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About the Book

Dutiful and studious, Elizabeth has never been the rebel in her family. Now, in an attempt to bury her old self, she has moved to the deserts of the American Southwest to live in a house made out of beer cans with her boyfriend, Spencer, a crew-cut aficionado of country and western music. But memories of her unhappy adolescence prevent Elizabeth from embracing her new life and after proposing to Spencer to satisfy her dying grandmother’s wish, Elizabeth is forced to return home to arrange an impromptu wedding. Once back in London, the discovery of disturbing secrets hampers her preparations and as the wedding date approaches, her family seems to be falling apart. Elizabeth must weigh the value of the American sincerity she has learned from Spencer against the repression that has been her family’s lifelong habit. An intimate study of the unspoken passions of the English middle class, this exciting debut novel is both poetic and gripping.


About the Author

Helena Echlin grew up in north London and now lives in San Francisco, where she works as a freelance writer.
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1

Tough Guy

‘WOULD YOU STILL love me if I lost both my arms and legs?’ Elizabeth asks. Spencer squeezes her thigh. Then he moves his fingers higher.

‘I’ll always love you,’ he replies.

‘Would you still love me if I was just my brain? Sitting in a jar and kept alive artificially?’

‘You wouldn’t be you if you were just a brain.’ Spencer strokes her thigh with the back of his fingers and she leans back in her seat and opens her legs. When she has her eyes closed, she begins to remember. But when she opens her eyes, England vanishes.

So while his hand works, she gazes down the taut road and across the desert. The plain is covered with smoke-coloured sage, dotted with flowers she does not know the name of. Their petals are red, their stamens are burned wicks. This place is like something razed to the ground; nothing left but tough shrubs, a fine dust like ash. And that is why she likes it, its emptiness and space. She can be whoever she wants here.

When they stop at a Dairy Queen, the man behind the counter says, ‘Hi, how are you?’ For a moment, Elizabeth wonders if she might have met him before, but of course, his greeting is customary in America. Sex is turning her into an amnesiac. She is dazed and speechless. Her long dark hair is wild as a cavewoman’s from the wind, her lipstick kissed away. Spencer’s stubble has grazed her fair skin with hundreds of minute scratches, giving her a sunburned glow. They spent the day at one of the lakes that lie among the rust-coloured hills, swimming naked in the cool water and making love among the thorn bushes. Now they are on their way home.

‘Why don’t you try your luck at that?’ asks Spencer. He squeezes her waist. On the counter there is a glass jar filled with water, assorted small change pebbled on the bottom. In the centre, a nickel sits on a small plastic pedestal. A sign says: Drop a quarter directly on the nickel and win a Sixteen-Ounce Blizzard. When she leans closer, she sees that the glass is bent so that the view of the coins is distorted. The nickel on its pedestal isn’t in the centre of the jar at all. She pauses, and Spencer says, ‘Do you want me to do it for you?’ He drops the coin and they watch it turn over and over until it lands gently on top of the nickel.

‘That’s a kid’s game,’ says the man behind the counter, who has been watching them. ‘Kids are supposed to win prizes. You both look like over-twelves to me.’

‘It doesn’t say that anywhere,’ Spencer points out.

‘Well, I don’t make the rules,’ says the man.

‘Don’t force us to report this incident to the manager,’ Spencer says reasonably.

‘I am the manager,’ says the man.

‘No, you’re not.’ Spencer nods at the badge on the man’s uniform, adorned with a row of gold stars. Dean Packer, Cashier. Four-Star Employee.

‘Are you calling me a liar?’

‘Whoa there,’ says Spencer, as if talking to a frisky racehorse. He pauses. ‘Let me ask you something. How much is that Blizzard worth?’

‘Couple dollars,’ says Dean, sulkily.

‘A couple of dollars,’ Spencer repeats. ‘Now, I eat a lot of burgers and I drink a lot of shakes. And if you don’t give me that Blizzard, you’ll lose a lot more than a couple of dollars. You’ll lose my business. You’ll lose her business.’ He puts an arm around Elizabeth and pauses. ‘Alternatively, you could get yourself a pair of loyal customers.’

Dean hesitates. Then he squeezes a nozzle until it oozes white milk shake into a paper cup. Spencer grins.

Elizabeth is disappointed. She had somehow been fooled by the word ‘blizzard’ into thinking it would be enormous. She saw the two of them sharing it out like manna, to happy children. In the car, the sweet sticky white stuff drips into her lap.

When Spencer asked her to join him in America, Elizabeth didn’t stop to think about whether she knew him well enough or what she would do there. She said yes, in love with his blue-green eyes and his gold pirate’s earring, his hot hard body and his close-shaved scalp that feels as rough as a cat’s tongue. They met when she was an undergraduate studying music and he was at Oxford on a medical fellowship. That was just six months ago. Now he is doing his residency at a hospital on the edge of a desert town, and she is looking for work, living in a house made out of bottles, thousands of sweet miles away from home.

Each morning at dawn, Spencer pulls on his scrubs and leaves for the hospital. It is an hour’s drive down the highway. Elizabeth does not have a job yet, so she sprawls in bed until late. The bed is made from two single mattresses pushed together and held tight in a frame made from nailed planks. They couldn’t find anything big enough second-hand, so instead Spencer built them the Love Raft. So far, the Love Raft is the only thing in the bedroom, except for an old-fashioned brass lamp with a green glass shade that Spencer brought from his father’s house. Her clothes lie in a tangle in her open suitcase.

Spencer rented the bottle house when she agreed to move out here. Its distance from the town makes it cheap. An architect with a passion for recycling built the place from used bottles and cans and anything he could lay his hands on. The walls are concrete, the roof is corrugated iron. Beer bottles and wine bottles are set in the concrete. From outside, the house is a great magpie’s heap of junk glass and glinting metal. On the roof, a bent TV antenna rotates in the breeze, an old car wreck lies in the yard. The architect was a visionary who had no eye for detail. But inside, the sun streams through the green and brown glass and fills their four rooms with church-like mossy light.

Today Elizabeth sleeps later than usual. Finally, she gets up and goes to the kitchen, sets out a cup and a tea bag, and puts their one pan on the stove. The air is so thin here that water takes a long time to boil. Maybe it’s the altitude that has been making her feel so tired. Her days are wasted. She makes shopping trips into town, which means walking to the end of their dirt road to wait for a bus which comes once an hour, since Spencer needs the truck to get to the hospital. She gets off the bus in a vast parking lot, then wanders across to the air-conditioned and hygienic mall, where yellow signs warn customers not to slip on the freshly mopped floor and in the bathrooms disposable seat covers protect against germs. Elizabeth makes small purchases for the bottle house, clothes hangers or pillowcases. Then she sits in the coffee shop and drinks iced coffees as strong as petrol. When she has to drop a few coins or a note into the tips jar labelled ‘Thanks a Latte’, she always fumbles with the money, trying to remember what each coin is worth.

She is ashamed of her inertia. When Spencer gets home from the hospital, he builds shelves and hammers up hooks, singing Willie Nelson songs as he works. Elizabeth just sits, or sometimes she makes a show of searching through the classifieds in the paper. The local high school needs a music teacher, and she circled the ad, but hasn’t applied.

Elizabeth once saw a documentary that showed how the world looked to a snail, and how it looked to a fly. The snail paused at the edge of a quiet country lane, terrified as cars rushed by in a blur. The fly saw everything in slow motion. For the fly, the world was a graceful ballet, and it easily avoided the hand gliding to swat it. Spencer seems to live in the fly’s time and she in the snail’s.

Elizabeth uses some of the hot water to make Raisin ‘n’ Spice Instant Oatmeal, then goes outside. She wanders past the scrap car and along the dusty path across the plain. But she doesn’t see the rocks or the cacti with their paddle-shaped branches or the lizard darting past her feet. She is walking through the house again, running her finger along a dusty dado, over the cold marble of the mantelpiece, pressing her cheek against the red bird flying in the stained-glass window. She came here to forget, but instead she keeps remembering. In the mall coffee shop, in walks on the plain, while she prepares their simple meals, places and people appear again. And instead of resisting, she slavishly assists, detail by luxurious detail. It is as if she is cleaning the grime from a vast masterpiece. As if she hopes to find something lost, to identify some long-blurred object.

*

Her mother was sitting on the sofa. ‘Mum, I’ve been calling you for ages,’ Elizabeth said.

‘I didn’t hear you,’ her mother replied. She was still, staring ahead. Elizabeth longed to know what her mother was thinking about, what it was that could absorb her so completely that she didn’t hear her children’s voices. Elizabeth’s father had made sea trout with sauce bercy, a tempting invalid’s meal. Its savour floated up the stairs, but Elizabeth’s mother didn’t smell it. However hard her father tried, he couldn’t make her mother feel better. ‘I’m coming,’ said her mother, but she didn’t move. Elizabeth waited. For her mother, time was a sewing machine that stopped, then juddered into life again. For hours sometimes, her mother didn’t move or speak. But Elizabeth had never found out why.

*

Elizabeth is worried. She has been living here for nearly a month, and in all that time, her parents have not called her, have not replied to any of her messages. When Elizabeth left England, her mother sulked and wept by turns, but her father kept on making jokes, the way he always did, and she is surprised that he, at least, hasn’t called by now. She does not expect to hear from her brother. Duncan has probably never written a letter in his life.

‘How long has this been going on for?’ asks Spencer. He has just got home from work to discover that the toilet isn’t working. It doesn’t flush properly and something keeps trickling.

‘I’m not really sure,’ says Elizabeth. ‘I was out taking a walk.’ Spencer puts his beer down on the edge of the bath, opens the cistern.

‘I can’t fix this. I need all sorts of stuff I don’t have.’ So they get in the truck and drive across the dusky plain and down the highway to Home Depot.

The store is the size of a cathedral, draped with orange banners reading ‘Roofs’, ‘Gutters’, ‘Doors’. Shelves reaching to the ceiling are stacked with sheets of glass and lengths of guttering. There are rows of bins filled with nails and screws. Men with tape measures clipped to their jeans stroll up and down the aisles, chewing on meatball subs from the concession stand.

Spencer marches off, whistling a little under his breath. He grew up on a ranch that is a four-hour drive away, but sits in a landscape exactly like this one. The desert plains stretch unchanged for hundreds of miles in every direction. His mother died when he was a child. His father had the money to spoil him, but instead he insisted that his son take a fair share of the chores and learn young how to do things for himself. Spencer rode his horse bareback around the fields, and his father taught him how to use a gun to shoot grouse and how to choke the pesky prairie dogs with scattered bubble gum. He showed Spencer how to put up a tent, how to change a tyre, how to mend a roof, how to construct a wall. Elizabeth wishes she had learned about bricks and plaster, nails and screws, so that she too could build and mend things, so that she too could stride down the aisle knowing exactly what to look for. Trailing after him, she comes to a halt in front of the shower curtains. White, pink, patterned with conch shells or sailboats. She tries to imagine what would go with the bottles.

It amazes her how many things are needed to fill and furnish a house. They have bought a frayed green couch from the Salvation Army and a blue-and-red Mexican rug from a stall by the side of the road. They purchased an unpleasant but extensive floral dinner set from a man who had spread the plates and dishes on the meagre lawn in front of his house. They saw his felt-tipped sign, ‘Everything Dirt Cheap’, as they were driving by. The man let the dinner set go for a few dollars because, he told them, his wife had left him and he didn’t want any reminders of her. But despite all these recent acquisitions, their rooms still feel bare.

‘You gotta commit,’ Spencer says. He has come back, having found what he needed, a pair of needlenose pliers. He shifts restlessly on his feet, ready to go.

‘I’ll just be one minute.’ Maybe these things matter to her more because she’s the one who spends the day in the house. ‘That one would soon start looking dirty,’ she says pointing to the white curtain. ‘And that one looks like a sticking plaster,’ she says, pointing to the pink one. ‘Maybe we should go somewhere else.’

‘Jesus,’ says Spencer.

‘What? What’s your problem?’

‘Don’t snap at me.’ Today he removed a piece of metal from a man’s penis. The man had inserted it to increase his sexual pleasure, but it got infected. The operation was extremely fiddly. Spencer’s T-shirt is sticking to his clammy back and there are threadlike veins in the whites of his eyes. ‘It’s just – that’s what there is, sweetheart. We’re not even here for a shower curtain. And it’s late. Sometimes you gotta focus.’

‘I thought since we were here anyway, we should just get one. Look, this will be decadent,’ she tells him, dragging out a swathe of dark red, trying to be cheerful. He frowns.

‘I don’t like it when you brush things away. You snap at me, then suddenly everything’s back to normal again. You’re like a comic strip with some of the squares missing.’

On the way home, they see a pink neon cowboy hat with the words ‘Rodeo Nites’ beneath it, and Spencer pulls into the parking lot. ‘Why are we stopping?’ Elizabeth asks.

‘I’m going to teach you how to dance,’ he says. ‘This’ll make us feel better. It’s what I grew up on.’ They enter a makeshift building of concrete blocks and have their hands stamped. Inside, the pillars have been thoughtfully decorated with strings of lights in the shape of little beer bottles. Men in skin-tight Wrangler’s and block-heeled cowboy boots are dancing, picking their feet up as daintily as marsh birds. They twirl women round and round without looking at them.

‘It’s quite simple,’ says Spencer. ‘Two long, two short. And don’t bounce.’ He puts one hand on her waist and the other in hers and launches her out on to the floor. After a few minutes, he whispers, ‘You’re not following, sweetheart.’

‘I am following,’ she hisses back. ‘I’m doing exactly what you showed me.’

‘Two long, two short,’ he repeats, tapping the beat on her shoulder. Her violin teacher used to do that when she could not get the rhythm right.

‘Why can’t we do turns like everybody else?’ she asks. ‘I want to move.’

‘You’re not ready for that yet.’

‘But it’s boring just doing the same thing over and over.’

‘Dancing isn’t about getting a workout in,’ Spencer replies. He stops and waits for her to answer. But Elizabeth cannot stand to argue with him. She wishes he would lose his temper, but he remains calm, reasonable. Minutiae don’t bother him. The shower curtain, the magpie house, even the broken toilet. In arguments with him, her usual ability to think logically dissolves, and instead she longs for a conflagration. When she doesn’t say anything, he sighs.

‘Maybe we should just take a break,’ he says.

While Spencer makes his way to the bar, Elizabeth retreats to watch the other dancers. She catches the eye of a whip-thin man, dipping a dark-haired woman with careless grace. He winks. His partner looks around at Elizabeth, then pulls him closer, laughing at something he is saying. Elizabeth has seen these men filling their trucks at the gas station or waiting for coffee in diners. While they wait, they drum their fingers on the counter. She’s seen them spitting from their truck windows at traffic lights, the whine of country music on the radio. They are the last cowboys, she thinks.

The man’s partner disappears in the direction of the bathroom. She is wearing a ruffled skirt that swings out when she moves, and too much lipgloss. The man moves towards Elizabeth, then stops near her at the edge of the dance floor. He leans against a pillar and taps his foot. He is watching her out of the corner of his eye. He’s very thin. Mr Whip, she thinks. Then someone pushes roughly round the pillar and bumps into Mr Whip, splashing him with beer. Mr Whip stands absolutely still. Beer drips from his wrist, soaks his sleeve. He stares at the man who bumped into him, and the man stares back.

‘What’s your problem?’ Mr Whip drawls.

‘You’re the one with the problem, tough guy,’ begins the man. Mr Whip draws himself up, and at that the man raises his hands placatingly. ‘Look, take it easy. I said I’m sorry.’ He has not said he’s sorry. Mr Whip snorts and turns on his heel.


Daddy’s hands were soft and kind when I was cryin’.

Daddy’s hands were hard as steel when I’d done wrong.

Daddy’s hands weren’t always gentle but I’ve come to understand

There was always love in Daddy’s hands.



The music is coming from a truck’s radio, a blue Ford pickup. Elizabeth smiles at the words. Her father almost never lost his temper. He probably did not even know how to throw a punch. He said he wanted them to write on his tombstone, As Skilled On the Battlefield As In Conversation. But he was not skilled on the battlefield.

Elizabeth sees the silhouette of the dark-haired woman sitting inside the truck. She is fluffing her hair in the mirror. Then on the other side of the truck someone says, ‘Bullshit, you cocksucking motherfucker.’ There is a muffled gasping and some thuds. She watches as Mr Whip climbs into the truck and reverses out. On the bumper there is a sticker reading Gun Control Is Being Able To Hit Your Target. As the truck drives away a dark shape picks itself up from the ground.

‘Hey,’ calls Spencer. ‘You all right, man?’

‘Forget about it,’ the man calls, waving his hand in disgust.

On the way home, she asks Spencer: ‘Have you ever been in a fight?’

‘Only at school.’

‘Are you good at it? Do you know how to punch?’

‘Why? Do you?’

‘Just wondering.’ Her boyfriend Dax taught her, years ago. How to punch, how to kick, how to bite and draw blood.

‘I could defend myself,’ says Spencer. ‘I’ve got a few tricks up my sleeve my father taught me.’

‘Like what?’

‘I’m driving.’

‘Pull over and show me.’

Spencer sighs. He stops the truck on the dirt shoulder. The sky is littered with stars and a rabbit bolts into the stubby bushes. ‘Come here,’ he says. She stands in front of him. ‘Now try and grab me,’ he commands her. She reaches out, feels his finger boring into her wrist, and her arm drops. ‘Try again,’ he says. She lunges for him and this time his finger is behind her ear and she crumples to the ground. ‘It’s just a matter of knowing your opponent’s weak spots,’ he tells her, helping her up. ‘Their pressure points, which are the places where a nerve travels close to the skin. Everyone has them. One in each arm, one in the neck, one behind the ears. Press down hard enough and they won’t be able to take it.’

‘Could you hurt someone that way?’

‘You shouldn’t have to hurt them,’ Spencer says, ‘but you could. There’s a spot in your neck called the jugular notch, and if I pressed down hard enough there, first you’d gag, then if I kept going, you wouldn’t be able to breathe and you’d suffocate.’

‘Show me.’ She knows she is being childish, but can’t help it, slightly dizzy with vodka tonics. She wants to measure his strength.

‘What’s the matter with you?’ says Spencer. ‘I’m not going to show you.’ He jumps back in the truck and slams his door, waiting for her to get in.

‘I suppose if it was my funeral, you wouldn’t come home for it.’ It is her mother, finally, stung into calling by Elizabeth’s announcement that she won’t be home for Christmas. Elizabeth plans to accompany Spencer to his father’s place instead, since she has never met him and besides, plane tickets to England are at their most expensive over Christmas. Because her parents weren’t answering the phone, Elizabeth was forced to explain this in a message. Now she thinks if she had chosen one reason instead of two, she might have sounded more believable.

‘Or if you came,’ her mother continues, ‘you’d just invite all those freeloading friends of yours.’

‘Of course I’d come home if it were your funeral,’ says Elizabeth.

‘So you’re saying you can come home for Christmas, but you don’t want to,’ says her mother.

‘I want to but I can’t.’ She doesn’t want to. It is because she wants to escape the person she was. It is because she has decided to stop trying to make her mother happy. It is because she is afraid of Duncan.

‘I know you,’ says her mother. ‘Spend, spend, spend. That’s why you can’t afford it. When Dad and I moved in together, we had two plates, one set of cutlery and a card table. We didn’t have enough money for curtains, so the neighbours could look in and watch us having dinner, taking turns with the knife and fork.’

‘I know,’ says Elizabeth, ignoring the exaggeration. There is a long pause. Her mother sighs. Then in a rush of unapologetic generosity, she says, ‘Dad and I could help you with your plane fare. I don’t want you to be worried about money.’

‘I’ll think about it,’ says Elizabeth, hating herself for not standing firm. ‘I’ll let you know.’ She waits until her mother hangs up, then slams the receiver back into the cradle.

Then she goes to the bathroom and discovers that the toilet isn’t working at all now. When she flushes, the water just swills uneasily in the bowl. So she crouches behind the car wreck and pees in the dust. Like a true pioneer, she thinks. Afterwards, she hoists herself on to the rusty hood and practises spitting as far as she can. She wants to be able to spit like a cowboy, with nonchalant force. ‘Cocksucking motherfucker,’ she mutters until she feels better.

‘What are these for?’ she says. Poking about, she has discovered a pair of soft cuffs, closed with Velcro, in the bag that Spencer takes to the hospital. Each cuff is attached to a white cloth strap with a metal buckle.

‘For holding down difficult patients.’

‘Difficult?’

‘If they’re drunk, or violent, or mentally disturbed. Those buckles go round the bedposts. It’s for their own good.’

‘Oh.’ She pauses. ‘Tie me up.’

‘What?’

‘It’s not going to be very exciting if I have to ask you again.’

‘Why don’t you tie me up?’ Spencer says playfully.

‘Because I want to be tied up. I want you to grab me and throw me on the bed.’

‘Are you sure?’

‘“Every woman adores a Fascist,”’ she quotes at him with a coquettish look. He reaches out and pulls her into his arms and kisses her hard, then forces her down on to their bed. She wriggles and kicks, and her foot catches the lamp next to their bed and knocks it over. Its glass shade smashes and it goes out.

‘What the hell were you doing?’ asks Spencer.

‘Struggling.’

‘I thought you wanted me to be forceful.’

She sighs. ‘But it’s no fun if I don’t resist.’ She knows perfectly well that her idea of love is not gentle enough. But she just can’t get over it. This nagging craving for brute strength.

Spencer stands up and turns on the main light. ‘I don’t feel comfortable with this,’ he says. ‘Anyway, I’ve got to call a plumber and see if he can come by tomorrow. I can’t fix the toilet. At the very least, I’d need a closet snake.’

‘I was just playing,’ she says. ‘Anyway, it’s not about what’s right and what’s wrong. Why can’t you forget about being the enlightened modern male for once? You’re so bloody rigid.’ She gets up, wraps herself in the sheet and stalks away.

‘Don’t walk off when I’m talking to you!’ His voice cracks. She carries on walking, goes into the bathroom and locks the door. When she comes out, he’s gone.

Elizabeth sits on the couch, pulls her knees up to her chest and wraps her arms around them. Her knees dig into her eye sockets until she sees jags of violet.

Then a voice in her head says, ‘Come on, tough guy.’ The words make her think of a dark bar. She imagines herself with an elbow on the wet counter, locked in an arm wrestle with a faceless opponent. ‘Come on, tough guy,’ calls the audience, cheering her on. ‘Come on, tough guy. You can do it.’ And she slams her opponent’s forearm down.

She realises that what she should do is mend the toilet herself Then, when Spencer comes back, everything will be fixed. ‘Come on, tough guy, can’t you mend a toilet?’ All she needs to do is imagine an audience of sweaty rednecks yelling encouragement. It could be a creative visualisation, a self-help book, a motivational seminar! She will tell Spencer about it, and they’ll laugh at the idea of her travelling round the country urging the timid to envision themselves in their Inner Bar. Elizabeth gets up and goes outside. The truck is still there. Spencer must have gone for a walk. Come on, tough guy, let’s go to Home Depot, she tells herself Let’s nail this sucker.

She strides down the aisle trying to look as if she knows where she’s going, like the kind of a person who would recognise a closet snake if she saw one. ‘Watch out, darlin’,’ drawls a voice. She has just bumped into a denim-clad chest. She looks up and sees Mr Whip.

‘You lookin’ for somethin’?’

‘A closet snake,’ she says sheepishly. A closet snake: someone who is secretly a reptile.

‘What would you be needing one of those for?’

‘My toilet’s blocked,’ she tells him, noticing that she did not say our.

‘I don’t like to leave a lady in distress,’ he says, his eyes crinkling up at the edges. ‘Come right this way.’ And there it is, under the orange banner saying ‘Bathrooms’, a black length of rubber tubing, a metal handle to pump with. He presents it to her ceremoniously, draped across his fingers like a medal on a ribbon. ‘I like a girl who’s good with her hands.’

‘That’s me.’ She smiles and turns to go. Mr Whip does a few graceful steps and skates in front of her.

‘Haven’t I seen you before?’

‘I don’t think so.’

‘Where you from?’

‘Somewhere else.’

‘And what are you doing in this part of the world? Coming to see if there’s any cowboys left?’

‘You got it,’ she replies, smiling, attempting to sling the closet snake over her shoulder.

‘We’re a dyin’ breed,’ he tells her.

‘Are you a real cowboy?’ she asks, slightly doubtful. His hips are slim as a girl’s, his waist cinched with a silver-clasped belt. But he walks with a bow-legged stride.

‘The genuine McCoy.’ He draws out the last syllable of ‘genuine’ to make it sound like ‘wine’. ‘Listen, I was going to git myself something to eat. Why don’t you join me?’ He grins.

‘Why not?’ she says.

She tails his truck down the highway. The clouds are black streaks in a violet sky. She could eat a bloody steak with him, drink beer, shoot pool. Then they would have sex on his truck bed. Mr Whip would fight any man who laid eyes on her, kicking him with his sharp-toed boots. She and Mr Whip would fight too, and in the morning she would have black eyes and Mr Whip would have crusted scratch marks. She remembers what it was like to feel that way, the dizzy fairground thrill of it.

But the voice singing from her radio is sad.


Oh, it’s like a honeymoon without champagne,

A shiny set of rails without a train.

I’ve got a doublewide heart with room for two,

But it don’t mean nothing

If I ain’t got you.



She snaps it off. Mr Whip turns into the parking lot of Charlies Steak House. No one seems to bother with apostrophes here. In front of the restaurant, there’s a life-size brown plastic bull, horns lowered, one paw frozen above the concrete. At the last moment, instead of turning off, she accelerates down the road without looking back.

At the bottle house, the light is on, but Spencer is standing in the driveway. ‘I’m back,’ Elizabeth shouts out the window. She climbs out of the truck and kisses him, and he kisses her back. He never holds grudges. His love for her is so simple and pure. Next to him, she is a lady from a Renaissance court, used to a life of biting pleasantries and weighted silences. She tries not to think about what nearly happened and what has happened, all the things she will never tell him. ‘I bought a closet snake,’ she says. Then she realises that water is seeping into her shoes, a slow dark continent spilling over the doorstep.

‘It’s a bit late for that now,’ he replies. She sees that his jeans are wet to the knees. Inside, their cheap red-and-blue Mexican rug with the mistake in the pattern is dark and soaked. Water is gushing forth from the toilet. Spencer sloshes after her and picks up a bucket. Then he starts to laugh.

‘Let’s worry about all this in the morning. We’ll sleep in the back of the truck. Let’s just go get a drink.’

Rodeo Nites is packed this evening, a new band called Refried Dreams is playing. After the argument, Elizabeth feels tender and calm. In the illuminated ads up on the walls, the bottles of beer set against backgrounds of desert rocks or mountain meadows are great amber pillars like religious monuments. Then a voice sings softly in her ear.


Honey, I’m back, my head’s killing me,

I need to relax and watch TV.

Get off the phone – give the dog a bone,

Hey! Hey! Honey, I’m home.



She starts and sees Mr Whip. There are two red spots on his cheeks. ‘Where’d you run off to tonight?’ he asks, very quietly. She’d forgotten all about him, forgotten they might see him at Rodeo Nites. ‘I’m going to the bathroom,’ he says, ‘and while I’m gone you can work on your explanation.’ He is standing so close that when she looks down she can see the tiny pinpricks in an ornamental feather pattern on his boots.

As soon as he leaves, a dark-haired woman marches up, the same one she saw him dancing with a few nights ago. She is wearing a denim skirt and ankle-high red boots. Her dark hair has been teased and sprayed into an improbable abundance. ‘What the hell is going on here?’ she demands. Elizabeth gives the woman a stare. ‘You gotta problem?’ asks the woman.

‘No problem. He was hitting on me, but I wasn’t interested.’ Hitting on, not chatting up. She is pleased with herself for using the American term.

‘Oh, please,’ says the woman. ‘You were hitting on him.’

‘I was not!’ cries Elizabeth. Tough guy, she whispers in her head. Tough guy, tough guy.

‘So he isn’t good enough for you?’ The woman turns to leave. ‘Fuck you, you snotty little bitch.’ All the new words she has learned rush to Elizabeth’s lips. Fuck you and kiss my ass and kick the shit out of that cocksucking motherfucker.

She grabs the woman’s shoulders, then feels a jabbing kick on her shin. The red boots. At that, she begins to shake the woman violently. It is so easy to start a fight. And she will win. She is furious. Then two men take her by the arms and pluck her away, and the woman backs off, fear in her eyes.

As soon as the men put her down, Elizabeth wriggles away and rushes trembling to the men’s bathroom, past a blur of faces. Find Spencer and leave, she thinks. Just forget about it, tough guy, forget, forget, forget.

Spencer and Mr Whip are standing with their backs to her by the urinal, talking. She feels immediately soothed by the white bathroom, and leans her hot cheek against the wall as she watches them. Maybe this is really why she needs Spencer, for his empty desert. The blank expanse. The cleansing of what has gone before.

Spencer and Mr Whip finish up, then Mr Whip raises his hand as if to touch Spencer. She sees her spit fly across the room, as graceful as the coin falling through the water in the Dairy Queen. It lands on Mr Whip’s neck.

‘What the—’ says Mr Whip. He touches the back of neck, looks up, then turns around.

‘Elizabeth!’ says Spencer. ‘What are you doing in here? This is Dean, Four-Star Employee, remember?’ She stares at Dean and recalls a gold-starred badge and a candy-striped uniform.

‘But how come you’re bow-legged?’ she says. ‘I thought that was from riding a horse.’

‘She’s sorry,’ says Spencer.

‘She made a mistake,’ says Dean. ‘Spirited gal. No harm meant.’ He gives Spencer a small mock punch on the arm and leaves. Spencer puts his arm round her shoulder and says, ‘What was all that about?’ She doesn’t know how to tell him, doesn’t understand her anger. She weeps.


2

Love Hearts

THE MONKS OF St Benedict’s are praying for your soul. Gothic lettering, a gilt-edged card. There is no name, but Elizabeth knows who sent it. Her grandmother has always regretted not becoming a nun, and she tries to make up for it by her missionary efforts. Elizabeth’s older brother Duncan told Granny he didn’t believe in God long ago, ducking away from the holy water Granny tried to sprinkle on him and shouting, ‘Get off, I’m an atheist.’

‘Protestants do believe in God, you know,’ Granny retorted. But finally Duncan made her understand. So there was only Elizabeth left.

She received a crucifix every birthday, a bigger one each year. It was as if Granny thought Elizabeth was growing indefinitely, needing bigger and bigger crosses as her face receded into the sky. Or perhaps Granny wanted the crosses to weigh Elizabeth down, so that she would stagger under them and remember Jesus’s suffering. Eventually, Elizabeth fully expected her crucifix would be full-size, two planks at right angles, nailed fiercely together.

Elizabeth crumples up the card and feeds it to the Insinkerator. Americans are so efficient at disposal. At home the sweet scent of old chicken bones wafted from the rubbish bin, and sometimes the cat dragged something unrecognisable out and gnawed on it. But here everything is consumed by the Insinkerator, and washed away.

JESUS CHRIST LOVES YOU.

‘Look how they italicise the “you”,’ says Spencer. ‘As in “even you”.’ He laughs.

‘Don’t throw that away.’ Elizabeth snatches the leaflet from Spencer’s hands.

‘I thought it was junk mail,’ he says in surprise. As usual, the leaflet, printed on a background of billowing fire, urges her to repent and be saved. This can be done, she is informed, by reciting the following: ‘Dear Heavenly Father, I respond to your invitation and come to you in the name of your son Jesus Christ.’ A tear-off page with postage paid reads: YES! I have been saved. Please send me more literature on the Christian life. A note is also enclosed: Dear Elizabeth: I hope you are well, Love Granny. After that there is a line of kisses, meticulous as embroidery stitches.

Her parents told Granny Elizabeth was going to America to study, knowing better than to mention Spencer. ‘I suppose they’re all heathens out there, are they?’ Granny asked, with a note of fascination in her voice. Elizabeth did not think it was worth the effort of informing her that many people in America were Catholics just like Granny. Granny had a fixed idea of foreigners: they were all heathens, and they all ate spaghetti.

‘She’s trying to get it in writing,’ says Spencer. ‘You should call her and explain that you’re not a Catholic and never will be. Stop leading her on. And tell her you’re here with me. She’ll understand.’ Spencer always advocates telling the truth. He does not understand that telling the truth is a different matter
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