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There’s very little I haven’t seen from the window of a plane: sun, storms, sea, fields, cities, islands, but I suppose it still makes me smile to look down at all those little people encased in their own little lives. They have no idea how similar they really are.

I’ve seen the same woman in France, in Minnesota, in Belgium, in Cape town, in myself all those years ago. The most recent encounter occurred in a small hotel in the Costa Del Sol, tucked away behind a fresh fruit stall and a phone repair shop.

A tear travels its way down my cheek and I leave it there, allowing it to drop onto the open page before me. Too many women have quickly wiped away their tears, forced a smile, punished themselves for the wrongdoings of others.

I click my pen three times - an old superstition of mine - and push the nib against the page.

The War on Women
By M L Garcia

Part One
Welcome to Hotel Playa Azul

Martina Lopez’s legs were aching by the third hour of her shift behind the hotel reception desk. Having been on her hands and knees all morning cleaning the rooms upstairs, walking the two miles across town to pick up her son from school, and then clocking in to her guest services role, by seven o'clock it wasn’t uncommon for her shoes to feel too small for her feet.
A minibus of holiday-goers pulled up outside and soon pooled into the lobby, their fat sweaty bodies pushing one another aside in an effort to reach the desk first.
“Oh-la!” A woman chimed. “Me lam-o Williams.”
“The name’s Williams?” Martina fought to keep a smile on her face, silently hoping that would be the end of this painful attempt at Spanish. “Room three, just up those stairs.”
“Grace-ias.” Mrs Williams straightened the fake pearl necklace around her neck and hurried her husband and two children towards the staircase, her room key in hand.
The next few guests were friendly enough, speaking to her exclusively in English with strong American accents. That was until the final couple reached the desk. They were Irish and young, maybe in their late twenties, the same age as Martina.

“Hola,” the young woman said. “We have a booking for Evelynn Jones.”
Martina passed over the final room key from the cupboard behind her desk. “Room thirteen. It’s at the very top of the building. Sorry, the lift’s broken.”
The man smiled and patted his partner on the back, “It’ll burn off all those beers I drank at the airport. Thanks.”

Martina flopped back on the chair once they were out of sight, burying her head in her hands. How tired she was. I approached her.
“Senora Garcia!” She jumped, speaking in her native language now. “Sorry, I didn’t see you there.”
“I was loitering. As usual.” I smiled at the young girl who I’d grown fond of over the past six months. She was meek, hardworking, and reminded me a little of myself forty years ago. 

“You should rest more, you know. Those bags under your eyes could carry shopping.”
She shrugged, “My Abuelo decides our shifts. If I don’t work them, I don’t have a job.”
“I planned to have dinner in my room tonight, but I wonder if it’s too late to book myself a table in the restaurant. Eight o clock?”
Martina scribbled my request down on a post-it note. “Abuela’s making paella tonight, the whole family will be there.”
I smiled, pulling a packaged cheese baguette from my handbag, “I suppose I won’t be needing these, then.”
“We could refrigerate it for-”
“Give them to Andreo. It’ll make me feel less wasteful.”
“Thank you.” Martina said in English, as though she wanted me to feel her thanks in my own language.
“De nada.”

Back in my room, I thought about the young woman, the bags under her eyes and her thin wrists. She had a son, Andreo, who I’d begun to take to the beach once a week near the beginning of my stay. I was far too old to walk to his school twice each day, but I did what I could to help the woman and her boy - I’d made it my purpose on this specific leg of my journey.
I pulled myself up from my bed using the wonky headboard, my hips creaking like the wooden floorboards below me. Senor and Senora Lopez had given me the room for a smaller fee, on account of my prolonged stay; it wasn’t that I couldn’t afford it, with the money from the book I wrote on Rhodes steadily trickling into my bank account.

It wasn’t ideal being squeezed into the little room between the cleaning cupboard and the family’s quarters, with the paint flaking from the walls and the stained carpet. I would have opted for a suite amongst the likes of the young couple and the Williams family, with a balcony facing the beach, if not for what I witnessed on the very first day.

I was hitchhiking from the airport with a Spanish family, taking up most of the space in the back of the car with my large bag, squashing the couple’s daughter against the door. The area of town was the kind of place where you’d lock your doors and not take your foot off the pedal, if you catch my drift. Graffiti was sprayed over every wall, and groups of teenagers lolled around on street corners, kicking cans in the gutter.
We were surrounded by blocks of flats, where rugs hung off balconies and dead plants splintered in the breeze. A woman walked quickly along the pavement, holding a small boy. A man followed her, furiously shouting, struggling to keep up with her brisk pace.

“I’ll get out just by there.” I said, gesturing to the street ahead and passing the lady in the passenger seat twenty euros. “Thank you for the drive.”
“Are you sure?” She asked, her eyes wide.
“This is my kind of place.” I chuckled. “Good luck with your new job, Juan.”

I waited for the car to drive out of sight before and for the young woman to pass. Then I took a deep breath and raised my foot, deliberately missing the curb and throwing myself onto the pavement.
“My leg!” I yelled. “Please help! My leg!”
The man stopped beside me, stooping down. His face had morphed from angry to soft and concerned.
“I’ll find you some help. Can I call somebody?”
The woman had walked back towards us, leaving the child a few feet away, and put her hand beneath my arm. He was fumbling with his phone, ready to type in a number and I turned my head towards her, “Keep going.”
She seemed confused, then caught on to my intentions. “Sebastien, can you deal with this? I’ll be late.”
“Whatever.” He dismissed her. “Shall I call an ambulance?”
I waited until she had turned into a building at the end of the street before shaking my leg a little and feigning relief, then rolled myself onto my back, “Would you mind helping me up? I think it was just the shock.”
Once I was back on my feet, I thanked him for his help, explaining that he’d understand when he was old like me, and rustled around in my bag then passed him my thanks, watching his face fall as a wrapped toffee landed in his hand instead of cash.

I followed the route the woman had taken and arrived at the building a few minutes after she’d disappeared into it, which turned out to be a hotel. Hotel Playa Azul.

The paint on the walls of the lobby was peeling, and a few tattered leather sofas were pushed aside to allow for a clear path to the reception desk. The woman appeared as I entered, a bell above the door announcing my arrival.
“Hello.”
She froze, then shook her head, as if trying to shift her focus back to her role, “How can I help you today?”
“Are you okay?”
“I’m okay.” She looked down. “Thank you for your help. I hate when he makes a show out there on the street.”
“Does he know you work here?” I pulled my purse from my bag.
“Sebastien is his Dad.” She gestured towards the boy, who was playing with an action figure behind the desk. “He knows everything about me.”
I recognised the exasperation in her voice. “I’d like a room, please?”
“You? You’d like a room?”
“Please.”
“Can I take a name please?”
“Mariana Garcia. Yours?”
“Martina.”

Part Two
The Hypocrite

Martina stood in front of me again. Six months older now.
“Abuela was over the moon to hear you’d be eating with them tonight. I’ve set a place for you beside her.”
Martina rarely ate with the family, her grandparents charging her the same price as the guests if she chose to. I’d passed Andreo in his usual place behind the reception desk, nibbling at the bread and cheese I’d given his mother. That saved her a few euros, at least.
“Senora Garcia!” Senora Lopez called from across the room, already wine-drunk. “Come, come!”
She and her husband - Martina’s grandparents - had been welcoming since I arrived at the hotel. They often asked me to join them for wine and cheese nights, to play card games, even taking me on a boat trip once at sunset to watch the sky turn pink from the ocean. Their son - Martina’s uncle, Santiago - sat in the chair beside mine and I greeted him politely.
I hated him.
I hated that he didn’t have to pay for his meals; I hated the way he bossed Martina around; I hated how he sprawled out on the sunloungers and poured his own drinks behind the bar.
Most of all, I hated the way he spoke about women.

“So this bitch,” he was saying, “parades around with no clothes on for money, and then tries to pretend she has respect for herself. It’s like, if you don’t want us to look at you like that, don’t make us look at you like that.”
I thought about the eighties, when my book sales hit a low and I found myself in a small beach town in France. Everyone was naked there, at some time or another, and I’d taken it upon myself to dance around in a skimpy bikini for a fortnight to raise funds for a train to Paris. I’d had enough saved by the fifth day, but I rather enjoyed it. I wondered how Santiago would have ranked my self-respect.
“She makes a living from that?” I asked, swallowing another forkful of the paella.
“Yeah, somehow. She was shit. And a slut. Did you know she has sex with customers for an extra tip?”
“Hm, I didn’t know that.” I shrugged. “How did you know that?”
He opened his mouth to speak but no words came out, his lips moving up and down like a ventriloquist's dummy. His parents looked at him expectantly as his face turned a shade of deep red.

After dinner, I found Martina on the bench outside the hotel, smoking a cigarette intently. She jumped when I sat down beside her. She passed me a cigarette wordlessly, knowing I wouldn’t refuse.
“I let him stay last night,” she muttered.
I rubbed her back. “Do you want to talk about it?”
“I just couldn’t say no. I let him come to visit Andreo, who fell asleep on him. It was late and he didn’t have his car.”
I nodded silently, waiting for her to continue.
“And now he’s talking about moving back in!” She exclaimed.
“Do you want him to?”
“Andreo needs a dad.”
I clasped her thin hand. “Not a dad like him.”

Unfamiliar giggles broke our melancholy as the tipsy Irish couple swayed by, his arm draped around her shoulders. They stopped and grinned at us.
“Hola!” they slurred, a smile still plastered on their faces.
“I can’t believe how lovely this weather is. Even at night!” the girl said. “I’m Evelynn.”
Martina shivered, the temperature cold by her standards.
I shook Evelynn’s hand. “They call me Senora Garcia, and this is Martina.”
“Ah! From earlier.” The man shook my hand. “I’m Paul. Have a good night!”
The two strolled away, hand in hand, kissing as they pushed through the doors of the hotel.
“We were like that once.”
Martina sighed.
I remembered the seventies, faded photographs and toned legs, a constant tan and a scattering of freckles across my nose, the illusion of forever and the intoxication of being in love.
So were we.

I watched the couple the next day as they relaxed on the sunloungers. Santiago was nearby, his muscled body bare apart from his tiny swimming shorts. He must’ve been cold - but was nothing if not a show off.
I brought my barely-used laptop outside. I set it up on a table, a cup of coffee beside it, to check my emails. My agent had been in touch, asking why I’d not been in contact for a few weeks - I thought she’d be used to it by now, having worked with me since I published my first book, which I wrote in a pokey flat in London where I settled myself for a few months in the early nineties.

“Who’s that?” Paul asked his girlfriend, who was on her phone on the lounger beside him.
“My friend.” She turned her phone towards him. “Mickey. I’ve mentioned Mickey loads of times.”
They were speaking quietly but most phrases reached me. Santiago began to snore softly and I hoped he truly was unconscious, dreading what he might say if he were to sense drama.
“Did you sleep with him?” Paul asked bluntly.
Evelynn grimaced. “No - I told you that before. Why do you ask me that about everybody I speak to?”
“Never seen him before, that’s all. There’s no need to get angry.”
“It’s constant.” She pulled her sunglasses over her eyes, her voice breaking slightly, “do you want me to block him or something?”
“Not at all!” He placed his hand on her leg. “Sorry if I upset you.”
She shrugged, sinking lower on her sunlounger.
Paul looked over at me and I quickly averted my eyes, unable to focus on the email again. Back in my day there were no phones or ‘blocking’, just accusations of wandering eyes or flirty tones.
No ideas at the moment. I’ll be in touch in a week or so. Hope the kids are well. MG.
I doubted that would keep her at bay, especially considering I’d been here for six months and had only been able to pen a few poems about the dolphins I saw from Senor Lopez’s boat.
Since coming back to Spain, I’d been waiting for something to spark inspiration. Sure, taking Andreo to the beach and coming up with ways to donate food to Martina without embarrassing her had kept me busy. But it hadn’t cured my writer's block.

Part Three
Under Surveillance

Later on that day, I slipped Andreo a packet of crisps and an apple as an excuse to hang around reception and recount to Martina what had happened earlier.
“They seemed happy when I saw them. They left here dressed for dinner.” She shrugged.
“It wasn’t unhappiness, exactly. That girl had spent the morning lying around in the sun but she way she was… I can’t explain it. She was tired. Drained.”
“They’re in love, I expect she was tired from being awake half the night doing - Look, here they are.” Martina pretended to be busy but I watched overtly as the two passed by us, smiling and nodding in acknowledgement.
“See?” whispered Martina as they headed up the stairs. “Happy.”
“Tell me,” I rested my elbow on the desk. “If people saw you and Sebastien when you were together, out in public, would they have said you looked happy?”
“You’re crossing a line,” she snapped.
Andreo looked up at her worriedly, his mouth gaping open and full of chewed crisps. She exhaled one long breath. “I’m sorry. But Sebastian and I were different. Some people are just… happy.”
“I shouldn’t have pushed it.” I sighed. “I hope you’re right.”

I ate dinner alone in my room that night, on my balcony that faced the city. The mango I’d bought around the corner felt mushy in my mouth and the smell of the box of paella leftovers I’d nabbed the previous night turned my stomach. I could pinpoint what had unsettled me: the conversation between Paul and Evelynn that morning. But I couldn’t quite work out why. He only asked a question - a nosey one at that - but why did she react in such a defensive manner? Why did I care so much? They looked happy after dinner that evening, anyway.

I tried to distract myself on Tuesday. I wrote more poems about those shitty dolphins, I took Andreo to the beach, I played cards with Senor and Senora Lopez.
I was invited to eat dinner with the Williams family after lending the matriarch some lipstick during an encounter in the women’s bathroom. It was tedious, listening to Mr Williams talk about himself, his work, his politics. It was even worse watching Mrs Williams practically drool over him, even though he interrupted her every time she tried to chime in.
I needed a few drinks to get me through it, and found myself in the lobby nearing eleven at night, pestering Martina as dance music played from the restaurant.
“You’re drunk!” she laughed.
“I’m certainly not!” I said semi-truthfully, although my head was beginning to swim a little.
“That Mr Williams seems like a dick, anyway.”
“All men are.”
“No!” Martina exclaimed. “What about Senor Abrego at the fruit stall? He’s lovely! Hey, maybe he could be your holiday fling?”
I fell about laughing. That old fogey! His false teeth chattered when he talked and he closed down the shop each day at four o’ clock to be in bed by half past six. I was drawn from my hysterics when I saw the confusion on Martina’s face. She was serious. I then realised something worse. Senor Abrego, with his false teeth and his crooked back and early bedtime and papery skin, was only five years my senior. Probably less, to be honest.
“What’s wrong?” Martina asked as I slumped against her desk.
“Nothing. I just remembered how old I am.”
“You’re not old! You’re experienced.”
“Thanks.” I said sarcastically. “Maybe I should get a move on with my next book, or Roaming Rhodes will be the last of my work to get published.”
“Did you get me that copy?” Martina asked.
Another symptom of becoming ancient: forgetfulness.
“I promise I will. I’ll ask my agent to send one once I’m brave enough to face her. Then again, it’s a romance and I don’t want you getting any ideas.”
Martina chuckled. “I don’t know what you mean.”
She’d confided in me that Sebastien had moved back in with her to support Andreo but that they were ‘definitely not together’. I’d rolled my eyes at this: of course they were.

The tapping of high heels echoed across the floor as Evelynn approached us. Her eyes were red and her face was puffy.
“Hi. I don’t know if you remember me - I’m a guest here.” She sniffed. “I wondered if you have any rooms here tonight.”
“But you’re already a guest?” Martina frowned.
“I am, I’m sorry. I know this is weird.” She laughed at herself, although it sounded shallow and forced. “The boy I’m with is pissing me off. Sorry, I- I need another room. Just for tonight.”
“Sure,” Martina said, finally understanding. “That’ll be forty euros, please.”
Evelynn pulled out her phone, clicked the power button a few times and frowned. She pulled a few tens from her handbag and stared at them as Martina sat down on her desk chair and tapped at her computer keyboard.
“Wait, no.” Evelynn said suddenly. “I can’t, he’ll- don’t worry. I’m so sorry for wasting your time. I’m so sorry.”
Martina looked up. “It won’t take long, I promise. It’s just this new system. I haven’t got the hang of it yet.”
“No, it’s not that. Sorry. Have a good night. Buenas noches.”
She hurried away, leaving Martina confused and me concerned, my alcohol-induced glow now truly extinguished.
“What do I do?” She asked but didn’t wait for my answer, taking a set of keys from the cupboard and rushing towards the girl. “It’s only one night. You don’t have to pay. Really, it’s okay.”
From where I sat on one of the tattered sofas, I could hear Evelynn decline, her eyes filling with tears as she headed back up the stairs.
Martina returned the keys, locking the cupboard afterward, and then looked over at me. “I know, I know, you told me. But I don’t get it. It couldn’t have been the cost that stopped her taking the room.”
“Can I ask you a question?”
“No.”
Martina looked over at Andreo, who was sleeping on the other sofa, his small body covered with a knitted shawl.
“Fine.” She said.
“When you leave Sebastien…”
“I’m not with him.”
“...what’s the first thing he says? You know, when you’ve been free of his surveillance for a day or so.”
She groans. “He says I’ve slept with other men. Says he’ll hurt them. What does that have to do with…? Oh.”

Part Four
The Slut

Two days later, Martina reported to me that Evelynn and Paul seemed frosty as they passed by her at reception, and I echoed the sentiment, having seen them sitting wordlessly at breakfast that morning.
That evening, Senora Lopez invited me to dinner. She and her husband apologised for Santiago’s absence, which cheered me up considerably, and with the sincerest hope that he would be away all night, I accepted a game of poker in the family’s quarters.
“What’s wrong?” Senora Lopez asked when her husband left to get more wine.
“Nothing, nothing. Just bitter you’re beating me, you tyrant!” I tried to joke.
“Women can always tell.” She poured the last drop of wine into my glass. “Speak to me.”
“There’s this couple staying here. They’ve been on my mind a lot.”
“Not those Americans? With the horrible snotty children?”

I grimaced, thinking of the large blob of green slime that I’d watched slide down their youngest son's face the previous day, right into his glass of orange juice. Although I did feel a little joy as I watched Mr Williams sip from it a few minutes later, unaware of what lurked below the bubbles.
“The young ones. Irish.”
“Ah! That girl always looks so miserable. The struggles of young love, I suppose.”
I shrugged, “I think it’s more serious than that.”
“You’ve been speaking to Martina too often. She makes everything so severe! One argument with her Sebastian and she’d turn up here crying for help. I told her then and I’d tell her now: you have to work through the problems! Nobody in her generation seems to understand. No wonder all these lonely women in their thirties are out there growing their armpit hair and crying for attention. Feminists.” She scoffed.
“Martina came to you for help?”
“It was all a big misunderstanding. Ask her! She’ll tell you! They both used to go into the town on the weekends, and they got into some big argument one night. As a joke, he came over to where she was on the sofa and sat on her, took her phone, whatever. He was trying to diffuse the situation, trying to make her laugh!”
“I imagine that was quite scary for h-”

Santiago burst in, a cloud of aftershave and whisky. He threw himself onto the sofa beside me, a smug look on his face. “The Irish can drink.”
“What do you mean, son?” Senora Lopez asked as her husband came into the room with two bottles of wine. “Would you like a glass?”
“Thanks,” he chuckled. “I need it after dealing with those two.”
“Who?” his Mother asked, breath baited for gossip.
“The Irish couple, Mama! They were downing cocktails like no tomorrow in the bar, then started arguing. It came out of nowhere, he was all like ‘fuck me in that toilet like you did with that other boy’, and she got all defensive, tried to storm off.”
“In a bathroom?” Senor Lopez gasped. “Imagine!”
“I went out to smoke, chatted to those stags who checked in earlier - only for five minutes! And that girl runs outside, messing around on her phone, all tears and overreactions. Next thing, the bloke is thundering down the road after her, calling her a slut and dirty, everything under the sun.”
I shook my head, “That’s disgusting.”
“I know! Imagine having sex in a public toilet!”
Gritting my teeth, I stood up, shoving him out of my way with the little strength I had. “Where are they now?”
“Fuck knows.”
“Where are they?” I bent over, my back straining, until we were face to face.
“They went towards the shop, the one by the underpass.”

Downstairs, Martina was already on the phone to the police. She hung up, and leaned against the wall.
“What happened?”
“I left Andreo out here while I went to the bathroom. I heard shouting and came back to find him hiding under the desk with my phone.”
She passed me her phone, a video pulled up on the screen. 
“Look what Andreo recorded! Paul sounds so, so angry. Do you think he might…?”
“I might know where they are, come on!” I said, still watching the video as we broke into a fast walk. At the beginning, Andreo made faces at the camera, crossing his eyes and poking out his tongue, giggling until his joy was interrupted by the raised voice of Paul. He called his girlfriend names, as Santiago had said, but it was worse hearing them straight from Paul’s mouth. His voice quietened as he went through the hotel doors, followed by the amused chuckles of Santiago and his new stag-do friends. The video ended when Martina came back into the lobby, picking up Andreo and ending the recording.

By the time I reached the underpass, calling after Martina as she ran on ahead, it was all over. Sirens were growing louder and there were already groups of locals loitering nearby, forming a semi-circle around the entrance of the tunnel.
Martina pushed them out of her way, sinking to her knees beside the young woman.
“A doctor? Somebody get a doctor!”
By then, I could tell it was too late: the pool of blood around her head had dyed her hair scarlet, and I couldn’t bring myself to look at her face. But Martina wouldn’t listen. She screamed for help until emergency services arrived, pressing down on Evelynn’s chest and holding her head, hands coated in red. I pulled Martina up and walked her back to the hotel, promising her that she and Andreo could stay in my room until they found Paul.
That night, we cried together on the balcony as Andreo slept on my bed. No words were said, just the two of us in angry companionship.

I awoke with a stiff neck on the chair in my balcony, a towel on my lap that Martina must’ve draped across me. She and Andreo had left, leaving behind no sign that they had been there, besides an emptied rubbish bin and a freshly made bed.

That was the last time I saw them.

The End

The sun is shining in Normandy as I speed down the dusty track towards the ivy-covered villa. My most recent tenants left last week, and I haven’t been back to my husband's home in a long time. But every five years or so I find that the guilt of what I did in my twenties manages to creep up on me, until a reminder like the death of young Evelynn reminds me that what I did was justified.
I tap the steering wheel three times for luck as I step out of the rental car and bypass the front door, heading towards the furthest field on the property. Overgrown and beneath the cover of greenery, I find the makeshift headstone I carved - ‘Scrappy’.
I say a quick prayer for my dog, the little spaniel who never left my side for ten years, the closest thing I had to a baby - the beautiful little pup who my husband bludgeoned to death in a drunken rage.

By that time, Gomez and I had been married for seven years, after meeting while I was on holiday in Spain. We’d settled down in France, in the most remote area we could find, surrounded by mountains and blue skies. On the night he killed Scrappy, I had endured years of beatings and bruises, but I never thought he’d kill.
After Scrappy, I knew I would be next. I took Scrappy’s body to the furthest field and dug a deep, deep hole, laying my dog beside it. I cried and sang hymns as I dug, my muscles aching and my hands blistering, but my work was far from done.
I returned to the house, where Gomez slept in a drunken stupor on the sofa, took my sharpest knife from the kitchen, and dug it into him three times. Once in his neck, once in his stomach, and a final deep push into where his heart would have been, had he had one.
It took me an hour to carry his large mass across the fields under the cover of night, where I threw him into the bottom of the hole along with the knife. I spat on him and filled the pit with dirt. After, I gently covered Scrappy in my favourite scarf and laid him to rest, covering him with earth. 
I left as soon as I could find some tenants for the house, returning only once every few years to assess the property, never staying the night.
“Sorry, Scrap.” I smiled sadly, imagining him jumping into my lap, soft ears brushing against my face. “I’ll see you soon.”

Dear Senora Garcia,
I can’t believe my luck in finding you after all this time! I was looking at a home to buy in France and found this huge house in the countryside, looked into the history and your name was right there as the owner. I hope you’re well and that this letter reaches you quickly.
I’m sorry about that night, when I disappeared with Andreo. I hope my family and the police were kind to you with their enquiries about my disappearance and the murder of Evelynn.
You see, that’s why I left. I realised how easily that could have been me lying dead on that underpass; more importantly, it could have been Andreo.
I packed a small bag of things for us and hid until my wages came into my bank account, then flew to Madrid, where I started my own cleaning business under a different name, which has since turned into a nationwide chain. I’ve taken Andreo on two holidays a year since and sent him to a good school. He eats three healthy meals a day and we’ve never struggled with money. I cut off my family completely when I left the city, and none of them can know where I am in case they tell Sebastien. So please keep this address private.
Andreo is planning to travel the world for a year before going to University. I know! University! He has a lovely little girlfriend, who he cooks meals for three times a week, listens to, and gifts flowers to each Sunday. I am so proud of him.
I’m looking forward to hearing back from you,
The kindest regards,
Martina Lopez (or as I am now known, Alexia Maas)

“Hey,” Gretchen said, “the postman has just been. What are we doing with letters?”
Her brother shrugged. “Who cares? It’s bad enough we have to organise her shit without dealing with her subscriptions, too.”
“No, Billy, it’s a real letter. It’s handwritten to Great Aunty Mariana.” She opened the envelope and skimmed the letter. “From someone with weird names.”
“What do you - ” He groaned. “I’m fed up. Why do we get stuck with going through the house of a dead woman we never even met?”
“She seems interesting.”
Billy roughly dusted away a cobweb, scoffing, “Right.”
“No, really.” Gretchen looked out of the window at the greenery around the house, right up to the furthest field, where the forest met the grass. “She seems like the sort of woman who had a lot of secrets.”



A Very Vulnerable Reflection
Word Count: 1499


Originally for this reflection, I was going to break down each of the stories of the three women in my piece - Senora Garcia, Martina, and Evelynn - and how they represented real world issues. While I will still set out to do this, I would also like to make a confession. I’m now able to discuss this as I’ve had authorities intervene, meaning that the University will not have to take it upon themselves to step in. What I refrained from admitting until now was that a lot of the inspiration for the conversations that happened between Evelynn and Paul came from conversations between myself and the boyfriend I had before and during the time I was working on my assignment.
On this note, the police intervention in our relationship occured last night and while I was able to write this reflection as a way to express my feelings on both my past relationship and my work, I struggled to focus on proof reading the actual assignment.

Senora (Mariana) Garcia, the protagonist, is a writer who has travelled the world for around fifty years since killing her abusive husband in her twenties. For her storyline and character, I took inspiration from two cases: Sally Challen[footnoteRef:0] and Kiranjit Ahluwalia[footnoteRef:1].  [0:  https://www.justiceforwomen.org.uk/sally-challen-appeal ]  [1:  https://www.justiceforwomen.org.uk/kiranjit-ahluwalia ] 

Ahluwalia was sentenced to three years in prison for killing her abusive husband by setting his blankets on fire while he was asleep in them. The main difference between her and my protagonist is that Ahluwalia did not intend to kill her husband, just to make him feel the pain that she had felt over the period of their relationship, where she was raped, beaten and isolated.
Challen killed her husband with a hammer in 2010 after experiencing coercive control for decades. Coercive control was not made a crime until 2015, but due to this combined with psychiatric evidence, Challen was allowed to walk free from her imprisonment in 2019 due to the amount of time she had already served.

Martina Lopez is a woman in her late twenties, who has a child and is in an abusive relationship that she is actively trying to leave. I took inspiration for this from women in my own life. 
Firstly, my mother, who had to experience the trials of having a young child and trying to leave an abusive relationship while still in her teenage years. Another woman in my life who has faced and is still facing this to an extent is my half brother’s Mother, who is trying to escape my father through moving hours away from where she grew up. Two more examples came from friends who are only a few years older than me and have escaped abusive relationships, deciding that for the safety of them and their children, they will risk their sons having resentment towards them for not knowing their father.
While developing this character I also watched ‘The Maid’[footnoteRef:2] on Netflix, which follows a young mother called Alex, who endeavours to leave her emotionally abusive partner while balancing her low paying job as a maid, trying to provide a safe home and good education for her daughter, and learning to co-parent with her abuser. [2:  The Maid, (2021). Netflix. 1 Oct.] 

I wanted to demonstrate how having children can keep you tied to an abusive ex partner through Martina’s character, and the pressure many women feel to ensure their children, especially their sons, have a father figure in their lives.

Finally, Evelynn’s storyline.
This is the most difficult for me to write as I was taking examples from my own life for much of her story, except I have been spared her fate due to the intervention of police, University security, and a very brave taxi driver.
I first had the idea for this piece while I was in Spain, when my boyfriend got too drunk and I went downstairs to request a room for myself, but realised at the last moment that it would just cause more accusations. The interaction between Martina and Evelynn is almost exactly the same as the conversation between myself and the incredibly kind woman who worked in the hotel reception, even down to her following me after I walked away with an offer of a free room.
The scene before Evelynn is killed, where the couple are drinking and Paul follows Evelynn, shouting abuse as she tries to leave the situation, is also true to my own experience. While this was painful for me to write as I felt - and still feel - intense guilt and shame for staying in the relationship after experiencing this, it was also a release to be able to put the experience into words and watch it play out from an outsider’s perspective, allowing me to distance myself from it.

There are other elements of the story that I’d like to highlight, as I intended to place a deeper meaning upon seemingly meaningless areas of the text, but would like to explain these to ensure that they make sense. Even as I write this reflection, I recognise that I may have used this piece of work as an excuse to share all of the things within my life that have upset or angered me.

Although it was difficult to write about Evelynn, it was also upsetting to concoct part of the letter from Martina to Senora Garcia but I felt that it was necessary. In the letter, Martina writes about Andreo, now grown up: He has a lovely little girlfriend, who he cooks meals for three times a week, listens to, and gifts flowers to each Sunday. I am so proud of him.
The Office On Women’s Health[footnoteRef:3] reports that children who witness violence between their parents are more likely to become abusers themselves. This is particularly troubling in my own life due to my eleven year old half brother’s emulation of our Father’s behaviours, including destruction of property and verbal abuse towards the women in his family. [3:  https://womenshealth.gov/relationships-and-safety/domestic-violence/effects-domestic-violence-children ] 

While I only touched on this lightly within the text, my purpose was for the reader to acknowledge that Andreo is now at the age where he’ll be starting his own relationships, and that it’s possible what he witnessed between his parents may impact these.
Santiago’s behaviours and attitudes were taken from a variety of interactions I’ve had in real life where women have been shamed by young men for profiting from a system that men are actively funding. This is shown when Santiago is degrading a sex worker as though she is so far separated from him and his high and mighty morals, but Senora Garcia points out that he seems to know an awful lot about her to have had so little to do with her. I believe that this is also shown in Louis Theroux’s ‘Inside the Manosphere’[footnoteRef:4] documentary when Harrison Sullivan (better known as HStikkytokky), discusses how he promotes the site ‘Onlyfans’ for profit, but that he believes the women who upload their photos and videos to the site are ‘disgusting’. [4:  Inside The Manosphere, (2026). Louis Theroux. 11 Mar.
] 

A final instance in the text that reflects something in my own life is how Senora Lopez defends Martina’s abusive partner, Sebasiten’s, behaviour. Although they are not related by blood, she sees him almost as a son or grandson, and I wanted to demonstrate how a bond to somebody can blind you from realising the evil they commit. I saw this when I was sixteen, when a boy in our friendship group raped two girls while we were celebrating receiving our GCSE results. While most of us believed the victim wholeheartedly, after having our own experiences with him where he’d made us uncomfortable, some of his closest friends and family defended him. A video surfaced a few months later when a younger girl who had come forward about being assaulted by him passed his Mother, who got out of her car and began to scream at the girl, who was around fifteen at the time. That was when I realised that some people would rather sustain their positive view of an offender than face reality, evidence and the hurt caused by their loved one.
 
For research, I also read part of Laura Bates’ book ‘Men Who Hate Women’[footnoteRef:5], which begins by looking into how vulnerable men are groomed into the mindset that women are the cause of all their misfortune. While this did not link directly to the text, it did give me insight into how some misogynists come to be. [5:  Bates, Laura. 2020. Men Who Hate Women: From Incels to Pickup Artists: The Truth about Extreme Misogyny and How It Affects Us All. Naperville, Illinois: Sourcebooks. ] 


I truly believe that writing this assignment and being able to see what was happening to me and around me from a third person perspective - through the eyes of Senora Garcia - is what enabled me to stand up for myself and be truthful with the police when they interviewed me about my now-ex boyfriend’s behaviour towards me, which I now know to be coercively controlling. I don’t know what may have happened to me if not for this intervention, so I thank you wholeheartedly for giving me the opportunity to work on this project and for being supportive throughout it.

