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Dear Martha,


I heard what happened just before 9 a.m. today. I was pulling up to your house to drop off Woody’s teddy and sun cream when Jen called.


She was at work when you arrived in the ambulance – she was the first person to see you. She said when you got to the hospital it was obvious immediately that things were bad. Your right eye was totally closed over and swollen, and you had blood coming out of your ear. They wheeled you in on the bed and you vomited. You were making sense at times, but then not so much, and your voice was slurred. When you were making sense, you were scared. Of course you were scared.


Jen said she could see you were fading away as you waited on the hospital trolley, and they wasted no time getting your head scanned.


You were taken straight from the CT scanner to surgery.


They said you would have died if they hadn’t operated. The bleed from your brain was so bad that your brain was being pushed over to one side. They removed the blood that was trapped between your brain and skull, and are hopeful that there won’t be any more bleeding. You’re lucky to have survived … or are you?


Is it bad that I think that? Does it make me a horrid person, to wonder if you’d have been better off not making it? But I remember the attacks that I survived, the ones I woke from … And I know you, I know how our brains work – you’re one of my best friends, we’ve had these conversations a million times – and I know when you wake from this, the chances are you might wish you weren’t here.


My manager – you know, Mags – was incredible. I sat outside your empty house and called her straight away. I could hear she was trying to hold it together. She’s grown to care so much about you, Martha – from that first risk assessment she did when you were originally referred to us for domestic abuse support, to the help she and the team have given you over the last few months. I could hear from her voice that this is going to affect her – but not just her, our whole team. The work all of them, and you, have done, the progress you’d made … This is going to be heartbreaking for everyone.


I returned home at 10.15 a.m. I don’t know why it took me so long to make the ten-minute car journey back, but it did. I sat in the car and cried. I screamed, I gripped the steering wheel, wanting to punch it. I rested my forehead against it and just let out fat, loud sobs whilst the tears splashed onto my bare legs – sobs for you, for Woody, for me, for all the women and children like us. Tears for all of us, for the fact that so many lives look like this, because these fucking men continue to hurt and kill us, every single day.


I don’t understand. No, I do. I get it, all of it – because I led your life for so long when I was married to David. The secrets, the lies. My desperation to believe he would change. The way I listened every time he promised me he would do better, try harder, get help. The guilt I felt when he would cry about losing the boys if I left, when he told me I was ripping our family apart. I understand all of it. It fucks me off that I understand it so well. I wish I didn’t.


Jen assumed he had attacked you randomly on your way back from the nursery run, but from the sounds of it now, it was a planned meeting. I keep going back over the last few weeks. I know you’d had some down days, but nothing that would massively red flag to me that you were missing him to the point of meeting him. You were relieved when he got those bail conditions, and you fought so hard to get the non-molestation order in place … But the police are suggesting that you planned to meet him. I feel like I should have checked in with you more, asked you if you were OK – actually OK, not just pretending to be.


I wish you’d have told me, Jen, Meg or Jo – or all of us, last week when we were having dinner and things felt OK. You seemed OK. Seeing as the four of us have been best friends for over two years, I feel annoyed at myself – especially given where I’ve come from – that I didn’t see this coming. I’m so devastated that you didn’t tell any of us that you were planning to meet him – but I also get it. I can’t help but wonder whether, if I’d shared more of my story with you before this, you wouldn’t have gone. And right now we would both be on our way to work as we are every Monday morning, chatting on the phone about everything and nothing whilst you beg Woody to get his shoes on and George sorts his Pokémon cards in the back of the car. And tomorrow we would still be going to the zoo with Jo and Megan and all the kids as we’d arranged – something you were so excited about doing with Woody, as he loves animals and you said this was going to be his first ever zoo trip.


Instead, you’re in a coma after Craig attacked you with a brick, and I don’t know what the future looks like now for you or Woody.


Mags was already at my house when I arrived back. She stayed for most of the morning. We drank tea, curled up at either end of my sofa. We went between total silence and non-stop talking.


I feel lucky to have Mags as a manager. She’s such a decent human – passionate about women’s rights and domestic abuse. The way she treats the women and children we support is incredible. I’ll never forget when she first interviewed me for the position of support worker a year after I’d left David. Her knowledge and experience, teamed with her warmth and gentleness, made me really want the job. It made me want to be like her, to support women at the worst times in their lives. I was excited to work for someone who made me feel safe and supported within spending less than an hour in their company – something that, in those days, was almost impossible for me.


She wasn’t surprised you’d arranged to meet Craig this morning. In fact, it was kind of like she’d expected it to happen – but she’s been in this line of work for over two decades and, in that time, she’s seen and heard things that you or I probably couldn’t imagine. She’s into double figures now, with the number of women she’s lost to suicide – suicide due to the effects of domestic abuse. Most of those women’s former partners, the perpetrators of that abuse, continue to roam the streets. Some even have the full custody of the children they created together – free to go on and destroy more lives. So I suppose after supporting so many damaged, vulnerable and broken women, it takes a lot to shock Mags. But even though she isn’t shocked, she is sad. So sad, that knowing how kind and beautiful you are, fun and sparkly – you’re now in hospital with horrific injuries.


We had a little cry together again before she left. It felt good to have her there with me, to make me feel like I wasn’t going mad or making it about me, which was how it felt at first. Mags made me feel calmer, reassured that this situation is affecting everyone around us, no matter how they knew you – and that’s OK. It’s a good thing we’re all devastated by it, because it shows how loved you are. And then the reality hit me – that this is truly shit. It’s shit and sad and devastating. Mags reassured me that it’s OK for it to feel hard and heavy right now. It should absolutely feel hard and heavy.


It’s now 4 p.m. I still feel nauseous. I’m still in shock.


I’ve just realised no food has passed my lips since I sat here this morning, scoffing a huge bowl of porridge that was too hot to eat, burning the roof of my mouth as I rushed to take Milo out for a long walk before I left the house for the day. I haven’t even had a coffee since then – I’d usually be at least three down by now.


I’m also aware this whole thing has triggered so much for me. Although you and the other girls know about my many years of abuse, I have never really spoken in depth to you about the repeat attacks, the sexual abuse, the injuries from each incident … or the final one, a year before I met you, where I was operated on in the same hospital you’re in now.


I have so many thoughts on the immediate future, and how it looks for Woody.


Woody.


All the stuff flying around my head about what will happen to him now. What has he been told? Right now, he’s staying with Jo and Jamie – we made that choice because he’s as obsessed with Jo and Jamie’s youngest daughter, Dotty, as she is with him. They’re months apart in age, and we felt it’s probably best for him to be there, out of all our homes, because he has the distraction of all their kids and a busy house with everything he needs.


I can’t imagine how he will feel. He absolutely adores you – and what an affectionate and incredible mum you are to him. It feels like it’s just been the two of you forever, even though you only left Craig a few months ago. It reminds me so much of my boys and me – an unbreakable bond where, being their mum, you know everything they’re thinking or feeling without them saying a word. Although Woody is still not yet three, there is no one else that matters to him like you. You make his whole world go round – don’t forget that when you wake, Martha.


I know from my own experience how easy it is to let the guilt and shame consume you. It’s impossible not to blame yourself, to feel like you’re a bad mum – but none of this is on you. It’s on Craig – every single bit of it. And the love you have for Woody, the love I’ve had the honour of witnessing over the last two years – it’s irreplaceable.


I remember the day I met you, when you popped into the café with Woody after seeing the ‘Staff Needed’ sign outside. By this point Jo and her mother-in-law, Pat, had taken over the café, but I was living above in the flat and would pop down most days – for my own need to be around them, as they were a huge support to me at that time, as well as to help them transition as smoothly as possible with the takeover.


Woody was in his pram. He had just turned one, and I remember smiling at how similar you both were. Your hair was the exact same colour – all these different shades of blondes including white, a straw yellow and a honey colour. Beautiful locks, you both have, all the colours entwined together – yours falling down your back and Woody’s around his ears in ringlet curls – wild and untamed. He was dressed in an oversized Rip Curl T-shirt, black leggings and little black-and-white Vans socks – the bottom of his chunky legs on show, tanned from spending his days with you on the beach. He was sucking on a bright teething necklace, trying to shove as much of it as possible into his drooling mouth. It’s funny how you don’t ever want to be judgemental but you still make judgements. It’s like your brain just does it automatically – it can’t be helped or stopped. Trendy, I thought, when I set eyes on him. Trendy, because of you.


You were so beautiful. That was my immediate thought when I saw you. Beautiful and tiny, about a size six. You could have easily passed as a teenage girl from behind. You were wearing black cycling shorts with tanned legs like Woody, cute matching black-and-white ankle socks and Vans trainers, topped with a Santa Cruz oversized T. Trendy, I thought again, studying you over the top of my peppermint tea. Trendy skater girl.


You were super-tanned, glowing, but you triggered me immediately. Something about you made my belly flip. I could feel your anxiety – you were hyper-vigilant, eyes darting everywhere whilst making no eye contact with anyone – as if you were scanning for danger. I convinced myself I was being crazy – I used to do that a lot. Not so much now. Over time I have begun to realise that when it comes to me meeting new women, I get it right with the red flags more than I get it wrong, so I question my gut far less than I used to. The gut, I have come to realise, is one of the most powerful things in our bodies. I raise my boys to know that – to listen to their gut when it talks to them, especially when their head and their heart are uncertain.


Jo gave you the job on the spot. She liked you. I liked you, and I hadn’t even spoken to you – you hadn’t even seen me, sat in the corner behind my laptop, watching you and your son. You would start the following Monday – three days a week. I heard you say that your partner was a lighting technician, but he had just lost his job, so you were looking for something immediately to help tide you over. The flags were just getting redder and redder, the more you spoke to Jo and Pat, and I felt the butterflies in my belly flutter more quickly.


I wasn’t there the first day you started, but I asked Jo how it had gone that evening, in the WhatsApp group we had – the same one you’ve now been in for the past two years, and which, for the past few hours, you’ve been noticeably absent from. It’s a group the girls originally set up after I left David, and it was a lifeline for me. Megan, Jen and Jo became my soul sisters in the days and weeks after I left him, and I’m not sure I’d be here, writing this to you, without them. I hope when you wake up that same WhatsApp group can provide the same lifeline for you.


Jo replied saying you’d done really well and she liked you. Nothing else. Jen and Megan then said they’d both popped in that day for brunch and met you, and that you seemed lovely and sweet. No red flags raised by any of them, so I simmered down again. I reminded myself it could all be in my head. I prayed at that point that it was all in my head.


I remember the first time I knew my gut was right – that you were being abused. Your neighbours called the police after hearing Craig losing it, and he was arrested. You called Jo a few hours later, when you got home after leaving hospital. Jo rang me and I rushed straight to your house. I already knew it wasn’t the first time he’d been violent. You’d never told me, but the signs were there.


Woody was at home when the incident happened – Craig had stopped him going to nursery the month before he attacked you, to save money. It was just after lunchtime when I arrived. Two social workers were leaving as I came in: one young and straight-faced – I couldn’t work out if it was because she had no emotion or because she was trying to hold it together – and an older lady who smiled at me sweetly on her way out.


You were in shock. I knew the look as soon as I walked through the door and saw you. I could tell how you were feeling without you even speaking.


I can picture every detail of your injuries right now. You had dried blood at the front of your perfect middle parting. I could see the glue from where the hospital had seen to the wound. Your left eye was swollen – not closed over, but I knew it would soon be black. Your beautiful long fingernails were still intact, but had blood around them, where you’d eaten away the skin with the stress of it all.


Woody was awake, buried into you. You gripped his hand the whole time as you rocked back and forth with his whole body snuggled into your tiny frame, reassuring with words like ‘It’s OK, bud’ or ‘We’re fine now, baby, we’re gonna be just fine’. I felt the love instantly. I felt that mother’s protection, pouring from your entire being into him. Even though the purple bruising covered the limited amount of your skin that was on show, I could see you still had that fight within you. Instantly, I felt relieved that I was your friend. Although there was a sadness inside of me for you, there was also a deep-rooted knowledge that came to me of how life could look for you if I could get you the support and help that you needed and deserved. I knew I had to help build you and your baby back up, and let you see what your ever after was going to look like …


It doesn’t feel like that right now. It feels like somehow, I didn’t work hard enough back then. I feel like I took my eye off the ball. I thought you were coping better than you were. I keep feeling all the same feelings I had just over three years ago, when I was lying in that hospital bed, listening to all the machines beeping, the doors around me opening and closing, doctors and nurses rushing in and out. The bright white ceiling I spent days looking up at, wondering where it all went wrong, whilst I lay beneath it, covered in hundreds of injuries and scars – some years old – from a man I had once believed that I loved – like you did yours. A man who was also the father of my children …


We know you have no family, from the things you’ve told us. Your mum died when you were seventeen, something you and Jo have in common – although her adoptive mum had cancer and your mum died from alcohol poisoning. You never knew your dad, and you don’t have any family you were raised around, none that you know of – or that’s what you’ve always told us.


Mags has been told that Craig isn’t talking in custody – he went ‘no comment’ throughout his police interview, despite still having the brick in his hand, covered in your blood, when they arrived. And despite two independent witnesses giving statements as to what happened. One was an eleven-year-old girl, on her way to a dental appointment with her mum. He goes to court first thing tomorrow, but they’re hopeful he will be remanded in custody. I can’t help but think he should have got a harsher sentence than community service after the first attack, and then maybe we wouldn’t be here today, who knows?


We are worried that there might be friends and family from your past that we just don’t know about, but we can’t locate your mobile phone so we can’t check your contacts. Jo said your social media doesn’t have anyone other than people locally on it, so I genuinely don’t have anyone to contact to tell them about your situation. And that feels wrong, and so sad, given how incredible you are – I want the whole world to be up in arms. I want crowds in the street to come together and pray for you to get well. You deserve to feel love everywhere. I don’t understand how the only people you have supporting you are four women you’ve known for just twenty-four months.


I’ve thought a lot about what I needed when I woke up after David’s final attack on me years ago. If a domestic abuse survivor who had been through a similar ordeal as me had written parts of her story for me to read – to show me she could, and did, escape and become free and happy – I feel that would have not only occupied some of the longest, saddest, scariest days of my life, lying in that bed, but it would have also given me strength – to see I could do it too. That I could free myself of him forever, and my boys and I WOULD be OK.


And although we’ve spoken about my life with David, and some of the things that happened, I’ve decided to write you some of my story – which is so similar to yours in so many ways – so that when you do wake up, which I know you will, you’ll know you’re not alone.


You have to wake up, Martha, like I once did. Even if you open your eyes and feel devastated, you’re still alive, because the reality is just too much to deal with – the pressure of everyone knowing, the guilt, the shame and the blame – you have to, because you have an innocent little boy that needs you. He has no one else. There is no choice for women like us. Survival is the only way. It’s all we know.


I began journalling three years ago, after the attack. Jo encouraged me to. She was my best friend then, as she continues to be today, along with the rest of our girl gang – you included. It’s something her therapist encouraged her to do when she was at her worst, and it’s been as life changing for me as it was for her.


It was something I’d never even thought to do. I couldn’t – wouldn’t – because I would never have been able to write the truth whilst married to David, for fear of him finding it – and what was the point of journalling lies about being happy and having great memories? That wasn’t my life. It would have been pointless. Infuriating even.


So this letter to you is going to be my story – the story of me – your friend, Louise – much-loved daughter, mother of two incredible boys, domestic abuse survivor.










TUESDAY
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The beach, which you can see from my apartment, is bustling today, which is strange considering it’s May and the kids are still in school. It’s been this busy since I stepped back into my apartment this morning.


The sun feels angry; it’s been almost thirty degrees for the past three days. The heat is overwhelming – burning down from the sky and radiating up from the tarmac on the road. Most days I hate the high ceilings at home because of the cobwebs I can never reach, but today I’m thankful for them, for making me feel less claustrophobic, not as trapped – a little more free from spiders, their homes and all.


Sitting at my lounge window, I watch all the families sprawled across the miles of golden sand. Milo has spent the day skulking around, trying to find fresh pieces of cold wooden floorboards to lie on in shady corners of the flat. I walked him at 6 a.m., before I woke George for school, and I’ll take him out again after sunset. It’s too hot for him to go out in the daytime. It surprises me how many dogs I still see walking past my home – cockapoos like Milo, but so many other breeds, too – panting like mad and lying on the hot pavement every time their idiot owners stop to browse in another shop window. So many of them stop and drink from the dogs’ bowl outside the café like their life depends on it. I know from experience that Pat and Jo will refill that water bowl several times a day for those poor dogs.


Mostly though, today – probably because of you, because of this situation – I focus on the dads. Or maybe the stepdads, or uncles – who knows. But it’s men: I focus on all of the men. What I do know is that I’m focusing today the same way I first did all those years ago, when I first started looking out of this window. I know I’m doing it as soon as I start, because my heart races faster and my neck feels flushed. I’m annoyed at myself immediately. I want to stop – I tell myself out loud to stop – but I can’t. I know I can’t. It’s begun again.


I study these grown, adult men building sandcastles with little boys, pulling tiny girls through the sea on their blow-up inflatables. The ones chatting away to their partners, giving them the odd hug or kiss whilst tucking into sandwiches from their cool boxes, sitting on their striped deckchairs that they hire from Greg in the hut beneath me. When I can’t see close enough, or I convince myself I spot ‘that’ happening, I get my binoculars and I zoom in to really ‘check’. They’re clever though, I know this. They hide it so well.


All anyone else would see out of my window today are happy families, making memories and having fun – and I’ve realised, for a while now, that that’s what I’ve begun to see again. But not today. Today has made me aware that I was almost there, back to seeing what other people see – ‘normal people’, you know? People who aren’t like me. Who aren’t like you, Martha. Who haven’t lived lives like ours and who don’t look at things in the way we do.


But since this morning, and perhaps even since yesterday, after Mags left – after hearing the news about you, after finding out that right now you’re only being kept on this earth by machines in intensive care, whilst doctors are making decisions about how to keep you alive – I’ve quickly realised that I’m straight back at square one.


Today, when I look out of my window, I see what was once my family. I see your family. I see women repeatedly smearing their precious children in sun cream to protect them from the sun’s rays, like I used to do, whilst drinking tea from their flasks. Taking the odd glimpse at a novel in between refereeing sibling rows and sighing at how great the weather feels on their skin. I see them loving their husbands and being loved back. I see them smiling and laughing. I see them looking content and happy. But I feel them … I feel them dying inside. I feel their pain and confusion, their hurt and their anger. I hear the screams inside their own brains that are so loud they feel like their ears are bleeding and they don’t understand why no one else on the beach can hear them. I feel them repeatedly looking around for someone to notice, anyone – and then I see them questioning themselves because they feel like they’ve gone insane.


I see them realise that no one sees them. No one other than me, who they can’t see, and I know I’m helpless, because as much as they’re looking around for someone to notice them, they’re also hoping at the same time that nobody does. The fear of someone seeing them is often far worse than the fear of staying invisible. I spent so many years trapped in this state of confusion. Desperate to be seen, whilst praying to stay invisible forever.


I remember when we came to this same beach two weeks ago. You, me and our three boys. Harry was home from uni for the weekend, and he and George doted on Woody – it was so nice for me to see that side to them; the side I see whenever we are at Jo’s, where they spend their time playing with Dotty. They have all this patience to play games and teach the little ones how to catch a ball and build a sandcastle, and again, it breaks my heart. I shouldn’t even notice it. I don’t think for a minute that Megan notices it when her eldest stepson does the same with her younger children, nor Jen when her kids play with Dotty or Woody – but for me, I study my boys to see how they interact with people, with any person. I’m constantly trying to figure out what they’re thinking, how they’re feeling, but most importantly – how they treat others, as the young men they now are. Until my dad came back into their lives a few years ago, the only male role model they had ever known was their biological father, who had zero patience and was arrogant, angry and aggressive. To watch them spend that day on the beach, actually enjoying taking care of your little boy, finding stuff he said funny and wanting to be in his company, made me feel things I never want to stop feeling. I don’t think there’ll ever be any words to explain my relief that they haven’t morphed into David, that they don’t copy his behaviours, that they haven’t inherited his arrogance, attitude or nastiness. It’s as if they give other people everything they never had from him.


I know from speaking to Harry that this is a huge worry for him. He has been having regular therapy for over six months now, from a therapist based close to his uni. Sometimes he calls me after he’s seen her and we talk through his session; he asks me questions about certain incidents he remembers, or things that he wants confirmation of or answers to that he’s unsure of. It’s hard, but I always answer him honestly with every memory I have. He deserves no less than that. Other times, I text him post-session to ask how it went and he just replies, It was OK and doesn’t elaborate further. Sometimes I get kisses and other times I don’t. I respect any response he gives me. It’s a journey; we’re all healing in different ways. I think we will be forever healing from the years we spent being controlled and abused by the one man whose duty was to love us and keep us safe.


For George, it’s different. He got a diagnosis of autism just over two years ago, which has felt more positive than negative. For him, everything’s so black and white that he sees that his dad is a bad person, and has almost locked him away in a box out of sight and thrown away the key. He talks about the time we spent with him factually rather than with any emotion, and sometimes that’s more upsetting for me – especially because he will recount incidents in front of my parents or friends, where he makes reference to the violence, the screaming and shouting, or my injuries and he just says it how it was. Like, ‘Remember the time he said you overcooked the broccoli and he dragged you into the conservatory by your hair, then beat you with the gold lamp base so Harry and I could hear, and then you had to go to hospital and we all had to lie and say that it was an accident?’ There is no emotion, it’s just a statement – but I wonder what that must have done at the time to an autistic little mind which thrived on routine and safe people – and which had the exact opposite, living with someone who displayed a million different personalities and behaviours.


It’s devastating. The effect David has had on all of us is lifelong and heartbreaking, but we have each other – and we are free. We no longer live like we once did. I don’t think George even thinks of the future, or makes decisions based around his dad’s behaviour, but for Harry, it’s the opposite. I know it’s a huge fear to him that he might be like his dad, that he could go on to hurt someone he loves. As of yet, no amount of reassurance has convinced him otherwise, and he refuses to even take girls on dates because he doesn’t want to risk getting into a relationship and it becoming messy. That part feels life-shattering for me. I wonder if that damage is forever, because when I hear about his friends – and when I see Jo’s kids, who are the same ages – it wrecks my heart. I want Harry to be like them – having fun, feeling the stuff teenagers feel for each other. I hate that to him, the risk of all the ‘what ifs’ is too great for him to even try it.


I often wish that I could share more parts of my story with the women I support at work. That I could say, ‘Me too’ when they summon the courage to share something with me that they’re embarrassed or ashamed of. I want to remove the fear they have of being judged or misunderstood. When they arrive at the centre to go into the refuge, even though they feel cared for by us, the staff, I know that if I were able to share my wisdom from the experience of having once been where they are now, it would help them so much more. So many women go back again and again. I did it myself for almost twenty years. Every time I planned to leave and started prepping my escape, I talked myself out of it. If I had known someone who had been where I was, someone who could have held their hand out for me and my boys to grab onto, it would have been so much easier; we could have fled so much sooner.


But that’s the thing with domestic abuse – it keeps you silent, it stops you from talking. Both when you’re living with it and once you’ve left. More so once you’ve left, because once people know the level of abuse you suffered, once they understand what you’ve been subjected to, they just think you’d never want to return. They assume you’ll want to stay away because you’d be crazy to go back – and you do, you desperately want to stay away, but so often you don’t know how. When you’ve been controlled for so long, you don’t know life without your perpetrator. Admitting how you truly feel to yourself is hard enough, so to talk about it out loud, to other people – it’s just too much. How do you tell people you miss a man who treated you like that for so long? How do you confide in people that you want to take your child back to someone who caused you both such pain?


I remember when you first confided in the girls and me about the abuse you were enduring – not the full extent, but parts of it. You told us how he hadn’t hurt you but he smashed and slammed things round the home. How he called you names and expected you to do everything in the house. You told us what we needed to know to be aware you were a victim of domestic abuse without telling us the whole truth. I know that because I see it every day – because it’s what I tried to do to Jo the day she turned up at my house after David assaulted me. You told us enough to test us – to see if you could trust us and hoping we would help save you.


We already knew, or I knew – and they knew, because I told them before you told us. After those first red flags, it became glaringly obvious to me the first time I saw you and him together. I’d spent a lot of time with you at the café by that point, and to see your body language change, and even the way you spoke, how you lowered your tone and looked around to ensure no one else was around or listening in. When he turned up unannounced at the café, it cemented to me what I was already fearful of. You were a shell of yourself when he was around. It was like looking back at my old life. I asked you if you were OK, told you I was there for you – but you brushed it off, as if I were seeing things. So I knew you weren’t ready. But I also knew that you knew I would be there when you decided you were ready – and that was all I could do. It’s all any of us can do, and I knew the day you began to open up to us was the start of your journey to change your and Woody’s life.


I remember when you first came to the centre for support – you were going on the domestic abuse course, but because we were friends I couldn’t directly work with you. After you’d had a few sessions, I checked in with Mags to see how you were getting on. I remember her first reply, which was: ‘What an incredible mother she is.’ And you are, Martha. My god, you are. You always have been. Woody is the centre of your universe, and the adoration you have for him shines so bright, no matter what you’re going through or feeling. No matter how relentless Craig was, or how difficult he was making life, both when you were with him and when you weren’t. It’s as if Woody lit up your world by just being around you.


So many women arrive with us – both for outreach support and for placement at the refuge – and they try to be the most incredible hands-on mums. They pretend they’re absolutely fine and happy, for the fear of what we will think of them and the worry they have that they’ll have their child or children removed from their care if they’re sad, emotional or angry. So many women arrive at the refuge and act like the fact they’ve had to flee from all kinds of horrid abuse, and stay in an unknown location in a huge, unfamiliar house, where they live with total strangers and are supported by staff they don’t know, has absolutely no impact on them and they’re absolutely A-OK.


You didn’t do that when you came for support. You never did that – you never pretended to be fine – not to the team at work, and not to us as your friends. It’s like you were too broken to even try and make out things were OK, so you just allowed yourself to feel – and I was relieved you allowed us that, the insight into both your bad days and your good, your irrational intrusive thoughts, your fear at what the future looked like, the worries about what your son had endured. The panic attacks in the middle of the night, where you’d call one of us girls to just be on the end of the phone with you so you weren’t alone. The sleepovers you had at mine and Jo’s because you knew you needed company – you didn’t ever shy away from that and try and go at it alone.


What I never said to you, and I wish I had, was how beautiful it was for me to watch what an incredible mum you remained even when you were so unbelievably fragile and lost. You asked Jo or me for help when you needed a break, and it quite quickly got to the point between us where you no longer needed to ask us to step in with Woody, we just knew when to, because we both recognised it from our own journeys. Possibly Jo more so, because once upon a time she did have to go it totally alone. She had no one to pick her up with three tiny babies in tow, so she was adamant we would all be there for you, like she had been there for me a few years before, without question.


I remember that day on the beach two weeks ago – it was a bad day. I saw your eyes fill up as you made another sandcastle with Woody. You began wringing your hands and rubbing your thighs with your palms with a force that was uncomfortable to watch, dealing with the thoughts inside your brain that I knew wouldn’t go away. Throughout the afternoon, I just showed interest in whatever Woody was doing so he would interact with me, giving you space to just breathe and refocus your thoughts. I knew that you knew what I was doing. I also saw the look on your face that said you were relieved I was there to do it – to give you just a few minutes to get over the trigger. To pace about, wipe away your tears or do some deep breathing. It showed me you were processing it all – and that you were healing.


We didn’t speak much about how life had ever actually looked for you before you met Craig. Sure – you told us you had no family but it wasn’t something you ever discussed with detail or ease, so I never pushed it. It was skimmed over, factually – but I didn’t want to force a conversation you weren’t comfortable having – I wanted it to be something you chose to raise, brought up and chatted about naturally, and I knew from my own journey that some things take a long time to talk about. Years, even. I hoped we would get to the point where you would discuss it without me asking, but because it remained unspoken, I couldn’t work out for sure whether you did in fact have any family or close friends who you loved that he had taken you away and isolated you from or whether you’d genuinely had no support network before your entered into that relationship. The thought of you having no support seems odd to me, given what a beautiful, kind and incredible human you are – that there would be no one, other than us, desperate to come running to your side right now. I suppose we will know soon enough – once the authorities do their thing and look into where you used to live, and trace anyone who was once close to you.


I remember everyone focusing on my childhood when it happened to me. After the final attack, everyone probed, from the nurses to the police officers. I was even asked about it when I gave evidence during his trial – as if him abusing me could somehow be my fault because of something I may have endured when I was a child, before I met him. But overall, I had a happy childhood – other than what happened with my Aunt Peggy.










Eleven years old
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I went into town with Aunt Peggy earlier. She’s met a new boyfriend called Jez. Mum doesn’t like him, Dad hasn’t said much. Dad says Mum worries too much about Aunt Peggy because she’s like her mum. Aunt Peggy lives with us – she has done since I was born because my mum’s parents aren’t very nice. I’ve never met them and we don’t know them. She kind of feels like my big sister and my mum feels more like her mum to me too. Aunt Peggy’s different looking to my mum. My mum is shorter, rounder – she’s still pretty, but not as pretty as Aunt Peggy.


Aunt Peggy always dresses in pink and dyes her hair white blonde, and she always wears it in pigtails or plaits. She puts cute hair bows in and wears bright-coloured clothes and big goth-looking chunky boots. She wears her make-up so cool, with lipstick the same colour pink as the Hubba Bubba pack, and her black eyeliner has a huge flick at the corner of her eye that’s just perfectly drawn on. She’s super tiny and always smells good. Her feet are so tiny that I almost fit into her shoes – she says I can borrow them when they fit me properly. When she goes out with her friends at night I take one of her scarves or cardigans to bed with me because I can smell her perfume on it and it helps me to sleep better. Some Saturday nights, Mum and Dad go out with friends for date nights and dinner parties, so it’s just me and Aunt Peggy at home. We walk to the takeaway at the top of the road to get chips and gravy, and she lets me stay up late and we watch cool films like Beetlejuice or The Lost Boys. She’s really cuddly and she lets me stay in her bed and tells me crazy stories about things she did when she was a teenager that make me laugh until I cry.


Last week I asked her about the babies my mum lost before me. My mum told me about them but Aunt Peggy told me more. She told me how sad my mum and dad were. She told me the stuff my mum didn’t tell me, about how they didn’t know whether two of them were a boy or a girl because they were too tiny to tell, but that the last baby was a boy, my brother, and he lived for a few minutes after he was born. She said he looked just like me – he was smaller because he came too early, but he had the same nose and lips as I have. She told me my mum is too sad to talk about it all properly. My mum never thought she would have a baby after all of that so when I was born, she and my dad were really, really happy.


I wonder how much my mum still misses my brother and the other two babies. I think it’s weird they don’t talk about it. I wonder if they took any pictures of my brother. Aunt Peggy said she doesn’t know. Maybe I’ll ask Dad – he doesn’t get sad like Mum does.


I told Aunt Peggy that Mum doesn’t like her boyfriend; she says he is bad news. Aunt Peggy said Mum says that about everyone she dates and she will do the same to me when I start dating. She said I should ignore her. I think she’s right. Aunt Peggy is too clever and pretty to go out with an idiot.


I stayed home alone for the first time on Friday because my mum works that day, baking for the local bakery. Usually I always have to go with her, but now I’ve just turned eleven I am allowed to stay home by myself for a few hours – I’m just not allowed to answer the door if anyone calls over.


Mum always brings me back some mini Cornish pasties and a lemon slice. She doesn’t make the pasties, she only makes the sweet things for the weekend. People queue for ages on a Saturday morning to buy Mum’s cakes. She is really good. She’s already taught me how to bake loads of things and Dad says my doughnuts and custard tarts are as good as hers now. Mum taught Aunt Peggy to bake – she’s as good as Mum but she says she doesn’t enjoy it. I know Mum’s hoping I will become involved when I grow up so we can make it a family business, but right now I want to be a hairdresser.










WEDNESDAY
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The hospital called today.


We won’t know how well you will recover for a while yet.
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