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About the book

Sarah is besotted with the unpredictable Billy.  But after another ‘accident’ involving his temper, Sarah’s face and a night in A&E, Sarah’s friends Martha and Flower decide that it’s time to take action.  What should they do?  Reason with him?  Send him to anger management classes?  Shoot him?

Martha and Flower have issues of their own: Martha is seven months pregnant by one of three possible blokes; and hippy Flower’s career as a stand-up comic is more sit-down and weep after some nasty encounters with south London’s finest hecklers.  Will Martha survive single-motherhood on a council estate in need of a peace-keeping force?  Will Flower find the perfect put-down?  And will they sort out Billy before he gets to them first . . .?






To Bernie, Maisie and Eliza




My thanks to everyone who has helped me put together this novel . . . they know who they are. I am particularly grateful to my family for leaving me to get on with it and to my editor Martin Fletcher whose enthusiastic and friendly manner got far more out of me than any homicidal drama queen would have managed. Thanks to Vivienne for reading it all in one go and for making encouraging noises. Thanks to all the poor sods who had to drag through this, ferreting out inconsistencies and correcting my terrible punctuation. My progress from novel virgin to woman of limited experience wasn’t nearly as painful as I might have imagined. Cheers.




Prologue

Martha could remember exactly when it was that she had first started hating her father. She was four years old. Before that, she had simply felt a sense of unease about the harshness of his voice, his unpleasantly smelling hands and the way her mother Pat spent most of the day looking like a rabbit that has been taken out of its cage by some schoolboys and is about to be tortured.

The Day of Hate should have been a very joyous occasion because it was her sister Mary’s seventh birthday, and in an uncharacteristically generous gesture, the Rev Brian had decided to throw a party for her. He had asked some friends and family round, but very few of either group had responded to the offer because his family didn’t like him and most of his friends were in the process of becoming unfriends.

As the Harris family so rarely entertained, the Rev Brian was in a state of advanced anxiety, manifested as a mixture of bad temper and mild hysteria. This worried Martha. Some children from Mary’s class in the small Suffolk village school had been roped in – under duress as none of them, despite the fact that they quite liked Mary, actually wanted to spend any time in the house of ‘Reverend Smelly Belly’ because he scared them. His nasal hair had been allowed to get out of control and as he always spoke to people – even small children – by shoving his face only a few inches away from theirs, it was enough to make a seven year old cry. Besides, he was a vicar.

So Rev Brian did his best to be an entertaining host, but after a couple of hours, the strain of marshalling ten grubby village children in what he considered to be his beautiful home and seeing dirty fingers travel up and down the curtains, pictures and wallpaper, his thin veneer of amiability was beginning to slip away.

Mary copped it first during a game of Pass the Parcel when she screamed a little too delightedly for the Reverend Brian’s fragile state. He hauled her into a room out of earshot and smacked her with the words, ‘Keep-the-noise-down-you-silly-girl-and-don’t-show-me-up. ’ Mary had no idea what this last bit meant and was so shocked she almost forgot to cry.

Pat Harris, oblivious to the changing moods of her sulky husband, was in the kitchen humming and putting candles  on the cake when the Rev Brian stamped in and said he had had enough of the little shits ruining the place, and that he was going to entertain the marauding gang of plebs in the garden, where they couldn’t do any damage.

‘Oh, come on, Brian,’ said Pat, ‘it’s only once in a blue moon and they’re having such fun. It’s nice to hear them laughing and see their little faces looking so happy. Please don’t ruin it, dear.’

This was too much for the Reverend, who had been bubbling under since that little Jim Baker from the village had cried when he discovered that the prize for winning Pass the Parcel was a Bible and since Kim Meades had wet her pants over the Persian rug in the hall when he shouted at her. He finally blew a gasket and marched Pat, holding her by the ear, through the party room, announcing as he passed that one thing he couldn’t abide was a cocky woman and the only way to deal with her was to discipline her.

Under the fixed gazes of Martha and Mary and to the confusion of the guests, he pushed Pat, who was desperately trying to make a joke out of the whole thing, into the cupboard under the stairs and locked it.

‘And stay there until you’ve learned some manners,’ he said.

Even at the age of four, Martha was mortified. Pat could be heard, pleading in her gentle voice to be let out, but Rev Brian wasn’t having any of it. He led everyone out into the  garden, dismissing any protests and proving once again that people will pretty much do what they are told as long as someone is enough of a bully.

Martha could not contain her anger, and marching up to her father with all the sophistication and language control a four year old could manage, gave it to him right between the eyes. ‘I hate you, I hate you,’ she said. ‘You are a . . .’ she hesitated. ‘You are a wanker, Dad.’

Time stood still as the Rev Brian bore down upon her like a musty avalanche, scooped her up and carried her into the house. He took Martha to the bathroom where he pushed a lump of soap into her mouth. Then he hung her out of the bathroom window in as jokey a way as he could manage and shouted, ‘Here she is, we’re only having a bit of fun!’ His voice sounded as if his testicles had recently been removed and made the word ‘fun’ sound as if it meant murder.

This was too much for the ordinary village families, who filed out of the vicarage garden and as soon as they were out, quickened their pace, giggling and whispering, eager to tell whoever they could as fast as they could.

It was many months before the Rev Brian was given absolution by the village for his behaviour that day, and Mary, Pat and Martha were punished for all that period, as naturally it was their fault.

As time passed on, things didn’t get any better between  Martha and her dad because Martha had decided to fight him at every opportunity. Mary, on the other hand, had decided she would submit and that would make life a lot easier. It was. The Reverend pretty much ignored her from then on, apart from the occasional scathing comment about her looks, domestic competence or choice of husband.

Both Martha and Mary had to be confirmed despite the fact that Martha had chosen, at around the age of six, to be an atheist, because she felt if God existed He wouldn’t ever allow the sort of behaviour the Rev indulged in. It was on this occasion that her father took the opportunity to give a little talk to the congregation about the nature of God, illustrating it with some stories from family life, the dénouement of which was the relating of an incident which had happened the week before.

‘Now my daughter Martha is a difficult little cuss at the best of times,’ said the Reverend Brian, ‘and not only that, she is quite greedy. Last week, for example, my wife Pat made some homemade lemonade which Martha loves and despite us urging moderation she drank gallons of the stuff. Consequently that night she wet her bed – can you believe it of a girl of eight?’

The children in the congregation sniggered and the parents looked embarrassed.

‘I am only telling you this because my wife and I kept warning Martha not to have so much lemonade or there’d be  an accident,’ said the Reverend. ‘Now we adults are a bit like Martha as far as God is concerned: we don’t always heed His advice but He knows better.’

Martha felt as if all eyes were turned on her and wondered how she would survive school on Monday. Pat and Mary both burned with indignation and shame on her behalf, but neither would say anything, because Mary was now almost mute and Pat didn’t want to wind the Rev up.

After that incident, despite the number of times Martha prayed desperately in the little church, she couldn’t get God to admit that her dad was doing a crap PR job for Him or even give her a clue that He could see what she meant.

The Rev Brian haunted Martha’s nightmares for the rest of her childhood and popped into her adult dreams with alarming frequency as well. He was tolerated by the villagers who all knew he was a bit of a bastard to his family but they found him good at his job, efficient and businesslike, and therefore were prepared to accept the slightly Dickensian attitude he took towards the three women in his life.

By the time she was a teenager, Martha’s relationship with her father was constantly stirred to boiling point by the added ingredient of hormonal changes. Martha had thought the Rev Brian couldn’t get any worse but then he showed a side to his nature she wasn’t prepared for: he became a bit of a lech. After one evening when the Reverend, sweating and embarrassingly over-attentive, clingily waited hand and foot on Martha and her  friend Joelle whose bosoms were enormous, Martha decided to size up friends on the basis of how much they would sexually arouse the Rev and hence a series of spotty, unattractive teenage girls could often be seen trudging in and out of the vicarage as if all beauty and animation had been banned. Boyfriends were recruited solely on the basis of their unsuitablility, Martha bussing in drug-users and working-class boys to wind up her father and becoming sexually active at the age of fourteen.

She lost her virginity to a local farmworker who was nineteen and she fantasised about a shotgun wedding ceremony conducted by her father, head in his cheesy hands.

Mary was neither help nor hindrance in the battle against the Reverend Brian and like a great sulking bat withdrew to her bedroom for most of her teenage years and surrounded herself with Gothic paraphernalia and dressed herself in the manner of a Victorian widow with a penchant for erotica.

Pat, who had been an innocent, cheerful farmer’s daughter attracted by the brooding bad temper of Brian as a young man, constantly berated herself for allowing her husband to treat her two daughters as if they were dangerous dogs that needed to be taught who was boss.

And despite the fact that she knew her husband was a pathetic bully, she could not quite bring herself to administer the coup-de-grace of a divorce because she wanted to feel that underneath the sulking, bad-tempered surface there was  an intellectual and an idealist who still loved her very much. Unfortunately he had been replaced by this malodorous, labile old fart within a very short time of them having married, and it seemed unlikely that pre-marriage Brian would ever resurface. So Pat sat through many humiliations, both public and private, about which she was enormously ashamed and the little whispers she always seemed to hear behind her when she went to the village for some shopping or to borrow books from the library always seemed to say, ‘Pat you are pathetic, Pat you are weak, Pat you deserve what you get.’ Eventually she believed it.

The Reverend Brian did go through a period in Martha’s twenties of temporarily being struck by the teaching of Christianity as a true force for good and he thought he’d better try and win back the respect of his daughters.

Mary wasn’t too difficult. By that time she had married Derek the skull and anything which interrupted the tedium of their ordered life was welcome even if it was her irritable father attempting to slime his way back into her affections.

In contrast Martha stood firm and continued to notch up a series of coronary-inducing firsts for the Reverend Brian, including having a tattoo which said Jesus Sucks on her bum and flashing it on the odd occasion in the village when she was pissed, dropping out of college, becoming a Muslim for a while and getting a job as a waitress in a strip club in Soho.

Her three ambitions were to be a single mother, to see her mum happy, and to have her father on his knees begging for forgiveness. If he was naked and covered in the contents of a rubbish bin, all the better.




Chapter 1

The telephone rang in Martha Harris’s twelfth-floor council flat in South London, interrupting the fantasy she was having about killing her father with a steel knitting needle thereby terminating one of his usual lectures on any subject about which he deemed himself knowledgeable, which was Everything-In-The-World-Ever-Written-Thought-Or-Said.

She picked up the phone and the image melted away. There was a silence at the other end of the line, punctuated by the occasional almost inaudible squeak, the sound you make when you are trying not to cry.

The squeak was replaced by a faltering voice. ‘It’s me . . . Sarah,’ it said.

‘What’s up, mate?’ said Martha.

‘I can’t tell you on the phone. Meet me in the pub in half an hour,’ said Sarah. ‘I’ll call Flower.’

Martha wanted to light up a fag, but looking down at her huge, alive tummy, she thought better of it. A potential crisis warranted a cigarette but this wasn’t a real emergency yet, although she had lost sight of what was: nowadays, getting a bad picture on Channel Four would merit at least two packs of Silk Cut. She wished she’d been brought up in a happy, hippy home which had left her serene and content, not addicted to anything and everything that staved off her anxiety, and she often thought about wreaking a terrible revenge for a lifetime of disinterest and humiliation on her father, the Reverend Brian Harris. For over thirty years now, Martha had carried around in her head a list which condemned her dad to death and it grew with almost every encounter they had.


Reasons To Kill My Dad

He is responsible for me being called ‘Martha’.

He smells like an old cheese sandwich.

He’s horrible to Mum and has made her believe she deserves it.

He’s cruel, despite the fact he’s supposed to be a representative of Jesus.



This is a random selection from hundreds of resentments nurtured during her childhood, adolescence and adult life.  As soon as she could, Martha escaped from the disapproving gaze of the tiny village in Suffolk and took emotional pot-shots at the Rev from long distance, her latest involving living in this really grim council flat in South London and getting pregnant by someone she hardly knew.

Even though she relished the thought of being a single mother, Martha had genuinely made a mistake with contraception, something she was too ashamed even to tell her friends. She’d arranged a termination but hadn’t been able to go through with it – the curse of the Rev Brian’s moral values was too deeply instilled. And now ‘Lump’ was seven months old in her womb and really starting to make his or her presence felt. Nobody knew the identity of the father and Martha was determined not to tell them. Her friends thought it was because the father was someone hideous or right wing; her father thought it was because he was black; and her sister Mary thought it was because it was her husband Keith. Little did Mary know that if some enormous, bloated, syphilitic dictator and Mary’s husband Keith were the last two men left on earth, and Martha had to have sex with one of them to continue the human race, she would have tackled the north face of the Dictator, ignored the squirting, and got on with it.

Martha enjoyed telling her father about Lump and also took particular pleasure in revealing that she wasn’t sure who the father of the baby was. The news was delivered during tea one weekend at the vicarage.

‘You’re what?’ screamed the Rev Brian.

‘Pregnant,’ said Martha calmly.

‘Not married,’ spluttered the Rev Brian, disgorging biscuit crumbs onto the cat’s back. ‘What will the Parish think?’

‘That I’m an old slapper?’ suggested Martha.

At this point the Rev used some inappropriate language for a man of God and Martha left. The Reverend Brian would have liked to give his daughter a slap but as she was thirty-seven he realised this was not on, so instead he fumed to Pat, and bemoaned the fact that he hadn’t had a son who undoubtedly would have turned out more like him. Given that he had named his two daughters Martha and Mary, that meant he would, if he was being faithful to familial relationships in the Bible, have had to call his son Lazarus, and Lazarus loomed large as a figure of hate in Martha and Mary’s consciousness. Lazarus certainly would not have said ‘fuck’ to Mrs Avedon at the 1979 summer fete. Martha’s defence – that it was in response to a very boring story about the woman’s runner beans and that at least she didn’t say ‘Fuck off’ – did not impress the Rev and he went into one of his long, grim silences which really cheered Martha and her mum up, briefly.

Martha’s friends wanted to tell her that this lifelong battle against the Rev had something of the ‘cutting off her nose’ about it, and ask why she didn’t just relax and enjoy herself, but they never got round to it. There were quite enough drunken parties at which they could have told her. Flower  had had a stab at it once, a couple of years ago, when they were all a bit pissed on New Year’s Eve, but Martha, who didn’t drink vodka very often, had turned nasty and threatened to punch Flower who, being of hippy stock, as evidenced by her name, withdrew swiftly and tried to persuade Sarah to tell her instead. Sarah, however, was too timid and even if she had attempted it, she possessed the subtlety of a smack in the gob, so she would just have made things worse.

Sarah was an enthusiastic consumer of modern life (except food) and all its demonic trappings, from her regular order in the newsagents for celebrity magazines to her frequent trips to Oxford Street in a tidal wave of purchasing reminiscent of the feeding frenzy of a lottery winner shortly before buying a helicopter. Flower often berated her about her rampant gobbling up of the capitalist ethos, but Sarah had no idea what capitalism was, and Flower’s frequent attempts to get Sarah on the odd protest march always elicited the sort of horrified face that Sarah reserved for someone who had borrowed her new top without asking. Sarah was the sort of person who made a cup of tea when a brilliant TV programme was on and lapped up the adverts. Along with her acceptance of the status quo, she, much more than the others, had been on a long-term pilgrimage to find a man to validate her existence in the starring role of husband and sperm provider for the future production of children. She had already worked out the kids’ names (Nathan and Emily), what they would  wear at their Christenings and she wanted an elective Caesarean because this involved fewer unpleasant fluids cascading over her nightie. (No one had told Sarah yet that in the birthing process, a pretty nightie tends to metamorphose into a butcher’s apron.) Sarah found herself somewhat miffed when Martha announced her forthcoming event, in the pub, to her and Flower.

‘Are you sure you’re pregnant?’ she said.

‘Well, I’ve done a test,’ said Martha.

‘Oh, I’d do another one – they don’t always work, you know,’ said Sarah.

‘Bollocks! Yes, they do,’ said Martha, sensing something in Sarah’s voice. ‘Don’t worry Sar. It is written that you will produce some little buggers. And Connie begat Sarah begat Nathan and Emily,’ she announced in biblical tones to the pub, whilst Sarah looked nonplussed and wondered if her friend had gone bonkers.

The three always met at the same pub, the King’s Head near the Oval cricket ground. It stood, Victorian, scarred and lonely, surrounded by 1950s estates, like the sole survivor of a bombing raid, and glowed at night like a dying ember amongst the harsher neon lights of a threatening, scarier age.

Martha set off for the pub at seven and was pleased to see it was raining. She felt safer in the rain. She assumed that burglars and rapists didn’t go out when it was raining because  at heart, they were lazy, pathetic bastards who were reluctant to get wet.

Sarah was heading to the pub from a different direction. She hated the rain. It made her make-up run, her clothes look shite, and meant she turned up at places where potential husbands might be lurking looking bedraggled and unmarriageable. Martha, Flower and Sarah were all in their mid- to late-thirties and Sarah rather regretted the fact that she’d missed out on being a ladette because she was too old. Had she been able to run around drinking beer and swearing she thought that would have given her life so much more meaning.

Being six foot tall, the rain always hit Flower before everybody else and she would happily raise her head and let it run over the make-up-free zone that was her face. Sarah was appalled by Flower’s refusal to wear make-up. To her it was like going without pants. Flower hadn’t actually told Sarah she was knickerless too!

Although she didn’t like to admit it because people thought she was a ballsy feminist, Martha was absolutely terrified of negotiating the rubbish-cluttered street round where she lived at night, because of the gangs of what would have been considered ten years ago, relatively young lads. Now, with the benefit of better diets, they were testosterone-soaked, huge, grown-up men in the bodies of fourteen year olds whose vocabulary of swearwords and sexist abuse was precisely targeted, if not vast. They could also smell fear, and its presence in their  nostrils led them to track Martha along the road, trying to make her cry. It didn’t take much, given that her hormone content was running at about 97 per cent of her body mass, so even if someone shouted something as harmless as, ‘Up the duff!’ at her, she would be reduced to tears. And these were South London boys. They weren’t going to stop at something as Ealing Comedy as ‘Up the duff!’ Oh no. Poor old Martha was regaled with everything their poor starved imaginations could come up with, and with her head down, she marched on wishing that the cane was still used in school and that capital punishment existed for the extra special crime of calling someone ‘a fat slag’.

‘Fuck off!’ she retorted, wishing she didn’t sound quite so much like a language coach from Surrey.

Flower, because of her height, her bicycle and her socialworkeresque appearance, also suffered the harsh verbal slings and arrows of the public, but it tended to be more amused banter than vitriolic abuse, until one day, a car full of lads had passed and one of them leaned out to pull her plait.

‘Oi!’ he shouted. ‘It’s a fucking giraffe on a bike!’

Flower had discovered in herself a rage she did not know she was capable of. She followed them to the next set of lights, pulled off their windscreen wipers and kicked the side of the car, oblivious to the fact that they could kill her if they wanted to. Lucky for her, they were more bemused than angry  to see this angular girl lay into their car, and she escaped without injury.

Sarah, on the other hand, was the sort of person who got a bit miffed if some medieval sex offender on a building site  didn’t comment on her appearance.

The unlikely trio of friends had met some ten years before at a charity Christmas function aiming to feed and water London’s homeless. Sarah had thought there might be some nice blokes there, Martha had thought there might be some horrible ones she could introduce to the Rev Brian, and Flower hadn’t fancied Christmas dinner at home. They were the last of the single hold-outs as all their separate groups of friends gradually met people, got married and moved to somewhere with fewer asthma-inducing agents in the air.

The King’s Head was its normal scruffy self, the sort of place where the last bloke to clean the ceiling had got nicotine poisoning. Martha liked its dingy corners, which hid her imperfections even in the daytime and, as she sat there nursing a mineral water and no fag, she speculated on the possible reasons for Sarah’s phone call. Given Sarah and her foibles, it had occurred to Martha that it might be due to a bad decision in a shoe shop in Covent Garden at the weekend, or perhaps a haircut that made her look three weeks older than she was, but there had been something about the call that suggested otherwise. She looked up to see Flower, flushed and wet, heading towards her.

‘Drink?’ said Flower.

‘No thanks,’ said Martha. ‘Just the one water always does me.’

Flower purchased some hideous concoction involving tomato juice, lime cordial and soda water, and sat down next to Martha.

‘Well, what do you reckon?’ she said.

‘I expect it’s something to do with Billy,’ said Martha, who had only met the man a few times and had taken an instant dislike to him; even with her limited knowledge of psychiatry, she had pronounced him to have a personality disorder.

‘Multiple personality disorder?’ Flower had enquired, having watched a film once about some woman in America who had loads of personalities.

‘A “no personality” disorder from what I can see,’ said Martha.

‘Man-hater,’ teased Flower, which caused Martha to launch into her usual speech about why being a feminist didn’t mean you had to hate all men, accompanied by Flower slumping ever lower under the table with the whites of her eyes showing and a slight trail of dribble coming from the corner of her mouth, until Martha eventually noticed and shut up.

Then Sarah was blown in through the door looking almost human compared to her usual immaculate self. Sarah was one of those people who could wear a white suit in a coal mine  and come out looking exactly as she did when she went in, as opposed to Martha, who seemed to attract flying lumps of curry onto her clothes wherever she went. Sarah, it seemed, had seriously let herself go, an indication that a huge crisis was occurring. To Martha and Flower’s horror, she hadn’t even put on any make-up, a disaster to rank in Sarah’s book along with pet bereavement.

Flower had already got Sarah her bottle of fizzy lemon mixed with vodka and called something like ‘Tropical Shag’, a drink in Martha’s opinion that was responsible for more teenage pregnancies and venereal diseases than anything else. Still, Martha couldn’t talk. She, at the great age of thirty-seven, wasn’t exactly setting a good example to local spinsters.

‘So,’ said Flower, ‘what’s the matter, Sarah?’

A tear began to make its way out of their friend’s left eye and down her unmade-up cheek.

‘It’s Billy,’ she said in a weary voice especially reserved for telling Flower and Martha that her latest relationship had failed in some oh-so-predictable way again.

‘Has he finished with you, disappeared without trace, stolen your watch or sat on the cat when he was pissed?’ enquired Martha, recalling Sarah’s last four relationships and hoping to lift the gloom somewhat.

‘He’s hit me,’ said Sarah.

Martha and Flower were stunned. Neither of them had  expected this. True, they both treated poor Sarah’s increasingly desperate search for a man and subsequent failure as a bit of a joke, but they hadn’t prepared for this eventuality and there followed a very long pause.

Finally, at exactly the same time, Martha said, ‘The bastard,’ and Flower said, ‘Are you all right?’ Sarah responded to the question. ‘Yes,’ she said. ‘I’m all right physically. He didn’t hit me very hard, but I’m not all right up here.’ She pointed to her head.

Flower, who unfortunately for her had done a bit of supply teaching and had had to wise up very quickly at a local comprehensive, not having realised that if fourteen-year-old boys were bored, they had wanking competitions in class, remembered a study she had read in which teenage boys said it was perfectly all right to hit girls if they nagged you and went into overdrive.

‘Have you called the pigs?’ she asked, an enquiry which because of its seventies’ protest angle made Martha laugh very inappropriately.

‘Flower,’ she said, ‘you can’t call them pigs any more. That’s so . . . so . . . Greenham Common.’

Flower looked at her with irritation. ‘I don’t think now’s the time to discuss my use of language,’ she said and turned again to Sarah. ‘Have you called . . . them?’

‘God, no,’ said Sarah. ‘That would be well over the top.’

‘What about Rape Crisis?’ continued Flower.

‘Flower,’ said Martha, ‘I’m all in favour of these organisations in their rightful role, but Rape Crisis – that would be bonkers!’

‘What about a refuge of some sort?’ said Flower, leading Sarah and Martha to believe she really had lost it big time.

‘Shall we all calm down,’ said Martha. ‘Come on, Sar. Tell us what happened.’

‘Well,’ said Sarah, ‘last night I was working late and when I got in about nine, Billy was watching telly and drinking beer, and he was in a really foul mood. When I asked him how he was, he just ignored me, so I asked him again and he told me to shut up.’

Had he been studying at the Academy of the Reverend Brian? Martha wondered.

Sarah continued, ‘Well, I went into the kitchen to make some food and called out to him to see if he wanted any, at which point he came storming into the kitchen telling me to leave him alone, to shut the fuck up, hadn’t he told me enough times already, was I a fucking moron . . .’

At this point she began to cry again, and Flower, who was nearest, put her arm round her, somewhat awkwardly it has to be said, for despite the fact that Flower’s mum and dad were good, old-school hippies, they’d been quite uncomfortable about the whole physical thing.

‘So, then what happened?’ said Martha who, subconsciously, had started to treat the incident as an omnibus version of a  soap opera. Flower threw her a look which said, ‘Can’t you be more sensitive?’ and Martha lowered her eyes demurely.

‘I said to Billy, “I don’t know what I’ve done, but I’m sorry”,’ said Sarah, ‘and then he hit me round the face and walked out.’

‘So what did you do then?’ said Flower.

‘Went to the toilet,’ said Sarah, who was very regular and faithful in her reporting of the incident.

‘And then?’ said Flower.

‘I watched telly, cried and went to bed,’ replied Sarah. ‘He came back in about midnight and—’

‘Oh, I bet he was all over you, wasn’t he,’ interrupted Martha, ‘saying how sorry he was, how he couldn’t believe what he’d done, he’d never done it before, he’d never do it again, he loves you, he was so ashamed, he’d get help, he couldn’t understand how it had happened . . .’

‘Well, no,’ said Sarah. ‘He got into bed and went to sleep.’

‘Yeh, but you’re going to throw the wanker out today, aren’t you?’ said Martha.

Sarah’s mobile rang. It was one of those ring tones you can buy from a magazine that is supposed to sound like a violent rap song, but in reality sounds like the tuneless musical accompaniment to some toy from the Early Learning Centre, so you find yourself humming ‘Fuck the L.A.P.D’ like a drama-school desperado on Playbus who hasn’t moved onto grown-up stuff.

Martha could tell it was Billy calling, because poor old Sarah  blushed and tried to sound businesslike and strict with him, when in fact Martha could tell that she desperately wanted to pretend the whole thing had never happened. After the call finished, Sarah, rather embarrassed, said, ‘I’ve got to be going.’

Comments like ‘Got to make his tea for him, have you?’ or ‘Does he need comforting, poor little bastard?’ lay unsaid on Martha and Flower’s lips, and they nodded semi-sympathetically. They’d both been there, not with violence, but with moody men who made them feel like pieces of shite, and felt that they should cover up to their friends and pretend they weren’t that bad. Sarah was walking home now, wishing she had never mentioned ‘the incident’ to Martha and Flower. It would make life so much easier not being torn between Seemingly Proud Woman Who Doesn’t Take Any Shit From Men In An Unacknowledged Yet Fundamentally Feminist Way and . . . Woman Who Loves Bloke So Much She Puts Up With Unspeakable Acts Of Abuse.

Martha and Flower sat morosely in the pub.

‘She’ll tell us if she wants some help, won’t she?’ said Flower. ‘I get the feeling she doesn’t want us to interfere. Maybe we should just keep an eye on things from a distance.’

Martha, who had been about to suggest they went round to Sarah’s flat mob-handed, dragged Billy out, tortured him and left him for the crows to peck out his eyes, was somewhat taken aback.

‘Do you want another of those weird drinks?’ she said.




Chapter 2

A week or so later, Martha emerged from the reeking lift and walked heavily towards her front door. Martha always felt relieved when she finally got into her flat after work. At the moment she was a waitress in a club in Soho, some twelve steps down the social ladder from the Geography teacher her dad had hoped she would be. Getting around was an assault course for Martha, not only because she was frightened, but because she was hypersensitive to the comments of everyone she passed on her way. It was more to do with the fear of abuse rather than the reality. The combination of the Rev Brian as a father, an overactive imagination, and a life spent watching rather too many films in which women got stabbed, burned, slashed, decapitated, strangled, garrotted, de-entrailed and generally not treated very respectfully, had given her an  ultra-developed sense of vulnerability. She was the one at whom the presenter’s reassuring comments were aimed at the end of crime programmes and on whom, like most other anxious people, they had absolutely no effect whatsoever.

Therefore, a knock at the door past seven o’clock at night in Martha’s block didn’t bode well. It was unlikely to be someone selling organic vegetables or a Jehovah’s Witness, who risked crucifixion if they ventured onto the estate. Martha thought that the organic vegetable-seller would have stood up to the test of crucifixion much more steadfastly because they were healthy and full of stamina, whereas the poor old Jehovah’s Witness wouldn’t even have been able to have a blood transfusion.

But somehow the apologetic tap at the door wasn’t menacing and although Martha put the chain across, she opened the door with some confidence.

It was a shock. Her mother, Pat, was standing there, having made it alive and proud through the middle of a South London estate with a terrible reputation. She, who couldn’t even manage a night’s sleep in the tiny Suffolk village without a light on and a cheese knife under the pillow. Somehow, this intrepid woman had made it past some scary, scary obstacles, not least the gang of McDonald’s-fuelled, ill-educated hecklers.

‘Mum,’ Martha managed to say, with as little panic and surprise as possible in her voice. ‘What are you doing here?’

‘I’ve left your father,’ said Pat, as triumphantly as a timid, sixty-one-year-old vicar’s wife could manage, ‘and I couldn’t think of anywhere else to go.’

‘What about Mary in Sevenoaks?’ said Martha automatically, thinking less than fondly of her bad-tempered sister married to a shrunken, spotty collection of bones and skin minus a personality.

‘Oh, Mary would just send me straight back,’ said her mother, ‘and she can’t make a decent cup of tea.’ (Vicars’ wives’ lives are punctuated with many very bad cups of tea.) ‘By the way, what’s an “effing minger”?’

‘Never mind,’ said Martha, touched that her mother still couldn’t manage the ‘F’ word, and taking her very small case from her. ‘Come in.’

She could sense Pat’s fragile good spirits sliding out of her body as she came into the flat. Yes, it was grim. Yes, it was neglected, and thanks to a curry last night, yes it smelled. Martha didn’t believe in covering up smells with commercially produced different smells. After all, there’s nothing worse than going into a toilet impregnated with some entrailshifting floral scent. Martha suddenly foresaw an evening, nay a week, full of horror, as she tried to entertain her poor mother while Pat made up her mind about her future. Martha almost found herself wishing that her mum had stayed with the Rev.

She knew, first of all, she would have to put up with a bout of spring cleaning in which her mother would do a passable  impression of someone with St Vitus’s Dance, accompanied by minute questioning of the validity of every single item in the bathroom cabinet, a thorough excavation of her washing basket, and a laundry session the like of which had not been seen since Flower’s netball team all got diarrhoea after a night out at a local Italian and Flower brought their kit round because the washing machine in the squat had a sculpture of some pants in it.

‘Sit down, Mum,’ said Martha, ‘and tell me what’s happened.’ Martha had an eye on the clock, because one of her favourite programmes was on in five minutes.

‘Turn the television off, dear,’ said her mother.

Martha turned the sound down, but continued to sneak a look at the screen, and when the titles of the programme came up and her mother had only got as far as the incident outside the bathroom this very morning, when the Rev Brian, according to him, driven insane by her quiet incessant knocking, had appeared at the door, dignity dispensed with, various bits of himself flailing around, and landed a blow on her arm with a wet flannel, she found herself ever so slightly irritated.

‘Oh, that’s awful,’ Martha said every few seconds while her mother continued the sorry tale, waltzing through what sounded like a comedy row conducted in every room of the house, before the dénouement in the garden with the woman next door threatening to call her husband and her mother’s eventual flight from the vicarage with the vengeful words of  the Rev Brian ringing in her ears. ‘Don’t come back here until you can stop behaving like a mouse!’

Martha had been at her mum and dad’s a few weeks before to impart the news of her soon-to-be-visible illegitimate child, so her cushion-shaped tummy wasn’t a surprise to her mother, but Pat Harris chose to tackle difficult situations by pretending they didn’t exist, so she hadn’t even mentioned it yet. Martha wasn’t too bothered about this huge abyss in mother-daughter communication, because the sort of upbringing she’d had precluded mentioning periods without someone fainting. So, the two of them sat there for the evening talking politely like ladies at a church coffee morning, until Martha made up a bed for her mother with the cleanest-looking sheets she could find and heaved a sigh of relief as her mother disappeared for the night into the room she used as an office. It was only nine thirty. Martha still hadn’t got over that teenage wonderment of people who can go to bed before midnight and consider it normal.

Sarah phoned at about ten, having got rid of Billy either in the bath or down the off-licence. It was a couple of weeks since the incident of the slap. Given the current crisis, it was of course impossible for Sarah to phone while he was in earshot in case she had to relate, second by nail-biting second, some recent incident between the two of them. Martha found her calmer and more back to her old self and under-exaggerating like a holiday rep.
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