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For Valentina,

to us, à nous,






A feather is trimmed, it is trimmed by the light and the bug and the post, it is trimmed by little leaning and by all sorts of mounted reserves and loud volumes. It is surely cohesive.

– Gertrude Stein, ‘A Feather’, Tender Buttons (1914)

I am made and remade continually. Different people draw different words from me.

– Virginia Woolf, The Waves (1931)








Prologue Someone, One Day


‘Liars always get caught.’

The girl stays silent.

‘Do you understand?’ the woman adds.

The girl nods seriously.

The woman massages her forehead with the tips of her fingers, and the girl can’t take her eyes away from the skin tag that hangs on the woman’s right cheek. Hyper-pigmented, it flows like an off-beat pacemaker – it shows compassion but her words speak disbelief.

‘Have you thought about the implications of your accusation? We’ll have to question your friends and suspend him.’ She picks at her thumbnail, spittle. ‘And he could lose his job.’

The girl evaluates her self-esteem: her grades, varnished shoes and brushed hair; asexual but sexy, pleasing but not pleased; polite and quiet – a good girl.

‘Liars get caught when their stories are confronted with the recollections of others. They don’t align. So, you must tell me: is this revenge?’

The girl shakes her head.

‘You’re not upset with him?’

Behind the woman’s chair is a cramped office where walls are covered with files, the objectification of monotonous administrative assignments or the nets of her dreamcatcher. Children come in here either to raise concerns or to be raised as a concern. The room smells of sweat – puberty trapped between four walls. The green colour of the tissue box on the desk clashes against the yellowing sheets of paper. Ring marks from coffee cups testify to the woman’s work.

‘I’m scared,’ the girl mutters.

‘I should call your mother.’ She unclasps the phone from the monitor loudly, the promise of a slap.

The girl thinks about her mother: warmth and lactose, hours in the kitchen standing before the stovetop; chocolate melts and spreads on crêpes, wax melts and spreads on legs; she speaks about dignity often, a weapon that will smooth the angular characteristic of stubbornness.

The girl lifts one hand shyly. The woman puts the phone back down.

‘Is there anything else you’d like to add?’

The girl thinks about him: a mild smell of urine, chlorine; sticky, like the tubes of glue she squeezes for scrapbooking.

‘I don’t have a choice but to see him every day.’

The woman blinks, speechless: both pet their hands, clammy. The girl has a red eye with a stye; a chemical aura exudes from her – tiny, blurry, unformed, or that is how the woman sees her. The presage of a sexualised body. The adult trembles; she calls him a friend.



This isn’t a story about what you know or believe to be true, nor what I know or believe, but about permission – granting – and agreement – obtained – or the performance of consent. This isn’t just about consent. This is about pleasure, too.






PART 1 Sunday Morning







1 Cloe and Sarah


Cloe has two options. Either she takes the longer but direct route home or the faster way, with a connection between means of transport. Decisions always come in pairs – to take the Tube or the bus, to cook a red or a white pasta sauce, to turn left or right. She failed at making one, an ambidextrous child and an indecisive adult. Unpolitical, people call her. There are days when such a characteristic comes across as a compliment, a quality that highlights her empathy, although guilt overcasts most of her choices. She should be more political, a woman like her. It hits at night and during the day equally, from the stabbing pain in her pinkie finger to cravings and a cricked neck. The hair loss she isn’t as certain how it started; perhaps she should change her comb for something gentler, or take zinc as recommended on the posters that are displayed inside buses. She could chew one of the sweets aimed at ‘those who don’t take vitamins’. That is the conclusion she reaches when she decides to wait for the bus. On the Tube, however, she would have been compelled to invest a disproportionate amount of money in comparison to her earnings on iron supplements. ‘Tired of being tired?’, a woman yawns holding a hand up in front of her mouth, posters framed alongside the escalators, a descent among ads. Online software, a grey background against a vivid colour to highlight the figures she could wire into her bank account if she had signed up. The dream, another promise, the confidence; the lure of making money. Can she say no to any of this? Hope can be dangerous.

Last night, Cloe took a decision. She chose to stay out longer, to dance instead of going home. She twisted the knot inside her stomach tighter with a round of shots – white alcohol, the kind that makes her drunk. Cloe didn’t think of her bank balance before making the payment: it would be one bill to settle next month; she was merry enough to forget her aversion to risks. Who did she buy the extra shots for? She has exhausted the trial period on her credit card – the interest rate has jumped to 3 per cent. Unread messages from her banking app ping, unnoticed.

Her phone buzzes inside her jeans pocket, a missed call notification from earlier this morning, followed by a text message received now:


Hey C, can you call me back? Last night was fun.



The phone number isn’t in her contacts list. This message about a fun time she can’t remember reads like a threat: her instincts howl an alarm bell. Who are you? Cloe stands at the bus stop, the monitor showing disco lights instead of line numbers. Her headache has passed, now her eyes burn before the light and a migraine kicks in.

Cloe waits for the bus.



Sunday morning, still. Sarah stands on the other side of the road, with each of her fists clenched inside her coat pockets, self-conscious that the back of her white trousers are stained with slush. The April showers cast a spell on clothing, the shop windows are luminous when the sky falls low, and clouds thicken with a grey texture. She is self-conscious of how much she complains about the weather, how boring she sounds, how insensitive she is when parts of the world are experiencing record-breaking temperatures, well over fifty degrees Celsius. Hyper-emotional is what her family calls her, often shortening the expression to the singular and hurtful adjective, hyper.

It began the evening she threw up in the car after a gallery opening. She had held back her tears for the entire night and the overload of salt and gasps had soaked oxygen away from her lungs like a sponge does with water. Sarah had witnessed the woman in front of her being refused entrance at the door after she failed to show an invitation, a stranger, as it seemed her parents nor her sister took notice of what had happened. Sarah grew up in a family of liberals where art was part of the children’s education, yet this anecdote introduced her to empathy as an unjust cognitive response. Her breath skips a count in memory of the unknown woman. She recognises the weight of her head bending downward, when she had first walked in with her perfectly brushed ash hair; she was turned away in a flash. She can still picture the woman’s large and glittering pearl earrings, her burgundy nail polish; Sarah has a photographic memory. Years later, both her parents and her sister still have asthma inhalers strategically positioned across the house and inside their jackets’ pockets, though paper bags will do the trick, Sarah reassures them when she senses an episode mounting.

Her eyes water; she inhales, exhales.

Sarah crosses the road towards the bus stop. The pedestrian light is red, a driver honks their horn, and she runs even though she will arrive before Mathilde. Sarah will be early, admittedly, and her sister will be late, undoubtedly. It has become a ritual – not the order in which they both enter the Oldfield Tavern, but Sunday lunch – at least since Mathilde announced her engagement two years ago. But Mathilde’s postponed wedding is a story for later. What matters for now is that Sarah meets her sister at this gastropub on Oldfield Road once a month, where they catch up about wedding preparations. The significance of flower varieties and the meaning of the petal colours, the social strategies behind making a guest list bid for a gambit of compromising and pleasing, Sarah learns, earnest and scared of disappointing her mother and sister. No hesitation on the subject: their mother asked Mathilde to involve her. To choose her sister, hyper Sarah, as the maid of honour, because Mathilde wouldn’t dare contradict their mother (Sarah wouldn’t either; nobody in the family would).

The bus arrives and Sarah heads upstairs – Why can I not breathe properly? She has a long journey ahead, there will be traffic, the people who stand still make her pernickety. A little envious too. My chest feels tight.






2 Gertrude


First thing in the morning, the room shines, a bright hour for happiness in Gertrude’s east-facing kitchen; time to discard some of her sourdough starter. Two spoons at least. This is her method to keep it balanced, its perfume malty and its flavour nutty, the composition purely made of wholemeal flour. She pours in two generous spoons of fresh flour, then lukewarm water, slowly, to avoid drowning the mixture, and then combines both ingredients with a wooden spoon. Her pace is energetic. The addition of water is key; the lactic acid awakens, her starter feeds. She has cultivated it from scratch, initiating the process months ago, at home on her own, accounting for longer hours than the sunlight does, feeding it a bubbly mixture of flour and water at regular intervals, discerning its fragrance, which has varied widely between both sour and sweet. She toyed with the idea of adding grapes and yoghurt to boost its growth when the mixture would not rise, nor go down, the defeated mother she had created. But she worried that she would betray its organic equilibrium, she who believes nature selects its disciples before archetypes cancel them. She started growing a starter before researching the chemistry behind its composition – she holds a deep aversion to rules – so she learnt about the demands of having a wholemeal-based starter later in the process. The enzyme and microbe levels are higher in wholemeal preparations than in its rye counterpart, which makes it more sensitive to any change of habits or new seasons. Good thing that Gertrude finds repetitive patterns soothing. All the articles she found, either written by bakers or scientists, by amateurs and professionals alike, included at least one line about the feel of a starter – its odour and texture – and that a good breadmaker should get to know their mother starter. Other than the commitment involved in feeding these molecules for breadmaking daily, it is the beast’s individuality that scares Gertrude. She has always responded to facts better than to feelings.


it’s not that i don’t feel at home in my body,

i’m not at home in my body



Gertrude’s brother, Liam, with whom she lives and shares a choreography of battling for shelving space and incompatible timetables, criticises her breadmaking when it causes the sink to block. The bags of flour Gertrude spreads over the kitchen counter before kneading, the discarded starter residues that stick to the wooden spoons and then peel away when warm water and washing-up liquid enter the stage, the whole operation of making the bread Liam eats, and then puts on trial.

Soft-boiled eggs with miso mustard spread for breakfast; sandwiches of leftovers for lunch, watercress braided between slices, Cheddar cheese but no tomatoes since Gertrude is allergic to them, the red fruit banned from their kitchen; his obsession with air pockets, unsolicited advice about how his sister could make her next loaf sweeter, softer, better.

Gertrude rejoices as she feeds her sourdough starter, messing with the kitchen and leaving for work without Liam noticing. Transgressive independence, Sunday morning. She anticipates Liam will sleep until the late hours of the afternoon, when the sun will have rolled onto his side of the building and will pierce through his bedroom’s thick curtains.

Signs of his early presence include a leftover glass of water and breadcrumbs scattered above the small fridge. Gertrude smiled when she first walked into the kitchen this morning, finding Liam’s stamina for the London nightlife endearing, his first year at university, his passionate heart and influenceable mindset.


it’s my skin that i want to discard



Gertrude returns the fed starter to its usual corner of the kitchen, placing a round cork coaster underneath the jar to secure it a warm place, and heads to the bathroom.



When she makes her way to work, the streets are quiet: a few runners, fewer dogs and their owners who are walking absently, the occasional car passing by her side. Gertrude has kept her outfit minimal, her hair tied in a high bun (countless pins to hold it), the curse of overly thick and curly hair for someone who dislikes being at the centre of attention. She walks. Her pace is fast and sustained, her fingers brush over the brick walls and their blanket of wisteria flowers. She looks at the flats with the balconies she wishes she could afford to rent with their colourful outdoor tables, pots for herbs and a view over the city that connects one’s life with the mirage of others. She enters the local park, spotting a sleepy swan and walking through the football pitch, the sour odour of wet grass after a morning shower, cherry blossoms and, finally, the main road. Coffee-shop owners have lifted the blinds up, independent stores are getting ready to do so, but the lights inside the Oldfield Tavern are off when she arrives.

She unlocks the front door and curses at the stains from last night’s dinners and spilt beer trapped inside, the smell of rotting chestnuts. The refrigerators work loudly at the back when the place has been disarmed of its primary function; that is, to host guests. Gertrude walks straight into the kitchen, where the ceiling settles high and creates an echo chamber, chopping boards are organised by colour (red for raw meat, blue for raw fish, yellow for cooked meat, brown for vegetables and green for salad and fruits), three fridges, metres of cling film and arguments about how to cut it properly so it doesn’t break into unsuitable pieces, so there is no waste at the end of the shift. Phil, the head chef, has a tender heart but no patience for those who ‘blow goods’, edible or not. His brusque cockney accent guides his team through the rush of delivering meals. He is the one who hired Gertrude and they have worked together ever since. They reached a balance between Phil’s lack of patience and Gertrude’s wittiness eventually. He taught her about the organisational rules of a kitchen – assigned stations, cleaning up after yourself, acknowledging before fulfilling an order – and she followed the pathway from polishing steamy glasses and emptying dishwashers on to peeling, chopping and frying potatoes. In the kitchen at work, Gertrude abides by the rules. Her skin has developed an oily complexion, her vision often blurs with fatigue, quiet tears flow when she finds herself alone in the pantry room, the blisters on her ankles crack open, but she hasn’t missed a single working day. She dreads orders of aïoli sauce, the method precise and the chemical equation complex, and she loves making risotto the most, one spoonful of broth at a time, the squelching sound of Parmesan cheese melting against the Arborio rice. The happy memories triggered by spotting peas in a dish.



Sundays have their own pace.

‘Is there anyone here?’

‘Sorry, coming!’ Gertrude ties an apron around her waist hastily, the thick cotton kind, dark blue with white, thin stripes, gloves tucked inside the front pocket. She signs the delivery receipt, time and date are registered carefully, and steps aside so the man she now calls by his first name can carry the squeaking, polystyrene boxes into the kitchen.

The Sunday menu is special, a selection of meat to roast, the range depending on the morning delivery. Gertrude switches the radio on, catching the breakfast show, and makes herself a bacon roll.

This is prime time in the kitchen at work.

Only the one chopping board is out, a rule is broken, and the music mingles with the chatter of the broadcasters. A toasted bun, the crunch and the light smell of bonfire, the fat from the flesh melting in her mouth.



The preparation of the meat will be down to Phil, his sous-chef and their trainee, while Gertrude is assigned to the Yorkshire puddings and cooking the vegetables. A woman’s job, her colleague added once, unsolicited. And she won’t forget. She pours flour and salt into a bowl and adds the milk slowly, stirring continuously until there are no lumps. Gertrude breaks the eggs and whisks. Her wrists work hard while her mind begins mapping out the work that needs to be done with the vegetables, the silent and unifying components of a roast. The stocklists don’t lie; since Gertrude has taken charge of the veggies, there are fewer returns. The roots make the animal whole; her cutting and baking tray spreads bring balance to the meal. Crispy but not dried, so the sprigs of thyme she has convinced Phil to buy come through with a second wave of flavours, woody and rounding out the dish.

Its Sunday roast is what makes the pub a success with families and locals. Gertrude stows the Yorkshire pudding batter away in the fridge, a clean cut of cling film to seal the bowl on top, and then begins preparing the vegetables.


a pretty girl like you,

single and working in a pub,

a waste they say, but

i sing a praise for

a pretty girl like me

to do as she pleases



The chairs slide against the wooden floor; tables creak. Casks are being checked and replaced. Pans and pots fill up with water, oil sizzles, the meat is sliced on the steel counters – the rest of the staff have joined the show and their first booking is due to arrive at noon.






3 Mathilde and Sarah


‘Since when do you smoke?’ Mathilde asks as a means of hugging her sister hello.

Sarah waited outside the pub on Oldfield Road. She feels ugly every time she declines a waiter’s invitation to order a drink – I’m waiting for someone, their body language and her interpretation. The irrational fear that they don’t believe her. Sarah could have said yes and ordered a drink, a simple agreement between a customer and waiting staff, but she wouldn’t want to choose what Mathilde will be drinking today.

‘I vape. It’s not the same.’

‘Smoking isn’t good for your condition.’

‘It’s listed as one of the risk factors. I already have the thing, so I may as well kill myself faster.’ A year ago, Sarah was diagnosed with a long-term autoimmune disease that causes chronic pains and swelling in the joints. While her life isn’t directly threatened, flare-ups are difficult to predict, and her lifestyle has needed adapting. She is learning to manage her symptoms.

Mathilde gives her sister a dead look.

‘I vape when I’m on a deadline,’ Sarah clarifies before she draws in a last breath of nicotine. She files the electronic cigarette as she would a silver pen inside her jacket pocket and drops a soft kiss on her sister’s cheek.

Challenged, Mathilde responds with a corner smile: ‘Mum has developed a hoarse voice; be careful with that stuff. Shall we?’

The thing to know about Mathilde is that she would have voiced her opinion with Agnes the same way if she was present today.

They step inside while Sarah mutters, ‘I don’t smoke. Tobacco gives me eczema.’

‘Most vape juices contain nicotine, which comes from tobacco.’

Sarah cracks her knuckles, and Mathilde rolls her eyes as she unbuttons her coat. A long olive-green parka, her fingers thread down her stomach agilely.

At the pub’s entrance, a ‘Please wait here to be seated’ sign stands, a marker pen that imitates chalk letters polices them; they stop. A quick scan through the room gives the sisters insights about the demography of lunchtime: pushchairs, greying haircuts, a low hum of background noise, the scent of bleach conceals the night before. The front of house arrives – curly hair, round glasses, average size and matching navy t-shirt and trousers – and asks if they have a reservation.

‘For two people, under the name of Mathilde Jenkins-Bell.’ She pauses, fleetingly, until she must add: ‘With an “h”. Mathilde, but spelt with an “h”.’ She enunciates each syllable slowly, but she doesn’t go into the detail of specifying each letter.

A polite smile, the soft flutter of paper menus sliding from the folder into his hands, and then he asks them to follow him. The noise changes as they walk past the kitchen, banging pots and pans and heated air, plates lined up in a row for the staff to collect and take to the tables. The smell is strong, velvety, a note of damp moss: Sunday roast is on today’s menu.



The gift of being two siblings around the table is that Sarah and Mathilde don’t need time to adjust to one another’s presence and habits. One grabs the jug and serves water to them both; the other spreads the paper napkin over her skirt (chiffon material, long, emerald colour); each takes a sip of water, and so the conversation begins.

Mathilde digs for more specifics, but only briefly. She queries the deadline her sister mentioned when they stood outside the pub, and Sarah avoids the question, saying something about submitting a chapter from her thesis to her supervisor by next Wednesday. They comment on their cousin’s divorce and note their father has been texting more regularly on the family chat recently, admitting Agnes must have had a tantrum after he failed to respond about some dinner party’s menu (particularly rude since their mother insisted it was his friend who was the one guest that followed a strict vegetarian diet). Mathilde brings up a case of sexual harassment from the local MP’s office where her partner works that has broken in the news, only to reassure Sarah that Chris has nothing to do with it and that his reputation is safe (Sarah had not asked). And they debate a few TV shows they have been watching recently, but without much enthusiasm.

They stop talking as they read through the menu. Pork belly, Bramley apple sauce for Sarah and chicken for Mathilde, bread and butter for the table. They keep their choice of roast to themselves, but Sarah unveils her appetite: ‘Can we order a side of cauliflower cheese?’

‘If you eat it, then yes,’ Mathilde replies.

Silence.

When they place the order, Mathilde asks for the cauliflower cheese. She announces the wine colour, also, when she demands two glasses of the Sauvignon Blanc, medium size. A top of ice cubes for Sarah.

The polite dance ends here, and so the anticipated monologue begins. Mathilde starts layering fabric samples over the table so Sarah can visualise her ideas for a colour scheme. ‘They are samples only,’ she repeats to fill the silence left by Sarah, who glances at the spread. Mathilde’s pupils bounce between the table, her sister and the room, worried the food might arrive any minute. ‘We still need to take the samples to the venue so we can choose a scheme that fits the location,’ she says with confidence this time.

‘The earth tone would be lovely with the barn.’

Mathilde gives her sister a brilliant, agreeing twinkle, and she continues with conjugating each verb as we. They want to modernise the decor, something ‘bohemian chic’, but also the ceremony itself. I’m cold. They don’t want something patriarchal during which only men do the talking and Mathilde is handed over like a silent prize. Please don’t make me do a speech. I wouldn’t know how to be funny. They went sampling cakes last Friday and they were all ‘to die for!’; it will be ‘literally’ impossible to choose. They will open the ceremony with a Spritz and burrata bar – smooth, explosive balls of mozzarella cheese served with beef tomatoes, wheels of sourdough bread, tumblers to serve the cocktails. Are my desires unimportant if they are different from those of my sister? The most fun part is still to come with auditioning bands, and Sarah should join them when they do. We were raised under the thunder of the same nursery rhymes.

The food arrives – an end to this linguistic feast for a happy couple and Mathilde returns to the use of the first person. ‘It hasn’t been straightforward this past year with my incident and everything, but I know that I want to marry Chris.’

‘Cheers to that,’ Sarah says cheerfully, looking Mathilde in the eyes to keep her gaze from lowering to her sister’s scarred hand.

Compared to the year before, Mathilde’s face has lengthened. The physical manifestation of a depression she works hard to hide behind the fence of a confident voice. Sarah is approaching the portion of meat carefully, putting her cutlery back on the table between each bite, slowing down her eating so she can match the tempo of her sister, whose speech is taking her attention away from her plate. The only dish Mathilde has tasted so far is the side of cauliflower; as always, a vocal approbation had followed the first forkful, which was rapidly washed away with more talking. The recipe is creamy and rich. Sarah itches to comment, to remind Mathilde that she didn’t want to order the dish in the first instance, but she is too afraid of picking an argument with her sister. On the other hand, she could remind her of how much they both love cauliflower cheese, the only thing their father can cook, except that in the Jenkins-Bell household they use Comté cheese only. ‘The result is more generous,’ their father had explained. She stops herself from interrupting Mathilde, who is still debating whether to dress the tables with flowers or plants, while swirling one of her carrots into the gravy sauce. It has thickened, an unpleasant foam appearing, the result of her snail-like speed; the dish is getting cold, and this bothers Sarah more than she would like to admit.

‘I’ll send you notes, so don’t worry too much. And, of course, a list of who you should be inviting to my hen do.’ Mathilde stops and stuffs a chunk of chicken inside her mouth – then she exhales loudly through her nostrils.

Sarah says she will go get them a glass of wine so they can have another toast. The repetition makes the intention convoluted – an echo settles between the sisters, and Mathilde eats fast while her sister heads to the bar. Her masticating is rushed and distasteful. When Sarah sits back at the table, they clink their glasses, and Mathilde switches topic.

‘I went out for a bottomless brunch near Paddington with the girls yesterday.’

Sarah swallows a large sip of wine, excluded by the tidings the girls evoke, a magpie lands on the windowsill, and Mathilde talks more. ‘The couple at the table next to us were on a first date. How wild is that?’ She pauses, then repeats: ‘Going for bottomless brunch for a first date.’

‘How do you know they were on a first date?’

‘It was obvious.’ Mathilde’s tone is sharp.

Sarah fails to find something to add quickly enough, so Mathilde continues. ‘She arrived before him. Pretty girl, long legs and beautiful red curly hair. She was wearing red lipstick and she kept taking her phone out of her pocket to check if her make-up looked good. When he arrived, she stood up, he moved forward, and they hugged awkwardly like people who have texted a lot but never met do.’ She is talking fast, smiling and moving her hands. ‘Then, when they sat back at the table,’ Mathilde lowers her voice as if she was holding a secret, ‘he asked her about her journey to the restaurant.’

They both take a sip of wine. Sarah ponders over the level of detail Mathilde absorbs from her surroundings.

‘You don’t ask your mate that,’ Mathilde sherlocks. ‘This is a typical icebreaker for when you meet a stranger.’

Sarah disagrees and they debate this briefly.

At this point, the conversation could have moved on organically, except that Sarah’s anxious instinct forbids her. She presumes her sister would seize the opportunity to ask for an update about her dating life – the worst topic – analytical in her approach, Mathilde would make Sarah feel nude and vulnerable. Instead, Sarah keeps the ball rolling: ‘Did they stay longer than you and the girls? If so, that was probably one of the longest first dates recorded on one of those applications.’

The joke falls flat. Sarah makes a mental note to remove the ‘if so’ next time. Or was the sentence too long to be funny? Mathilde is razor-sharp; our mother would sing her praises.

Mathilde responds as if her sister had shown a genuine interest; the pair always play games of chess. ‘App, Sarah. Nobody says application anymore. But they did anyway. It felt like they were having three dates in one. You know the deranged pace of meeting someone you might never see again.’ (Sarah doesn’t know, yet she is nodding like a bluffer would.) ‘They had some quick exchanges, a heated conversation, she laughed loudly, and he put his hand over hers a couple of times. It was quite sweet to watch, weirdly enough.’ She rolls her eyes, pleased with her summary, her cheeks coloured from the food and wine.

Sarah finds it gratifying that a brunch with the girls means that Mathilde spends more time people-watching than chatting with her friends. Then she worries: Does Mathilde do the same when we are together? What is going on at the table next to us? Has Mathilde noticed? Sarah doesn’t ask because Mathilde would respond.

Mathilde picks at her nails now that they have pushed their empty plates aside, waiting for them to be cleared. No dessert.

‘Anyhow, we left but they stayed on. I can’t help but wonder if they woke up in the same bed today.’ Mathilde ends her sentence with a testing tight smile, as if she had said something controversial.

The rest of the conversation follows the lives of others, with comments and opinions about friends and family members, and the afternoon moves on. The crowd at the pub renews. In the room next door, a football match has kicked off, supporters with red t-shirts wait and shout at the bar, the signal that the sisters should leave.






4 Cloe


Cloe steps on board the bus but stays downstairs. She is standing up, with one arm circling the pole, a turquoise pouch bag weighing down her left shoulder. Unkempt hair, her lipstick is fading. She rests her forehead against the cold metal. Her eyes close. She read an article about this bus route in the local newspaper once, in which a study had proven that if a chicken were to walk the same path that this bus follows, then the animal would arrive at its destination before the double-decker. Cloe devours the papers, a preference for the local gazettes and their peculiar life testimonies, itching with envy because of a bittersweet dream of a career as a staff writer for a renowned magazine. She earns a salary writing copy for various websites and marketing newsletters instead. She is a talented copywriter and can sell a wide range of products, a useful skill rooted in regrets. Today, she is travelling between her favourite part of London and the one in which she lives, a journey during which she has spent more time than she would dare say wondering how the chicken piece came to be written and published. Cloe wouldn’t confess this, but it must baffle her that she can’t secure a commission when there is a budget for editing and publishing articles about chickens racing with London buses. Did they time an actual chicken as they herded the animal along the roads? Presumably not. Drivers honk, cyclists give the finger to black cabs, cars overtake bikes. They must have agreed an average pace for the chicken and applied the figure to the distance involved instead. How does one determine an average? How much data makes a sample a reliable representative for the whole? Unanswered questions keep her alert. Cloe’s toes flex inside her shoes, anchoring, stabilising her feet as the bus makes its way through engineering works and traffic lights. She would not want to trip over.

The rain cleared the sky earlier this morning, brilliant blue and full of undisturbed sightseeing opportunities. Her thoughts would have unleashed if she had sat comfortably upstairs. Here they come in waves, acid reflux and suspicions – What did I do last night?



As a young athlete, Cloe trained six days a week. A mixture of Pilates classes and runs before school, raw eggs and protein powder shakes for breakfast; supervised sessions at the swimming pool afterwards; and Héloïse drove her to competitions at the weekend. Cloe’s mother fulfilled the role of being both her cheerleader and harshest critic, until everything ended.

The 400 metres freestyle race is where Cloe took risks, her favourite distance to pair crawls and breaststrokes, the latter movement being her strongest. She found her thrill up and down the pool lanes. The butterfly stroke highlighted the weakness in the right arm she had broken on a swing when she was little, as well as her indecision (in her mother’s words) as Cloe failed over and over to find a rhythm between raising her head at the second or third stroke, and backstrokes bored her. Braided hair, purple swimsuit with a white star featured above her right hip, hair clips to keep her vision unobstructed, and waterproof glitters spread over her eyelids to remind the judges they were girls when they pulled their bodies out of the water. Only girls, despite the goggles that sucked their blood. They wore colourful caps that matched the elastics of their braces, the intention to pop, until they were thundered by the spotlight they had shone over their insecurities.

Cloe won her first medal in a 100-metre breaststroke race, ‘Rebellion (Lies)’ by Arcade Fire blasting inside the local swimming pool, chlorine flaking skins and children screaming between their hands. She dislocated her left shoulder, stubborn with the butterfly strokes she hated doing, fears she would never be this good again, until the injury healed. The speed of a teenager’s life. Voltarol gel, homeopathic pills, water bottles advertising the highest rates of magnesium and calcium minerals, food supplements, a strict diet and a meticulous sleeping timetable. Cloe’s calves have thinned since she walked out of the pool for the last time – the end of a systematic practice, breathing every two strokes, her body the conductor for achievement before her team’s ambitions, and a denied puberty. These girls whom she used to shadow every day – changing-room chats. She has close to no contact with them these days, the meaningless likes on their social media posts aside, the occasional comment or message around their respective birthdays, each one of them spread across the country and abroad. Only one of them kept up with the practice of competitive swimming, and this saddens Cloe.

Silence leaves room for interpretation, not for forgiving.



Cloe exits the bus at an early stop and inhales the sweet fragrance of melons, followed by a row of colourful crates – aubergines (white and purple), asparagus, radishes, apples (Gala, Golden Delicious, Granny Smith), juicing oranges, tangerines and red plums. Her ability to focus is a skill she owes to athletic training. The chicken and the route ahead were useful distractions against the flashbacks from last night that have started running through her mind. Dancing shoes. Disco lights and beaming smiles between blinding flashes, faces close up. Too close. A drench of guilt, shame. Cloe heads to the coffee shop, where she meanders around the counter of baked goods before stopping longingly in front of the Danish pastries – crispy, golden, square, with a bleeding sticky heart of cherries, an unusual craving for her savoury inclination. The coffee machine works loudly and repeatedly behind the counter, yet she turns away empty-handed. Her stomach flips, bitten nails with the skin around them dry. She enters the corner shop next door and snatches a can of Coke from the large refrigerator.

‘And two Millionaire scratch cards, please.’ Cloe pays and waits for the cards.

The woman lowers her spectacles and heads to the other end of the counter. Her lips mutter with small movements, her aquiline nose performing a slow dance behind each breath.

The wait draws the ghost of Héloïse, who bought packets of Marlboro Red cigarettes every few days. And two Millionaire scratch cards; one for herself and one for Cloe, except that she always handed over the lighter to her daughter so Cloe could scratch both cards on their behalf. Spare change for a house by the sea, Héloïse would say with confidence, the cigarette ash long like an eel. She never looked back at Cloe when they stepped inside the fire-proof hallway of the council building where they lived. I cannot have you stink of chlorine for the rest of your life. Children should swim wild, she added as she washed her hands with the posh orange and geranium soap she had bought with the spare change. Three rounds of foam against the persistence of yellow fingers, tobacco tattooing Héloïse despite her imagination.



The pond on the other side of the road is a sought-after location in the neighbourhood, the ducks well-fed and the benches consistently warm from the first school bells to dusk. Cloe passes the grey heron’s nest where the path narrows down, elevating herself on tiptoe, jumping from one rock to another between puddles until she arrives at her chosen, hidden corner of the common. She drops under the Holm oak tree. Evergreen, this is her favourite place to think. She scratches the cards first, a prize of £6 is attached to one but the other is void; she has paid back the expense of buying them at least, she smiles briefly. She has cracked the code – the cash she thought they had won as a family before, the money they would splash inside TK Maxx, was in fact the reimbursement of a loan they had taken at the corner shop beforehand. Vicious lifestyle, circles, continuity.

Cloe goes through her stuff: a leather wallet, all her cards present and filed away; a pack of tissues and one bottle of hand sanitiser; pink lipstick and the keys to her flat are in her bag. She palms her phone inside the pocket of her jacket, then she reaches for a receipt in the other, eager for a clue, if the date wasn’t from two weeks ago. The ink stamp on her wrist has washed off, a distinguishable circle, but the letters aren’t legible enough to reassure her. The postcode on her card statement is from south of the river, SE15, or where she woke up and took the bus this morning. The ground is wet, tears run down her cheeks.

Time to go home.



The way back is brightened by the sight of bluebells. Bees return to London and the local elections are due next week.

I mean to care. I meant to read the leaflets so I could pick my candidate, one that would listen, so I would feel involved enough to be heard. Héloïse says that to make a lie disappear one should tell it plenty of times, so it becomes real. But I didn’t come home last night.

Cloe returns to the coffee shop where she had stopped earlier and heads straight to the till. The chocolate bars are stored underneath: 75% dark, orange and geranium flavour. She taps her card and pays with the loan from the scratch cards she keeps safe in her pocket. Cloe has worked out the maths in favour of her gain, a fable to cast away consequences.

When she finally arrives home, Massimo, an overnight-hungry pet, greets her. She serves half a tin of cat food inside his bowl, her stomach lifts and she grabs her phone. She presses the contact name, stands still as the ringing tone triggers a shiver down her spine, a ghost taps her shoulder and the voicemail drums in.

‘Hey, Mum, can you please call me back?’ She hangs up and goes to hide under the duvet, a childish cover with sailing boats and a single pillow. Cloe bites into the chocolate bar as the clocks approach their peak: noon.






5 Gertrude, Mathilde and Sarah


A member of the kitchen staff called in sick. Colleagues distrust the story, a form of reckoning the morning after Saturday night. Phil burnt himself within the first hour of cooking, the line derails, and Gertrude’s shift lengthens by the second. Paper scraps with food orders scribbled on them pile up on the counter, the small bell rings as soon as a new plate is ready and placed under a heating lamp, until one of the waitstaff collects it. Tea towels are layered over their shirtsleeves to protect the skin on their forearms. Watch your back. The tone is friendly before one o’clock, and increasingly hastened as the afternoon meets hands with the evening. The smell of melting butter. They run out of pork belly, the information filters through slowly and a customer complains before a colleague could strike-through the dish on the chalkboard. Beef falls next, and the team serves chicken and vegetarian roasts as long as stocks last; after that, it will be chips for everyone or nothing.

Gertrude wonders what she would hear if the brouhaha at the pub were to be broken down into comprehensible conversations. She imagines that she would pick up the newly famous word ‘partygate’, replacing what was called a government once, or the square c-words that paralyse with fear, ‘climate change’, or ‘cost-of-living crisis’, or the more individual causes such as health and stories of doctors’ waiting lists, dating apps or nursery school fees and enrolment paperwork. Out of desire, the frustration caused by her shifts and the scorching air inside the kitchen, she imagines the lives of the people she serves food to. She knows someone is celebrating their birthday from the two cardboard boxes that are stored in the kitchen’s fridge – one with three different layers of chocolate and the other with a Victoria sponge cake (with blackcurrant jam) inside – a reminder for the pub owners that the dessert menu needs rethinking, Gertrude tells Phil. Sticky toffee pudding, caramelised sugar for the toffs, tough under the teeth, sweet and sticky; the sound of it repulses, a pudding more than a dessert. ‘They have come to eat out. They want dessert, Chef,’ Gertrude argues with Phil. His response focuses on the rising cost of goods, utilities and taxes: ‘Gas and the use of the ovens must be regulated and kept to a minimum,’ he adds authoritatively. Gertrude’s solution is a panna cotta; she emphasises the words, insisting on the doubled letters. Panna cotta, she repeats softly, the glutenous texture that will remind customers of their childhood; poached rhubarb to make them see pink, a leaf of basil on top to win them over. ‘Easy,’ she concludes. Phil says there is no budget, adamant and losing patience, and clicks his tongue: it must be sticky toffee pudding, served with a scoop of vanilla ice-cream, or the ice-cream on its own, or nothing.
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