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For Freya





CHAPTER ONE

The landlord was waiting for Billy when she arrived.

‘No one’s in,’ he said, gesturing to the door of the flat they were about to enter. He wore a white shirt without a vest and Billy could see his nipples through the thin fabric, and when he turned, a patch of sweat on his lower back staining the white yellow. She imagined him scrubbing the shirt clean in rubber gloves.

He fiddled with four gold keys.

‘It’s one of these,’ he mumbled. ‘Hot, isn’t it?’ Sweat dripped from his forehead onto the keys and Billy felt something in her stomach and crotch move simultaneously. It was only March, but London was being swallowed by an unnerving, dusty heat. She nodded but he wasn’t facing her, so she said, ‘Yes,’ and her voice came out like a tyre on gravel. He turned and looked at her as he jammed a fourth key in the lock and opened the door with a kick at its base and a grunt. ‘Just you?’



Three nights before, Billy’s relationship had ended. Her girlfriend, Rose, had outgrown their relationship. She still loved Billy, but she wasn’t in love with Billy, and refused to explain the difference. ‘I haven’t got anything else to give you,’ she had said, though Billy had tried very hard never to ask for anything. Billy wanted Rose to cry – to highlight that Billy was not crying, or as proof of feeling – and so walked to the kitchen as Rose monologued and drained their near-empty bottle of wine into Rose’s favourite glass, signalling, she hoped, her ongoing commitment to making herself conveniently lovable. When Rose had finished the glass and still hadn’t welled up, Billy delivered her final offer: ‘We can fuck other people if you want.’



Billy and Rose had been together for seven years, and Billy was unsure whether she had loved Rose for any of them. Rose enjoyed making things possible for Billy: since meeting Rose, Billy had moved to London, completed her degree and learned to cook three different dinners. She had been seduced by Rose’s commitment to improving her life, and had gifted Rose her independence in exchange. And Billy would have remained happily in the luxury of Rose’s control – could, practically speaking, do nothing else – if Rose hadn’t decided otherwise.



Rose put the wine glass down on the table between them. ‘Don’t be stupid, Billy, you’d never be able to do that.’ Though she hadn’t cried, Rose’s comment satisfied Billy. At least when she moved out, Billy could leave confident that Rose held no real insight into her character. She wouldn’t just be able to fuck other people, she would be resurrected by it: what an easy way to convince someone of your honesty.



As Jed the landlord showed Billy around the flat, she imagined what his life might look like after viewings were over. He wore a gold wedding band and shoes that kept their own shine. She wondered if he looked forward to going home or if he’d prefer to bend her over the laminate kitchen cabinets and squeeze himself into her; she could reassure him afterwards that he still loved his wife.



In the lounge Jed pointed to a pale green sofa with a coffee stain trailing across its length.

‘That’s a sofa bed you could use, or you could bring in your own as long as you take it with you when you leave.’ He pointed to the room next door. ‘A married couple live in there. This was their lounge, but it’s much bigger than your average London bedroom and I’m not charging more than anyone else does.’ Jed held up both palms in case Billy was planning to disagree. There were two other sofas in the room, a bookcase covered in the glinting titles of smutty fantasy novels and a wall lined at its base with condensation catchers; Billy could see the shadow of recently wiped mould above them.

‘Why do they want a flatmate?’ she asked, lowering the pitch of her voice so that Jed would know she was thinking about sex.

He shrugged. ‘They can’t afford their rent, so I need to get someone else in to make it up.’ Jed led Billy to a back door that led on to a neighbour’s front door. ‘This is an alleyway, but it doesn’t really go anywhere,’ he said, and shut it. Back in the kitchen he washed his hands as Billy watched, palming a hefty lather.



Jed locked the house back up.

‘So, are you interested? You’ll have to move fast on this one if you are. There’s been loads of interest from young people like yourself, mostly girls too actually.’

Billy wondered when she had become a girl again. ‘Maybe,’ she replied. She looked up at Jed, who was taller than her, but still quite short. He cleared his throat and began pulling at his empty belt loops to hitch his trousers up, using the flat of his hand to re-tuck his pinstriped shirt. His sleeves were rolled but uncuffed and his arms were covered in long dark hairs.

‘Any plans this weekend then?’ he asked as he tucked.

Billy shook her head. ‘Just packing up my stuff, me and my boyfriend broke up.’ Heterosexuality was a lie Billy sometimes told for safety, but mostly for her own benefit: to play with men, to disappear for a moment.

Jed cleared his throat again and this time Billy heard some phlegm dislodge into his mouth. ‘Ah, bad luck,’ he said. He raised a hand and patted the hardened quiff of his hair.



As Billy was cycling home her phone buzzed in her pocket twice and, with very few people to hear from, she pulled over. Jed had sent her two texts, one asking if she wanted to put in an offer on the room, the other if she’d like to see him again. She replied, sorry I’m not interested, and put her phone away.



At home Rose was packing Billy’s belongings into boxes, and when she walked into their bedroom Rose looked up, startled. She held a pair of Billy’s clean pants in her hand and Billy wondered if she had been sniffing them. Smelling clean underwear felt more sentimental than it did perverted, which made Billy feel as though she had the upper hand. Nearly all of Billy’s belongings were in a neat pile of cardboard boxes stacked by the window as though ready to be thrown from it onto the street.

‘You’ve done everything already,’ she said, sitting down on the bed. Rose put the pants down and sat next to her. The smell of her made Billy angry.

‘Someone had to do it,’ she replied.



The head of a stuffed Highland cow poked from the top of an open box. A couple of years ago during a holiday in Scotland Billy had discovered the stuffed animal in a gift shop. She’d held it out to Rose and told her that the cow was the same colour as her hair so they should buy it. Rose said it was immature for adults to have stuffed animals, so Billy circled back when Rose was in another shop, bought it and put it under Rose’s hotel pillow. She had found it funny at the time, but later brought it up during an argument as an example of Billy’s inability to listen.

‘Do you want the cow?’ Billy asked, but Rose ignored her. She stood to begin rearranging the stacked boxes so that each of their edges lined up exactly, her back turned to Billy when she finally spoke.

‘What do you want to do about all the stuff we bought together?’

Billy squeezed the cow in both hands, compressing the toy so that it fitted almost entirely inside her fists. As Rose watched she released the cow and it sprang back into shape.

‘Billy,’ Rose said, turning around, ‘you’re ignoring me. Stop it.’



Rose had always insisted Billy pay half for every item she identified as having the potential to elevate their lifestyle: knife sets that blunted after one use and ergonomic bath pillows that Billy’s head never touched.

‘Maybe I can just take the things I use the most and you can keep the rest?’ Billy listed what she wanted: a pan she used to fry one egg each morning, the small wooden table from her side of the bed that reminded her of a church lectern, the plastic yellow plant stand from the sitting room.

Rose watched Billy tick the items off her fingers with her arms crossed. ‘You’ll have to pay me half of their original costs if you want to take those things,’ she said. She stood still and tall in a hard line, her legs planted apart, a proud bailiff.

‘Do you remember how much everything cost?’ Billy asked.

Rose took a red marker out of her back pocket and wrote ‘bedroom’ on the side of a box as she shrugged. ‘You can set up a direct debit if that’s better.’

‘So that I’m still in debt to you when I’m gone?’

Billy had been leaning against the wall, but stiffened as the words slipped from her mouth and landed with Rose. Rose picked up a box of Billy’s possessions and walked two steps towards her. She stood silently in front of Billy, waiting for her to lift her head and look at her. When she did, Rose raised the box as high above her head as she could reach, and dropped it on the floor. She hadn’t taped it shut, and Billy heard some of her possessions bounce from the impact and smash by her feet. After a moment Rose left the room and let herself out of the house, closing the front door gently behind her.



Rose had a mean face. When they were together, Billy thought about it sometimes while Rose was talking, even when she was speaking about things she loved, or they were soft in bed on their sides, mouths close together. Her features were sharp and straight, rulered angles meeting in harsh points, and her lower lip hung fat, drooping under her teeth while she slept. Billy was supposed to love these things, but she found more satisfaction in forming cruel opinions about them that she could repeat to herself in the moments she hated Rose, rather than admitting to herself that she did.



Since Rose had ended their relationship, Billy had been feeling an unfamiliar lack of restraint; stuck in their shared home but free of its responsibilities. Like holding a friend’s hips on the back of their bicycle or ringing a stranger’s doorbell, she was aware of the impending danger, but was forced to lean into the feeling. For the first time in seven years Billy slept and woke outside of the hours Rose had dictated, rearranging her work to-do list and unsubscribing from spam emails with daytime TV blaring in the background. She stopped attending Rose’s Pilates class and began buying her own meals: supermarket own-brand ready meals, the packaging of which she left unwashed in the sink after each meal. Her welfare was no longer a necessary contribution to their relationship, and Billy struggled to imagine a more powerful rebellion than rotting. She watched Rose burn from the sidelines at her slobbery – her temper contained by the pressure of a guilt she knew she was supposed to be feeling – and each day considered how far she could push Rose before the dregs of her conscience slipped away.



Billy opened her laptop to a SpareRoom advert and refreshed the page. The sitting room sofa scratched her back as Billy scrolled. Rose had found the sofa outside the flat on the day they moved in and recognised the brand.

‘Look at this,’ she’d said. ‘This is three grand new, why would anyone get rid of it?’ The sofa was ugly: khaki brown and covered in lint. Rose had made Billy shove it up the two flights of steps that led to their flat. She’d said being the one walking up the stairs was easier than going backwards, and then asked to switch after one flight. When they finally got it to the front door of the flat, Rose booked a £500 emergency pest control to blast the sofa before it came inside, and made Billy strip to her underwear and leave her clothes and shoes outside the door, just in case. ‘We’re still making money on it!’ she snapped, as though Billy had refused. Carrying heavy things often made Rose angry, and since they moved in together, she had become increasingly comfortable in taking her anger out on Billy.



That first night in the flat Rose had tried to initiate sex as Billy scrolled Twitter on her phone. Each night, she visited the profiles of her favourite fascists. She had stumbled across them months before and found herself returning to them. The content excited her when it related to her own life, and she found herself hanging on the homophobic slurs and inventive tales of ‘LGBT activities’ derided by the All-American God-Loving Boy Moms and Gender Critical Warriors: she wanted to know all the ways she could be hated. She had felt Rose’s breath waft over her face when she came on to her, the smell of the dinner they’d shared.

‘It’s our first night living here. If we don’t have sex tonight, we’ll always remember that we didn’t,’ Rose had said, and so they had sex.



Billy opened three new flat listings on SpareRoom as she heard Rose let herself back into the house. Rose sat down in the next room to take off her shoes and started breathing heavily. Billy opened more tabs so that the clicking noises covered the sound. She opened a new Google doc and typed ‘Billy Moore is looking for a new flat’, so that Rose might think she was messaging someone.

Eventually Rose spoke. ‘How was the viewing earlier? Have you found somewhere to go?’



Billy couldn’t identify her mood, so she scrolled to the bottom of the first listing where you could find descriptions of the other tenants before replying. Four fun-loving sociology grads, friends for life looking for a fifth! Females only, pets welcome. She closed the tab, reminded of how easy it was to hate people.

‘It was perfect,’ she lied. ‘It had bay windows and hardwood floors.’ She paused for a second to give Rose an opportunity to pretend to be uninterested, before continuing. ‘They said they’d had loads of viewings but they really liked my vibe.’ She let the word Rose hated hang in the air as the lies slipped out of her. Rose preferred to think of Billy’s personality as an extension of her own, as though she had created and controlled Billy’s desirability and outside of her it ceased to exist. The possibility of someone liking Billy without Rose in the room would offend her, and Billy was struggling not to bait her ex-girlfriend: to force something to happen, a touchable, searing event that might break her skin and make her feel it.



‘Are you going to take it then?’ Rose stood as she spoke and came to join Billy on the sofa, taking her laptop and resting it on her knees. Billy quickly shut the tab she had been looking at, leaving just one open. ‘Is this it?’ Rose clicked onto the photos of a house that Billy had never seen before. ‘Those aren’t hardwood floors,’ Rose said, ‘that’s plywood.’ She clicked on the next picture, a photo of the flatmates. ‘Fucking hell,’ Rose muttered. The couple in the shot looked like the kinds of people who were always at the front of protests. One had a shaved head of dark hair and a single gold earring, the other bleached blonde ringlets and red lipstick, their arms were around each other’s shoulders and they wore bright colours that reminded Billy of windbreaks on the beach. ‘You can’t live here, these two are clearly fucking,’ Rose said, scrolling to the bottom of the page to read their descriptions.



The flatmates were called Sid and Rhoda. Sid, they/them, 27, works in mental health, likes spoken word, wild swimming and experimenting in the kitchen. Organiser, radical activist. Rhoda, she/her, 24, stylist, from Margate but made in London, likes queer nights out and galleries.



As Rose read out loud her words bounced sarcastically and she lost her breath with forced laughter. ‘Jesus, Billy, you’re gay, but not this gay. Find somewhere else.’ Billy shut her laptop. ‘I’ve already accepted the room,’ she lied. Every house Billy had looked at had held a different combination of people she was destined to hate: the most important consideration was the potential that her new room held to infuriate Rose. Rose worked in a bank and insisted on working late each day without request. She read the Telegraph as a treat and owned two unused ski jackets. High up in Rose’s list of discriminations were people who claimed to care about strangers, disorganised creatives and those with an interest in knowing themselves.



Billy locked herself in the bathroom and crafted a message to Sid and Rhoda after reading a BuzzFeed article titled ‘Straight People Try to Guess the Meanings of Gay Slang Terms’, and adding a few to her email: her u-haul had turned sour and she was looking for a queer-friendly home ASAP. Rhoda replied within ten minutes asking when Billy could view the room. Her message was filled with spelling errors and capitalised words: EXCITED and SUPER COMPATIBLE!!!! Billy was too deep into her lie to change her mind so she told Rhoda she was too busy to view the house, but a video call would be great. That way it’d be too late to change her mind.





CHAPTER TWO

The following evening Billy waited until Rose had gone to the gym to meet Rhoda and Sid on Facetime. She had spent the day trawling their social media to shape her personality for the call. After years of living with Rose, Billy had become disillusioned with the queer utopia she could tell Sid and Rhoda were firmly planted in, and she felt as if RELUCTANT HOMOSEXUAL was printed in picket fence-shaped letters on her chest. When she looked at the two of them she was reminded of a screen print she and Rose had seen in a gallery that read ‘monogamy is dead’. Rose had laughed. ‘We clearly missed the funeral,’ she’d said, putting her hand on the small of Billy’s back and guiding her to the next image.



As soon as Billy joined the call Rhoda gasped and for the next two minutes Billy sat happily in silence listening as Sid and Rhoda debated whether or not she was the exact double of Candice. Rhoda had loved Candice, which she told Billy over and over again as she brought her face close to the camera to try to confirm their likeness.

‘You look so much like Candice. I miss her so much. This is such a strange coincidence.’

‘Is Candice attractive?’ Billy asked. It was the first full sentence she had given on the call, but she had become concerned that either she or Candice were much uglier than the other. She hadn’t meant it as a joke, but Sid and Rhoda decided that it was, and turned to look at each other as they laughed to confirm: Billy was very funny.



Sid and Rhoda asked Billy about her job, or rather, about her favourite thing to do during the day. After Billy had graduated from university with a 2:1 in History and no ambitions, Rose had suggested something administrative. She introduced Billy to her father’s friend via email, and after a short call, Billy accepted a remote, £22K, operations role at a recycling company, bland enough to never leave. Four years and a reluctant promotion later, Billy had perfected the technique of tweaking the details of her job for different audiences. Here, she decided, she worked in a flat-structure non-profit that recycled waste into renewable goods and put money back into the communities it cleaned. At brunches with Rose’s friends, she worked for a group of innovators turning waste into profit at a leading startup. In reality Billy spent the majority of her time on Reddit’s r/AmItheAsshole, where she posted stories as though she were Rose dating herself, to get an objective read on her relationship. Rose usually turned out to be the arsehole, but Billy’s favourite responses were when someone took against her. Billy told Sid and Rhoda about her job and they stared at the screen, rapt, while she spoke.

‘Wow, rad!’ they said. ‘Local communities are genuinely benefiting? That’s so rare!’



Rhoda handed over to Sid to rush, apologetically, through some bureaucracy, and Sid listed the £800 holding deposit fee they would need as soon as possible. Once they had finished talking Billy felt as though Sid and Rhoda moved closer to the camera again to gauge her reaction and so she leaned back to maintain some distance. She didn’t have her own savings and Rose believed that lending, charity of any kind, discouraged ambition, while insisting on managing every administrative part of her and Billy’s life. Billy hadn’t had a choice but to depend on Rose until time had eroded any chance of independent financial stability.

‘Is the money an issue for you?’ Sid asked, but before Billy could answer, she heard Rose arrive home and walk towards the study where Billy sat. Rose paused outside when she heard Sid’s voice, and tried to open the door, which Billy had locked.



Rose was the only person in Billy’s life who knew the names of her parents, about the childhood cat she had forgotten to feed and buried in a public park that got dug up the following week. Rose had elbowed Billy when she caught her crying in the cinema at Avatar and reminded her of it every time she didn’t cry after an argument. Rose tried the handle of the door again, harder this time, and Billy watched it spring back into place when she released it.



Sid and Rhoda were waiting for her to reply, reading her hesitancy as poverty. Billy put her hand out of the frame and held the door handle rigid, so that Sid and Rhoda wouldn’t hear the lock straining.

‘I’d really love to live with you,’ she said loudly, and the door handle stopped moving. Billy was becoming unconvinced Rose would allow her to leave unless she believed someone else was expecting her. She would ignore Sid and Rhoda when they demanded the money she didn’t have and find somewhere once she had left the flat.



Billy waited as Rhoda looked at Sid, and something passed between them. Rhoda jumped to her feet and blocked the camera with her stomach.

‘We’ll lend you the money then!’ she exclaimed. Billy jammed her finger on the volume button before Rose could hear and moved closer to the laptop. ‘Deposits are so stupid anyway,’ Rhoda continued, ‘and I just have such a good feeling about you. And I sent your SpareRoom profile to my parents and they agreed.’

Sid’s face remained placid as they offered no conversational gap to query Rhoda’s parents’ involvement in the decision. ‘Basically, we’d already decided that we’d rather give the room to someone who might struggle to find housing anywhere. We felt really uncomfortable with the responsibility of “selecting” someone based on meeting once or twice, or “choosing” one of our friends, so we decided to give the room to whoever needed it most.’

‘I didn’t say I couldn’t afford it,’ Billy said quietly. The door handle hadn’t moved again.

‘You can’t, though, can you?’ Rhoda said, sitting back down. ‘You don’t have to say, we don’t want you to be uncomfortable, but you’re not going to be accepted anywhere else without a deposit.’



A week later, Billy googled ‘man with van’, told Rose she didn’t need help moving and went into her overdraft to pay for the movers. Rose offered to accompany Billy to the new house, but the moving company only allowed one passenger.

Instead of telling Rose this, Billy said, ‘I don’t think you should,’ and Rose started to cry.

She started to apologise, and the two men closed the van doors softly. ‘I’m sorry, I’m sorry,’ she said and wiped her wet cheek against Billy’s as she pulled her into a hug. ‘Can I kiss you goodbye?’ she asked, her breath warm and misted in Billy’s ear.

Billy shook her head, and Rose released her, wiped each of her cheeks with the back of her hand, and walked back into the flat.



Sid and Rhoda lived off Holloway Road over MATTRESSTODAY, a shop that sold mattresses on an unspecified day. The windows either side of the shop’s door were mostly obscured by undressed double mattresses and an aged SALE sign held on by one blu-tacked corner in the remaining glass. The shop itself was dark, and Billy felt that she could feel the layers of dust that clung to its floors and counters coating the back of her throat and the tips of her fingers in a thick film.



No one answered when Billy rang the doorbell so she knocked on the door, and Sid and Rhoda opened it abruptly and said hello as if they’d been waiting for her. Sid was tall and broad with long willowy arms they seemed unsure where to keep. They wore a dark grey V-neck fleece over a once white T-shirt and Billy could see old food stains at its neck.

‘The doorbell stopped working. I need to fix it,’ they said and picked up two of Billy’s boxes, balancing an empty mug they had been holding on the top and staring into it as they retreated up the stairs two at a time and silently, quickly disappearing around a corner.



Rhoda was about five foot tall despite the pair of brown suede knee-high boots with two-inch soles that climbed her short legs. She had a round, softly freckled face and thick hair tamed into a slicked-back bob, hiding what Billy recognised as the type of curled blonde hair that accompanied horse riding lessons as a child.

‘I’m a bit chunky in real life, aren’t I?’ she said, grinning at Billy and then down at her own body proudly. Her mouth spread almost to the edges of her face as she smiled, and when she pulled Billy into a hug she smelled like essential oils and free time.



That night Sid and Rhoda assumed that Billy wanted to eat dinner with them. Sid had carried her boxes to the landing and left them there. They went straight into the kitchen and since Billy didn’t know where her room was, she went too. Sid picked up a wooden spoon and continued cooking.

‘Sid has been planning a meal,’ Rhoda said. ‘We’re vegetarians, are you?’

Billy nodded: she had sometimes considered it.

‘We probably should have already asked you that,’ Rhoda said. She spoke without taking a breath. ‘But we’ve been so excited to meet you, I feel like I know you already!’

‘I hope I don’t disappoint you,’ Billy said, and Rhoda turned to her and opened her mouth wide to laugh, phonetically as though teaching the spelling: hah, hah, hah.

‘You’re so funny! You’re so sarcastic! We need that in this house. I love laughing so much!’



So far Billy had not once tried to make Rhoda or Sid laugh, but she could feel a personality being formed for her and felt relieved to have been assigned an identity. Rhoda gestured somewhere outside of the kitchen – ‘your room is that way by the way’ – and then pointed at a cardboard box of half-empty own-brand bottles of alcohol under the kitchen table.

‘Do you want a drink? Sid doesn’t usually drink, but I might, since we’re celebrating!’ Sid smiled at Rhoda and emptied a tin of tomatoes into a big orange casserole dish. Billy watched the way Sid’s hands moved when Rhoda was near and wondered if Rose had been right about them sleeping together.



The kitchen sat on the first floor of the three-storey house. The ground floor held the mattress shop and a private entrance and hall to their stairs, which led up to the kitchen and, from what Billy had glimpsed on the initial walk-through, a lounge and another small room on the same level. The kitchen itself was either small or so full of furniture and clutter that its real size was unclear. A table sat in the exact middle of the square room, with the counter on one wall and a mountain of miscellaneous possessions stacked against the other: an overflowing shoe rack, a pile of discarded cleaning products, and an under-desk treadmill slotted behind a four-tier portable greenhouse filled with half-dead pots of supermarket herbs and plant cuttings floating in stale water. A black-and-white lino print was blu-tacked lopsidedly on the interior wall, the jagged text reading ‘Plant Flowers Punch Fascists’, and the kitchen fridge was covered in stained European postcards secured with genital-shaped magnets. A pinboard on the wall to its left showcased the flyers of long-passed demos, three identical bust cards and a child’s or talentless adult’s sketch of two figures Billy reluctantly assumed were Sid and Rhoda.



The evening’s remaining light trickled in from a back door that led down a set of unpainted, rusty stairs.

‘It’s south-facing!’ Rhoda said and flung the door open. Billy stood to take in the back garden, which was overflowing with black bin bags.

‘Apparently we share the garden with the two guys who own the downstairs mattress shop, but we’ve never actually met them; the bin bags just appear overnight.’ Sid stared into their pot as they spoke, and Billy tried to remember if they’d looked at her since she arrived.

‘It’s on my long list to clear the space for summer, so we can spend time there.’

Rhoda giggled behind her hand. ‘I met them once actually. Well, they saw me in the kitchen naked!’

Sid paused stirring and turned to look at Rhoda. ‘You didn’t tell me that. What happened?’

Rhoda shrugged. ‘It was so early in the morning I wasn’t awake enough to care, but they seemed embarrassed and wouldn’t look.’ Sid continued staring at Rhoda. ‘Well, eventually I jumped out of sight,’ she added.

Sid nodded and returned to their cooking.



Neither Rose nor Billy had had a skill for, or an interest in, cooking, but Rose had been sure to collect everything they might need to suggest that they did: a stainless-steel cooking pan, a Le Creuset casserole dish and one set of tableware. Everything had its own place tucked out of sight, and dust collected happily as Billy and Rose ordered takeaway each night. Above the hob in Sid and Rhoda’s house, a rail heaved with pans and woks, the bottom of each blackened from overuse. The counter was lined with old tins stuffed with olive wood spoons and utensils Billy couldn’t identify. Piles of unopened, organic boxed teabags decorated with sauce splashes and grease were stacked hazardously against the splashback, and a pile of essay collections and cookbooks on the kitchen table supported two crimson beeswax candles, half burned and stuck into empty sun-dried tomato jars.



Rhoda went upstairs to bring a third chair down, knocking over a sweeping brush as she did. ‘This is the most chaotic room in the house,’ Sid said as Billy backed against the wall to avoid the chair’s swinging legs. ‘It’s where we spend the most time,’ Rhoda agreed, ‘so stuff just ends up here!’ Sid and Rhoda had clearly both emptied their pockets onto the kitchen table when they arrived home, and as Billy sat on the chair Rhoda positioned for her, she noticed their matching keychains: a piece of copper imprinted with the etched outline of a house.



They ate dinner in the lounge, which had more blankets than sofas and smelled like overcooked lentils and citronella candles. Rhoda didn’t need to clarify that it was north-facing. The room was almost dark at 6 p.m. in spring and Sid and Rhoda had attempted to disguise this with an unnecessary amount of low-level lighting: two sunlight lamps and a SAD lamp watched the three of them eat. Every piece of furniture in the room was plush and Billy’s voice sounded different in the padded acoustics when she answered Sid and Rhoda’s questions. It felt as though any remotely raised voice would erupt in the space like violence and, if necessary, the offender could be wrapped three times over in the woven, wool rug so that they were unable to move their arms or legs.



Sid and Rhoda ate silently and quickly and when Rhoda spilled sauce down her front, Sid laughed and went to the kitchen to find something to help. When Sid was out of the room, Rhoda dipped her finger in her glass of water and began rubbing at the stain. She glanced at Billy and laughed at herself. ‘I never remember if I should put red wine or white wine on it.’ When Sid returned with baking powder on a wet tea towel, they asked Rhoda to take her top off so they could put it in the wash. Rhoda did as she was asked, and continued eating in her bra.

Rhoda told Billy that Sid cooked all of the time. ‘They taught themself how,’ she said proudly, and Sid shook their head affectionately. ‘You help.’ They turned to Billy. ‘We pretty much eat dinner together every night. I cook most of the time, but you’re welcome to whenever you want.’ Billy found herself thirsty at the prospect of daily potlucks, but didn’t want to ask where the water glasses were.

‘I’m not a big cook,’ she said instead.



Sid scooped their food with a slice of homemade, seeded bread. There was something solid about the way they moved that made Billy want to curl up next to them and sleep. She asked for a reminder of what Sid did for work, and Rhoda replied while Sid finished chewing.

‘Sid’s a mental health nurse.’ She pointed a full fork at Sid, who finally began to talk in full sentences, as though given permission.

‘I work part-time at an inpatient psychiatric hospital. Not in a “change from the inside” way, but on a day-to-day basis I decided that it feels more impactful to work directly with the people suffering under state systems the most. And then in my spare time I obviously campaign around the more structural stuff.’



Billy didn’t understand most of what Sid was saying, but it was clear that Rhoda wasn’t listening, and she didn’t have to either. Sid paused to place their plate gently on the ground.

‘It just makes me so angry,’ they said, clearing their throat, more to say. Billy tuned back in, and Rhoda seemed to, too, putting her bowl on the floor next to Sid’s and her hand on their knee, though it took a little stretch. ‘I know I shouldn’t blame the people who are getting paid nothing to do traumatising work, but the stuff I overhear my colleagues say, how they talk about the patients, it just makes me so angry.’ It was important, Billy realised, to convince Sid that she understood and was unintimidated by the intensity of their work.

‘You should be paid extra for the anger,’ she mustered. Sid considered her for a moment, before agreeing.

‘Like a trauma bonus.’

Rhoda laughed, though once again Billy was unsure whether anyone had been joking. ‘We’d all be rich,’ she said, and picked a remaining bean off Sid’s plate, popped it in her mouth and licked the sauce off her fingers, before remembering something else Billy had to know. ‘Sid’s a poet too! They’re amazing.’

Sid rolled their eyes affectionately. ‘You are too, and an incredible artist,’ they said, and Billy watched as they beamed at each other, concerned she might be forced to adopt a hobby.



Spending time with Sid and Rhoda, Billy felt watched by Rose. As though each thing they said – what is and really isn’t ‘real communism’, the challenges of engaging with the local community as an accountable gentrifier, or what is undeniably the best alternative milk, all in one short dinner – tore through her chest and landed in Rose’s. When Sid and Rhoda touched one another during conversation or stared raptly as the other spoke, Billy found herself describing their actions to herself, mimicking their sincerity. How embarrassing, that they weren’t embarrassed.



Rhoda cleared their plates and insisted on washing up. She asked Billy if she wanted to go out, listing the options as she scrubbed the dishes and Billy lingered next to her with a tea towel. There was a pub nearby where they could get drinks for free because the place was filled with middle-aged men, or they could get the bus to a club in Dalston, but nothing would be free there because ‘queers are broke!’ When Rhoda said this she looked at Billy to confirm her understanding with a laugh or a self-conscious shrug but Billy didn’t know which, so she scraped a plate into the bin with her back turned.



Billy pictured Rhoda’s wide eyes and busy mouth close to her face in a sweaty low-ceilinged building in East London and said that she needed to unpack but would definitely be up for going soon.

‘Okay!’ Rhoda said, hugged her again, kissed Sid on the cheek and left the room. For a moment after she had disappeared Billy and Sid stood and looked at each other silently, waiting for the other to speak. Eventually Billy started to ask where her room was, but Sid cut her off.

‘We can talk through all the admin stuff tomorrow,’ they said before realising their interruption and apologising. Billy didn’t want to make them apologise again by pointing out that no one had shown her around the house, but when she did they seemed unbothered and continued wiping the counter with a pungent microfibre cloth and sweeping the floor directly out of the back door.

‘What kind of admin?’ she asked, to remind them of her patience. She had retrieved one of her bags from outside the kitchen and was standing with it, waiting. Sid glanced up at her as they laid out the tea towel to dry on the table.

‘Just the ways we do things, it won’t take long. We’ll have breakfast.’



Eventually Sid led her up another short flight of stairs to the third floor, pointing to the small room next to the lounge as they walked past.

‘That’s one of the toilets by the way, but it doesn’t flush so we use the one next to your room mostly.’ Sid’s room sat directly opposite the top of the stairs, Rhoda’s next to it around the corner, and the working toilet and Billy’s room at the back of the house, above the lounge. Sid pointed and named each of the rooms but didn’t offer a tour. ‘You’ll need to get a few lamps in here,’ they decided when the two of them entered Billy’s room. ‘I dusted and hoovered it earlier today and opened the window to let it air a bit, but it’s been a while since someone else stayed in here so it might feel a bit musty.’ Sid said goodnight and attempted to close Billy’s bedroom door behind them, but it continued to bounce gently back open every time and each way they closed it. ‘I’ll add it to the list of fixes,’ they said, backing away after several attempts as Billy took her turn testing the handle and resisted slamming it shut.



The room was small and nondescript. Its one narrow window faced the street outside, and when Billy stuck her head out and looked down, she could just about see the top of MATTRESSTODAY’s 3D logo. A drop of condensation hit her exposed neck and when she dodged the second, she watched it land instead on a thick line of untamed mould leading down the plastic window frame to the floor, through which she could hear the muffled notes of Sid and Rhoda back downstairs, debriefing her personality. She pulled down the off-white blind, wheeled her heaviest suitcase in front of her bedroom door to wedge it properly shut, and climbed into her unmade bed to sleep.
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