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​Martha, May 1996 


[image: ]


Martha is languishing in an outdoor cedarwood hot tub, caressed by warm, soothing water. She’s with her hunky husband, Randy, who wears only a Stetson and a seductive grin. They are relaxing after a long and enjoyable day training horses.

‘Working the ranch is one hell of a way to make money, honey,’ says Randy in a gravelled drawl. ‘I’d hate to work in an office.’ He pours flutes of ice-cold Dom Perignon and hands one to his wife. ‘Happy birthday, darling.’

Smiling into Randy’s cognac-coloured eyes, Martha takes a sip of bubbly. She immediately spits out the nasty liquid - not champagne, but a mug of milky, weak tea. And she’s not in a hot tub in Texas, but an avocado-coloured bath at home in Sussex, dreading another monotonous day.

Martha’s staid and portly husband, James Hoare, not the honed, long-limbed Randy of her daydreams, comes into the bathroom, glorious in baggy y-fronts with a string vest. As he trims errant nostril hairs, he says, ‘I know it’s your birthday, that’s why I made you a cuppa and let you have a half-hour lie-in, but get a move on as I need you in the office by nine o’clock. Don’t be tardy.’ 

James isn’t wearing a Stetson. The idea is laughable - a ten-gallon hat would look daft with his pinstripe suit. He finishes the nasal excavations then struts from the room as he says, ‘Try and look presentable today - I wish you made more of an effort.’ 

Martha sticks out her tongue, visualising him in a pair of chaps as silent revenge. Hmm, not a good look, and the idea makes her giggle, offsetting her annoyance a tad. 

Emerging from the bath, she feels rebellious. Damn it - she will lie in the watery cocoon for another five minutes. After adding more hot water, she rests back, closes her eyes, and returns to the hot tub - and sizzling man.

Randy’s foot strokes her inner thigh, gradually moving higher. Burning lust overwhelms her. He draws nearer, skin to skin, as the scent of earthy maleness drives her wild with desire. He whispers, ‘Some ranch hands are hovering so I can’t ravish you now, but we’ll make up for it later.’

‘I don’t know if I can wait.’ She yearns for his passionate sweet-scented kisses. Urgent with need, she reaches for his hard... 

‘Get out of that bath now! And you appear flushed - you must have the water too hot.’

Martha didn’t hear James, now clad in a tight pinstripe suit, sneak into the room. He stomps out again, yelling, ‘I’m going on ahead. See you at the office, get a bally move on.’

Reaching for a towel, she sings, ‘Happy bloody birthday to me.’

Minutes later she yanks on the usual hateful uniform of shapeless tweed skirt, blouse and cardigan, before applying a quick slick of Peon Pink lipstick to her full mouth. It’s impossible to be presentable with the horrid clothes, chosen by James. The irony makes her mad. She considers spraying a touch of her favourite perfume, l’Amour, to lift her spirits, but James complains it smells like a tart’s boudoir. Most men would approve, but her husband is dull. Her entire life is staid and boring. She settles for a dab of the lavender oil which has the Hoare stamp of approval: ‘If it was good enough for my mother, it’s good enough for you. I won’t have my wife smelling like a slut.’

‘But you hated your mum.’

‘That’s not the point. At least she didn’t smell like a loose woman.’

Martha should be having more fun, with spare funds for fripperies, and less time spent at work. They make plenty of money, but nearly every penny goes back into their estate agency business, or so James says. Any spare cash Martha has supports their son Simon’s lazy lifestyle.

James won’t accept their only child has a problem - Simon is a paragon. James hasn’t realised that every time the offspring visits his beloved grandma in Los Angeles, he is a paying guest at the Dryout Spa in Palm Springs. He’s been twice in the last year, with Martha’s mum insisting on footing the hefty bills. Thank God.

Soon Martha is downstairs, brewing her first coffee of the day after pouring away the hideous tea. After all these years, James still can’t make a cuppa the way she enjoys it - sweet and strong.

The doorbell rings. It must be Doris, the daily, back after a few weeks holiday in Cleethorpes. Much to Martha’s surprise, Doris recently metamorphosed from dreary and downtrodden to radiant and confident. I must ask what her secret is, mulls Martha, opening the door.

A drunken Simon falls through it and throws up on the Chinese rug. What a stink!

‘How did I get into this mess?’ she mutters.
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The downhill slide began when Martha was working in Wetherby’s, an art auction house in Knightsbridge. It was her first job since she left school, Le Manoir, nicknamed Manners Manor, in Switzerland. She still recalls the shock on her mother’s face when she landed home, a year later and fifteen pounds heavier than when she left: ‘Oh, no, darling, it simply won’t do. You’re going on a diet.’

Swiss chocolate was impossible to resist. And the pastries for breakfast were a delightful contrast from the Spartan menu at her boarding school, Grimstone Academy for Girls. Martha shudders whenever she remembers the grey and lumpy porridge that heralded the start of a school day.

The young James bewitched Martha when he first popped into the auction house, over twenty years ago, interested in a painting. He was slim back then, his pinstripe suit falling elegantly, rather than straining over a pot-belly, and his hair was thick and dark, not grey and sparse. None of this would matter if James were nice to her, but he is horrid. And his initial sense of humour absconded without a trace long ago.

James asked her out for dinner straight away, and they enjoyed a delightful evening at The Holly in Covent Garden. He wanted to celebrate finding the girl of his dreams. He said he couldn’t believe it when he came into Wetherby’s and spotted his perfect woman, who reminded him of a young Kate Hepburn. Martha adored her in Holiday, in which she played the eccentric rich girl, Linda Seton. The latter elopes with Johnny Case, played by Cary Grant, and escapes her stuffy life in a Park Avenue Mansion. Martha wishes she could run away from her oppressive life with James. 
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The first weeks after they met were a whirlwind of fun and romance. For once Martha’s experience was real, not an image on a screen or nestled within the pages of a book. She thought she might explode with happiness when James phoned her at home one Thursday evening.

‘I’m taking you to Paris this weekend. Pack a case and bring your passport, a posh frock and some sexy lingerie. I’ll meet you after work tomorrow afternoon, and we’ll go straight to the airport.’

Martha was in a dreamy daze as she packed her little blue Antler suitcase and like a sleepwalker as she boarded the plane. Was this it? Was he taking her to the city of lovers to propose? She barely dared hope.

‘Tell me where we’re staying,’ she pleaded, amber eyes alight with anticipation, as they drank white wine and munched peanuts on the flight.

‘No, I’m not spoiling the surprise. Be patient, Martha dearest.’

When the taxi pulled up at l’Hôtel Riche, on Avenue George V, Martha gasped. Such decadence. And things became even better. 

A few hours later, she was sat opposite James in Le Restaurant Posh Nosh on the Champs-Élysées, enjoying pink champagne from delicate flutes.

James left his chair, and Martha thought he was off to the loo, but he got down on one knee, took a small black velvet box from a pocket, and opened it with a flourish.

‘My darling, Martha, I want you to become a Hoare.’

The idea was outrageous - what a goddamn nerve. James wanted her to be his mistress, French style - where was the respect? Then she remembered his surname and realised he’d proposed. ‘Yes, I’d love to be a Hoare,’ she exclaimed.

‘I thought we’d get away from riff-raff this weekend,’ said a snooty middle-aged English woman on the next table to her uptight looking partner.

Martha and James were in convulsions of mirth as they ordered Crepes Suzette for pudding.

As they were having coffee, a man came into the restaurant selling red roses. James bought one for Martha and said, ‘For my ravishing future wife.’

She still has the flower, pressed in a scrapbook - its heady scent long disappeared, along with the joy of James.

––––––––
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They were in their early twenties when they married, with three years to go until Martha came into a large inheritance, courtesy of her beloved dad. And as a wedding present, he bought them a house which they’ve since upgraded twice. Simon was born a year after they said their vows.

Martha liked their first home, a sweet little semi-detached. And she adored their second house - a four-bedroom Victorian villa.  It had spacious rooms, high ceilings and large windows which let in plenty of light, gladdening her heart. 

She hates where they live now, Murdstone Manor, in the village of Dyke on the outskirts of Brighton. It’s a dark, vast, sprawling and gloomy house, built in the seventeenth century. The ceilings are low and beamed, and small windows make it a challenge for sunlight to enter. The place spooks Martha. As soon as she ventured through the front door, at the first viewing, her skin goose-pimpled and dread invaded her soul.

‘Let’s go,’ she whispered when the owner limped from the room, to give them space to confer. ‘It gives me the creeps. Lots of the rooms smell horrid, a decaying, musty and damp aroma. I’ve got a nasty feeling.’

‘Don’t be ridiculous, Martha - you’re paranoid. We’ll get this property for a song, for God’s sake, the value will go up hugely, and we’d be insane to walk away. The owner is desperate to sell. She’s seen a nursing home she likes, Heaven’s Gate, in Hoving, but needs to move fast.’

‘Not much chance of that.’

‘Please be serious.’

‘Oh, for goodness’ sake, lighten up, James. I am serious - about not moving into this sinister, smelly horror.’

‘You’re a drama queen and watch too many of those old movies. Get a grip. There’s a stable on the grounds - you could have a horse if you agree on buying the house. I know how much you loved Trigger.’

Martha’s throat tightened, remembering her beloved stallion, who had died from colic a few years before. Every time she’d mentioned getting another horse James moaned about the expense. ‘We could have bought a second home with the cost of the vet and farrier bills. And don’t get me started on hay, feed and insurance.’

‘The upkeep of your flash cars isn’t exactly cheap,’ Martha rallied.

‘Don’t argue. The cars are important for business, but a horse is a silly indulgence.’

Maybe it was time to do some equine bargaining. Martha knew she couldn’t win the primary argument - James wanted the horrible house, and would persist until he got his way. So she might as well get something she wanted. ‘Well, OK, James - If I have my horse, I’ll agree to the house.’

Martha’s intuition was confirmed the day they moved to their new abode. She had a horse she loved and a house she hated. She took ages deciding on her new steed, and ten years on still adores her choice. Arabesque is a beautiful chestnut Arabian mare with a fiery and feisty temperament, but exhilarating to ride. 
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James was attentive and pleasant when they first married. He drove an understated Saab and worked for Sherlock Homes - let us do the detective work to find your perfect house. 

He’d known Martha would receive a large inheritance on her twenty-fifth birthday before he even set foot in Wetherby’s.

A distant and jealous relative on her dad’s side was in one of James’s favourite drinking haunts one night. He was exuding drunken vitriol about being excluded from some family wealth. He ranted about what should have been his going to a silly female called Martha. It hadn’t taken James much detective work to find out where the lucky recipient of the inheritance worked. 

Courting Martha used up most of James’s savings, and the trip to Paris and the ring cost a year’s salary. His wife is pleasant enough and quite nice looking, but if it hadn’t been for her money, he’d have waited for someone more special. She’s rather homely, a pale imitation of the divine Kate Hepburn. Women are so easy to flatter.

As soon as Martha’s inheritance hit the joint bank account it started leaking out into a limited company of which James was, and is, sole director. He won the argument to call it James’s Estates, making the point that Hoare’s Homes or Estates might give the wrong idea. And if it was called Martha’s people might word-associate it with vineyards and think it was a wine company. If only.

Martha was too exhausted looking after a hyperactive Simon to argue. James told her she was valuable in her role as Company Secretary. But he concealed her lack of shares. 

First, he took control of her bank accounts - then he took control of her life. 

Martha knows she’s daft to put up with it, but over the years she’s given away most of her power. James even accompanies her on the rare occasions she shops for clothes and acts like a top fashion advisor. It’s a wonder Lady Di didn’t ask him to design her wedding gown. Imagine it - And here is the Princess now, emerging from the carriage in her sensible little Hoare dress. In case the weather turns chilly, she is carrying a hand-knitted cardigan.

Martha has learned it’s not worth the sulks if she shops without her husband’s approval. He even hates it if she wears shoes with over a one-inch heel, because at five feet seven she’s only slightly shorter than James. She should buy a pair with vertiginous heels, to spite him. 

In her heart, she wants to live in jeans and cowboy boots and hates most of her clothes. They make her look like a stuffy spinster from an old movie: She is Charlotte Vale from Now Voyager, but the jailor is her husband instead of her mother. It would be wonderful if her life emulated the end of the movie, not the beginning. 

She visualises Randy. ‘Why ask for the moon, Martha, when we have the stars?’

––––––––
[image: ]


Every day, Martha tries to convince herself she’s happy, despite the haunted house and gloomy husband. She’s not and is sinking further into the doldrums because James has banned her from riding Arabesque since a recent accident. She should just get on her horse, giving James the finger as she gallops into the distance, but hasn’t the energy or the stomach for more arguments. 

After yet another horrible row with James, Martha slugged back one of the half bottles of gin she hides under the hay. Delirious, she went for a cross-country gallop and fell off while jumping a hedge. Arabesque wasn’t hurt, but Martha spent a month in bed recovering from sprains, cracked ribs and a bruised ego.

James was furious because he had to use a temporary secretary. He hated the extra expense and worried the stand-in would spot the dodgy dealings he thinks his wife too stupid to notice. 

Martha suspects he and the doctor collaborated on the riding ban. They are old mates, and she wonders if money and mutual back-scratching were involved. She berates herself - I am Martha, the Martyr - too worn down to defy orders.

James says that as she spends so much money on her horse, it entitles him to a decent car - or two. So while poor Martha drives to and from PriceChoppers supermarket in her battered old Volvo estate, James speeds around the country visiting properties in his Porsche or Range Rover. Everything is for him.

Recently she tried to revive their extinct romance. When James was watching the news, she slinked into the room in a low-cut diaphanous short black silk nightgown, stockings, suspenders and high heels.

‘Martha, you’re blocking the telly and look ridiculous. You’ll catch your death of cold, and then who will look after the office when I’m out looking for deals? Put on a warm flannelette nightdress.’

The next day she took the silk number to a charity shop. 
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Martha likes shopping for food and cooking it - the only area of her life she has freedom. James doesn’t object as she is a superb cook, due to the cordon bleu course she received as a twenty-first birthday present from her parents.

His burgeoning tummy is a testament to his love of her puddings, which Martha always resists, not wishing to lose her figure and last vestiges of pride. The horrified expression on her mother’s face when she got back from Switzerland stops her overeating to this day.

James doesn’t let her drive his cars. ‘They’re too fast for you darling - I am so worried you’ll kill yourself and I do love you.’

What a pile of horseshit, Martha rages, shovelling muck in the stable, and visualising chucking it over his smug head. She is experiencing the drudges and none of the delights of her horse. But at least Simon keeps Arabesque exercised - he rides to blow away the cobwebs when he has a hangover. The amount of alcohol her son drinks, it’s a wonder the poor horse hasn’t dropped dead from exhaustion or alcohol fumes.

James does not understand what a mistake he makes in thinking his wife stupid.  

The doorbell rings again.
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The transformation of Doris 
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Martha opens the door, having moved the smelly rug to one side. ‘Ah, hello, Doris, welcome back. Wow, you look fantastic. Your hair is stunning. When did you go blonde? You must have lost another half stone, and you look ten years younger. And whose is the red convertible sports car in the drive? You’ve changed for the better in such a short time. How on earth have you done it?’

Doris takes off her coat and hat then smooths her chin-length bob. ‘Steady on, one thing at a time. Let’s have a cup of coffee, and I’ll tell you.’ 

‘I’d love to, but I can’t. James will go mad if I’m not in the office soon.’

‘He can sod off - it’s your birthday. I’ve brought some scrummy Danish pastries from Flour Power to have with our drinks, as a treat.’ 

‘Yummy, thanks, I thought I caught a waft of vanilla as I opened the door, but the smell of Simon’s vomit overwhelmed it, I’ll go and clear it away.’

‘No, you won’t, he can do it himself.’ Doris marches to the foot of the stairs, and shouts, ‘Simon, come downstairs and clean your disgusting mess.’

At first, Martha is outraged at her cleaner’s audacity. Then she grins and feels a small ray of hope, like the sun coming out after an endless winter. 

Doris takes a sip of coffee. ‘Ooh, I needed that! Thanks for noticing my new appearance,’ she says, batting beautifully made-up hazel eyes. ‘I was sick of that mousy brown home dye, covering the grey, so took the plunge and went to a posh salon and asked for honey blonde. I feel six feet tall instead of my usual five foot two.’

‘I should take a leaf out of your book, Doris, and treat myself to a new hairdo. I’ve got more grey than auburn, these days. Come on, tell me more.’

‘Do you remember when I used to turn up here on the bus to do the cleaning? Did you think it was because we didn’t have a car?’ 

‘It never even crossed my mind.’

‘Well, it wasn’t. Benny owned a grey Morris Minor for years, but we only used it on Sundays.’

Martha pauses after taking a bite of tasty pastry. ‘Why only on Sundays, was Mr Minor religious?’

‘Ha ha! When I was a kid, Mum made us keep our best clothes and shoes for high days and holidays. Benny took the same view with the car and saved it for weekends. He worried the precious vehicle would get scratched, and left it in the garage during the week, and pedalled to work on his bike. The car stayed in the garage, even on rainy days. Benny was so careful with everything he was barely alive.’

‘Wow, Doris, he makes me sound liberated.’ 

‘The poor lamb was sick with worry if he veered from any of his routines. It wasn’t only the car he fretted about - it was lots of things. He was scared to go to the newsagent to buy a paper unless he had the exact money. Once, when he didn’t know the price of the Daily Wail had gone up, he came back, without it.’

‘Didn’t he have any other money with him?’ asks Martha.

‘Yes, but waiting for change was outside his routine and safety zone.’

‘Blimey, and I thought I had problems.’ 

‘We holidayed in the same caravan park in Bognor every August for nearly thirty bleeding years because he was frightened to try anywhere else. This year we’re off to Lanzarote and can’t wait. Our tea menu at home was the same each week. Oh, it’s Tuesday, must be egg and chips. My son planned visits on Wednesdays, steak night. Our daughter chose Fridays for corned beef hash. I was blinking sick of it. We never had my favourite, steak and kidney pudding. I was a fool.’

‘Who devised the exciting bill of fare, Doris?’

‘His mum did when the kids were little - she thought not having to worry about food would make life easier. It was the same shopping list every week. When we married, Benny told me he wanted to carry on with the same menu, and I was too daft and starry-eyed to argue.’

‘Sounds insane, but I’m in no position to pass judgement. How does this relate to your transformation?’

‘Everything - I was living his life and not my own. I could talk to Benny until I was blue in the face but nothing convinced him. It was only when Izzie Firecracker told me it’s a waste of energy trying to change someone, you have to change yourself that things began to improve. Thank the Lord.’

‘Who’s Izzie Firecracker?’

‘My angel, she helped turn my life around. When I became myself, Benny came out of his shell, and his stifling routine and rules. The sports car is his, not mine. And last night he told me he hates corned beef hash. Well, I suppose I should get on, the house won’t clean itself. But I’m sorry love - I still can’t go into the bedroom and bathroom at the end of the downstairs corridor on my own, those rooms give me the collywobbles.’ 

‘Me too, Doris, we’ve stopped using them. Luckily the house is big, so there’s still enough space. Even James won’t go in the rooms I hate, although he won’t admit they’re creepy.’

‘What excuse does he give, then?’

‘He says the rooms are chilly, even in summer, but, of course, that can be a classic sign of an unwanted presence.’ Chills run up Martha’s back. ‘But James insists the coldness is simply due to lack of insulation. Tosh!’
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A friend visited with her Great Dane, Scooby. Linda pooh-poohed the suggestion the house was creepy and announced that she and the pooch would spend the night in the Horror Wing.

The next morning, at breakfast, Linda was chalk-white and clutched her mug of tea as if it were a talisman. ‘That was the worst experience of my life, Martha - I was terrified and should have listened to you.’

‘Why didn’t you move to another part of the house? There are plenty of rooms.’

‘I did, after five minutes. I couldn’t stay another moment after what I saw.’

‘What did you see?’

‘I can never speak of it - it was too awful.’ 

Ropes of terror curled tightly around Martha’s tummy, but she clung to a phantom of hope. ‘But if Scooby accompanied you, it must be OK - dogs are renowned for sensing negative vibes.’

‘Are you kidding? As soon as we entered the corridor, my brave pooch whimpered then turned tail and ran back into the kitchen. I’ve never seen him move so fast, not even for a biscuit.’
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‘You look miles away, Martha. Are you OK?’ asks Doris.

‘I hate this spooky house and must tackle James about selling it. He’s waiting for it to go up in value, after the current slump. He wants to make a killing, ironic, as I can’t help feel there was a grisly murder here.’

‘Stop it, Martha, or I’ll leave before I even start work and never come back. Go to the office, and I’ll get on with my dusting. I’ll avoid the Horror Wing and turn on the radio to keep me company. Terry Wogan made me laugh yesterday morning when a school dinner lady phoned in at eight o’clock. He told her she’d better get off the phone and into work as she only had a few hours left to overcook the cabbage. Gran used to do that, and the smell was disgusting.’

Martha laughs. ‘I loved a few of the school meals, cheese pie was my favourite, but others were dreadful. We had a bully of a dinner lady at my junior school, Miss Harrigan, who wore a furry hat all day, every day, even in summer - she probably didn’t even take it off at bedtime. Anyway, Harrigan the Harridan always made us eat every bite of lunch. It was lumpy mashed potato or semolina I dreaded the most. Were there any meals you loved or hated, Doris?’

‘I detested the pink custard, ever since a horrid boy told me the main ingredient was human blood. Yuk! I’m getting you back for talking about murders. It’s fine for you - you’re off out. I’ve got to stay here on my own.’

‘Sorry to frighten you Doris, but I was so relieved when you first came to work here and said you found the house spooky. I often wondered if I was going mad, or James was deliberately driving me crazy, like the husband in Gaslight, with Ingrid Bergman.’

‘You and your old movies, I prefer my soaps. I love Coronation Street and East Enders, never miss them. Enjoy the rest of your birthday and don’t let James bully you, stand up for yourself.’

‘I’d like to be brave - James pushing me around drives me nuts. Tell me more about Izzie Firecracker next time. I’m intrigued.’ Heading to get her coat she shouts, ‘Simon, get downstairs right this minute now and clean up your disgusting mess.’
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​Carlotta Ricci, May 1996
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Carlotta Ricci hears a tap at her study door, followed by the sounds of it squeaking open and soft footsteps. Wolf Song pads in on suede moccasins, proffering a cup of hot water and a dry rice cake - yummy!

I’d love a mug of tea and a bacon sandwich she daydreams, dragging her eyes from the computer screen and bidding Wolf a good morning. He always gets up a few hours later than she - the lazy sod.

‘Did you sleep well, Wolf?’ she asks, trying her best not to laugh.

Wolf Song used to be plain old Colin Cooper, but he changed his name in a shamanic ceremony a few months ago.

Wolf gives an exaggerated yawn. ‘No, I didn’t. I’ll never get a proper night’s sleep unless we move. The house faces the wrong way, and I can’t align the bed so my head points in the exact right direction. I don’t understand why you ignore all the principles of feng shui.’

‘You’re welcome to design the perfect abode if you want to pay for it. Until then I’m staying here. I’m sorry the way it faces doesn’t suit you. Generations of miners have lived in this sweet terraced house. I’ve always loved it, that’s why Granny left it to me.’

‘If I were the one with the money, I’d live wherever you wanted. I like to put other people first.’ Wolf performs his usual trick of making out he is the generous one and Carlotta the mean one in the relationship. In fact, he doesn’t contribute a penny, and she pays for everything. It has been this way for five years, ever since they met in the mud at Glastonbury, and Colin’s makeshift tent, made from old sheets, blew away in a strong gust of wind. Carlotta came to the rescue and let him share her cosy wigwam.

Wolf senses the hostile atmosphere and changes the subject. ‘Do you fancy brown or green lentils for lunch? Let me know within the next five minutes as I need to soak them. But don’t interrupt me when I’m doing my yoga, or it might spoil my energy for the day.’ He ambles from the room, with what he assumes is an inconspicuous admiring glance in the mirror. Since someone told him he was the spit of Johnny Depp, in Don Juan DeMarco, he’s been applying eyeliner and is always checking it hasn’t smudged.

Carlotta rages with resentment as her internal Wolf Song dialogue goes into overdrive: The lazy, silly git. What energy? He’ll be wearing an eye mask and cape next. Where is this ‘money’ I’m supposed to have? I barely scrape by on my income as it is. And I must have more protein besides those flipping  lentils. I’ll nip into town, under a pretext. If I tell him the truth, I’ll get disapproving and shocked looks for at least two days. He judges eating eggs as akin to cannibalism. Mum calls him the Food Police, and she’s right. I’m a mug to put up with all his nonsense.’

Discarding cosy floral pyjamas, she takes a quick shower with her favourite grapefruit scented soap, then pulls on jeans, baggy sweatshirt and trainers. She notices the jeans are extra tight, and her tummy bulges over the waistband. They must have shrunk in the wash. Outside the living room, she pauses then taps on the door, to warn Wolf, before she enters. What is she doing, knocking to get permission to enter a room in her own home?

Wolf is standing on his head but pops himself the right way up, looking furious.

‘I thought I asked you not to disturb me when I’m doing yoga?’

It’s my effing lounge seethes Carlotta. ‘I’m nipping into town as we are low on dates and figs. Don’t worry about whether to soak green or brown lentils for lunch - either is fine. Enjoy your yoga, and I’ll see you soon.’

––––––––
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In her faded red Panda, driving to the local town of Pontingpool, Carlotta thinks - dried fruit, my arse. I’m off to my favourite cafe for a sausage and egg sandwich. I’ll sit and enjoy it while I mull over what to do about Colin.

Arriving at the Crempog Cafe, aromas of bacon frying and coffee brewing are foreplay for Carlotta’s deprived taste buds. The owner, Nerys, looks pleased to see her. ‘Are you running away from Colin, I mean, Wolf, and his lentils, again?’

Nerys, a neighbour and friend, knows how Colin has inveigled himself into Carlotta’s life. Even a saint has their limits, and she senses her mate has had more than enough.

‘You guessed right. I want Colin to go, but I’m trapped.’

‘No, you’re not. You only think you are. You’re only twenty-five, with your life ahead of you. A few sessions with Izzie Firecracker should sort you out. And you won’t look back.’

‘Who the heck is Izzie Firecracker?’ Carlotta takes a sip of strong black tea. ‘And where do I find her?’

‘In London, she’s a sort of unconventional therapist who’s more like a good mate. She helped my sister, Angharad, turn her life around last year. Sis wanted a divorce, but she and the hubby are lovebirds these days. I’ll find Izzie’s details. Then I must get on with some cooking. Another chef has walked out, dratted prima donna!’

‘I don’t want to visit someone who persuades me to stay with Wolf.’

‘No, she won’t. Izzie helped my sister get to the crux of the matter - she didn’t automatically agree when Angharad said she was ready to end the marriage. Sis enjoyed talking her problems and issues through with someone who had empathy but didn’t judge. She said it was as if Izzie had taken her murky eyeglasses, polished them and added rosy, but clean lenses.’

‘Then, yes, give me Izzie’s details and a black coffee, please. Oh, and I’ll have a chocolate croissant, for pudding, after my scrummy breakfast.’
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Back home, thoughts of Wolf Song anger Carlotta. The more she dwells on the situation, the more of an idiot she feels. She spends most of her time stepping around his sensibilities, and why on earth can he not get a job?

‘Colin, I mean, Wolf. It’s a struggle to pay for everything without your help. I know your contribution is cooking lunch, but it doesn’t pay the bills. Could you please get a job, even a part-time one?’

Apart from anything else, it would be bliss to have the house to herself more often. Carlotta loves it on the rare times he goes away to visit his sister in Leeds. It’s a joy to avoid lentils for a few days and feast on treats such as fish and chips.

Wolf looks outraged. ‘I have a job. I’m a poet. You’re a writer. You should understand.’

Carlotta has a regular piece in the Daily Excess called Carlotta’s Column, about how to get joy out of every day. If her readers knew what a hypocrite and a  pushover she is they’d never read it. She wants to write a novel but spends any spare energy resenting Wolf.

‘You’ve not had a poem published since the mung bean one, years ago, in the Vegetarian News.’ 

‘It’s a good poem.’ Wolf recites it for the millionth time.
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Ode to the Mung Bean

I’m a mung bean loving hippie

And I think they are divine

They taste good in risotto

And you can have them with wine

You can sprout them in a jar

You can adore them from afar

They burst with healthy nutrients

There is not much on a par

If you add them to a curry

There is no need to worry

They are kind to your digestion

And don’t upset your tummy

So do yourself a favour

This bean you ought to savour

They’re perfect for your health

Never leave them on the shelf  
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‘Yes, it’s a super poem,’ fibs Carlotta, ‘But being a poet doesn’t pay the electricity bill or the council tax. And if you didn’t live with me, you’d have to pay rent or a mortgage.’

‘Well, you’d have to pay for the electricity, council tax and stuff whether I lived here or not, and you don’t even have a mortgage, you inherited this house. When I was at university, we all shared and shared alike. I’m the more generous person - if you couldn’t sell your column, I wouldn’t make you feel a failure. You’re nasty! I’m going to cook lunch - it will be ready in an hour.’ Wolf storms from the room, forgetting to glance in the mirror.

The meal is a sombre affair, with Wolf in yet another mood. It’s like living with Kevin the Teenager. Carlotta is furious, poking at soggy lentils and overcooked vegetables: Why am I in this situation and why don’t I ask him to leave? What the heck is wrong with me? I’m a pushover, but I’d feel mean throwing him out as his first refuge is no longer there because his parents both died within six months of each other, two years ago. Before then he used to flounce home to his childhood home in Manchester. I would dance around the house whenever I got back from dropping him at the train station. I never dance these days, not when I’m at home. My grandparents would cry if they knew what a dull and sad place their once happy home is nowadays.
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Carlotta’s parents are alive, well and living in Cardiff. They exude happiness, fun and passion when together, which makes her more depressed over her unfulfilling relationship with Wolf. Her mum, a geography teacher, has lived in Wales all her life, and her dad, a librarian, moved over from Italy when he was eighteen. 

Carlotta enjoyed a lovely upbringing, and her parents are proud of their daughter, an only child. They never get bored with people remarking on her smooth olive-toned skin, large brown expressive eyes and curly dark hair. The only thing they were ever strict about was her name - her dad would not allow her to shorten it to ‘Carly’.

‘You were christened Carlotta - you are my beautiful reminder of Italy, my amore.’

Carlotta knows her mum and dad have little respect for Wolf. They are both hard workers and resent the lack of support given to their daughter.

When Carlotta has hinted at splitting up in the past, Wolf has got upset and told her how much he loves her - he tries his best and can’t help the way he is. She’s not sure. If she didn’t support him, he’d have to change his ways – or starve, unless he found another gullible or lovestruck woman to support him.

Carlotta never truly loved Wolf but was in lust for the first six months. Her previous boyfriend was timid in the passion department. Wolf was wild and feral, to begin with, covering her body in musky hot kisses, making her shiver with want.

The relationship death knell sounded when she let him move in with her after she inherited the house, and he changed from wildcat to lazy cat. They don’t even sleep in the same bed. Wolf proclaimed it drains his positive energy to share a room while sleeping. What positive energy, for Pete’s sake?  

She should have spent more time living alone, before letting Wolf become a permanent unwanted houseguest. Scratch that, he should never have gained admittance, but the
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