor!’ adds Nick.



As she raises her shot of Tequila, Giulia remembers her mother’s proud eyes when she left Italy for London, the first woman in her family to attend university. Claude nods back, twinkling at her.
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‘Don’t buy this shithole.’

Giulia taps her shoulder against Sophie’s. ‘Souvenirs, souvenirs,’ she hums. ‘She is a sentimentalist. Let her be. And don’t we all love to hang out in here?’

Giulia meant her question to be rhetorical but Sophie interrupts, ‘Love is not a reason to go bankrupt.’

‘Fair. But do you girls remember the day we decided to paint the bathroom in that awful apple green? Or the hours we spent trying to close the window in the living room fully so we wouldn’t freeze to death in winter? I love it here.’

Claude smiles silently.



The dinner party they have the evening after Claude sends off the final mortgage paperwork is one to remember. At the table, within the safety of walls Claude now owns, fears evaporate. The flat looks nothing like the dream house Claude and Sophie had made mind maps of together when they were children, but Sophie is clearly relieved her friend is settling down. Giulia, in return, is not so angry at homeowners anymore. Claude was right, she tells her, to invest the money she inherited from her grandmother. A chill runs down their spines when someone mentions Mamie, the woman who donated her house in her will, a woman none of them has ever met in person, not even Claude. The will without which buying a house in London would have never been possible.

Claude had considered moving to France a few times, the country she knows mainly through postcards and her mother’s unreliable memory. She itched with a sense of duty to keep the family house, to light the gas in her grandmother’s kitchen even though she had never called her Mamie directly. They did not know each other much, apart from the packages she sent her granddaughter on notable occasions, and through the paperwork for Claude’s mother, paying the rent for her institutionalised bed. But that is strong enough to band together two women, and isn’t family about the thread of memories knitted together in living? A family is built by carrying on together – one begins by making the first stitch for the other members to add their stitches to, emerging from the same roots. Slipping loops, needles moving, yarn weaving over and under, as the family paces through life events, transferring the loop on to the other threading needle. It is what matters then: to create future memories despite the fear of generating knots, of losing continuity; to become a family as new stitches appear. It is tiring to remember, so very tiring. Claude can still hear the fast-paced little sobs her mother was making the morning they came to pick her up for the first time.



On the day they are due to warm the house Claude has been living in but now officially owns, Sophie and Giulia drive to Whitstable first thing in the morning. They have sourced a vintage oyster plate from an online marketplace as a housewarming present. A brilliant idea, except without oysters to serve, the plate would have looked lonely. It is big enough to accommodate twelve oysters – a dinner for one, or four oysters each as an appetiser. A glorious green, straight from Provence, it also has a lumpy texture so the oysters don’t slide away, or so the description reads. The wider outer circle can accommodate ten oysters. The smaller inner circle is made for the two remaining oysters and for two half lemons. It screams Claude to them.

Sophie jumps in the car, wrapped up in an oversized beige woollen scarf. ‘It’s not the most sustainable thing we’ve ever done. Claude is going to lecture us for sure.’

‘What’s worse: to buy unethical oysters from the supermarket or to drive back and forth to the seaside to pick up responsibly farmed ones?’

They are silent at first, feeling faint at the size of the problem they have created for themselves, until they break into laughter. The small orange car jiggles and Giulia resumes, ‘Seriously, I do wonder.’

‘Where would the supermarket’s oysters come from? We could start with comparing distances.’

‘But we need to consider that one cargo is for hundreds of oysters together. We are only driving twelve native oysters back. I mean, I have space in the boot for more but have you got Dean’s credit card?’ Giulia waits for a signal; Sophie rolls her eyes. They both snort.

‘Seriously,’ interrupts Sophie as she takes her phone out of her jeans pocket. She begins mumbling as she types, ‘Oysters. We would have gone to… Waitrose, right? Well, they would have been more sustainable for our wallet, that’s for sure. They sell Crassostrea gigas, also called Pacific oysters. Do you know your oysters, Juddy?’

Only Sophie calls Giulia Juddy. The nickname takes them back to one of their early drunken nights, when Lady Gaga sang ‘Bad Romance’, Rihanna called out her ‘Rude Boy’ and Ke$ha reminded them it was time to go home with ‘TiK ToK’. They were both walking up Hackney Road, falafel wraps dripping in their hands: ‘Giulia? You’re my buddy for life. Mmmh. Wait, you are my Juddy.’ Since then they have forgotten many nights out, along with the disappointments and other life upsets that brought them to the dance floor in the first instance, but Juddy makes for five memorable letters that resisted the exercise of time passing.

‘I know nothing about oysters, babe. Claude always speaks about this book she adores, what is it? With the silvery shiny oyster on the front page?’

‘Consider the Oyster. M. F. K. Fisher. Her idol.’

‘I wish Claude were here. She’d know.’

‘We’re surprising her. Okay, so I found the Shellfish Association of Great Britain’s report about the Pacific oyster in the UK. Economic, Legal, and Environmental Issues Associated with its Cultivation, Wild Establishment and Exploitation. Sounds legit.’

Sophie continues to scroll down her screen while Giulia quietly focuses on the road. ‘Crap, it’s from 2012,’ mutters Sophie, before returning to the article.

Giulia loves to drive with Soph since her radio doesn’t work; she has this capacity to focus her mind on one subject only, digging further, asking more questions, which accompanies them through all of their journeys. She chit-chats as she goes. Giulia doesn’t have much to do: she only drives, in silence, thinking about her mother who once drove all the way from Croatia to Bologna, pregnant, almost thirty years ago. Giulia, the dutiful daughter, may have flown into London but she had to save money to buy a car soon after she moved. It made her feel safe the same way the fire blankets that hang on the walls in old theatres do. With Claude, it is a different kind of drive: they stay silent for most of it. Both drifting away in their minds, staring out through the windshield. However wordless they might be together, there is a sense of closeness building up between these two. Their friendship is rooted in what is not said nor explained. Giulia knows the weight of that very silence is something Sophie is frightened by – the lack of control over what is being thought of her. She must analyse and label before others do, and so she let Sophie defend her choice of twelve native oysters as a gift for Claude today.

‘The last thing I need to figure out,’ Sophie says to Giulia with satisfaction in her voice, ‘is if the native oysters of Whitstable are sold near us in London. If not, we can reassure Clo this is the most ethical and delicious gift we could find. The Crassostrea gigas oysters are non-native species, considered invasive, and mass-produced: around twelve hundred tonnes are produced each year in the UK, of which sixty-seven per cent is exported across the globe. From France to Southeast Asia.’
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