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1


ELAINE PATTED her furry mound as if it were a dog’s noggin and said, “Good girl.” In a shaft of the day’s declining light she lay on the bed in a dramatic—almost poetic—recline, head sunken amongst the pillows, body heavy and flung apart, a golden glow upon her face. Outside, a fuzzy drizzle fell, as it had fallen all day, intensifying the mugginess of the bedroom, dampening the sheets, thickening the smells. Praised enough, the mound was gently stroked in an absent-minded way, pubic hair slicked, then boinging back up as the hand brushed over it. The room was finally still and quiet; all the buzzing and muttering and squelching was over, and both women fell into separate places of contemplation. For Elaine, it was a feeling of sleepiness, drained as she was by the repeated pulses of ecstasy. For Frances, this was nothing but a brief period of bodily respite because Elaine was finally—though never permanently—satisfied. She sat on the edge of the bed with her hands on her knees, aware that behind her Elaine was petting herself in the strangely self-congratulatory way she was accustomed to after sex—as if her vagina alone had done all the work—but Frances’ mind was already elsewhere. Normally by now she would be covering herself—joggers, shorts, bathrobe, beach towel, bedsheet, anything—following her outstretched arm in the direction of a cold beer, but today she didn’t move, and suddenly, in a moment of uncharacteristic perceptiveness, Elaine’s hand paused mid-pet as she said, “Are you okay, babe? Is something wrong? You’re just sitting there.”


“I’m fine,” Frances said.


But Frances was not fine. All day she had been troubled—more troubled today than yesterday, but not as troubled as tomorrow, as is the way with problems we think we can ignore, wishing them away, but they refuse, and grow, double, quadruple. In a strange way it had been useful to have the distraction of a dilemma, something else to focus on throughout the day as Elaine whittered and bored her with stories and thoughts and endless enthusiasm. A letter had arrived which had so occupied her mind, she had managed to survive the whole ordeal—brunch, shopping, drinks, the movies—so utterly consumed with worry that Elaine might as well not have been there. It said a lot about Elaine that she had not noticed anything was wrong. Even as they had tumbled through the door and Elaine had scooped up Frances and spun her round, because Elaine seemed to live in a permanent Lindy hop, Frances’ eyes had landed repeatedly on the letter, propped up against an empty picture frame on the hallway sideboard, so that as she went round and round, looking over Elaine’s shoulder, she saw it repeatedly, like a message flashing before her: “You’re fucked. You’re fucked. You’re fucked.” She was amazed—proud, even—that she had managed to concentrate enough to have sex but, to be fair, her body and tongue were so well trained she could have done it semiconscious. She had done so many times before.


Elaine poked Frances with her big toe. “You don’t seem fine,” she sagely observed. “What’s wrong?”


Oh, where to begin? Frances sighed theatrically. She most certainly was not going to confide in Elaine about her problems, not when Elaine was a problem in herself, another issue Frances had been trying to “sort out.” Elaine was of course completely unaware that Frances had been thinking of dumping her, that she had in fact tried many times, but somehow it always went wrong. They would meet in a pub or a park and Frances would steel herself, take a deep breath, and say the words, “Look, Elaine, we need to talk,” but Elaine either mocked her or changed the subject or—worse still—took it as a joke: “I know, it’s about time we did something else with our mouths,” then suddenly they’d be kissing, and a short while later they’d mysteriously appear back at the flat, lurching in bed, and Frances would be left wondering what the hell had happened. But she knew the answer: She’d heard of men being led by their cocks and here she was being led by her clit, brainlessly and helplessly, like a shopping trolley dragged about. This fact made her bubble in self-hate, self-pity, and she resented Elaine even further for causing it. “Just back off, will you,” she often wanted to say, but before she knew it, her groin would be overheating, as if it had been plugged in for too long and needed to expel some energy, and then she couldn’t remember what she’d been saying. I’m at its mercy, she thought glumly, looking down at it. She laughed when comedians and frustrated husbands complained about women having low sex drives. They’d obviously never met the likes of Elaine.


Sitting on the edge of the bed, with the letter in the hallway and Elaine behind her, Frances felt imprisoned in the situation: no way out, no help, no suggestions. She owed money to a dealer for drugs Elaine still had no idea about. And although this was a dealer she had known for many years—one she would even say she liked—everyone has their limits, and he had evidently grown impatient. The debt had been slow to accrue but accrue it had, and over the past few weeks he had sent messages, left voicemails, and generally probed her to commit to repayment. Only one thing to do: She ignored him. She didn’t have the money. And the longer she ignored him, the more threatening the messages became. Not that he wanted to—she could hear it in his voice when he said, “Don’t make me do this”—but he had a reputation to uphold, she supposed, and quite possibly owed the money onwards, to whatever boss was above him in the complex hierarchy drug dealers operated in. Then, today, she had received the letter, if it could be called that: a scruffy note which simply read, “Remember, I know where you live,” hand-delivered without a knock at the door or a word uttered through the letterbox. She’d scoffed when she first read it—it seemed so overdramatic—but very quickly the truth of the fact sank in and her incredulity was replaced with this horrible, haunted dread. He knew where she lived. She put it on the sideboard where it blended in amongst the pile of junk mail and was better hidden than in the wastepaper basket, which Elaine frequently emptied as part of her efforts at homeliness, a gradual filtering-in of herself, like leaving her toothbrush behind or buying slippers for the both of them. And throughout the day Frances had imagined it there, waiting for her, full of threat, and now she thought of it again as Elaine hummed and the rain smeared the window with fat, clownish tears. Elaine poked her big toe into Frances’ right buttock again and she leapt up, as if bitten, and started pulling on some discarded and dishevelled clothes from the floor.


“Where are you going?” Elaine whined.


“We don’t have any beer.”


Elaine watched with her typical head-tilt of amusement as Frances struggled to get arms in sleeves and legs in trousers, a hurried little dance resulting in much hopping and stumbling. “We have wine, you know,” she said. “I brought some with me—it’s in the fridge. And there’s that ginger beer from when I last stayed over.”


“I want a real beer.” Frances stood up and quickly brushed her hair. “No bother—I’ll be back in a little while.”


As she turned, Elaine was still smirking, shaking her head side to side in fondness at her girlfriend’s quirkiness. Frances stepped out of the bedroom into the smell of a sumptuous, garlicky stew coming from the kitchenette, suddenly and deeply wishing she could just sit alone with it, a chianti for company, and a spliff as fat as a frankfurter. She stuffed her feet into her boots. “Funny Frances. Don’t be too long,” Elaine called as the door to the flat swung shut.


Frances sprinted down the five flights of stairs to the ground floor, then swept out through the door, the wind barging into her like a spirit, blasting her hair, jacket, and shoulder bag outward as if ready for flight. The end of spring, and the weather was its usual calamity, pleasant one day, wild the next, newly formed leaves no sooner yawned into life than ripped from the branches by a morning storm. People dressed with the eccentricity of uncertainty: shorts, raincoat, trainers. Or Wellingtons, T-shirt, sunglasses. Unopened umbrellas carried with trepidation in a gale, hoping there would not be a spot of rain lest a jousting match begin, but no worry, suddenly the sun appears, and they all become hot and foolish, umbrella dangling from a hooked arm or shoved, with a jumper, into a carrier bag. You’d think they’d all be used to it, as this was the constant quandary of true British weather—in any season, on any day, at any moment—but instead there existed a state of befuddlement and tardiness, forever caught off-guard by whatever happened next, as if weather had never happened before.


Frances cupped a cigarette with her hand and attempted to light it. With a well-timed flick of her thumb in a brief lull amidst the gales, she succeeded and inhaled three times, deeply, in quick succession. Bliss. Then she strode round the corner and pulled out her phone.


“You’re alive, then,” Dom’s voice answered. “Wise of you to call.”


“I got your note,” she said bitterly. “Dom, you’ve known me for years—was it really necessary? I’m well aware of how the land lies.”


“Hey. I can’t make special allowances for you, you know that. This has been going on too long. I don’t want it to be this way but you’re not helping me. You’re not helping yourself.”


She sighed. “Where are you?”


“You got something for me?”


“No, I need something from you.”


He scoffed, “You’re unbelievable.”


“I know. Just a twenty-bag of bud. Last time, I promise. Where are you?”


“Getting in my car.” A brief silence followed. Then, tetchily, “Okay, fine. Jesus, the shit I take from you. The usual place in fifteen.”


“Thanks, Dom.”


“Yeah, whatever.”


He hung up.


The usual place was a metal bench in a tiny nook set back from the main road where a few bedraggled flowers and a bin for dog shit was somehow supposed to form a vista of relaxation. The road was only a few metres away; buses stopped, stinking up the puddles, growling to be underway, and cyclists slid along cautiously beside them, one foot on the pavement. She was early, so she sat on the frigid bars and smoked. A small plaque was screwed into the back-rest, if it could be called that. Frances knew what it said: IN MEMORY OF JANE HOPSON-SMITH. She often wondered, as she sat here, what Ms. Hopson-Smith had done in life to upset her relatives so much that they doomed her name to this place where flies buzzed by the bin and cigarette ends poked out between the petunias. The traffic moved off. She watched expressionlessly as cars and taxis sloshed by, and she wondered what Elaine was doing—not a caring thought, more a sense of fretful inescapability, like wondering what work the next day would bring. She might still be in bed, waiting, stroking, preparing to go again. Frances shuddered and lit another cigarette. Finally, Dom appeared, hurrying as usual, arms straight and stiff, as fists plunged into pockets and shoulders hunched up to his ears like a vulture. He raised his eyebrows once in greeting and sat down beside her.


Dom was the type of person who had never learnt how to be friendly but in spite of this had managed to cultivate a certain appeal. Not quite charm, more like when you pat your lap and a cat shuns you, making you want it even more. His name was connected to a myth, an urban legend: Apparently he kept a huge collection of guns stored in an old wine cellar, laid down in rows and rows amongst a few hundred bottles of Dom Pérignon. She didn’t know his real name and she’d never dared ask him if it were true. His eyes, though tight and low and almost always looking at the ground, lit like flares exploded behind them. She supposed he was handsome, in a way, attracted as she was to the darker side of life, and she liked how, when he smoked, he exhaled through his wide mouth and long nose simultaneously, so that it engulfed him. It made him look like a young dragon, still learning its dragony ways. She couldn’t help wanting to be kidnapped or whisked away by someone like him. She could turn the bottles of champagne and live in the cellar, like a little Gollum. It sounded quite peaceful.


He pulled a small carton of orange juice from his pocket, stabbed the straw into it, and started sucking. They finished their respective indulgences in silence and after a couple of minutes each lobbed the remnants—dog end, scrunched carton—into the litter bin, then they sat with their elbows on their knees. Dom produced a small bag, which he slid into her jacket pocket.


“You’ve got a fuckin’ cheek, you know that?” he said.


She nodded in reply and looked around. Having procured what she wanted, she wished she could get up and walk away, or better still, vanish in a puff of smoke. But a conversation had to be had. It was unavoidable now.


“I’m sorry,” she muttered. “I don’t know how it happened. It just got out of hand.”


“That’s exactly how it always happens, you fool.” He shook his head and glanced sideways at her. “It’s not like I can show you special treatment. Not any more than I have done already. Why should anything be different for you? I know you think because we know each other there should be other rules, but you’re wrong, okay? We’re not mates. I haven’t got your back. You’re not fucking special, and I’ve covered for you enough, just to bide you some time, but I’ve had enough now—get me? I’m done waiting. I want my money. I fucking need it.”


She nodded and looked at the floor like a scolded child.


“Two grand,” he said. “You’ve got until next Saturday. That gives you just over a week to get it. Capiche?”


She nodded again. It seemed futile to plead for more time, to say she didn’t have any money, to ask for him to understand: He’d given her weeks already, he knew she didn’t have any money, and he completely understood. But it was her problem, and it was for her to figure out, and figure out quickly, or else.


“Look,” he said. “You know I like you. I know you. You’re okay. You’re cool. But if I don’t get it, I’m calling Betty, and her and the Ladies will pay you a visit. You know what I’m saying?”


She nodded. She could not know it, but he did in fact go easier on her than anyone else, purely because he mistook her for being several years younger than she actually was, taking pity on her smallness, her vulnerability, her lowered eyes of a desperation tinged with hope, as if searching for dropped coins. Such an appearance certainly had its advantages even if she didn’t realise it. Other customers would have had their genitals burnt in a straightening iron by now, such was Betty’s speciality.


“Right, well.” He stood up and tapped her foot with his shoe. “Don’t take the piss, okay? Not anymore. I’ll be calling each day, and you can avoid me if you like, you can hide away and pretend you don’t hear me, but if I don’t get my money, they’re coming round, you hear?” She didn’t need to nod this time. He said, “Good,” then he was gone.


She felt relieved because it was over, yet she knew he meant every word. And she had met Betty once a few years ago, at a similar location to this and for similar reasons. Betty had been drunk, bragging about how she and the Ladies had clamped a cold hair straightener between a woman’s legs, then tied her thighs together and switched it on. “Burnt her flaps so bad they stuck to it,” she’d yelled. “Bitch screamed like a whore on hump day.”


“You’re fucked up,” Dom had said.


“Got you the money, didn’t I?”


After this, Frances had found it difficult to forget Betty.


She dove into the off-licence and grabbed two four-packs of beer. The rain had ceased, and the shop windows and coats of the customers were drenched with steam. The sun had vanished behind the mishmash of houses, and streetlights blinked with uncertainty. She joined the small queue and wondered what to do. She had no savings. The bank would hardly help her; even if she lied about the reason, she’d been overdrawn for years and clearly lived hand-to-mouth—they’d refused her several times before. She had no family to ask for help, no one to turn to. Frances was the sort of person who accumulated incredibly short, intense relationships that ended explosively, beyond repair, way beyond salvaging a friendship. And it would not have mattered if she did have friends or family; none of them would have known about her debt, because she wouldn’t have told any of them: It was way beyond shame, simply unthinkable. Some secrets become so normal in ourselves it does not occur to us to share them. She stepped forwards in the queue. Her drug and alcohol use had for a long time dallied on the line of social acceptability. In the eyes of her employer, her colleagues, her so-called friends and even her exgirlfriends, Frances smoked some weed and drank some booze, more than most, perhaps, but not cause for concern. People, Frances had discovered, tended to excuse even the most blatant of hints when it came to substance abuse—red eyes, the waft of old whisky, unexplained exhaustion, grey skin—because they didn’t want to see it, as if it were a contagious problem that acknowledgement would pass to them. So people either saw nothing or said nothing, or both. And to be fair, they were not witness to the troubling times; they might see the fourth glass of wine during dinner but they did not see the vodka at three a.m. She did not drink to quench a physical craving but to quell the edginess, the vividness, the feeling she’d always had that she couldn’t cope. She remembered a game she had played as a child, squinting until her vision was blurry, seeing how tightly she could squeeze her eyes and still be able to read, the strange feeling of security that came from it, a sort of distance, a disassociation with reality. Eyes wide open in adulthood, it seemed her senses were too sensitive; sights and sounds startled her, the very essence of being human seemed to be just too much, too raw. It was as if she were missing some protective layer of epidermis everyone else seemed to have been born with. She marvelled at all these people walking around each day, getting on with life, and she wondered how they managed it. So she still sought the squinting game; a few drinks in and she felt it happening, felt herself sinking back in her brain, some bare and basic part taking over the levers of her words and actions whilst she observed as if through a telescope. From here, she was safe, she could even absorb the minutiae, the details. She could cope with them, feel them, appreciate them. The shimmer of water, the angles of walls and buildings, a kingfisher shooting above a sugilite stream. Inebriated, she was not overwhelmed by them; she was as calm and remote as an orbiting moon. But this—all of this—was impossible to explain to anyone, so she chose to be unknown rather than misunderstood, which of course meant she was both.


What to do? There were the short-term loan companies which seemed all chummy and helpful but turned into a vicious Fagin the moment you owed them a penny. She could ask, again, for extra shifts at work, but they always said no—the place was struggling enough; she should just be grateful to still have a job, as they continually told her—or she could look for work elsewhere, but there wasn’t time, not anymore. The shop door beeped loudly as another customer entered, and the horrible noise suddenly sparked an appalling idea. It was in fact such an unthinkable thought, such an abhorrent suggestion, that Frances felt herself physically backing away from it, as if it had appeared in the air before her, as if she wanted to hold up her hands and beg, “No, please, there must be another way.” But there wasn’t. She was out of time and out of ideas. She paid for the beers and skulked slowly home in a new and unexpected rain, the bag swinging from one hand, a can clutched in the other, a perfect picture of resignation.


Elaine greeted her at the door wearing a face of concern and nothing else.


“You were gone a long time.” She furrowed her brow. “Where have you been?”


“I got talking in the shop.”


Elaine’s brow shifted to an isolated raise: “You got talking? Pull the other one. Funny Frances doesn’t chat, we all know this.”


Frances brushed past her to the kitchenette, opened herself another beer, and stuck the rest in the fridge. Elaine sauntered back to the bedroom, leaving the door open.


“Do you want a beer?” Frances called.


“I wish you’d tell me what’s wrong,” Elaine yelled back. “I can tell, you know. I’m not stupid.”


How ironic that she finally had Elaine’s attention yet was, because of her decision, no longer in a position to ditch the woman. And she realised now, almost laughing, that she should have dumped her after sex, when Elaine was dozy and compliant. Just slide her out the door—“Off you go, bye-bye now”—and toss her clothes out after her. She had never thought of it before, and now it was too late. In the kitchenette she downed her beer and leant against the oven. She looked around the place—the mottled sideboard, the lumpy cushions, shelves full of shells and magazines, books piled upon the floor within arm’s reach of the sofa—as if it all were a beloved’s face she would not see for a long time, as if she were going to war. She thought of luxurious freedoms—an empty bed, space to stretch out as she read, bowls of soup alone with her wine—and in her mind she waved them all goodbye. The train of possibility departed; farewell, dear friend. Then she downed her beer, poured two vodkas, added ice, squeezed lemon juice, threw in some tonic water, and stirred them with the handle of a used teaspoon. Back in the bedroom, Elaine was sitting up with her legs crossed like a yogi, facing the open doorway. Another person might have looked spiritual and lovely in such a pose, but Elaine looked obscene. Why did she seem to be perpetually peeling open? Frances often felt like she wanted to fold her back in and zip her closed. She handed her the drink and stood back, almost out of the room.


“Elaine,” she said, and prayed for a sudden miracle to intervene. It didn’t. “Would you like to move in with me?”


Elaine swallowed. Then, slowly, as if the question were gradually permeating the layers of her mind until—ping—making sense, her jaw dropped, eyes widened, brow lifted. She stayed a moment in this prolonged gormless pause then said, “Oh my God. Are you serious?”


Handed a get-out—the chance to pretend it was a joke, carry on as before, find some other solution—Frances said nothing, then heard her voice sombrely reply, “Of course.”


Two broken glasses and a squeal later, Frances found herself on the living room floor. Elaine had leapt from the bed and launched herself—as if falling down stairs, all arms and legs waving—out of bed and straight at Frances, whose smaller size and unpreparedness meant she was unable, as ever, to defend herself against the sudden onslaught of a hyper Elaine. The nude body wriggled heavily on top of her as frantic pecking commenced; her chin, her cheeks, her neck, her lips. “Yes, yes, yes, yes, yes,” Elaine squeaked between kisses. “Yes, yes, yes, yes …”


This was worse than Frances had expected, and she had expected something ridiculous. Pinned beneath Elaine’s behemoth weight, smothered by her girlfriend’s strangely masculine bulk—now, apparently, cohabiting—she felt helpless. Her mind flashed back to many nature programmes where a poor animal—an antelope or mouse or sparrow—would be caught and held for a few gratuitous moments before the jaws came in for the kill. Elaine reared up like a praying mantis.


“When? When shall I move in?” Her voice sounded deeper than normal, as if she were slightly choking. Tears trembled in her eyes. “When? When?”


“Um.” Frances gasped for breath. “As soon as possible, really. I suppose.”


And Elaine looked down upon her from way up there, the undersides of her breasts glistening moistly, then she smiled, and laughed, and said, “I love you, baby,” before swooping down, open-mouthed, hungry again.


FRANCES HAD, with naïve optimism, assumed Elaine would need some time to pack, little appreciating that Elaine had been waiting and hoping for this moment and as such had already planned for the occasion just as a would-be bride plans her wedding cake (five tiers, gold frosting; Elaine could practically taste it). She was living with her parents, which Frances for some reason saw as a little bedroom with a few clothes and nick-nacks, not realising that Elaine had her own private annexe with a garden, terrace, and driveway. She was aware that Elaine “came from money”—if she hadn’t, this whole absurd situation would never have occurred—but she was not aware how much, wealthiness being an abstract concept to Frances, practically fictional. She assumed Elaine’s parents owned something like a comfortable four-bed semi with rectangular flower beds and a wooden patio set. She had no idea about the paddocks, pool, and pagoda. In Frances’ mind only lottery winners and the royal family lived like that, and besides, Elaine spoke with an almost common accent, dropping t’s hither and thither. Elaine had always been very closed-lipped about her background, and so Frances was somewhat surprised the following day, when, at about eight p.m., just as the hangover had begun to wear off, Elaine turned up with a standing lamp and a Kitchen-Aid mixer.


“Elaine?” Frances squinted at her, as if she were a stranger. “It’s late—what are you doing here?”


“Ta da! I’m moving in. You did say right away, and it’s the weekend, so why not? Take this, will you”—she held out the lamp—“and budge aside; this thing weighs a ton.” She heaved the mixer into the flat.


Frances stood still, holding the lamp and watching whilst Elaine bustled in and out, bringing up boxes and dumping them in a pile in the living room. “There’s no rush,” she started to say, but Elaine didn’t hear her; she hummed and chattered and plonked kisses on Frances’ forehead as she passed. Frances felt a growing dismay as the boxes formed a mound, then a mountain, obscuring her view of the television from the bedroom.


“I won’t be able to start unpacking ’til tomorrow,” Elaine said, opening a few, peeping inside, rummaging around. “I need to go home tonight to talk to my folks. They are not happy about this, I can tell you.”


“But they haven’t even met me yet. How can it be a problem?”


“Baby, that is the problem.”


She pulled out what looked to Frances like a black snake that had swallowed a lot of marbles. “Anal beads,” Elaine said, waggling them about. “This is my box of tricks. I’m taking it straight to the bedroom,” and Frances watched, aghast, as Elaine struggled to lift it, then carried it off with a wink and a chuckle.


Oh, dear Lord, thought Frances. She followed her through to the bedroom, where Elaine had already opened a drawer and was looking at the mess inside as if to say, “Really?” She opened another and was greeted by a similar sight. “Honestly, babe,” she said, closing them both, “you keep the flat so tidy on the surface but behind every door there’s a disorganised shambles—it’s like you’re living inside a metaphor of yourself.” She patted Frances’ cheek as she brushed by her again. “We’ll have to reorganise some of the cupboards to make way for my things,” she chirruped.


Frances was still holding the lamp. She caught sight of herself in the bedroom mirror. She looked like a sort of shell-shocked soldier, standing to attention, lamp at arm’s-length. She carried it to the hallway and shoved it into a corner, then approached her girlfriend.


“Elaine, you can take your time, you know. I didn’t mean you had to move in right away, this instant.”


“I know. But I don’t see any point in hanging about. I want to be here, with you, and it’s so exciting. We’re roommates now! Tomorrow we’ll have to celebrate. I’ll buy us some champagne, shall I? And get us a takeaway, and we can spend all evening in bed—how does that sound? You never know, maybe we’ll make our way through that box in there,” and she winked again. She’s only joking, Frances reassured herself, Please, please tell me she’s only joking.


Elaine put her arms around Frances’ shoulders and looked down at her, smiling. “It’s going to be like a dream come true,” she said, then she kissed Frances’ nose and gave her the look—the slight tilt of the head, narrowing of the eyes, a lift to the edge of the mouth—to which Frances quickly replied, “God, Elaine, I’m so tired, I’m sorry.”


“No matter.” Elaine kissed her again. “You’ll need your rest. I’d better be going anyway and face the fallout with the ’rents. You’re going to have to meet them soon, you know. Mummy will need to know her princess is living in a way she is accustomed to. They’ll want to check you’re not a serial killer or anything.”


“I know,” Frances said.


“I’ll be off now but I’ll see you in the morning. Sweet dreams, sweetpea,” and she blew a succession of kisses. “Love you.”


Frances stared at the boxes, already emitting an Elaine-smell into the air, and the mixer, which took up two-thirds of the kitchen sideboard. It was only a small flat, but it seemed to have shrunk, swamped as it was with so much Elaine. She wondered where on earth all this stuff was going to go. Straight out the window, ideally. Then she went to the bedroom and stood in the doorway, staring warily at Elaine’s box of tricks on the bed, as if it contained an awful and unpredictable trickery, like a macabre jack-in-the-box was about to leap out. She slowly stepped forwards and lifted a flap with the tip of her forefinger, peering inside. She immediately wished she hadn’t: a huge multicoloured tangle of shafts and leads and ropes and pointy things and circular things and the stench of rubber. She closed it, dumped it on the floor, and slid it into a corner with her foot. Then she turned to the wardrobe, opened it, reached at the back, and pulled out a different box: small and wooden and engraved with a heart. She sat on the edge of the bed.


In amongst the other items was a champagne cork, dated in Biro—almost two years ago. She sniffed it but it smelled of nothing now. She clasped it in her palm and closed her eyes, as if saying a prayer, then, returning the cork, she carried the box into the hallway and opened the airing-cupboard door. Reaching inside, she felt around to the left, beyond the dustpan and brush and a broken broom, where she knew there was a little hollow. She kissed the box and slid it inside. Hidden. Safe.


She wandered back into the living room and faced the towering boxes. The deranged face of a Furby poked out of one, staring at her. She had the eerie feeling that her home was not her own anymore. It was not a nice feeling.


A spliff and a bowl of stew—smoking with one hand, spooning with the other—the bowl snug in her lap; she sighed. Dom had messaged twice already and she had replied that all was in hand. She ate her meal slowly, like it was the Last Supper, relishing every mouthful. It was not to be a permanent arrangement—heaven forbid—and soon she’d be free of her for good, but in the meantime, she sensed not doom exactly, but some difficulties heading her way, and she savoured each drag, each flavour, all the more because of it. A trial was imminent, and it was called Elaine.
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LIFE HAD A HABIT of getting out of control whenever Frances made a decision, and she usually had no idea how it happened. Like the time she decided to take driving lessons and found herself in an affair with the tutor, fucking for the whole two hours down a muddy lane, him tilting the mirrors this way and that, until a year later, when the wife found out, and Frances realised she’d spent hundreds of pounds effectively paying for sex because she sure as hell hadn’t learnt to drive. And like when she decided to take evening meditation classes and accidentally burnt the hall down when she flicked a cigarette and it went sailing, unnoticed, in through the open window. She always found herself standing and staring at what was unfolding before her, watching the disaster, the fallout, the flames, knowing it was her fault but unsure quite how or why. And so it was now, with Elaine moving in. It had somehow gotten out of control, and all she could do was watch.


She had, with unfounded optimism, presumed Elaine would be like a rent-paying pot plant, taking up a corner. She recalled the command in the classroom during colouring-in: Do not go outside of the lines. She assumed Elaine would instinctively obey this, and stay within the boundaries pre-set by Frances, keep herself neat and tucked away. It would still be Frances’ home, Frances’ flat; Elaine would exist in designated areas, a drawer here, a shelf there, that was it. Surprise turned quickly to despondency: She’d had no idea that Elaine had so much stuff, nor that the stuff would appear en masse the very next evening, nor that rapidly the day after that, more boxes would arrive, only to be enthusiastically emptied, many items—often ghastly—held aloft as if not seen for decades. What could she do but watch as these were then carried around and placed on shelves, critically observed, moved, rearranged, Elaine tapping her forefinger on her chin, scrutinising. What could she do but flop on the sofa, eating Cutie clementines and drinking lager, a dumb audience to the performance, which continued into the afternoon. Occasionally Elaine would say, “What do you think about this painting? Here, or here?” and in response she shrugged or gave a bemused thumbs-up. She had tried being diplomatic about it—“We probably need to both get rid of some things, to make space, it won’t all fit”—but it had been met with shock and confusion.


“What? Why? There’s plenty of room.”


“I don’t think there is, Elaine. Look.” And Frances had pointed demonstrably at a bookshelf, collapsed at one end through weight, now propped up by novels rather than supporting them.


Elaine ignored her. She had quite astonishing levels of optimism. “You just have to think creatively,” she’d said, balancing a piggy bank atop a chopping board atop the cooking books in the kitchenette. “This is both of ours now,” she said, and Frances wondered if she meant the pig or the flat.


She meant the flat.


Frances watched the relocation of her toaster to make way for the anvil of a KitchenAid and realised she did not have a lodger but a common-law partner, and as such her possessions were being shoved aside, budged over, to squeeze in and accommodate Elaine’s bizarre assortment of clothes, cuddly toys, books, tools, beauty products, and collections. She had never noticed before that Elaine was this jumble of a person. During dating, people keep themselves so tucked away, presenting only snapshots of themselves, their true wonders and weirdnesses kept under wraps. It is only after moving in together that these rise to the surface and we can see what we are really dealing with. That Elaine could, potentially, wear a Panama hat, a Disney Princess costume, and vibrating love-eggs all in one go both amused and disturbed Frances. That she had childhood toys in one box and sex toys in another was also a little odd. The Furby—called Edwin—had taken up residence on a shelf in the bedroom between Anna Karenina and Kitchen Confidential. Frances’ most prized and precious shells, once lovingly lined up in ascending size order on the kitchen windowsill, now were piled up higgledy-piggledy to make way for a floral cake stand. The box of horrors remained on the floor by the wall, concealed by shadow, slightly open in an increasingly menacing manner. Frances began to feel hemmed in, as if every item unpacked and rehomed was a brick in the walls of Elaine being constructed and cemented around her into a vast, inescapable maze.


And there had been an unsettling moment as she watched Elaine unpack her clothes. She had been standing behind her, next to the bed. There was just something in the way Elaine hung them—lovingly, smoothing them, like she thought they might purr—that made Frances want to snatch one of those cashmere cardigans by both arms, wrap it round Elaine’s neck, and choke her. She imagined pulling it tighter, she heard the dry sound of the fibres straining—she hated those fucking cardigans—and saw Elaine’s feet dancing about on their heels until reduced to tiny, flinching spasms.


“We can share drawer space, can’t we?” Elaine had been saying. “I don’t mind wearing your knickers.” But Frances hadn’t replied. Elaine looked back over her shoulder and smiled. “I’m so glad you asked me to move in. It is about time, isn’t it?”


“Yes,” Frances replied, snapping out of it, sweating. “About time.”


Elaine, stepping forwards, looked through her fringe and grinned mischievously, and whispered, “Someone looks a little frisky?” and she swept down like a gannet. The cardigan hunched on its hanger, as if to say with a shrug, “Missed your chance.”


It had been a frightening moment because she could see it so clearly and, for a moment, it was only Elaine’s superior strength that stopped her, aware that if she didn’t succeed she might find herself chasing Elaine around the flat with a kitchen knife, jabbing at the air behind her as she fled, Elaine laughing and leaping over boxes and waving her arms in the air, thinking it was all a game. They had been dating for three months and Elaine sensed nothing odd or unnerving about Frances because Elaine was stupidly, foolishly, hopelessly in love, and as such heard warning bells as the chimes of a future wedding. It wasn’t that she was unintelligent per se, just that love makes a mockery of us, turns life into a cartoon of talking deer and sunny glades. Frances kept waiting for her to calm down. She forgot that, not so long ago, she had been the same, giddy in love and full of romance and poetry, the glory of a sunrise, the beauty of another’s eyes, etcetera, etcetera, etcetera. She did not see the similarities, because to be loved, rather than loving, was so incredibly tedious. Even before Elaine had moved in, it had been annoying as hell. When they were apart Frances’ phone filled up with messages and photos and missed calls. On date days she couldn’t walk two steps down the road without Elaine’s hand reaching for hers, as if she mustn’t cross the road alone. And when Elaine stayed over, Frances couldn’t so much as wash up a spoon or make coffee without Elaine suddenly appearing behind her like a giant, groping shadow. Even in the shower, while Frances was trying to have a quiet, blissful orgasm, Elaine would come bursting into the bathroom declaring she needed a piss. All the signs were there that living together was not going to be fun for Frances—she should not have been surprised. And because Elaine was oh, so in love, she misinterpreted much of Frances’ behaviour: To her, Frances was a coquette, a tease, an imp; she thought the reluctance was a game, the moodiness a fake. Dear, sweet Funny Frances, who worked too hard and was ever so complicated: What she needed was more love, more affection, more squidges and squeezes. “What could I do?” Frances imagined herself saying to a jury. “My hints were like cruise missiles.” And they’d jointly—sympathetically—nod their heads, explaining, “Some people don’t understand hints, my dear.”


Several beers later, when the flat was looking its most chaotic and horrendous, Elaine clapped her hands together and said, “There! All done!”


Regret was pointless but Frances felt it nonetheless. Now there was nothing left to do but squeeze past the bicycle, step over the tortoise-shaped pouffe, and survey the wreckage. The place looked ransacked; she half expected a burglar to appear from behind the sofa. Elaine clasped her hands to her chest and looked around, sighing. Then, just when Frances thought it couldn’t get any worse, Elaine said, “Shall we go for a run? Or shopping? Get some housey bits together?”


“To put where?” Frances wailed, looking around.


Elaine laughed.


“I can’t run now,” Frances said, holding up the empty beer can.


“Then let’s go out shopping. Come on—it’ll be fun.”


It had all happened so quickly, Frances hadn’t even had time to talk about the rent, and as they stood in the drizzle looking at a stall in Camden, the awful thought dawned on her that Elaine might think she was moving in for free, just for the pleasure of her company. She huddled down inside her anorak, sweltering inside, with a chilly, wet nose. She knew she must rectify the situation immediately, but it was difficult finding the opportunity, what with all the fun they were supposed to be having. Elaine spoke gleefully with the stall holders. She told everyone that they had just moved in together, and Frances stoically suffered the congratulatory smiles and expressions of people who didn’t really care. Whenever she could—whilst Elaine was busy talking—she wandered away a little, hands in pockets, and let the crowds shunt past her, taking strange pleasure from the occasional shoulder-barge.


“Are you having fun?” Elaine said, linking her arm.


“I’m tired,” Frances replied.


Elaine rolled her eyes.


Being tired was an excuse Frances clung to for a variety of reasons. Being tired pardoned lack of enthusiasm, lack of arousal, lack of interest. Initially, Elaine had been concerned. She thought it sounded like a thyroid problem. Frances said she doubted it was. Since then it had become a word Elaine mimicked whenever Frances said it.


“I’m tiiiiiiiiired,” Elaine whined back at her. “I’m Fraaaaaaances and I’m tiiiiiiiiiiiired.”


“Shut up,” she said, and Elaine hugged her, laughing.


Frances was remembering a similar shopping trip—long before she had met Elaine—a day that had been full of genuine fun, when she and her beau had held hands and bought coffee from one of these stalls, sipping from cardboard espresso cups, still giddy with the wine from lunch. The memory seemed tragic and pathetic now as she walked arm-in-arm with this woman who stopped to sniff candles that stank of candyfloss or strawberry, and an old, familiar pain occurred in Frances’ chest, the pain of memory, of what had been and could not be again, the feeling of missing someone, so terribly like disappointment, as if you are repeatedly letting yourself down. When Frances turned her face away from a vial of vile-smelling so-called essential oil, Elaine looked at her and said, “You really are tired, aren’t you? Shall we go and sit down somewhere?” and Frances nodded and allowed herself to be led away. “Come on,” Elaine said. “My poor little Frances.”


The pub was as exuberant as Elaine herself, full of late-afternoon merriment and the voices of many crowds, many couples, many friends, crammed around tables or standing in tight circles, holding the working week at bay with another round. Frances and Elaine found two vacant seats at the bar, removed drenched jackets, and ordered a couple of ales. Frances wondered if Elaine might get drunk enough to pass out before bedtime. She was optimistic. Elaine was clearly in the mood for celebrating.


“I put a bottle of bubbly in the fridge before we came out,” she was saying, “I thought we might have it this evening.”


Small mercies, thought Frances.


Elaine put her hand on Frances’ knee in a way which felt both dominant and adoring, and there it stayed the whole time Elaine sipped her drink, read the menu, ordered crisps. She kept it there as she tore open the packet with her teeth, the way men rip into a condom. The warmth of her palm sank through the denim and seemed to spread itself into bone and skin, creeping its way up Frances’ leg to her groin.


“Elaine, we need to talk about money,” Frances said.


Elaine licked a moustache of foam from her upper lip and said, wide-eyed, with sincerity, “So that’s what’s been bothering you.”


“Yes. Well, yes and no. But, yes, we do need to talk about it.”


“Baby, you should have said. You know you can talk to me about anything.” The hand squeezed, fingertips clawing into the nerve of her inner knee, sending a jolt high into her thigh. “I’ll pay whatever,” Elaine said. “I’m happy to. How much do you need?”


Frances paused then said, “Could you do … two grand? By next Saturday? That’s when the next rent is due.”


She winced inwardly, waiting for some hard questioning, but Elaine just sipped her drink, shrugged, and said, “Yeah, no problem. What about after that? Is it two grand a month you need?”


“Um.” Frances scratched behind her ear. “Yeah. Yeah, it is.”


“You pay four grand a month for that shitty little flat? No wonder you’re always skint.”


“I’m including bills,” Frances quickly said. “Council tax, electric, gas, insurance. All that.”


“Yeah, no worries. I’ll set up a standing order, that alright?”


Frances frowned. “Is that okay?”


“Of course. I want to pay my way. I’m not a freeloader,” Elaine laughed.


Frances stared at her. She couldn’t believe how easy it had been. She clearly could have said any amount; Elaine didn’t have a clue. Frances had expected this sudden expense to be at least an inconvenience, an adjustment, but Elaine just drank her beer, completely unperturbed, looking slightly bored, if anything. “Your job at the charity must pay better than I thought,” Frances said.


Elaine wafted her hand dismissively and said, “I have lots of money.”


Frances’ eyebrows raised, then settled themselves down, and suddenly she was enjoying her beer. She wanted to probe further, but what did it matter? Betty and her straightening irons vanished from her thoughts. The letter from Dom disappeared. She smiled, felt unburdened, carefree. Elaine hooked her arm round Frances’ neck and pulled her in for a kiss that tasted of cheese and onion. The knee, at liberty, felt an equal sense of relief.


“Feel better now?” Elaine said.


Frances smiled back at her, momentarily full of goodwill and joy, almost—but not quite—loving her.


AFTER SEVERAL DRINKS, and in the light of several berry-scented candles, Frances decided the flat looked much better. It has a sort of bohemian artistic beauty, she thought dreamily. Shadows cancelled out many objects and the flickering glow softened others. Sitting on the windowsill, smoking whilst Elaine was in the shower, she was drunk enough to observe it all with detached carefree and careless humour, which actually stemmed from a very real sense of disbelief. But this disbelief—like so many other emotions—was numbed now. Pleasantly, welcomingly, tipsily numbed. And she exhaled out the window, looking down at the evening street, darkened by the rain that had finally moved on, and flicked the ember out on a wide cascade. Then she put the radio on and poured herself another glass of champagne.


She had already messaged Dom. Just two words: SORTED. SATURDAY. He hadn’t replied. She felt, as people often do when they have rectified one problem and not yet realised the extent of a new one, rather pleased with herself. That was, until Elaine appeared berobed from the bathroom and took her hand, saying, “Come on.”


“What’s going on?” Frances said.


“The bedroom, silly. Come on.”


Clutching her champagne glass, Frances was walked through the cavern of candlelight to the dark, tousled bed. She stared drunkenly at it, as if she didn’t know what it was. The pillows still bore the dents of their heads. The sheets, all twisted and wrung, looked to Frances like piled limbs. Elaine sat her down on the edge of the mattress. Elaine was not drunk, Frances now realised. Merry, but not drunk. And when she was merry she was also most tireless. She turned to the box by the wall. With her back to Frances, she started rummaging.


Frances finished her drink quickly and put the glass on the floor. When she sat back up again, her head spun, and as her vision settled she was greeted with the sight of Elaine walking towards her, waving a double-ended dildo like a medieval torturer would his implement of choice. “I bought this for us,” Elaine said, “as a treat.”


Frances swallowed and said the only word appropriate to the circumstances: “Fuck.”


COLD WATER. Blissful handfuls of it, splashed on her face and neck. She looked at herself in the bathroom mirror, still catching her breath. Her face and body looked red and sordid. The water dripped from her jaw into the sink and she snatched up her toothbrush. Down her right temple was a scratch where Elaine’s fingernail had dug in as she clung there; it was accidental, Frances knew that, but she examined it closely now like it was evidence of abuse. “Don’t move,” Elaine had panted. “Don’t move.” A pointless instruction; Elaine’s hands were massive and muscular, and, clutched between them, Frances’ head was a small and fragile object, like a premature egg.
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