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When I Ran Away





Chapter 1

Friday

Penny

Flat 1B

‘Jamie, I left the baby on the train. You had better go and find her. She must be nearly at Camden by now.’ That’s what I said to Jamie the day I came home without the baby.

‘Oh, I see, I’d better go find her then,’ he said, with mock disbelief and a half-smile as he walked past me into the foyer, thinking I had left her there in the buggy, her little chubby hands over her eyes, hiding from him. She was still small enough to believe that if she covered her own eyes that no one else could see her. It was a game we played. They played. I was never any good at the games.

‘Penny?’ His voice changed when he saw that she wasn’t hiding. When he saw that she wasn’t there at all. ‘Penny? Where’s the buggy? Where’s Olivia?’

‘She’s on the Tube, Jamie. I left her on the train.’

That was the start of all this, and the end of us.

Carla

Flat 1A

‘. . . and the end of us.’

I look at the wall. Jesus Christ, what a wackadoo. Talking to her imaginary friends again. I wrap my hands around my hot coffee cup, feel the burn on my palms.

Deep breath in and, ‘Daniel, Mary Rose? You gotta get up!’ I shout over my shoulder, but it’s useless. In a minute I’ll leave this table and my coffee, and go to their rooms, and knock on the doors, and ruffle the covers, and plead, and request, and cajole, and then that won’t work, so I’ll shout and yell, and then we’ll all be in bad moods, and then we’ll all be late. Like every morning, of every day. And now here goes her kettle. That’s the third time since six this morning. Whistle, whistle, whistle.

I sip the coffee. It scalds my tongue. Who needs a kettle that whistles? Her apartment is, like, eight feet by eight feet, and she needs to be alerted that the water is boiling by whistle? What, because it’s the Industrial Revolution and the fucking whistle was just invented? I swear to God, as soon as I can get us out of this building, as soon as I work this shit out with Tom, I am getting us the fuck out of here.

Deep breath in. ‘Daniel, Mary Rose! You gotta go to school. GET UP!’ I shout, my eyes still half closed, my palms burning and then—

‘Mary Rose!’ I jump, coffee spills, she flies across the room, whirlwind of hair and oversized T-shirt. She gets up on the table and pounds on the wall, boom-boom-boom.

The whistling stops.

She looks at me, breathless, fists resting on the wallpaper.

‘Couldn’t you hear that? Why don’t you ever do anything? You never do anything for us,’ she says, her accent clipping her words, sharpening them to hurt me. She rages back to her room and slams the door. She doesn’t realise she sounds like me, just with a British accent. She doesn’t hear how our voices are the same. Or maybe she does. And she hates that too.

Woman

Flat 2A–2B

The pounding of a fist three times. I jump. Then stay very still. Blood rushing in my ears. A moment to be sure that it was not in this flat. That it was not Sir or Master. I hold my breath and listen. It was the people below. The woman below and her daughter who shout and pound their fists.

With shaking hands, I press the buttons on the phone, too afraid to remember the numbers in the right order. The first time I’m wrong, there is only a tone, then a recording in a language I do not know. I look over my shoulder. I am still alone. I do not have time for mistakes. I try again. It rings, my heart in my mouth, and then, her voice.

I say, ‘Mother, is it you?’

‘Where are you? Are you all right?’ Mother asks with tears in her words. We have not heard each other’s voices for many months. A year. More.

‘Mother, listen, and do not speak. I do not have much time. I am in London. I am a housekeeper in a rich man’s flat, he owns the building. They look after me. I am safe. I have not sent money yet because I have not been paid, but soon I will be. They said they will pay me all my money at once, at the end of my service, and soon I will send you everything. Do not worry. Tell Beauty I love her, I have not forgotten her, will you tell her that? Tell her every day.’

I cannot control the trembling in my voice. I clear my throat so the lies will come out more easily. Mother says nothing. I hear her quiet sobs, see her nodding, dishrag clenched in her fist, held up to her face, sitting on the stool in the kitchen. I see her rocking on the stool to keep herself from crying aloud, so that Beauty, my girl, will not hear her.

‘Mother, I have not called because I am busy with work, but very soon, they will pay me, and I will have my own mobile phone and we will talk every day. And I will come home to see you. Very soon. God protect you, Mother.’

I hear her breath jar and shudder in her chest. Then the silence when I end the call before she can answer.

I slide the phone back into the pocket of Master’s jeans, the ones he left on the pile of washing. This is a dangerous thing he has done. That I have done.

Penny

Flat 1B

Boom-boom-boom.

I jump at the sound, look away from my laptop. Oh dear, they must be having quite an argument next door if there’s already wall pounding. Carla, poor thing, alone with two adolescents. Well, Daniel’s only just turned twelve, but children are much older than they used to be. I know it’s not easy but I do wish they didn’t carry on so, they’ll wake Susannah. I check on her in her Moses basket. Still asleep, thankfully. I don’t know how, between that whistling kettle that’s been going all morning in someone’s flat and now this. But Susannah’s always been easy.

Olivia was a terrible sleeper when she was small, not like Susannah who loves her sleep. I’m lucky that she sleeps, because it would be all the more challenging being on my own if she was a bad sleeper.

It was the sleep that was our undoing. Olivia still woke twice in the night at fifteen months and she was up most mornings at five. I often logged back in after we put her to bed at night and worked until eleven. Jamie always tried to get me to bed earlier but there were emails to catch up on, so many emails, and the diary to schedule, and laundry, always laundry. I slept very little.

The exhaustion unravelled me gradually, slowly, an incremental daily torture of dry eyes, forgotten words, caffeine jitters, blurred thoughts. They never showed that on the news or the online clips of the CCTV footage of the Tube platform where you can see me get off the train at Balham without Olivia. People rushing and crowding in, jostling me to get to the doors of the carriage. And then me standing on the platform with my back to the train as it pulls away with my daughter. But you can’t see how tired I was. They never explained on the news that she never slept. That she woke twice in the night and was up by five and that I often worked until eleven.

‘You’re so useless!’ comes through the wall; a door slams. Mary Rose and Carla at it again.

Ah, and now Susannah is awake. And so, the day begins.

Carla

Flat 1A

‘You’re so useless!’ Mary Rose screams at Daniel. He left the seat up again. He did it on purpose because it pisses her off. He did it because he heard her yelling at me. He doesn’t know I know he does these things for me. These kids are gonna kill me, either with their love or their hate. I don’t know which will do it first.

I fold the sofa bed up from last night. We’ve only got two bedrooms, so it’s where I sleep since I gave Daniel my room. It’s important for the kids to have their own rooms. For them to feel like we can afford that.

I open the cabinet. I bypass the oat cakes and the natural peanut butter and I shove two Oreos in my mouth instead. I eat them hiding behind the open cabinet door, facing the shelves so the kids don’t see. I think about putting that peanut butter on the next one and then my phone buzzes.

Oh fuck.

‘Hello . . . I know. I’m sorry . . . I didn’t know . . . well, can you just . . . but then I have to . . . Tom . . . I’m sorry . . . the kids are here, I can’t say that . . . don’t make me say that in front of them . . . no, I didn’t call the lawyer about the visa; I promise, please . . .’ Click and he’s gone.

I turn back to the cabinet, stare at the shelves, try to breathe, and then her voice, ‘What are you doing?’ Mary Rose says, furious, reaching her arm over my shoulder to get the cornflakes. I can hear her eyes rolling.

‘Gimme a break, all right? I had a long shift at the front desk last night. Asshole tourists,’ I say, turning around. I watch her pour cereal into a bowl. She’s wearing bright red lipstick. She has his face. His nose, his lips. She’s rolled up her uniform skirt to make it inappropriately short. I should say something but it’s not worth the argument.

‘Was that Dad?’ she asks, raising her eyes from her bowl. She has great eyebrows. The kind I never had.

‘Yeah,’ I say, sipping my coffee, cold now, sitting down across from her. Some Oreo crumbs fall from the lapel of my robe to the table. I see her see them.

‘When are you going to stand up for yourself, Mum?’

When she says things like this, her accent makes it so much worse. She can sound like a real bitch when she wants to.

‘Eat your breakfast, Mary Rose,’ I say, regretting that we gave her that name while I finish my coffee. I wanted Roxane. Roxy for short. Roxy would have had a sense of humour. Roxy would have been my girlfriend. We’d get our nails done together and she’d be my confidante. But he made me give her his Irish Catholic mother’s name. He made me do so many things.

‘Well, it’s your life. I’m never going to ask permission from a man for anything,’ she says, flipping her hair and sprinkling sugar and her fourteen-year-old wisdom on her cornflakes.

I look at my daughter. She wants to hurt me. She doesn’t know how well she’s doing it. I close my eyes, put my cold cup to my lips, and pray that she’s right. I pray she grows up and her life is nothing like mine.

I get up from the table, pull my robe around me, and say, ‘Don’t be so angry all the time. It’ll give you wrinkles, Mary Rosie.’

She hates when I call her that. She hates when she’s laid the bait and I don’t fight with her. I walk past her and brush my hand along her shoulder on my way to make another coffee. I’m still her mother, no matter what she says to me.

While my back is turned, she gets up and leaves for school without a word, slamming the door behind her in goodbye.

‘Daniel, you’d better go,’ I call, standing at the kitchen counter, staring at the cabinet door. When he emerges I put a five-pound note in his pocket and run my hand through his hair.

‘Get breakfast at Justin’s so you won’t be late.’

‘Okay, Mum, love you,’ he says.

And when the door shuts behind him, I reach into the cabinet and eat every Oreo in the pack, until all of them are gone.

Woman

Flat 2A–2B

Another slam, muffled, from below. I know it is the people below but still it makes me jump. I check the hallway between the bedrooms. I have only seconds to think.

If I bring the jeans to Madame and show her I found Master’s phone, she will accuse me of stealing it and beat me. If I bring the jeans with the phone to Master, he will taunt me, he will make me do things to keep him from telling Madame that I stole his phone, even though he will know that I did no such thing. Even though he will know that he left it in his pocket because he is a careless boy. If I put the jeans back in Master’s bedroom, leave them on the floor, as though he just dropped them there, I will be punished for not tidying properly. If I keep the phone and they find it on me later, they will kill me. If I break it into a million pieces and throw it in the rubbish, Master will think he lost it, but he will accuse me of stealing it so that his parents do not beat him, and they will turn the house upside down looking for where they think I have hidden it, and then they will kill me. But first they will make me clean up the mess and put the flat right before my execution.

The only answer is to put it under My Lady’s mattress. My Lady often pilfers things – pens, chocolate bars, Madame’s earrings – and hides them under her pillow or in her pink handbag with the sparkly horse or under the sofa or behind the coffee tin in the kitchen. She is punished for these transgressions if she is found out, and for hiding her brother’s mobile, the penalty will be severe. I have saved her many times from Madame, her mother. Many times I have found her stolen things in places where they should not be, have put the watches and keys and television control in my apron pockets when I have found them in the oven or in a shoe and replaced them so that My Lady would feel her mother’s hand across her face one less time in the day. But today is not such a day.

I put the washing in the machine, fold a pile of clothes, put the phone in the pocket of Master’s jeans, and carry them on top of the pile to My Lady’s room.





Chapter 10

Tuesday

Penny

Flat 1B

Olanzapine. Fluoxetine. Zolpidem. The package arrived today from TrustWorld Online Pharmacy by post, just as they said it would on the website, in a slim, plain, brown package that fitted in the letter box. You can order without a prescription, delivery is fast and discreet. On my debit card statement the transaction comes up only as Corner Shop, which is a relief as this does not arouse my parents’ suspicions when they examine my account.

The timing is excellent as I have just learned that on Thursday, Alice Templeton of the Community Mental Health Team will be coming to see me. Again. Her third visit. She’s going to ask about my meds. I have no intention of taking them, of course. Well, other than the Zolpidem for sleep, which I researched and sounds blissful. The other drugs are just for show, to demonstrate compliance. Compliance with authority is an important sign of mental stability. I bought them to show Alice that I have been dutifully taking my medication as prescribed. To show her that I am cooperative, tractable, no longer in need of supervision.

It’s very convoluted, this part of things; I have to think two steps ahead of everyone. Jamie told my GP and social services that when he came to my flat he noticed my medication boxes were full and he assumed it was because I had stopped taking them. So, before Alice’s first visit, I had to, of course, dispose of the majority of the pills so that I could say I had taken them, to show that I had started my medication regime again of my own accord. Alice, pleased with my initiative and obedience, told the doctor that I needed a new prescription, as I was running low, presenting me with a new problem. How to obtain the new pills to show that I complied and filled the prescription?

I cannot, at the moment, walk down the road to the pharmacy. I cannot walk through its sliding automatic doors, with which I am very uncomfortable, to the back of the shop, far from the exit, to stand and wait for my name to be called. One, no part of that excursion falls within my zone of safety, and two, I will not submit to having my name shouted aloud in public. Now, of course, I know the NHS has a prescription delivery service, but this too is unsuitable. Use of that service would involve a stranger knowing my name, coming to my home, possibly knowing my personal medical information, and that is an invasion of privacy to which I will not consent. So, how to obtain this medication to show everyone how amenable I am? The answer is TrustWorld Online Pharmacy.

However, in order for the drugs to be delivered discreetly and fit into the letter box, TrustWorld sends them as loose blister packs, without boxes. I have got around this as well. I simply put the new blister packs into my old prescription boxes and no one is the wiser. I push out the number of pills that I would have taken between Alice’s last visit and today, to make it look like I’ve taken them. Now, of course, Alice might check the dates, and observe that they’re incorrect on the boxes, and realise that they aren’t new prescriptions after all. But I doubt she is that observant.

To be safe, if she asks to see them, I will keep my finger over the dates on the labels, open the box myself to show her the pills. She will see that the prescription has not only been filled but also consumed. I’ll do it dramatically, flamboyantly, the way a crazy person would, but not a dangerously crazy person. I’ll do it in the manner of a benign eccentric, and after Thursday she will discharge me back to the GP, stop these visits, and leave me alone. Jamie did me no favours, bringing these people back into my life. None at all.

Jamie. He has stopped his Wednesday visits and his Sunday morning jaunts to the playground with Olivia but it is just as well. If he contacted me now I would not respond. He is no longer within the zone of safety. Of course, this has thrown a spanner in the works with regard to getting my rubbish to the bins. Jamie used to do that for me, every Wednesday. But not now; now getting to the bins has to be a part of Tuesday, taking out the rubbish on the way to the laundrette. It is an awful lot to manage, but, if I forgo recycling, then it is just one extra thing to think about on a Tuesday. And I am stronger now. I can do it.

The flat is clean, the litter box fresh. My kitchen cupboards are stocked, as is my fridge. The flat is very orderly. Last week I had a clear out of the closet and the drawers. I looked online to find out about organising small storage spaces with limited materials and I found this beautiful Japanese lady with the most lovely way about her, Marie, and she had the most brilliant advice about how to declutter. She has a special folding technique, but I’m afraid I didn’t get all of it. I stopped watching when she started folding baby clothes.

Anyhow, I found my old running gear in the bottom drawer of my bureau, all of it too small, of course, all of it from a different life when I used to run. Imagine? Every morning, before work, before Olivia, running for miles along the Thames Path, in the early morning when London was still asleep.

Marie says to thank all of the things you can no longer use for the services they provided. I thanked them all. The tank tops, sports bras, the leggings and high-tech running socks. Relics of a daily ritual I no longer observe. I explained to the long-sleeve reflective tops and compression tights that there was simply no running in my future, given my present circumstances, as the hyperventilation associated with exercise brings on feelings that mimic panic attacks for many people – unfortunately, myself included – and, thereby, can inadvertently trigger one, thus best avoided for now. Nonetheless, I said thank you for our time together, and that I’ll keep the memories of wind in my hair and the crunch of gravel underfoot. Then I tossed them all in the bin.

I must remember to wash my hair before Thursday. Proper hygiene is a sign of mental stability. Of course, I’ve been so busy lately, I haven’t had the time.

I boil water for tea. I pet Susannah. I prepare to open the door. It is Tuesday, after all.

Carla

Flat 1A

I lift my face too quickly from the bare mattress and I feel like I’ve just ripped a layer of skin off my cheek.

‘Ow,’ I say. Oh shit. Why aren’t there sheets on the bed?

‘Ow!’ I shout again, when I roll over and skin rips off the front of each thigh.

I stumble into the bathroom to put my contacts in. I look down. Underwear still on, bra, okay. No jeans, don’t know where those went, but same shirt I had on last night, so, okay. When I try to put my contacts in, I realise I still have yesterday’s contacts in my eyes.

‘Ow,’ I say, as I pluck the dry discs out. Fuck.

It hits me.

The bed sheet. He put it on, like a toga, because he’s a big guy, because – shit, strip poker? Did we play strip poker?

‘Carla? You up?’ his deep voice bellows from the other room. Oh my God. What did I do, what did I do . . .

‘Um, yeah, be there in a minute,’ I say from the bathroom, trying to figure out if I’m going to hurl now or later.

I take my robe off the back of the bathroom door, throw it on, find my glasses in the pocket. How do I get him out of here? I sit on the lid of the toilet. It comes rushing back. The bar, the bet, the drinks, how many drinks?

Oh my God, so many drinks.

‘I made breakfast, hope you don’t mind—’ he calls from the kitchen.

‘Yeah, just looking for my glasses,’ I call back. Are we, like, on breakfast terms?

‘C’mon, you great tit, I’ve got a surprise for you,’ he shouts. Tit? Did he see my boobs? Shit. Oh wait, no, he means the birds, nature, great tits, because it was Trivial Pursuit, not strip poker, oh my God, thank God.

Wait.

Strip Trivial Pursuit?

I can’t go out there.

‘Carla? Are you all right?’

Oh fuck.

Penny

Flat 1B

Honestly, the racket those two made made last night. And where did she find him? Of all the men in London, she finds Darren out and about on Monday evening, and brings him home? Cavorting about in there until all hours. Well, Susannah got some rest, but I am exhausted. They went on about birds – great tits, blue tits – into the night.

Tuesday is laundry day, usually, but ever since Tom took the children, Carla has been taking Tuesdays off. She works double shifts on the weekends now.

So, I’ve had to adjust to her new schedule. I used to wait for Carla and the children to leave in the morning. I’d lean out the window and see they’d gone into Justin’s and then I’d know they were gone for the day and I could get on with what I needed to do to leave the flat, go down the corridor and out to the laundrette without being watched or interrupted.

But now Carla is here all day sometimes. The fact that she might see me leaving with my laundry is a new layer of anxiety that I could really do without. But, Tuesday is laundry day, the day it is safe to leave the flat, and, well, sometimes there are things we just have to deal with, adversity we must face head-on.

I’ve prepared some answers ahead of time in case I happen to run into her. I practise in front of the mirror.

‘What are you doing? Washer broken?’ she might ask, pointing at my laundry basket.

‘Yes, it is,’ I’ll say, calmly.

‘Did you call the landlord?’ Carla may say.

‘Yes, I did, but you know how difficult it can be to get these things sorted,’ will be my response.

I look at my reflection. My jawline has returned; there are new angles in my face, or angles I remember from years ago, before the medication. Before the Tube.

I continue, ‘In fact, it broke two years ago and the management company called the repairman but I didn’t feel it prudent at that time to let a strange man into my home. And while I was waiting to feel secure enough to allow a repairman to visit, I thought that it would be beneficial if I experimented with going to the laundrette. As Darren has no doubt told you, now that you are so well acquainted, I am not comfortable in shops, but the laundrette is a good middle ground, a place that resembles a shop, but does not exert the same transactional pressure. There are two tasks to complete there. Washing and drying. And, given the ubiquity of the home washing machine, laundrettes are nearly always free of customers on weekdays. Weekends, now that is an entirely different situation, Carla, but weekdays are calm and quiet. Now if you’ll excuse me—’ I’ll say and then walk off.

That will teach her to mind her own business.

Woman

Flat 2A–2B

‘I am taking the children back to Kensington,’ Madame announces to Sir, in the language we all know, as I take away the breakfast plates. Madame ate only toasted bread, but Sir requested Fullenglish today.

To make Fullenglish, Mother, requires two eggs, toasted bread, sausage, bacon, beans that are orange and from a tin, grilled tomatoes, and cooked mushrooms. On days when he has important business, Sir dresses in a dark suit with a waistcoat. He puts a handkerchief in the pocket of his suit jacket. He wears the heavy watch, the gold one he calls Rolex, the one usually locked in the safe with the passports. He is from Neighbouring Country, Mother, not Home Country. I do not know where exactly, but I suspect it is the east. I can see it where his cheekbone meets the hinge of his jaw. But on days like today he is Fullenglish.

‘I told you the risk is still too great. It is better we stay here. They’re watching Kensington,’ I hear him say as I back out of the room.

Kensington is the first place they took me, Mother, after the plane. Kensington was the first year here, the flat that had the bathtub with golden feet of lions holding it up. Fine curtains. Deep carpets. In Kensington, Madame had me wear the black dress with the white collar and the white apron to serve tea to her friends. Her friends had long fingernails, Mother, painted many colours. If the weather was fine, they sat in the garden, with the roses. They were tended by the man Sir and Madame kept. He slept in the garden shed. The fine ladies didn’t know this, Mother. I did. We never spoke, his was a different language, but I thought of him on winter nights.

‘This is a hovel, it is disgusting, we are like cave dwellers here, and the children—’ Madame says as I come back in, slowly this time, to gather the remains of breakfast.

Sir’s voice flashes with anger. ‘This is safe. It keeps them out of our business, how many times do I have to explain—’

‘Then send us back to Home Country,’ Madame says. ‘I can no longer live this way—’ she says with her face of a spoiled child.

‘Are you stupid, Madame?’ he says as though he is asking if she has had a nice morning, and he twists the ring on his finger, a habit of his when he is contemplating the infliction of pain. The argument begins, Mother, the one that starts like this, in hushed whispers, but ends always quite differently.

I back out of the room again, grateful that when we came here Sir enclosed this kitchen with an extra wall and swinging door to separate it from the living space. He also knocked out part of the wall between this flat and the one next door to it and installed a door. Old Madame’s quarters are there, through the door, with a small kitchen and another bathroom. Sir and Madame have the large bedroom in this flat, Baby and My Lady have the other as a nursery, and Master has a large room in the flat across the hall. It is part of his obligation to the family to monitor the others who pass through that flat, the ones brought there to sleep on the floor for one or two nights on their way to Better Life. He does not complain. He is content wherever he is as long as his dark-haired Americans are accessible.

I scrape the plates in the kitchen. I hear Sir and Madame hissing at each other, and then My Lady comes tumbling in.

‘Woman, shall I talk to Father today?’ she says, rubbing her sleepy eyes. Her nightshirt is too small. It stretches across her belly. She looks for the key around her neck and reaches for the handle of her cupboard.

‘My Lady, perhaps breakfast first, before sweets?’ I say, and gently move her hand from the handle.

‘No!’ she shouts. And I do not press her because she loves me, but it is not my place. Even she, so young, knows my place.

I step away from her. ‘Your parents are talking, better to wait,’ I say.

I begin to wash the dishes. There is a machine for washing dishes, Mother, but Madame says every plate must be washed by hand because of the gold edging. Every knife and every fork also because they are silver. They are not silver, I know this by the weight and by the way the metal is wearing, the dull grey steel underneath coming through the lustre, but she insists. Also, the cut-crystal glasses. They are not crystal, only copies of crystal, Mother. I know because they do not ring. They are not heavy. I remember the two crystal glasses that belonged to Grandmother, the ones she was given by the British lady of the manor, from that fine house she cleaned for her, long ago, in Capital City.

‘Shall I ask him now about school? Do you think he will let me go? Am I big enough?’ My Lady asks me, holding a bar of chocolate in her hands.

‘I don’t know, My Lady,’ I say, but I do know.

He will not let her go. It is his business or the people watching him. He doesn’t want her to be seen. He doesn’t want the family to be known. I am not allowed to leave the building, and so I cannot take her to school. And the rest of the family, Master and Madame and Old Madame, all have their jobs they do for the business. Old Madame runs Laundrette, Master drives the vans and monitors the flat across the hall, Madame assists Sir, speaking in whispers, often starting their work after midnight, laptops and ledgers spread across the table, all the lights off in the flat.

It is something about how we left Kensington, Mother. Moving house in the middle of the night. The man of the garden shed put our boxes in Laundrette vans and then he dropped the last box and ran. His feet were bare, his shoes in his hands. I learned this from the garden shed man, Mother, that when it is time to run, shoes are a hindrance.

‘I will go ask him now, I’m sure he will say yes,’ My Lady says, and before I can stop her she is at the table, interrupting her parents’ conversation.

I open the kitchen door a crack to watch. Sir slaps her for her impertinence. Her chocolate bar flies out of her hand. Her eyes fill with tears, but she makes only small sobbing sounds as she holds her burning face.

I move to go to her, but suddenly Sir softens. He pulls her towards him. Sits her on his lap. He says, ‘My Lady, I have told you many times, if you go to school, they will know we are here. They will find our hiding place. But we will not have to hide much longer. Just for now. Do you understand? You must tell no one, and you must not go out, and you must not go to school because it keeps us safe. Here,’ he says, and he takes the remaining buttered toast from the side plate I have not yet cleared away and sprinkles a teaspoon of sugar from the sugar bowl over the top. He hands it to her.

‘Now leave us be,’ he says.

I step out of the kitchen to collect her, but before I comfort her I look to see where the chocolate landed. Where it landed will shape my day. If it landed on the wood floor, it will be easy to clean, and I am in luck. If it landed on the rug or the sofa arm – the white rug, the white sofa arm – well, My Lady will have brought trouble into my life today, Mother. And I do not have time for extra work. I am due downstairs in Laundrette. The shirts are waiting.

I put my arm around My Lady and take her to her room. I find a change of clothes for her. I return to the dining room, as quietly as I can, to clear up the chocolate. It has missed the white sofa, but not the white rug. It is on the floor on the far side of the room, behind Sir, and Madame does not notice me on my hands and knees. I pick up the chocolate, put it in the pocket of my apron and, with damp cloth in hand, I pray that there will be no mark left. No mark of chocolate and no water mark. It is the water mark that is more difficult to prevent, Mother.

‘I am going to Kensington today. I am going to Harrods. I must go today because I left my coat there for alteration. They still have it, and the shoes I ordered; I’ve been waiting a month for them at least,’ Madame says to Sir.

‘What did you order? What name did you use?’ Sir questions her, alarm in his voice. ‘I told you never to do that, to take your things and go, pay cash. What alterations? Did you leave your name?’ He is angry with her.

‘Of course not. It is all paid for in cash. I gave a false mobile number, of course, as always. I am just going to pick up my things, and to have high tea with my friends . . .’

‘You will go nowhere, you will do nothing,’ Sir says, a low, cruel rumble in his voice.

‘I am not My Lady, I am not a child. You cannot tell me what to do, where to go. I run this business too. It is my money as well. I will do what I like. I refuse to go down to that stinking laundrette and I refuse to keep living here in this awful place. I will move to Kensington myself, I will take Old Madame with me, I will—’

‘You refuse nothing,’ Sir says slowly, carefully, in an angry whisper through his teeth. He knows everything can be heard in this building so instead of shouting he pounds his fist on the table, so hard that his cup flies off its saucer and tumbles to the floor. Tea pools on the floor beneath his chair, slowly making progress towards the rug, a miniature tide crawling towards a white shore. I hold my breath. So does Madame. She has gone too far. There is a long quiet before I move, still on hands and knees, to catch the pool of tea. I am close to Sir’s chair, close enough to hear him breathing. Close enough to see that Madame is frozen in her seat.

‘Woman, leave,’ Sir says, without looking at me. It seems today it is Madame’s turn to be afraid. I leave as directed, eyes cast downward, knowing what is coming to her from her husband. He will take her across the corridor, to the flat where they keep the others for the night before they are moved on. To the one room where he has padded the walls, and doubled the carpeting to mute the sound, the room where no one can hear the beatings for those who need to be taught their lessons. Silent Room. It does not happen often. If they are hurt too badly, they cannot work, and then what use are they to anyone, Mother.

He pulls Madame from her chair, and she knows better than to make a fuss. To make noise will only incur a worse punishment. Sir opens the door carefully, quietly, his twist on her arm guaranteeing her silence as they move across the hall. But it is, Mother, I am not sorry to say this, no less than she deserves.

I must go, Mother. Baby is crying. The shirts are waiting.

Carla

Flat 1A

‘Voila!’ he shouts, as I sit down at the table.

‘Breakfast is served, my lady,’ he says, smiling, putting a plate in front of me. ‘The house speciality, madame, Dickanballs,’ he says, and he can’t hold in his laughter.

There are two fried eggs on my plate, each one lying on either side of a sausage with its end cut off, standing upright in the middle.

‘Erectfast is served!’ Darren says, doubled over at the sight of his own joke.

I can’t speak. He’s wearing the sheet from my bed like a sarong around his waist, with his Tesco uniform shirt on top, unbuttoned. He stops laughing abruptly, struck silent when he sees my face.

‘Oh, sorry, I thought you’d find it funny,’ he says, a hurt look in his hungover green eyes.

And it is funny. It’s extremely funny.

‘Darren,’ I say, ‘this is the funniest fucking thing I’ve ever seen in my life,’ and I laugh. He laughs, and we laugh, and laugh, and laugh, until I can’t breathe, until my laughs are so hard, they’re silent, until I have to cough for air, until he laughs so hard he has to sit down and hold his head, until my stomach hurts, until I throw up, right there at the table. Right on to the sausage/penis.

We stop laughing. And that’s when I start to cry.

Penny

Flat




























































































































Author’s Note

I wrote Little Prisons during the lockdowns of 2020 and 2021. During that dark time of high anxiety and social isolation, Penny, Carla, Mable and Woman became very real to me. They lived with me, and I grew to care for them deeply. The issues they each confront and the lives they represent are difficult and complex, and they deserve our attention and our respect. But women who face similar issues in our real world seldom receive either.

My writing of these characters was informed, initially, by elements of my personal life. With regard to Penny’s mental illness, I drew from my own struggle with anxiety, panic, and phobias which have affected me for the past twenty years. With regard to Carla, Mable and Woman, I have always been drawn to migration stories, such as those that these characters represent. I became an immigration lawyer partly because of my childhood as the daughter and granddaughter of Ukrainian refugees and growing up in an immigrant diaspora community where, as the first generation born in America, the idea of our success as the repayment for our families’ sacrifices was a constant theme. Although my family’s migration and my upbringing were very different to the paths travelled by Carla, Mable, and Woman, I empathise very much with the attainment of Better Life as a driving force within immigrant communities, and I witnessed great strength in many of my clients as they grappled with the challenges of its achievement.

However, my personal experience is just a sliver of the resources needed to write the stories of these women. It should be noted that I did not interview any survivors of domestic violence, trafficking or modern slavery. I did not want to use anyone’s personal story as a template, and there are many secondary sources available from which insight can be gained without asking someone to retell their personal trauma.

To write Penny’s story of anxiety, agoraphobia, and panic disorder, I found the memoirs Wish I Could Be There, by Allen Shawn, Behind These Eyes, by Ellen Isaksen and the novel We Have Always Lived in the Castle, by Shirley Jackson very helpful. In addition, the article ‘The Life of the Skin-Hungry: Can You Go Crazy from Lack of Touch’, by Sirin Kale, www.vice.com, November 2016, was helpful. Agoraphobia is not just a fear of going outside, as people think, but it is a fear of being in situations from which escape could be difficult or from which one cannot easily exit, and results in the person progressively avoiding situations that will cause them anxiety or trigger a panic attack, such as public transport, shopping centres, or crowds. Someone dealing with the condition may find that over time, their ‘zone of safety’, which are those places where they feel safe and where they do not think they will panic, may get smaller and smaller, as it does for Penny. I would like to thank Nkechi Iwegbu, consultant psychiatrist, Hannah Altendorff, social worker, and Fay Tomlinson, social worker, for their assistance with elements of Penny’s story and the stories of Baby and My Lady.

When I practised immigration law, I handled applications for clients in Carla’s position, for leave on the basis of domestic violence. The type of abuse perpetrated by Tom against Carla is known as coercive control which is included in the UK’s legal definition of domestic violence under the Serious Crime Act 2015. The Crown Prosecution Service defines it as ‘an act or a pattern of acts of assault, threats, humiliation, intimidation, or other abuse that is used to harm, punish, or frighten their victim . . . a range of acts designed to make a person subordinate and/or dependent by isolating them . . . exploiting their resources . . . depriving them of the means needed for independence, resistance and escape and regulating their everyday behaviour’. Tom’s continual reference to Carla’s immigration status and his manipulation of legal information are common forms of coercive control that British partners use in abusive relationships with non-British citizens who are dependent on them for immigration status. However, it is important for non-British citizens to know that if they are experiencing abuse from a British partner, regardless of gender or sexuality, they are not required to stay in that relationship to stay in the UK legally, and they can obtain indefinite leave to remain on the basis of domestic violence. My sincere thanks to Barry O’Leary of Wesley Gryk Solicitors for advising me on the legal aspects of Carla’s story.

The website freemovement.org.uk has a guide for applying for leave to remain on the basis of domestic violence. The National Domestic Abuse Helpline run by Refuge is 0808 2000 247. Their website is nationaldahelpline.org.uk.

I drew upon many resources for Mable’s story. In 2018 the Windrush Scandal broke, revealing the UK government’s devastating treatment, under Theresa May, of hundreds of Caribbean Commonwealth citizens who were suddenly and illegally detained and deported after decades of living in, working legally, and contributing to the UK. As an American mother of two British children, I realised then that I had little knowledge of who the Windrush Generation were and of Black British history in general. Like many British children, my kids were familiar with American Black history, but not with that of the UK, because that history is largely, and glaringly, absent from the curriculum. So, my sons and I began reading together about Black British history and reading British authors of colour to fill this gap in all of our educations. It was through this exploration that I learned that the NHS was built upon the labour of immigrants like Mable and of the inextricable link between immigration and the NHS which continues to the present. The contribution of Commonwealth migrants from around the world to the rebuilding of post-war Britain is something we should all know about.

When Mable watches the news, she references Thirteen Dead, Nothing Said.  This was the slogan used by protesters angered by the inadequate police and government response to the New Cross Fire on 18 January 1981. Thirteen young Black people, aged fourteen to twenty-two, died in a horrific house fire at a birthday party. A fourteenth victim died by suicide two years later, aged 20. It was believed by the community that the fire was deliberately set as a racist attack. But no one was ever charged in the case and it remains unsolved to the present day. The National Black People’s Day of Action took place on 2 March 1981 as a community response to the lack of police and government action in the case which deeply affected the Black community.

The following resources were helpful in the creation of Mable’s character: the films Black Nurses: The Women Who Saved the NHS (2016, Maroon Productions, Paul Blake, producer, Victor Chimara, director); Back in Time for Brixton (2016, BBC, Emma Hindley, executive producer, Carl Callam, producer, Geoff Small, director); Black and British: A Forgotten History, episode 4, The Homecoming (2016, BBC, David Olusoga, creator and writer, James Van Der Pool, director and producer); Blood Ah Go Run (1982, Menelik Shabazz and Imruh Caesar, directors); film series Small Axe (2020, BBC, Steve McQueen, creator, writer, director, executive producer, Tracey Scoffield, David Tanner, Lucy Richer, Rose Garnett, executive producers, Anita Overland, Mike Elliot, producers). In addition, the books Homecoming: Voices of the Windrush Generation, by Colin Grant and the novel Small Island, by Andrea Levy were helpful. My sincere thanks to Professor Carol Baxter, CBE, David Godfrey, and Sarah Gregory for their insights, advice, and opinions.

All information about Jehovah’s Witnesses and their beliefs was obtained from that organisation’s website, JW.org. Special thanks to Ali Millar for her insights into Mable’s faith.

Woman’s identity and Home Country are never revealed. I did not give Woman an identity so that we can ask ourselves who we picture when we think of her and her captors, what nationality we ascribe to them, what skin colour we imagine them to have, and why we think what we do about them. I did not give PC Grant an ethnic or racial identity for the same reason. Not giving Woman an identity also emphasises the invisibility of survivors of trafficking and modern slavery. We come across people like Woman often as we go about our daily lives. We just don’t see them. Or we think we don’t.

In 2019, 10,000 people were referred to the UK authorities as victims of slavery. The real number is likely to be much higher. They work in plain sight as agricultural labourers, in nail bars, at car washes, as nannies and domestic workers. Some are forced into sex work.

People are trafficked into the UK for forced labour from countries including Albania, Vietnam and Nigeria. However, vulnerable British citizens, often children, are also targeted and groomed for drug trafficking.

Although there are many ways that traffickers bring people into the UK, Woman is brought legally with an Overseas Domestic Worker visa (ODW visa). This visa permits employers to bring their domestic staff with them to the UK for a period of up to six months to work in their private household. Many domestic workers brought to the UK on this visa have no control over their applications, have their passports taken by their employers, and do not know the terms of their visa or its expiry date. If an employer forces them to work without pay or creates difficult working conditions, they often have no way of leaving the situation safely, retrieving their passport, or obtaining payment. As of the time of writing, workers are not permitted to extend or renew their visas.*

 

The exception is domestic workers who are ODW visa holders who have been found through the UK’s National Referral Mechanism (NRM) to have been trafficked. These workers can apply to extend their ODW visa to up to two years. It is important to note, however, that this does not provide any option to workers on the ODW visa to challenge their exploitation before their treatment equates to trafficking and can mean years in limbo while waiting for an NRM decision. See also https://www.gov.uk/overseas-domestic-worker-visa/victim-slavery-human-trafficking.

 

Workers who manage to escape are afraid of detention and deportation and may have no choice but to work illegally as a means of survival or find themselves re-trafficked into another forced labour situation, as happens to Woman in her First and Second Endings.

In Woman’s Third Ending, she is referred to the ‘Government Programme’ which is the National Referral Mechanism for identifying victims of trafficking (NRM). Survivors of trafficking and modern slavery may be referred to the NRM by designated ‘First Responders’. These include police and certain charities. The NRM is meant to provide them with protection and support while the Home Office makes a decision about whether they have been trafficked or enslaved. As in the story, the Home Office is meant to make a decision about a survivor’s status as a victim of trafficking after a 45-day period of recovery. However, as of the time of writing, these decisions usually take much longer, often two years or more. The survivor is not permitted to work during that time unless their visa is still valid and not expired at the time of their referral. But the many survivors whose visas have already expired at the time of referral are left in limbo with no way to support themselves while awaiting a Home Office decision. This makes entering the NRM an impossible choice for many.

As of the time of writing, if the Home Office concludes the survivor has been trafficked or forced into modern slavery, they then have a further wait without sufficient financial support or permission to work whilst their applications for asylum or leave to remain are considered. The NRM processes only a percentage of those who may be potential victims. Nearly 3,000 people identified as potential victims of trafficking since 2019 have been placed in immigration detention. The options for those in Woman’s position are just not good enough.

The following resources were helpful in writing Woman’s story: Dignity, Not Destitution: The impact of differential rights of work for migrant domestic workers referred to the National Referral Mechanism, Kalayaan, October 2019; Supported or Deported: Understanding the deportation and detention data held on human trafficking and slavery, After Exploitation, July 2019; From One Hell to Another: The detention of Chinese women who have been trafficked to the UK, Women for Refugee Women, July 2019; Making a Slave, (BBC Three); The Maid Slaves: How wealthy visitors to Britain trap servants in their homes, Sophie McBain, New Statesman, February 2016; The domestic workers trapped in homes with wealthy employers flouting lockdown rules, May Bulman, The Independent, February 2021. My deepest thanks to Kate Roberts, Avril Sharp, Lizzie Muir and Marissa Begonia for reviewing this manuscript.

If you are concerned about a situation you have witnessed, call the Modern Slavery and Exploitation Helpline 08000 121 700, 24 hours a day.

If you know of an individual who needs advice or if you would like to support the work of organisations who support domestic workers and survivors of trafficking and modern slavery, please contact the following organisations:

Anti-Slavery International

Anti-Slavery International works to end all forms of modern slavery across the world and bring freedom to the 40.3 million people living in slavery today.

Thomas Clarkson House, The Stableyard

Broomgrove Road, London, SW9 9TL

www.antislavery.org

Tel: +44 (0)20 7501 8920

Email: info@antislavery.org

Instagram: @antislaveryinternational

Twitter: @Anti_Slavery

Facebook: Anti-Slavery International

Kalayaan

Kalayaan works with migrant domestic workers in the UK to improve their rights and help them access them.

St Francis of Assisi Community Centre

13 Hippodrome Place, London, W11 4SFT

www.kalayaan.org.uk

Tel: 0207 243 2942

Email: info@kalayaan.org.uk

Twitter: @kalayaan

The Voice of Domestic Workers

The Voice of Domestic Workers is an education and support group calling for justice and rights for Britain’s 16,000 migrant domestic workers.

 

www.thevoiceofdomesticworkers.com

Twitter: @thevoiceofdws

Instagram: @thevoiceofdomesticworkers
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