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HPEN 7018 RESEARCHING AND WRITING TO A SINGLE FOCUS  - Alana Davies

PORTFOLIO PIECE 1

GERALDINE 
She married Len. And she found that, at sixteen, she wasn’t too tall after all. She was just the right height. Considerably shorter than her new husband, twenty years her senior. And her hair wasn’t mousey, it was a light ash brown; her skin wasn’t pallid, she had a fair complexion.
Geraldine revelled in being a housewife. She danced around the kitchen to Peggy Sue and April Love as she dusted, the radio turned up loud. The little two-up-two-down terraced cottage in the south Wales valley she’d known all her life was all she could have wished for. A bit neglected, yes, but he had been living on his own for quite a while, so it was understandable that it was run-down. 
She cooked and she cleaned, and she was there at the end of each shift as he came home from the Abernant mine, with a hot dinner on the table, just as her mother had done for her father all her married life, despite her reluctance.
‘Two things, Gerry. Two things you must make sure you give your man. A hot dinner and his nuptials. You won’t go far wrong if you do that.’ 
And that’s what she did. She cooked him his dinner and did what she had to in the bedroom. Her mother hadn’t elaborated on ‘nuptials’ No advice, no warning. Not a mention of intimacy. She thought of herself as a complete novice, so whatever he did, whatever he expected her to do was natural as far as she was concerned. She did her best to please him. And if he was sometimes a bit quiet, a bit offhand, well that was to be expected, wasn’t it? He’d had a hard day. He was tired. 
And if she didn’t make the chips the way he liked, cut the way he liked, fried the way he liked,
Slap.
And if the sheets weren’t hung on the right number of pegs, one at each corner, two in the middle,
Push.
And if she turned away too soon in bed,
Bite.

It was because she could be such a pain. So twp. 
‘How many times, Girl? Don’t throw the tea leaves! They’ll come for another pot!’ 
Slap.
‘Didn’t I tell you to clean the step first? Now look at it!’
Pinch.
‘No, I don’t know when I’ll be home!’
Push.
She didn’t dance any more

She had very few clothes, and very little money, only what she could save from the housekeeping he gave her. This was new to her. As far as she knew, this may be the norm in their little village. On one of her rare visits to see her parents, she asked her mother if that was so.
	‘Well, no, Gerry, That’s not the way we did it. Pass the cups, will you? I always give him back his pocket-money, mind. No Gerry! Not there! Don’t you know where my best china goes yet? But I suppose every couple has to find their own way. Len’s a good man, with a good job. He’ll make the rules in your house. You take care of him. You won’t find another.’
As her mother spoke, she heard the echoes of her childhood.
‘Yes, a disappointment, our Gerry. Another cup, love?’
Pause.
	‘Plain, you know. Pasty. Mousy. And those freckles! Everywhere! Too tall, too clumsy. Such a disappointment. Have another one – fresh baked today.’
	Pausing for a sip and a breath,
	‘… and not a talent to be found! Can’t sing, can’t climb a tree, can’t play rounders even, just reads. I was hoping for a boy …’

Gerry accepted that she was, at best, an unremarkable child. Unremarkable to the point of plainness. So said her mother, whom she adored, so it must be true.
‘Daddy, am I plain? Does that mean ugly?’
‘Oh no love, of course you’re not ugly!’
‘Mam thinks I’m plain.’
Clearing of throat.
‘Well now, your Mam uses proper words, you know. So I expect she meant something different. She’s well educated, your Mam. What she ever saw in me …’
‘But I heard Man telling Mrs Lewis that I’m plain. And clumsy. Do you think that, Daddy? Will you tell Mam I’ll try harder? And tell her I’ll try to climb a tree? Please?’

She was a stupid ignorant girl, Len told her, over and over. She believed it now. And she must try harder. She followed all his instructions, and didn’t know where she’d gone wrong until he told her. Loudly. With a clout, a blow, a smack. 
	‘Can’t wash, can’t clean, can’t sweep even!’
This is how you wash the dishes, this is how you scrub the step, this is how you sweep the stair. Holding her face down into the kitchen sink until the dirty dishwater lapped her face. Pushing her onto her knees at the front door, her nose grazing the stone threshold. Holding her by the neck as he forced her head into the corners of the treads.
‘I’m sorry Len. I didn’t notice. I’ll get better, I promise.’
‘And look at you! What a mess! Other men’s wives don’t look so boring and plain, so sloppy. Do something about yourself woman, for God’s sake! Don’t you think I deserve that? Jesus Christ!’
She wanted to look her best, to be the loving wife he deserved. She saved as much as she dare from the housekeeping and made an appointment at the local hairdressers.
‘Just a bit of a trim, please. How much will that cost? Oh, yes, a shampoo too then.’
She watched her reflection the mirror as her hair was cut and shaped, then styled into flattering waves, lying on her shoulders.
‘Oh that’s lovely! Thank you so much!’
 
She waited by the door that evening, dressed in her best blouse and dirndl skirt. She was wearing a dab of powder and some pink lipstick. She felt beautiful, and excited. 
He took one look at her and pushed her, hard, back into the room. And then he hit her, hard, across her face. 
‘You fucking little whore!’ he whispered at her, his face close to hers.
‘A  whore and a slut!’
Push
‘A fucking bitch!’
Slap.
‘Painting your face for every bloody man in the village!’
Punch
‘Flaunting yourself! Making a fool of me!’
Kick.
She sat curled in a ball, her arms over her head, pleading through her sobs, telling him that she was sorry.

When he came home, she backed away from him. But he was quiet now.
‘Look, I’m sorry, alright? But you shouldn’t have wound me up like that! It’s your fault, you know that don’t you?  I forgive you. I love you. I’m scared you’ll leave me.’
He cried. And she comforted him, and told him again that she was sorry. The lovemaking that followed was intense, urgent, rough. It lasted a long time. Too long. But she knew he loved her, that this was his way of showing it, so she didn’t cry out. At last he rolled off her, panting, while she lay, quiet, docile.  She put witch-hazel on her bruised body when he was asleep. 

A mate of her dad’s, he’d said, though her dad didn’t seem to think so. Just called in to deliver a message. 
‘So you’re Geraldine,’ he’d said, smiling, looking at her like no-one ever had.
That’s all it took.
He called again, and again. Said the right things to her mother, the right things to her. Told her she was beautiful, had lovely hands, beautiful hair. She could hardly believe it! This big, handsome, older man wanted her, wanted to marry her, to take care of her. 
Her mother seemed only too glad to get her off her hands. 
‘Grab this chance, my girl. You may not get another. No point in hanging on.’
Her father advised her to wait, to meet more people, to see something of the world as he never had. 
‘You’re still so young, love,’ he’d said. Plenty of time to settle down. You’re doing well at school – you could get a job. Be a secretary or a hairdresser. In Cardiff even. There’s no rush, is there?’
But she would have none of it. Her school friends too, were wary. Jealous maybe, to see their friend at sixteen off to get married, but worried too. The brightest girl in the class, the one all the teachers said had a great future, leaving it all behind? Romantic, yes. Risky though. But she loved Len Maddox. She was devoted to him.

So it went on. The cycle of beatings, for any reason and none. Sometimes he would pull her from bed as she slept, dragging her down the stairs by her hair, to show her the cup she hadn’t washed or the rug she hadn’t shaken. He would push his lit cigarette into her arm until she screamed with pain, then hit her because the neighbours would hear. And each time he would tell her he was sorry, that he only did it because he loved her, and that she shouldn’t make him so angry. And each time his lovemaking became more brutal. 
Gerry’s felt as if she was trapped in a fog, a terrifying one and a confusing one. He loved her, he said. She wasn’t allowed to meet her friends because they weren’t to be trusted, he said. Because they would coax her to go with other men. 
‘You know I wouldn’t ever do that, Len. Why would I? I love you.’ 
But she didn’t go.
When her parents became ill she mustn’t see them, he said, in case she brought germs back to their house. She cried and he shook her, hard. She begged him.
But she didn’t go.
Only when they died, quite suddenly, of Asian Flu in the terrible epidemic that was sweeping the country, was she allowed to visit them. At their graveside.

She was scared, and tired, and wasn’t sure what the future held. But then …
‘Doctor, how do you know if you’re carrying?’
‘Carrying, Geraldine? Oh I see! Well, there are a number of symptoms …’
‘I’ve missed two periods, Doctor. That’s one, isn’t it? But maybe it’s because I haven’t been feeling very well. I’ve been feeling a bit sick for a while. And …’
‘Didn’t your mother ever tell you any of this, Geraldine?
His voice was gentle. She shook her head, and he busied himself with preparing to examine her.

‘Well it certainly looks as if you’re pregnant – congratulations!’
‘What?’ Her voice was a whisper.
‘But we won’t know for sure until I’ve sent a sample of your urine away.’
‘Pardon?’
‘You’ll need to wee into a bottle’
‘Oh.’
‘Are you alright, Gerry?’
‘I’m going to have a baby? Really? Me?’
‘It certainly looks like it.’
She beamed at him.
‘Thank you Doctor! Thank you! Thank you so much!’

Her mind was spinning. A baby! A tiny baby of her own to love, who would love her too! Of their own, she corrected herself, apologetic even in her thoughts. And – surely Len will be thrilled too? The spinning slowed a little.

‘Len, I have some news.’
‘Let me finish my dinner first woman, can’t you?’
Sigh.
‘Ok. What news?’
‘I’m carrying. I’m going to have a baby. We’re going to have a baby.’
Behind her back, her hands gripped each other tightly. Her heart beat fast. She tried to read his face. But she never could.

What had she worried about? He was thrilled too!  He said so. He didn’t make any attempt to touch her in bed, and she was relieved. He didn’t criticise her housework or her cooking. Well, not much. He didn’t hit her. She enjoyed the most peaceful time of her whole short marriage, for three whole months. 
She never did find out what set him off that evening. It could have been that she had been too extravagant with the margarine, or that she hadn’t scrubbed the front step as he liked it. But whatever it was, it was one of the worst. He struck her first, with the back of his hand, across her face. Then across her head. As she reeled from the punch, he rained a flurry of blows on her head, her shoulders, her arms, until she was staggering from left to right, right to left, a rag doll, a puppet on a broken string. The only things stopping her from collapsing to the ground were the wall he had pinned her to, and the avalanche of his attack. 
He punched her stomach, hard. Too hard, she knew. And again. And again. And now she was on the floor, arms not over her head but across her belly, trying to protect her baby, sobbing, begging him, then everything went black.
It was quiet when she came round. An hour later? A minute? She crawled to the door, raised herself by clutching at the door frame, stumbled down the path and, steadying herself on the garden walls, made her way along the street to the phone box at the end. She dialled 999 and asked for an ambulance, then sat on the cold ground, waiting. She knew it was too late. She could feel the warm trickle of blood as the little life inside her died. As part of her died too. And all the time she sat there, all the time she was taken gently into the ambulance, wheeled into the cottage hospital, she knew that it had to end.

‘You have to get away, love’. 
That was what they told her. The nurses.
She wanted to cry. These were the first kind words spoken to her in a long time. But she stopped herself. She was afraid that if she let one tear drop, all the hurt and the anger and the shame would gush out of her and never stop. So she didn’t cry.
‘I know. I know I must.’
Something had hardened in her now. As she’d lain on the hospital bed, as she’d watched the blood-drenched pads taken from under her, watched the midwife shake her head sadly to her colleague, she knew what this had cost her. She could see clearly for the first time in years. 

‘You have to get away, Gerry. You have to leave him’
The nurse continued to patch her up, clean her up, allowing time for any answer, any response. Geraldine’s head was sunk, her shoulders wilting. 
‘But how?’ she said quietly.  ‘Where can I  go? I don’t have any money. I don’t have any family. No-one.’
‘Friends? Don’t you have friends?’
She thought about her school friends, the ones she hadn’t been allowed to see, who thought she’d snubbed them, hurt them. 
‘They wouldn’t want to get involved, would they? They’d just be embarrassed.’
The nurse knew it was true. This sort of thing should stay behind closed doors. Between a man and his wife. But she saw enough of the consequences to make her angry.
‘What he’s doing should be illegal, and it’s not!  The police don’t do anything. Or they can’t. When we report it, they tell us it’s a family affair, they shouldn’t meddle in it, that a man has a right to ‘chastise his wife’. Chastise? Good God! If they just looked at your face …’
She stopped herself. This was not her job. 
Geraldine looked up then. Looked at the face of the tired, kind woman who was helping her, who was so angry on her behalf. She smiled a small painful smile.
‘And even if I had somewhere to go, he wouldn’t let me. What can I do?’

Clutching the little card she had been handed by a nurse as she was discharged, she walked out of the hospital, and felt a light tap on her shoulder. She flinched, spun round. It was a woman, probably a little older than herself, standing there, hesitant, a look of anxiety that Geraldine recognised. Her hair was long, unbrushed; her body angular, awkward, a meagre frame under loose clothes; her face was colourless except for the blue and black tinges around her eyes. 
‘I’m Gaynor. I saw you come in last night. You looked in a bad way.’
‘Yes. Yes, I was. I – I lost my baby. I had a miscarriage.’
Geraldine sucked in her bottom lip. She wasn’t going to cry.
Gaynor nodded.
‘I’m sorry. That’s very sad. How are you feeling now?’
Gerry didn’t answer. She asked a question instead.
‘How about you? Have you been – hurt?’
Gaynor nodded, rubbing her jaw mechanically, an old habit.
‘Yes. I slipped on the kitchen floor. I hadn’t cleaned it properly. I’m so clumsy!’

Geraldine took her bus fare from the pile of shilling coins set aside for the electricity that week. She didn’t care if he beat her for it. She didn’t care if they sat in the dark. She needed to know. 
As the half-empty bus rumbled and rolled down the valley, she read and re-read the words on the card. Citizens Advice Bureau, Wind Street, Swansea. Her knees shook as she walked from the depot, but she made it. And she talked, and they listened, and when she left, she had a plan.
The word Divorce wasn’t one spoken out loud very often in her world, unless it was to add to the gossip about a film star or other celebrity. But now, as she met with Gaynor in their usual place, she used the word herself. They sat in the bus shelter at the far end of the village, cold but comforted by the warmth of one another.
 ‘It’s possible, Gay,’ she said. ‘I can get  legal aid you know’.  
This had raised her hopes. The fact that she could sue her husband for divorce on the grounds of mental as well as physical cruelty raised them further. 
Since they had met outside the hospital, neither had mentioned the very thing that drew them together. They hadn’t needed to. But now …
‘You could too, you know, Gay.’ She spoke gently, and wasn’t surprised when the other woman shook her head violently.
‘No, Gerry, it’s not for me. I couldn’t leave him. He loves me. He does! He’d be lost without me. He’ll change, I know he will.’
Geraldine nodded. She didn’t argue. She understood.

It wouldn’t be plain sailing. She would need evidence, and she set about getting it.  The hospital records would list the injuries she’d suffered that day, but nothing to show their severity. No pictures. Just a brief mention in her notes about  the miscarriage. Nothing to demonstrate the enormity of what he had done. But she still had bruises, plenty of them, and they were renewed regularly.  She needed to record them. 
She knew of a man in the village, a friend of her father, who did some work for the local newspaper, took pictures of council meetings and flower shows. She knew he not only had a camera, but a dark room where he developed and printed his photographs. So she braved ridicule and humiliation, and knocked on his door.
‘You might not remember me, Mr Evans. I’m …’
‘Geraldine! Of course I remember you. I was very sorry to hear about your dad. And your mum, of course.’ He stepped back into his hallway.
‘Come in love, come in!’
Seated in the warm front room, a cup of tea at her elbow, she stumbled out her request to this kind man.
‘I need some photos, Mr Evans. Some photos of me …’
His look of shock stopped her.
‘Oh no, not that sort of photo! I need them for – for evidence. I have some – umm – marks on me, and I need pictures of them. For a – a – a court case.’
She knew she was blushing. 
‘I’m sorry, I don’t want to tell you any more. But – can you help?’
He looked at her tired young face, drained, disheartened. And he saw her polite, dignified demeanour.
‘Follow me, love.’
So she stood, erect, in his back bedroom, dressed only in her petticoat and panties, while she turned this way and that, the better to show the bruising on her arms, her legs, neck and shoulders, colours ranging from black to blue, green to yellow, as newer injuries overlaid older ones. She didn’t expose her bitten breasts, her scarred buttocks, more for his sensibilities than hers. But the cigarette burns were clear to see on her arms and across the top of her chest, without the need to expose more. 
She could see he was shocked, but was doing his best to hide it. She was burning up inside with shame, but she held her head up.
‘I’ve seen some of your pictures in the paper, Mr Evans. So perhaps you can pretend I’m not somebody you know. Pretend you’re taking the sort of photos you usually take.’
He tried to think of a bowl of fruit or a bunch of flowers. Or the stern-looking WI women sitting around in a meeting.’
‘Pretend this isn’t me, Mr Evans.’ And she knew it wasn’t.

He told her the pictures would be ready in two days.
He was as good as his word. When he answered the door to her knock, he handed her a fat envelope, and she in turn handed him a bag of coins.
‘What’s this?’
‘It’s for the pictures. I don’t know how much they cost, but this is all I’ve got. If it’s not enough I can give you some more next week.’
‘No love, no need.’ He swallowed hard, his mouth forming a tight grim line. He composed himself. He cleared his throat.
‘No need’ he repeated. ‘You take it. And good luck, love.’
‘That’s very kind of you,’ she said.
She turned, and as she reached the gate he called after her.
‘Your dad would be proud of you.’
And it was her turn to swallow hard, as she nodded and went her way.

She had a solicitor. She had the photographs. She had a letter from the hospital listing the injuries they had treated her for. She needed to show that this wasn’t a recent occurrence, but had been long-term, sustained. She wrote down details of as many incidents as she could remember, hiding her little notebook under the mattress of their double bed. Mental cruelty would be harder to prove, her solicitor said, but maybe the physical evidence would be enough to get a decree in her favour. 
Then, just when things seemed to falling into place, a blow. A huge one.
‘You do know, Mrs Maddox, that you need to have been married for five years before it can be dissolved?’
No, she hadn’t known.
‘And that you should be living separately from your husband during that time?’
The ground was slipping from under her. She felt the tiny glimpse of freedom loose from her grasp, as she sat calmly in his office. 
‘No, I didn’t know that.’ She felt foolish now. As stupid as he’d always told her she was.
‘Well, I wish you luck, Mrs Maddox. Get in touch with me when you’re ready to proceed.

‘I’m still living with him, Gay. Of course I am. There’s nowhere else for me to go! I’ll need to show the courts I have no alternative, that I have to stay. Are you warm enough love? Do you want my coat?’ Her friend had started to shiver, but she shook her head.
‘So – just because you’ve got nowhere to go, they’ll think you’re giving it another go? Your marriage?’
‘Yes. I’ll have to convince them that they we’re not leading a normal married life. That’s what they call it. That we’re not sleeping together.’
‘But – are you? Sleeping together?’
Geraldine didn’t answer at first. They had never discussed anything so personal, so private.  How did she tell her friend that yes, they slept in the same bed, that there was no alternative? That when Len wanted sex, he took it. In any way he wanted. As roughly as he chose, as humiliating as he could make it. That any refusal, even hesitancy, would mean the threat of another beating. How did she tell her that? 
She didn’t have to. Gaynor knew.

There was no help for women in her position. She had learned that from the helpful volunteers at the Citizens Advice Bureau. No accommodation, no refuge, no escape route. She arranged to meet her local county councillor, to ask about the possibility of a council flat. 
‘So, Mrs Maddox, why do you think you deserve to be housed by the council?’
She sat opposite him,  on a hard wooden chair in the draughty community centre. He scribbled as he spoke, not looking up until she started to explain her situation. 
‘I’m afraid, Mrs Maddox, that there are many other people waiting for a council house. People with more reason than you to be housed. You have a roof over your head, woman! You have a husband! Just because you’ve had a squabble with him, you can’t expect the rate-payers to help you run away till it all blows over!’ 
He leaned forward.
‘Now go home, and learn to be satisfied with what you’ve got. Which is a lot more than many other women have.’
Then he sat back, returned to his notebook, and awaited the next begging-bowl. 
 
She met with a parish councillor too, who tutted and sympathised in a self-conscious way and said there was nothing he could do. She wrote to her member of parliament, but received no reply. But she kept a record of her attempts to move out. She kept a record of everything.

I’ve decided to write down everything he does, every time he hits me. I’ll do it every evening after he’s stormed out, because he usually does that anyway

I’ve stayed quiet again today, doing as I’m told. I tried not to do any of the things that wind him up. I always do that anyway. But he didn’t like the way I’d cooked his eggs, so he slapped my face, and punched my arms.

My head is really sore. This morning he caught hold of my hair and dragged me downstairs again, because he said I hadn’t made his sandwiches for work. But I had!

Tonight was worse than usual. After he’d tried having sex in the usual way, he turned me over and pushed himself into me from behind again, as he does. But my head was up against the headboard, and it’s wood, and I kept being banged into it. I kept crying and asking him to stop. But he wouldn’t.

The women at the CAB office told me that if he makes me have sex when I don’t want to, that’s rape. Even if we’re married.

So each evening, when he returned, after he had rammed himself into her, bitten her, sodomised her, she would later add that one word to her daily account. 

I have to put up with this this life for two more years. I’ll be twenty-one then. I have to fill my time with things other than cooking, cleaning, scrubbing. I have to fill my head with things other than being frightened.  So I’ll wait. I haven’t any choice. But I won’t waste the time.

Each day, when he’d left for work, she hurried through her chores, not caring if the corners weren’t properly swept or the washing hung out to dry neatly, because after all, he’d beat her anyway, wouldn’t he? Then she’d put on her woollen coat, collar up high, tie a headscarf under her chin, tuck her bag under her arm, and walk out of the house. Head down. Hoping the face powder was covering most of the bruises.  She would walk past the rows of terraced houses, some raised up so high that it took twenty steps to reach their doors. She’d step out into the road to avoid the gush of soapy water as it was thrown out by a conscientious housewife, eager to be the first with a scrubbed front step. She’d hurry across the damp green of the playground, a shortcut to the village, each step harder to disguise a limp, a wince. And she’d reach the WEA library. Only three miles. Worth every painful step.
She went to talks on history, and politics. She read huge tomes on common law, crime and punishment. She’d move from chair to chair, from table to table, shifting her weight, searching for a more comfortable position.  No-one noticed. Or no-one minded. As often as she could, when he was on a double shift, she would catch the bus to Swansea and sit at a reading desk in the university library there, devouring every book she could fit into her available time. She learned a lot. 
And she knew what she had to do.
	
‘It’s happening, Gay.’
They sat, as always, in the grubby shelter. They shared a sandwich that Geraldine had brought, and she watched as her friend ate it without drawing breath. There was so little she could do for her. New cuts and scratches and bruises appeared on her ever-diminishing frame each time they met, but she made no comment. She was here, and would be as long as she was needed.
‘The solicitor’s going to write to him, tell him I’m divorcing him.’ She shuddered.
‘What will he do, d’you think?’
Geraldine laughed.
‘Oh, I know exactly what he’ll do. But I know what I’ll do too.’

The letter arrived by the first post, just as he was leaving the house to walk to the mine. He gave the envelope a cursory glance, saw the official-looking stamp on it, and left it on the mantelpiece. She wasn’t surprised. He didn’t like reading, and would need to sit down to study the contents. He would never lower himself to ask for her help, and having suffered the consequences of her first offer soon after they were married, she learned not to make that mistake again.
	She served up his dinner as usual that night. Perhaps with a little more care than usual, perhaps with shaking hands, but he didn’t notice. She sat opposite him as he ate, hearing her heart thud in her ears, feeling the clammy sweat of her hands as she held them, still, in her lap. Her plate was in front of her, the food untouched. But he didn’t notice.
	They sat in silence, as always. 
He waited until his meal was eaten and two cups of tea drunk, then he brought the letter to the table. She rose then, edged away slowly, watching him. He took his time. He  frowned. Stared. Re-read it.
Then the table was up-ended, crockery shattering onto the floor, hot tea gushing from the smashed teapot. 
She watched him walk towards her, his hands gripped into fists, hanging at his sides on arms tensed. His eyes had darkened, brow furrowed, as she moved backwards. Her feet stopped, her body pressed against the hardness of the wall as he got closer. She saw the droplets of saliva in the corners of his mouth, the spit spewing from him as he spoke. 
	‘What the fuck is this, Bitch?’ 
	Slap.
She said nothing. 
She was wedged next to the fireplace.
	‘What the fuck is this?’
	Slap
Slap
	Slap
	‘Can’t you read?’
	He halted. She had never answered him back before. The fleeting respite didn’t last long. He raised his hand, but before he could bring it down, she caught it, held it.  She was no match for his strength, she knew, but she was banking on the element of surprise, again. Because there were some things she needed to say. Some things she needed him to hear. 
	‘I’ll tell you what it is, Len.’ She kept her voice low, controlled, steady. 
	‘It tells you that I’ve had enough. That you’re a bully, a nasty cruel bully and a coward. And pretty soon, a judge is going to tell you that I’m not your wife any more, and ….’
	His fist comes crashing down, smashing her head against the edge of the mantelpiece; for a split second she thinks she’ll pass out before she can do what she knows she must. All the reading, all the studying, now, now …
‘… there is a duty to retreat … unless it is impossible to do so …’
	She’s pinned there by his bulk.
Now!
She holds on, even as he raises his arm again, and she grasps the knife she had hidden behind the clock, just a foot away, on the mantel. And with all the strength left in her, she thrusts it under his outstretched arm and deep into his chest. 
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PORTFOLIO PIECE 2
PERCEPTIONS

‘D’you think she’s ok?’
‘Who?’
‘Jenny. Over there, with Michael. I – oh yes, thanks, I’d love one. Delicious.’
The two women pause to enjoy the party food, each snatching a second amuse-bouche from the circulating tray before it disappears.
‘Why? Has she said something? 
‘Well no, but something’s wrong, isn’t it? Haven’t you noticed? The way he  never lets her out of his sight?’
‘Now you mention it. Ooh, a top-up, great!’
As Prosecco is poured into the flutes, they glance around the room. Beautifully groomed men and women, showing off their finery, flaunting their partners, each doing their best to out-do others, to pose in front of a boss, or even a senior colleague.
‘I wonder why she comes with him to these bashes? She can’t move an inch. Why doesn’t she just come on her own?’
‘You’re joking aren’t you? Have you ever seen her without him? And I’m damned sure it’s not down to love and devotion!’
‘Such a shame. She’s not looking her best either, is she? While he – big brute of a man as he is – he looks fine.’

‘Do we have to go? You know I hate these things.’
	‘Yes, we have to go. It’s my works do. Just because you never want to do anything, go anywhere …’
	‘That’s not fair! You don’t …’
‘Oh stop complaining. Get dressed, and try to look as if you’re enjoying yourself!’
‘Why do you want me there, though? You’d rather talk to your friends. I’ll just be in the way!’
Speaking slowly, as if to a child,
‘Because I need to show that I have a supportive partner, don’t I? I’ve told you what the boss is like. Stable staff, family values, all that. Now come on, or we’ll be late. And it’ll be your fault. Again.’

‘Oh Hi Jenny! You ok sweetie? Anything I can get you? Have you tried these little bites? They’re gorgeous! Another top-up? Red for you, isn’t it?’
‘I don’t think so.’ Michael is at her side now. 
‘You’ve had enough for tonight, haven’t you love? We’ve both got work in the morning!’
‘I think Jenny can speak for herself, Michael!’ 
Jenny smiled.
‘Yes, thanks, I’d love another.’

The journey home is silent, apart from the crackling of unspoken resentment, of anger, of aggression. Of fear. The traffic crawls by. The lights are against them, the wipers work sluggishly. Streetlamps glare as they approach them, dwindling to pinpricks of light as they pass. Puddles splash careless late-night pedestrians as they wind their way through the dark streets. But the delays could be a good thing. Perhaps the worst would be over by the time they reached home. Home? 

Doors slam. First the car, then the front door. One at a time, as much distance between them as possible. Safe inside their own front room now. No audience, no-one to comment, to notice, to interfere. To help. 
The bottle out. One glass. Just one.
Head down, pouring carefully.
‘Don’t ever do that again.’
‘Do what?’
‘Embarrass me like that, in front of everyone. Humiliate me. Make me look small.’
‘What? How did I do that? I didn’t …’
‘Oh no? Did you see the way they were looking at me? With pity!’
‘No of course they weren’t!’
‘Yes, pity. Pity because I have to put up with you. They have nothing but contempt for you. They know how pathetic you are.’
‘Please …’
‘And God, your whining! On and on! Like a cry-baby! You’re pathetic. No wonder you have no friends. Even your own family can’t stand you.’
‘Don’t say that. You know it’s not true.’
‘Oh really? Why do you think they never come to see you any more? Why do they keep away from you?’
‘But that’s down to you! You keep them away! You …’
‘Don’t yell at me! You just sound crazy! You are crazy!’
‘Look , I know it’s the drink talking …’
‘Oh it’s the drink is it? Are you sure about that? Well here’s the drink!’
Glass shatters against the wall.
Then pushing, poking, slapping.

‘Don’t do that.’
‘What?’
‘You’re hurting me.’
‘Like this you mean?’
‘Stop it!’

Ornaments flying, screams of anger, grunts of pain. 
	‘You drive me to this! You know you do!’
	‘Please, stop …’

When the ambulance arrives, only one answers the door. White, shaken, apologetic.
	‘I’m sorry to call you out. It’s just – I can’t drive, but I think my arm might be broken. And the bleeding won’t stop.’
	‘Don’t you worry, we’ll soon have you sorted. Climb up – can you manage? Sit yourself down there. I’ll close the doors while I take some details. Don’t you worry. You’re safe now.’

	‘So here we are again!’
	‘Yes. Sorry Nurse. I …’
	‘Don’t you dare apologise! We’ll sort you out. You’ll be going up to X-ray in a minute, but in the meantime, let’s have a look at those cuts.’
	‘Thank you.’
	‘Ooh, a nasty one here. That’s the one causing all the bleeding. You’ll need stitches. What was it this time? And don’t tell me you fell, you tripped, you accidentally slashed your arm with a jagged piece of glass!’
	Silence. Shame. Fear. But loyalty too.
	‘Sorry love. It’s just – well, I hate to see you coming in here, month after month, telling me about your – uh – accidents.’

‘Can I call someone for you? What about your sister?’

	‘Hello, is that Lyn? Sister Carter here, from Newport A&E. Yes, that’s right. Yes, same one. Your brother is here, he’d like a word.’
	‘Oh no. What’s happened this time?
‘I’ll put him on.’
‘Hi Lyn. Did I get you out of bed?’
‘Mike, are you OK?’
	‘A nasty cut this time, stitches. Maybe a break too. Lots of bruising. Can you come and fetch me?’
	‘Of course I will.’
‘Can I stay with you for a while?’
The sobs start now, deep, racking sobs.
 ‘Oh Mike, why don’t you … ‘
	‘Fight back? I can’t, Lyn. You know I’d never hit a woman.’
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