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Beth

Had she not bestowed such kindness on me, I probably wouldn’t even have noticed Ffion. She would have just been another of my mum’s Sauvignon-swilling middle-aged crones, one of the assorted plump forty-somethings that turned up in our living room from time to time, all tits, highlights and salacious anecdotes.

I didn’t usually hang around to chat, when Mam had the ‘girls’ round. What the hell was I, if this lot qualified as girls - a fucking foetus? A twinkle in my long since departed Dad’s eye? I usually just muttered hi and slunk upstairs when I returned from my part-time number at the Valley Arms late on a Friday evening, the usual night of choice for the coven to convene. Not that I didn’t share their misandrist rants, to be fair - a dad who had fucked off when I was still in nappies and a knobhead of an older brother who’d gone off the rails big time and left my mum in thousands of pounds of debt, hardly endeared the male species to me. It was more the disparaging looks on their faces that got to me, whenever I had to walk past them to make my escape. 

Given they all professed to hate blokes so much, you think they’d be less concerned about when I was going to find myself a boyfriend. That was the great irony of it, really. I would have thought they’d have approved of my obvious rejection of the male gaze, with my black buzz cut and brogues. A grandad shirt, Oxford bags and tank top completed the lesbian chic look that made me stand out like a sore thumb in Treffach, a dismal little pebbledashed offshoot just off the Heads of the Valleys Road, where it pissed down with rain most days.

Today was no exception. It had not been a great day and the stair-rods descending from the heavens hadn't exactly helped. Tash and I had finally split up, after a torturous few months trying to make it work. In truth, the horse had long since bolted, the liminal ecstasy of those first few weeks together replaced by the dull ache of the shared but unspoken reality that the wick was slowly burning out.

I suppose it was a relief in the end, the sheer excitement of finding a fellow queer soul in straight and very narrow Treffach replaced by the depressing reality that we didn’t actually have that much in common beyond the rather obvious predilection for the fairer sex. In the end, we were just together by default, due to the distinct lack of available alternatives. It wasn’t ultimately enough to sustain us. In the end authentic misery felt better than the exhausting mind-fuck of keeping the corpse of our relationship alive.

Simon had given me a bollocking behind the bar too. I swore at him, and didn’t care. I just didn’t have the energy to fake even the teeniest semblance of a smile for the punters tonight. It had been a shitty day in this god awful excuse for a town. Why the fuck I had thought it was a good idea to take a year off before Uni in Cardiff, I’ll never know. Once Liam had made off with the five grand Mam had saved to pay back the Loans Company, there was no way I was off backpacking around Oz looking for some lady love. My stash of cash went straight to the Mam and Beth survival fund and that was that. Sentenced to 15 months in Treffach, without the distraction of college to make it vaguely bearable.

So I was in no mood for the usual crap from Mam’s friends that evening. I should have just legged it straight upstairs to the haven of my box room, but I was famished. We had been too busy at the pub with a big hen do for me to grab a quick snack from the kitchen, and so I needed to fix myself a sandwich or I’d not sleep.

I’d already had enough of cackling drunken women that night, when Mam’s cronies decided to ambush me in our tiny galley kitchen.

“Leanne said you got some bad news today?” 

“I hear you gave Tasha the old heave ho?”

“Gonna have to find yourself a man, now, Beth love.”

“No more of your lot around here - you’ve exhausted the supply!”

“For fuck sake, is nothing private in this place?” I hissed under my breath. It really was intolerable. 

“Leave her alone, now.” A deeper, soothing voice cut through the cacophony, ushering the well-meaning but intrusive trio out of the kitchen. 

“Thanks, uh...”

“Ffion,” the felt-like voice replied, extending a hand. I wiped my margarine oiled hand on the tea towel and shook it, embarrassed. 

“You ok, love?” The kindliness in her voice was a sucker punch after my horrendous day and brought sudden unwelcome tears to my eyes. My hands shaking, I stood back from the worktop and my ham-fisted attempt at a cheese sandwich. I had never quite mastered the knack of slicing cheddar.

“I’m fine,” I muttered, cursing the frog in my throat. “Just a bad day, that’s all.”

“Can’t be easy coming home to this lot.” Ffion gestured with her head in the direction of the living room.

Why did I suddenly long to be held by this slightly overweight blonde forty something? I turned my face away, feeling my cheeks flush and hot tears sting my eyes. I took a deep breath and faced her again.

“Why aren’t you pissed out your brains, then?” My attempt to be light-hearted just came out sounding sarky.

“Drew the short-straw, didn’t I? I’m the designated driver.” Her South-Walian accent drawled comically on the consonance of the two sentences.

“Poor you,” I commiserated, busying myself putting the cheese and margarine back in the fridge.

“Don’t let the buggers get you down,” Ffion replied as her parting shot. “You take pride in who you are, girl.”

“I’m trying,” I muttered to myself, as the older woman returned to the living room.
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It was over two months before I bumped into Ffion again - quite literally. I’d got myself a better job with more sociable hours at a newly opened Artisan coffee bar in the High Street. How long the venture would last in this backwood was anyone’s guess, but for now it was a welcome fresh addition to the dreary one-horse town that was Treffach. Fen the owner was pretty cool, too. Het, but not dull and narrow-minded like most of the women round here. She’d done a business degree at Uni and had put her knowledge to work courtesy of an inheritance from a family member. The result was La Parisienne - not the most inventive name in the world, I grant you, but it conveyed the intended ambience.

I was just dashing out of the shop to get some more milk from the service station across the road when I went crashing into her. My vision was obscured by the umbrella I was holding in front of me, in a futile attempt to stave off the wind gathering force that Friday morning in late January. 

“Oh, I’m so sorry,” I apologised profusely, battling to put the umbrella down and face my victim. After a further tussle with billowing fabric, I made out the figure stood before me.

“Ffion!” I exclaimed, shocked and embarrassed. Although I had not seen her for a few months, I had not forgotten her name.

“You need to mind yourself, Beth Lewis,” Ffion laughed. “I nearly ended up arse over tit in the gutter!”

That would be some sight, I thought to myself. She was not lacking in either department.

“Where you off to, in such a rush?”

“Ran out of milk - again.”

“Cafe doing well then?”

“Surprisingly so,” I replied. “Initial curiosity, I expect.” 

I hesitated. It really was not the weather for exchanging pleasantries outside. “I have to dash,” I said awkwardly.

“I might see you tonight, then,” Ffion smiled. “Your mam’s invited the girls over.”

I groaned. “Are you on driving duty again?”

“No, thank Christ,” Ffion blasphemed, grinning. “It’s ‘Manda’s turn. I’ll be on the gin, yes si-ree!”

And with that, she rushed off in the opposite direction, holding her newspaper over her head to protect her hairdo.

I didn’t get paid until the end of the month so I had no choice but to stay in that evening. Forewarned is forearmed, however, so I made sure I had all the snacks and drinks I needed stashed away in my bedroom before the gaggle arrived at seven o’clock. I settled back in my bed, my favourite Beats headphones on, and vibed to my favourite playlists, idly scrolling down my phone and reading updates from old college pals. Some were already at Uni, others had actually managed to go travelling, unlike me. Not for the first time, I wished I’d just buggered off somewhere - anywhere but this clapped out backwater. But my wanker of a big brother, Liam, hadn’t really given Mam and I an option, had he, blowing a tonne of cash he didn’t have on a pile of knock-off gear that was probably sitting somewhere in a police auction house right at this very minute.

I didn’t hear the knock on the door at first. It was only as it became more insistent that it pierced my wall of sound. I took my headphones off and reluctantly pulled myself to my feet. 

“What is it?” I asked impatiently, expecting it to be Mam.

“It’s me, Ffion,” came the reply. I hastily tucked my shirt in and opened the door. “You’re out of luck here if you’ve run out of gin,” I grinned. “I don’t touch the stuff.”

“Can I come in?” the older woman smiled. She had nice teeth, I noted. She’d spent money on them, by the looks of it.

I stood back to allow her in. She looked around my small bedroom. “Nice place you’ve got here,” Ffion whistled. “Though I wouldn’t go swinging any cats, mind you.”

“I’ll bear that in mind,” I smiled. I perched rather uneasily on the end of my bed
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