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For Bridie




AUTHOR’S NOTE





The words written on these pages were not intended to be read in silence. So please say them out loud whenever you can – preferably to someone who doesn’t want to hear them.




Some names, places and times have been changed to protect the guilty.




PROLOGUE

I WRITE THIS SLUMPED on my cream pleather sofa. My fat, tattooed arm wobbling as it scribbles down memories in between greedy mouthfuls of pasta (that – isn’t – gluten – free), and a Richmond menthol gritted between my disgusting rotting Jeremy-Kyle-guest-style teeth. And I’m just about to pop down to the local Chicken Cottage to grab my daughter a bargain bucket of crushed battery-hen vessels and connective tissues because I can’t be arsed to cook. You all know where this is headed – first stop Chicken Cottage, final destination Irvine Welsh degenerate, there is no doubt that I’m leading my kid down the grim path to heroin addiction.

A lot of my free time (which is a lot of the time) is spent mooching about my estate hoping that a Channel 5 producer will discover me and turn me into the next ‘White Dee’. Later on tonight, I shall leave my child alone as she sinks into a fitful sleep, constantly disturbed by the cries of ‘Hey, guys!’ as her favourite YouTubers spin like a disco ball at an all-you-can-drink nightclub across her iPad – the closest thing she has to a family. But I’ll be out there, on the town. In a vest top tightly clinging to my Lambrini curves bingeing on depravity with other women – like – me down the local Wetherspoons, before getting my fanny serviced after closing time in an alleyway by a manual labourer.

I am a terrible, scrounging, despicable little woman – when I celebrate my birthday at the Harvester, I visit the salad bar an unacceptable amount of times. I misuse food banks (because – who – doesn’t – like – free – food?) yet I own two iPhone Xs and three Orla Kiely cushions. I’m so disgusting that I’ve never even been to Center Parcs. My eight-year-old daughter has water fights on the estate with the other kids purely to entertain the local paedos who gather en masse with their horny eyes and fat dogs (who – run – around – leashless) but at least it keeps her out of my hair for a few hours whilst I’m living a champagne lifestyle courtesy of the taxpayer.

Where’s the dad?! – I make you want to write forty times over in the Daily Mail comments section.

(There is no dad. The dad didn’t stick around. Couldn’t – even – keep – a – man.)

And whilst it is true that my daughter’s biological father doesn’t feature in her life, I am not a walking talking Take a Break magazine article. I am not a stain on society. Or a statistic of shame. I am not a burden on the state (there is no such thing as a burden within a welfare state). And I am not the solo creator of a future stain. That is just the mainstream media’s targeted witch-hunt against women like me. Perceptions created by sneering producers at Channel 5 and privileged men of the right-wing press who will utter any old drivel for a chance at a viral tweet. A witch-hunt intended to inject anti-female propaganda into our already divided communities, to demonise and shame and to keep women in check. Portraying ‘working-class woman’ without nuance in order to keep us trapped in our little poverty porn boxes to be observed like a freakish curiosity from 1834.

I am one of 2 million demonised single women in the UK banished from the sisterhood of posing against Insta-perfect urban walls in gentrified areas because we can’t afford to cook Deliciously Ella on Agas. Women like me – we don’t have husbands and we most certainly don’t have wine o’clock – we have borderline alcoholism. We don’t have Farrow & Ball No. 26 ‘Down Pipe’ adorning our living-room walls, we have standard magnolia woodchip in the squalid little council flats we shamefully refer to as ‘home’. Because that’s what we deserve. Magnolia, woodchip and shame. We haven’t worked hard enough, we just don’t deserve it, we – just – haven’t – put – the – work – in. And you do get what you deserve in life, that’s an actual fact. You work bloody hard, and you get back what you put in. That’s the popular perception, isn’t it? And I’ve written this book to show you the flip side of these perceptions. The unheard voice, that thanks to this caricatured and vilified portrayal has led to a cycle of disregard, humiliation and misunderstanding. Because I’ve worked bloody hard yet I’ve lived below the poverty line since 2010 when I found myself pregnant and alone. Over 8 million other hardworking people (in actual employment, according to government figures) in the UK have been living similar, unstable and impoverished lives too. Does anyone really deserve that? These words of mine are here to attempt to break that belief system and answer that question.



It’s May 2010 and I’m heavily pregnant. The grubby sofa in the communal area of the women’s refuge is stained with the period blood and sweat of a domestic violence victim’s past. There are eight of us women squeezed onto and around it. David Cameron is moving into Downing Street, but before he wheels in his suitcase and obedient Boden wife, he stops outside to give a quick generic speech about fairness and family values. He forces self-assurance but is clearly broken – here stands a man who had always dreamed of power yet gained it in the most un-triumphant of ways. He’s like the guy who got the girl but only after guilting her into submission by threatening to jump in front of a train if she continued to reject him. I sigh, and I tut, and I think I probably shout at the screen, much to the disdain of the women in the room. An old South African woman tells me to calm down or I’ll harm my baby, ‘Your baby is feeling your anger,’ she says.

So, I shut up and watch in silence like the others, but something within me has definitely changed.

This is the very moment where the story begins. This story of motherhood, survival and poverty. For the first time in my life I have something to live for. To fight for. I remember the start of this story vividly, everything so clear, jolting me into the lucidity of an out-of-body experience. It’s one of those stories that becomes more significant to me with each retelling.

It’s like remembering the band who were playing in the Uber the first time you shared an awkward kiss with the person who turned out to be the love of your life. It’s that one line in that book you read that made you quit your demoralising job on the spot, so you could travel round India or somewhere for six months. It’s the realisation that hits mid-altercation with the stranger on the bus shifting your world view forever. For me, this is that argument. Right there in the refuge, pregnant and alone. This is the moment that gave me a purpose in life.

Here is the moment: David Cameron is giving his speech and I am terrified and … disappointed. I didn’t want him as our prime minister, and I hadn’t even been given the right to make that known. I’m shouting at the TV, but no one is listening. I’m wrapped in a blanket and chain-eating orange Calippos because my baby is making me crave ice – which I later discover is because my iron levels are as depleted as my spirit. And apparently eating ice helps – who knew? The other women in the room don’t seem to share my concerns. They say things like ‘our vote wouldn’t have made a difference anyway’ and ‘all political parties are the same’. They say ‘nothing is going to change’. They say ‘everything always stays the same’. Everything always stays the same for women like us. And it does, I say – until it doesn’t. Until one morning you wake up and realise you have zero autonomy over your life and something has to change. And this is when and where I realised that.

This is the very start of the story.

And I am not a natural political creature, certainly not at this moment in this refuge. I am apathetic and don’t consider myself smart enough to tackle politics. Politics is something for other people to get to grips with, more educated people, those who follow traditional career paths and have normative families and ambitions. Not people like me who can’t seem to make sense of it all; who, when getting into a debate with a pompous man with a voice loud enough to make the things he’s saying sound plausible, clam up and just nod in agreement. Plus, I have a common South East London accent and people are always telling me that I sound ‘thick’.

Women like me don’t do politics. The aggressive accent of Penge doesn’t seem apt for creating change or stirring revolution. I watch the news but don’t really listen. I have a tattoo that reads ‘Intellectual Hooligan’ in response to reading Albert Camus’ The Rebel but I don’t quite understand the point I was trying to make by permanently engraving my arm – apart from the fact I almost immediately regret my actions. I demonstrated against the illegal war in Iraq because I consider myself a pacifist but also so I could get drunk with my friends afterwards. Up until this moment in the refuge I had been lost in a sea of nihilism. Nothing means nothing to me. Took jobs that didn’t lead to careers. Was offered opportunities but ruined them all. Played in bands. Wrote plays that no one watched. Lived in filthy overcrowded house shares, communes and caravans with … strange men. Took a lot of drugs. But now, with the birth of my child imminent, the televised eviction of Gordon Brown from Downing Street gave me a shunt of realisation: that it was important to at least start to care.

I suddenly wanted to be political – whatever that means. Us women in the refuge, we weren’t allowed to vote in the General Election due to living in a secret, safe, yet temporary address that could only be identified on legal documents as a PO BOX and it suddenly became important to me to have a voice.

I knew things were about to get very dark. Not just for me and my future child but for millions of others. Here I was, about to graduate from a women’s refuge into life as a single mum with no family to back me up and I knew, even then, that when you’re placed at the very bottom of society the last thing you need is a Tory government holding you down in an economic gang rape that makes the poor and vulnerable the scapegoat for society’s decline. And with mine and the other refuge women’s voices kept off the ballot we had no choice but to put our faith in society – with Cameron shuffling into Number Ten I didn’t much trust ‘the voting public’. I think the real question a General Election asks isn’t what party you are traditionally expected to stand behind, but rather: Do you want to vote for equality and fairness? Do you consider the lives of the voiceless and the vulnerable? Or do you just vote for your own selfish needs? For your mortgage rates, your cars, your business revenue – voting to keep hold of as much of your money as possible. Or to put it simply, a General Election asks the question: Are you a decent human?

My vote and my voice were stolen during that election and I vowed I would never let that happen again. However, instead of being able to assert my new-found appetite for class equality, as I attempted to start my new life with my baby, an acute laryngeal cancer grew against my vocal cords, growing stronger and more deadly with each austerity measure designed to ensure the working class were made to pay for the actions of greedy bankers: the benefit cap, housing benefit cuts, zero hours, rising rents, one attack after the other – austerity is terminal and wanton. As the cancer grew bigger and stronger I discovered there was no way back from this socioeconomic terrorism against the vulnerable.



Cut to June 2017 and we’re standing in West London watching the season finale of austerity.

We watch it burn. My daughter and me. We’re just watching it burn. Smoke filling the remaining space inside our rotting necks. In a series of events far too tragic to be described as poetic, seven years on from leaving the refuge my daughter and I find ourselves living in yet another women’s hostel just around the corner from Grenfell Tower. The resting place of deprivation. A cruel statue that celebrates the life of incessant silent struggle before it is brutally erased in smoke, destroying all evidence.

‘Will we get burned too, because we’re poor, Mummy?’ she asks.

I don’t know. I don’t know if we are next. I honestly do not know …



This is a book about my life as a working-class woman in modern Britain. This is a book about trying to find your voice as a marginalised citizen who has been thrown into a pit and buried deep by society’s stigma. Consider my personal stories and sordid experiences as gonzo from the gutter. An antidote to right-wing media portrayals and poverty porn spunked across our screens from Channel 5 … You might not like what you read, and you might not like the way I write it; my glibness and causticity makes me incredibly unlikeable at times. I am not detached nor a slave to stats. This is not worthy journalism written to instil fleeting empathy into a middle-class readership and to be garnished with awards. This is my reality. I – am – angry. And you’ll mutter – ‘she’s got a chip on her shoulder’, because you won’t find me gushing gratefully, ‘Thank you, thank you for giving a woman like me the opportunity to write a book, thank you. Thank you for allowing me to share my story’ – the way women like me are supposed to. I act like it’s my right to speak up, a behaviour deemed transgressive for a working-class woman, and in turn certain people will find that offensive. And I sometimes say and do terrible things because I am a fully complete human. I say stupid things, behave in ways I regret. I fail. I make mistakes. But I want you to know that my intention is to do something good – I want people to know what life is really like below the poverty line in modern Britain, the reality behind the readily available yet ignored statistics.

Stats that people can find but seem to ignore


Statistic: 68 per cent of single mothers are in work yet are more likely to be stuck in low-paid roles than any other worker.



Another stat: Over 14 million people live below the poverty line.



More stats: 75 per cent of people living below the poverty line are in work.



More stats: 1 in 3 single-parent families live in poverty.



One more stat: Child poverty is predicted to rise from 37 per cent to 62 per cent under a Conservative government.



But this is not a book about statistics.

I’ve written down some things that happened to me whilst living my life of poverty, loneliness and violence amongst a grim landscape of temporary housing, forced self-employment, sex work and food banks. I think these stories speak louder than stats. Living a life shrouded in failure and desperation paints a more realistic picture of society than a percentage or a pie chart. I know what it really means to fuck up and be fucked over and I’ve written all that down too. And there is so much to say about failure. And the shame of living with your mistakes and accepting failure. I’ve written about my encounters of oppression, which I experience far less than most yet far more than many in our seemingly broken and unequal world. And I’ve written about my friendships, survival techniques, hope and the unbreakable bond between a mother and her child, because, although I am the narrator of these stories, my daughter very much emerges as the protagonist. Because what I’ve mainly written about is love, and the things that women like me do for the love of their child in a society designed to break them.

A hundred years ago, ‘hysterical’ women like me would have been carted off down the asylum to give birth to my shame away from the prying eyes of society, but we now live in a world with newspapers dedicated to slamming our ‘reckless’ lifestyle choices. And in response I guess I’ve written up some of my little sordid stories in an attempt to cobble together a loose yet accessible manifesto for change. Why is it easier for the middle classes and the media to blame working-class mothers for moral decline and cast us as villains – the creators of hooligans and murderers than for them to take a hard look at the failings of a government who bow to the rigid constraints of a patriarchal structure that perpetuates misogyny? It seems like an impossible prison for marginalised women to break free from.

This is about what life is really like for a woman raising her voice from the gutter, and the consequences of daring to speak out.

And I’m not claiming to be, or wanting to be, a voice for anyone else. There is no singular voice for any demographic, as individuals we can only truly ever represent ourselves – and, change doesn’t occur just because one mouthy working-class woman speaks up. Change takes flight when we unite together, when we all share our stories without shame and we raise our individual voices collectively. This book is my version of events.

How many other unheard voices are out there just like mine?
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PART ONE



SURVIVAL




1

EVICTED





NAMASTE IS SMEARED IN shit across the toilet cubicle mirror.

It’s the first day of my new life. I’m low on cash so I’m searching for the cheapest way back home to London. And it’s lucky we’re being dragged out bleary eyed into the early days of the year because most of the staff are still on their holidays – they’ve left the barriers wide open, and I just walk on through. Just walk on through. And nobody checks me – but just to be safe I’m riding home in the train toilet, in case any jobsworth ticket guards are on the prowl. But my phone is ringing and I reject the call because it’s Gary – metrosexual Bill Sykes with terrible tribal tattoos – who up until an hour ago was my boyfriend, who I’d been staying with in this dismal place called Grantham – in his childhood bedroom with his lower-middle-class (yet aspirational, yet slightly backward) parents – before he’d served me with a very threatening eviction notice. So, I pack my entire life into my Herschel rucksack, throw on an old pair of Tom Ford sunglasses to hide the bruise which by now is spreading all the way down to my jaw. So now Kirsty – best friend since art school but she fell into 9 to 5 – is worried about me (because – I – left – her – a – voicemail – dramatically – sobbing – like – always) and now she’s ringing my Nokia.

My eye is snapped black shut. And I am pissing on a stick. I let Kirsty go to voicemail, she’ll call again, she always does. I’m angling my arse to hover lightly above the fresh faeces gifted by the previous cubicle occupant, which has been carefully buttered across the entirety of the seat. It’s someone from Retford I reckon, because it’s still steaming, it’s such a Retford thing to do, this shit is fresh, so Retford, so fresh like someone birthed it a mere 20 minutes ago in Retford. We’re pulling out of G-Town. And Kirsty’s ringing again but she’s relentless like that, so I put her on loudspeaker and she doesn’t utter a word for at least a minute as she listens to me piss and then she asks me if I’m really that lacking in manners to be using the toilet whilst I’m supposed to be talking to her, but she doesn’t wait for an answer because now she’s telling me she’s been Googling homemade abortions.

‘Do you remember dark black Davinia?’ she asks.

I don’t remember.

‘Dark black Davinia. You hung around with her all the time. She was one of your crazy stripper friends from The Aquarius Club.’

I don’t really remember, I say; plus I’m only half listening because I’m trying to catch my reflection through the gaps in the NAMASTE, but I can only make out my lips which are busted and keep bleeding.

Kirsty keeps talking … You do remember. She did Runway in Milan. Vogue. You resented her. Pinnacle of your modelling career was applying for FHM’s High Street Honeys; you pulled out saying you didn’t trust anything voted on by the public. Speaking of voting – when you get where you’re going – register, yeah? People I once thought decent are backing Cameron. Others are getting behind that Lib Dem. What’s his name? Doesn’t matter. A vote for him ensures a Conservative victory. I’m scared. We’ll be living a 1980s throwback: National Front, they’ll rise. Another Hillsborough. Another working-class massacre fuelled by corruption. And we’re only ever one Tory government away from an IRA comeback. You said that. You were joking but it’s true. Isn’t it? Cash, are you even listening…?

I’m listening, and I sigh; it’s 2010, Kirsty. Nobody is worried about the IRA anymore. You’re paranoid. People will never forget what Thatcher did. The Tories are NEVER going to get back in. Never.



NAMASTE bounces in front of my face to the rhythm of the train, which in juxtaposition to the toilet seat I find to be a very positive sentiment but—

My aim is off.

It’s all over the place.

Every violent jerk towards Peterborough results in my hot heavy urine spurting onto the floor. Kirsty is still on loudspeaker and she’s still Googling because I can hear her fat fingers typing as she asks – ‘You don’t remember dark black Davinia?’

I vaguely remember. I vaguely remember Davinia. I say.

‘She did the reality show and it ruined her life, so she moved to Stockholm with that ugly rich man,’ Kirsty reminds me. ‘We booked the room at the Dorchester, so she could do the abortion,’ Kirsty reminds me. My piss seeps through the holes in my Converse.

‘She was five months gone and the doctors said she was too late to have the procedure legally, so she paid for that suite at the Dorchester, and me and you went along in support of her … and to have that relaxing spa weekend.’ Now my piss is spraying off the plastic bowl, rebounding onto my thigh and I realise that by the time I make it to King’s Cross there’ll be a huge wet patch on the crotch of my skinny stonewashed jeans.

My – piss – as – directionless – as – my – life.

‘I’m Googling now but nothing is coming up. Do you remember what she used?’ Kirsty is frantic. On the frosted window – the word #BLESSED. It’s from a different set of bowels. I can tell because the hue is different, it’s darker and it’s dry. Like it’s been there for some time. ‘I think it’s something to do with vitamin C. You overdose on vitamin C and it triggers a miscarriage. You need a fuck load of it though. Or did she use vitamin B? Was it vitamin B? I know it’s a vitamin …’ I think about ending the call because I’m taking pregnancy tests to kill time and I need to concentrate on my aim because my piss is everywhere and the next person who uses this toilet will think there’s been some kind of massacre in here because I’ve just spat out about a pint of thick blood from my gums into the sink.

Kirsty reminds me – ‘And then she smoked all your PCP and you were angry at her for that and by the time she bled it all out over the fluffy towels you were planning to steal you totally lost it. You weren’t very sympathetic towards her …’

I really don’t remember. But I believe her – I can be horrible like that, protecting myself under the guise of savagery like some Pinter bitch.

This is my second test within the hour-long journey. But a few lucky drips of urine hit the stick and a pair of blue lines emerge with speed. I put the phone down on Kirsty.

Definitely with child.

Almost certain of it.

Almost – because I’d bulk stolen 20 multipacks from Poundland a couple of days back and with this being my tenth test in 48 hours I’m either very pregnant or those cheap stolen tests are big-time liars. Kirsty calls back, again, she’s back on loudspeaker again.

‘How do you feel about all this?’ she asks.

I feel fucking great, I tell her. I tell her that this is the happiest moment of my life. This is where things finally start to turn around. I tell her that this is everything I’ve ever wanted.

And it is.

Kirsty says: ‘You’re in shock. I’ll find out which vitamin it is. And I can’t afford the Dorchester, but we’ll find a nice little hotel out in the countryside somewhere, get rid of it there, somewhere quiet, nice girlie weekend.’

And that’s when I tell her I’m hashtag Blessed. I read it from the stinking shit-covered window. I’m so happy. #BLESSED.

‘You’re talking utter shit. I’ll find us a hotel,’ she says. That’s when I put the phone down again.

(We’ve stopped at Peterborough.)

I’m covered in piss and blood and most likely some stranger’s shit, but this is all I’ve ever wanted – all I’ve ever wanted is a family. My own family. Of course, I thought it would be different, didn’t think I’d be doing it alone. No one plans to run away with the clothes on her back and a bag containing 40 stolen pregnancy tests. I take the opportunity of my two still minutes in Peterborough to pull up my knickers and rinse the blood right out of my mouth. Of course, I’d have loved to have done the ‘big reveal’ to a partner who loved me, done things the socially acceptable way, like the other women do; bowed up the positive result in a nice glitter wrap from Paperchase and presented it as a gift. Bought a card that said ‘Dad’ and watched with contentment as his confusion turned to a delightful surprise. Presented him with a football kit by his team of choice in newborn-baby size. That kind of thing. But Gary definitely wouldn’t have been into all that.

I told him he was going to be a father over our third plate of Pizza Hut buffet.

Flash back 1 hour. And he’s taking his time to chew the unnecessarily thick slice of meat feast that they serve up in those places. No one likes their pizza that deep but even after I deliver the news we move onto our fourth plate because I take buffets really seriously and it’s important to get your money’s worth regardless of how sick you get later, and then he lifts up his watery steroid-filled arm and simply points to the black eye he’d given me for Christmas.

In all fairness, he’d also given me a box of Milk Tray. But the injury had a more personal touch, handmade presents are always more memorable, aren’t they?

The point to my eye? That’s my eviction notice.

No – actual – words – required.

He takes a long swig of refillable Coke Zero which he swills around his mouth and, after a quick visit to the Ice Cream Factory, he is finally ready to speak with words.

ABORT IT. OR I’LL ABORT IT FOR YOU.

Cut to me paying the bill and by then I’d say he’d made his position on fatherhood pretty clear.

He went back to work, I packed up my life.

Threw £2 in coppers into my rucksack, a change of knickers, my laptop and 40 stolen pregnancy tests.

Starting again.

I’ve started again like 50 times now and I’m only 29.

I know the drill.

My mum threw me out at 16 and I’ve been facing evictions ever since.

But this time it means something.

Ten positive tests. That means something.

This time is different.

I grab some toilet roll and attempt to scrub off the NAMASTE, so I can smile into the mirror.

But my reflection won’t give me the response I want: Try to smile with a broken cheekbone and your whole face might just cave in.

I take a second to breathe it all in.

The first day of my new life.



‘Mother died today. Or maybe it was yesterday. I can’t be sure’ – are the opening lines to Camus’ novel L’Étranger, but also the words I utter whenever anyone asks about Mum. For the past 11 years I’ve been killing her off every few months. Consider it a perk of estrangement; you ever need a few weeks off work or want to avoid a hen do with ten annoying semi-strangers in Valencia or something like that, then just tell them that Mother has died.

Mother deaths are the worst of the deaths and people will be very kind to you.

There was the tragic car crash in France. The heart attack. The haemorrhage. The Rod-Hull-style roof-fall. The rapid AIDS demise. The suicide. The brutal murder in Nigeria.

Tips for killing off your estranged mum: Don’t prolong it with an illness, colleagues ask questions. It needs to be sudden. Don’t do a cancer. I made that mistake back in the early days. The thing with a cancer is that everyone has been affected and someone will corner you in the office kitchen and the next thing you know you’ll be holding them in your arms as they sob about their kid sister dying from leukaemia back in 1992. Or they’ll want to talk to you about treatments, which means you’ll have to do your research. You don’t need that. Make her die with minimal effort. Go with sudden death. Make it outrageous so people feel awkward. Throw in an unusual location to set the scene. Go with murdered prostitute, that’s my favourite of the mum deaths.

Make your mother a murdered prostitute and your boss isn’t going to ask any questions.

Anyway, Mum’s not dead. I know this because I’m meeting her at King’s Cross. We haven’t seen each other in over ten years and, despite not being the type of person to believe in fate or synchronicity, I do find it poetic justice that I should return to her with a black eye. I was 18 and she smashed in my face with her Hoover (she has terrible OCD and all of her violent acts towards me always involved a cleaning product of some kind) and I haven’t seen her since. Full circle. Same eye – she even got me in the same eye as Gary did! At least it means she’ll recognise me.

It’s thanks to Mum I learned how to live life on the run. I was 15 when I started planning my getaway. Whilst my friends took Saturday jobs at the Bakers Oven enabling them to buy ten B&H and the cover charge to Popscene down the Astoria on a Friday night, I took an after-school job on the door of a Soho clip joint. I needed proper money to ensure a safe getaway. My role at the clip joint was to lead horny men downstairs to the ‘club’ under the premise of having sex with them – only once they’d get downstairs they’d find a couple of gangsters waiting to steal the contents of their wallet, of which I’d be given a cut. I did whatever I had to do to save up for that first month’s rent and deposit in preparation for when Mum finally chucked me out, which turns out was my sixteenth-birthday present from her – a gift with a personal touch. We do speak from time to time. Always hoping she’ll change. Make a desperate phone call every few years or so. When I’m lost, or high, or drunk. Usually all three. Those dark moments when everyone craves their mother, even if she is the mother who once tried to strangle you with the washing line. She’s always so superior on the phone:

‘I’ve been expecting your call,’ she says.

She says that because she’s got ‘the gift’. That’s what she calls it. Her and my uncle Colm take their psychic show around the spiritual churches of Greater Manchester, preying on lonely middle-aged women whose husbands have gone away. Filling them with hope via her lies. Like me, she’ll say whatever she needs to get what she wants. That’s the only trait we share. And that’s why I don’t feel guilty about the amount of times I’ve killed her.



We meet outside the WHSmith. She doesn’t get close, always a full metre away, and she doesn’t mention the black eye. It’s like it’s always been a part of me.

Listen, I don’t want to admit any of this. I don’t want you to know any of this. I told you that you’d find me disgusting because I do terrible things but I’m merely providing context. And all this stuff happened to me on the first day of my new start. Happily pregnant, yet alone. And nobody wants to admit hiding from a ticket guard in a shit-smeared train toilet or wants to reveal to the world that they’re the kind of person who gets a week off work by pretending their own mother has died of AIDS. Or that you’re pregnant by an intellectually inferior man who broke your face into pieces. Or that you stole 20 multipack pregnancy tests. Nobody wants to admit to being poor and alone. And it’s painful to write it down because the memories are squeezing my skull and the fact is that my truth looks pathetic typed up on the page. Victimy. Because pain is hack, isn’t it? Most stories of abuse follow a similar trajectory. But this is the truth. And maybe it will help you to understand why women like me live the way we do.

I am filled with shame, you should know that. Not because of the things I’ve done, I do what I have to do, I always will. But – ashamed my foray into motherhood doesn’t fit into the socially acceptable narrative of nurture and financial security. And because of this I will forever remain an outsider. L’Étranger.

Would have loved to live life like all those other women do; a Victorian conversion in Crouch End with a man who has bad taste in music and questionable right-wing voting habits (which – I’d – ignore – for – the – sake – of – financial stability). Own a selection of Sweaty Betty maternity bras. Show off my Tiffany ring push present. Expose my floorboards, dabble in yoga. Brunch at Banners. Slightly embarrass my husband at dinner parties by getting drunk in front of his friends and gently revealing my snowflake leftie views. That kind of thing.

Vaguely unhappy like everyone else, but sometimes verging on happy because I’d have a driving licence and would aspire to buy a Land Rover.

But my reality is sordid. It’s disgusting. Utter filth.

I’ve never even had a driving lesson.



Christmas Eve 2009 and me and Gary are getting ready to attend a fancy-dress party in Newark-on-Trent. The theme is serial killers and we are going as Rose and Fred West. We’ve opted for a version of the Wests in their younger more attractive period and my hair is styled into some kind of 1970s feather cut. From a shop called Party Poopers I’ve selected Gary a curly wig, some handyman overalls and a prop drill (that looks like it could carve through concrete walls). I’m wearing a vintage floral dress and Deirdre Rachid-style spectacles.

This is eight days before my first stolen pregnancy test. This is ten days before the Pizza Hut buffet. Ten whole days before the train toilet cubicle situation. I do not yet know the fate awaiting me.

So, we’re walking Gary’s Pomeranian, Nick Clegg, through the park dressed as two of Britain’s most notorious serial killers when he accuses me of sleeping with my ex whilst I’d been back in London a few days earlier.

‘Are you in character?’ I ask.

What?

‘Are you asking me this question as Fred West or as Gary? Because it’s a very Fred West type of question …’ I laugh.

That pissed him off. He hates it when I’ve been back home in London. He says I come back walking taller, talking louder, getting swaggerous, too confident. It’s like my city gives me power.

But there I am smiling at him like some cocky Rose West after getting away with it for 20 years.

That’s when his headbutt comes out of nowhere.

That’s when I hear my face crack.

It’s like my nose is being forced inside my skull, but I check, and it’s still on the outside. It’s the first thing I check as I wake up face down in a puddle.

All I hear are the footsteps of him and Nick Clegg running off down the alleyway.

And I’m out again. Not sure for how long.

The next thing I see is Gary’s father.

He’s holding a bag of frozen peas above my face. He lifts me out of the puddle and gently places the cold to my eye. Then he puts his mouth to my ear.

‘If you go to the police, we’ll say you’re lying.’

The bruising came up almost immediately.

In the taxi on the way to the party I joke –

‘I imagine Fred gave Rose many a black eye over the years.’

Gary agrees.

‘We look authentic, mate,’ he says with a supportive hand squeeze.

We won the prize for best-dressed serial killer couple.

Merry Christmas.

Eight days later and I’m pissing on my first positive stick of 2010.

… You might not know how to leave. You might have nowhere to go. But when a man offers you a bespoke abortion over a Pizza Hut buffet then it’s time to start plotting your next escape.

That was when I decided to revive Mother and phone her.

‘I’ve been expecting your call,’ she said.



When I get off the train at King’s Cross and jump the barriers, I spend 30p of my coppers to enter the pristine station toilets, so I can do another test. I’ll present it as a gift to Mother, I decide. Grandmother. My aim is back on form and the lines emerge fast and positive. Behind the dark sunglasses and the rigid moody pout my face has been broken into, I am smiling. In front of a clean full-length mirror I stick out my pregnant tummy. It looks like I’ve just eaten four full plates of buffet. But it’s in there. The baby is in there. The family I have always wanted. It’s in there. The new start.

The last of the new starts.

‘Here, Mum, look.’ I reach out to hand her the positive test.

‘Get your filthy piss away from me,’ she shouts.

I wish she really was dead, I think. I wish I didn’t have to pretend she’s dead.

We walk around Camden for a while, but she doesn’t mention the baby, or acknowledge she’s going to be a grandma. She doesn’t ask where I’m staying or where I’m going. I walk her back to the station and she doesn’t give me the hug I’ve been waiting 29 years for. And she doesn’t look back and wave from the ticket barrier, like I hoped she would. Even though I waited and watched the train pull out.

That’s the last time I ever saw her.

That night I check into a women’s refuge and accept that I’m going to be starting my new life alone.

I’ll be alright. I always am.

The first day of our new life.
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NOTES FROM: A SAFE HOUSE





AN OLD TRASHY BLONDE South African with infected lip fillers is shouting stuff about the devil. She is banging on my bedroom door, convinced a demon lives within me. She says it’s evil, and it’s eating at my soul and its body is deformed and its mind is twisted. She is talking about my foetus. She’d mentioned me to the pastor at her church and he replied that my melancholy and constant swearing and disdain towards the world had already harmed my baby. If I allow it to fully form then I’ll have a disabled one on my hands she reckons. She’s screaming all this outside my door.

‘Let the devil free,’ she cries.

Eventually a support worker drags her to the top of the house where her screams transform into a soothing rhythm. I was yet to receive any congratulations and was getting used to these unorthodox reactions to my pregnancy by now.

From my room in the refuge I’d just posted a picture of my 12-week scan on Facebook. You can announce at 12 weeks, it’s the thing to do. It was beautiful. The scan. The radiographer had captured its feet in the air mid-kick and its hands dangling arrogantly like it was smoking a ciggy right there inside my womb; its heavy skull looking dazed into the blackness of my insides – and it’s safe, and apparently, according to the doctor, it’s very healthy. No deformities. No disabilities.

That was when I received the shopping list via Messenger from Davinia. Hadn’t heard from her in years – since our unconventional spa weekend at the Dorchester – and things were frosty to say the least and she doesn’t ask how I am.

It reads: three bottles of wine, vitamin C tablets, powdered cinnamon, chamomile oil, laxatives and a packet of aspirin.

She follows it up a few minutes later with a list of bullet points:


	
Dissolve ten vitamin C tablets into a bottle of wine

	
Wash down 15 laxatives with the entire bottle

	
Run a hot bath infused with chamomile oil (Note: you might want to boil the kettle and a few pans if the water pressure is low – it needs to be scalding!)

	
Pour yourself another glass of wine, add a generous dash of powdered cinnamon and … relax.

	
Pop a couple of aspirin. You’ll bleed it out within an hour. Don’t use your best (stolen) towels.

	
Polish off the rest of the wine to knock yourself out.




Then one last message: You’ve got this, babe. Kiss.



Kirsty had tracked down Davinia in Stockholm where she now lived with her rich ugly husband who she had settled for in exchange for stability because she has a family a bit like mine. The abortion recipe is hers and Kirsty’s gift to me.

Kirsty means well, she sort of loves me yet resents me in only the way that female friends can; she thinks I’m a proper loser but admires how I refuse to give up. She just doesn’t understand me. She comes from a stable loving family and has always had somewhere to go at Christmas. The worst thing that has ever happened in her life was when her dad got caught having an affair with his PA, and after five years of therapy she still isn’t over it. I’m basically her friend because my life is more of a mess than hers. My fuck-ups make her feel good about the fact she gave up on her dreams. She
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