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If you are a person who is drowning,


you put all your efforts into trying to swim.


Eileen Nearne




May 2000



Hannah’s Got The Wright Stuff!


Local swimmer takes four golds


Perth City Amateur Swim Club have a new swimming sensation in Hannah Wright, after she dominated the Midland District championships in Dundee this weekend. Hannah, aged only 11 and competing against girls two years older than her in the U13 category, stormed to victory in all four stroke disciplines.


She won the 100m Backstroke and Breaststroke on Saturday then followed this up with wins in the 100m Butterfly and Freestyle on the Sunday.


Coach, Greg Candy, said he was thrilled at how well Hannah had done but wasn’t surprised at her success. ‘I knew from the moment I saw her that she had a natural ability for the sport. I’ve never seen a swimmer like her in the 35 years I’ve been a coach.’
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NO DIVING.


I curl my toes around the edge of the pool and adjust my goggles, push on them till they suck at my eyeballs. Bend forward, tap my painted toenails, then


I dive.


Streamline, I skim just below the surface of the water, catch a flash of yellow t-shirt as I enter the pool. Chris, the lifeguard, leans against the wall, eyes closed, hair sticking up. His whistle dangles from his shorts pocket. When he first started working here, he called me up for diving. Now he doesn’t bother. He knows who I am.


(who I was)


He knows I’m not about to go breaking my neck.


‘Will you keep an eye on things while I go to Bayne’s,’ Shirley asks.


‘Yeah, no problem.’


‘You want anything? Filled roll? Donut? Need to get there before the school’s out or there’ll be nothing left.’


‘Eh, cheese and tomato roll, if you don’t mind.’


‘Cake?’


‘Go on then, a custard slice.’


The door goes and I look up, expecting it to be Shirley, back again with another question.


You want a drink?


Bottle or can?


Butter on your filled roll?


(on top or doggy style?)


It’s not her though, some old woman I don’t recognise.


   She puts a bag of Revels on the counter, then rummages through her handbag, lifts out her purse and slides a piece of paper from it.


‘And a lottery ticket, please,’ she says and hands me the paper.


Six numbers scrawled in that spidery handwriting that all old people seem to have.


5  16  21  26  32  44


Her accent’s strange: Scottish, but with a twang of something else.


I print the lottery ticket, put it down next to the Revels.


‘£1.57, please.’


The woman doesn’t answer, doesn’t hand me any money, doesn’t move.


I follow her gaze. She’s looking at something behind my head. Does she want cigarettes?


‘Anything else?’ I ask.


Her face has gone a dirty silver colour, like the Brasso polish Gran used to buff on my swimming trophies.


It’s a dumb rule anyway, no diving. Diving is the only way to enter a pool.


None of this descending down a flimsy, metal staircase while it rattles off the tiled walls.


None of this lowering yourself feet first from the edge, the cold water chilling you from the toes up.


No, that just gives the water the advantage, gives it the power. If you don’t dive in, then you struggle to get your shoulders under. You have to bounce, bounce, bounce, try to plunge yourself deeper, deeeper, deeeeper, until you finally build up the courage to submerge completely.


You’re beaten before you’ve even managed to dunk your head under. Game over. Back to the showers with you.


Diving gives you the upper hand, puts you in control.


The woman doesn’t speak, although her lips keep moving. Vibrating, quivering. Dark, like she’s wearing purple lipstick.


‘Are you okay?’


Her fingers spread and the purse falls from her hand. Change spills, rolling and clattering off the counter and onto the floor.


I move out from behind the till but before I can get to her she crumples. There’s a thud as she hits her chin on the glass-fronted counter.


Shit, that was loud.


A crack runs out along the glass, slicing the reflection of Panini stickers, Rizla papers and mix-up sweets beneath it.


My heart’s pounding as I move towards her. She’s lying on her side, blood dripping from her chin. Her false teeth have fallen out. I accidentally kick them in my haste and they spin away across the floor.


I kneel beside her, knock a display of chewing gum off the edge of the counter. It falls, showering us with packets of Extra.


‘Sorry, sorry,’ I say.


She doesn’t look well, not well at all. She gasps for breath, fumbles with the buttons on the collar of her blouse, blood pours down onto her hands but I don’t think she’s noticed she’s bleeding.


‘I’ll get that,’ I say and undo her top button. Her hands grab at mine, clammy and damp.


She’s wearing a silk scarf tied around her neck so I lift it, press it against the cut. The blood, warm and sticky, seeps into it, turns the pale silk dark.


Shit, what do I do? What the hell do I do?


Shirley’s the first aider, not me. Where is she?


The chlorine, the wet, the chill, it hits you all at once but it doesn’t matter. Because you’re straight into your stroke and the cold’s gone before you’re halfway down your first length.


I know how to work the water with my hands, with my feet. I know the shapes to make with my arms, my legs. Keyhole, figure of eight, breakout, pull through. My hands are paddles, the roll of my shoulders, the froth at my toes.


Push me on, propel me forward. Push me on, propel me forward.


Stroke, stroke, stroke, breathe, stroke, stroke, stroke, breathe.


My hands shake as I squeeze the scarf. Blood oozes, dribbles between my knuckles.


‘Don’t worry, you’ll be alright,’ I say, but my voice is different from how it normally sounds.


Her eyes roll backwards, eyelids fluttering. She looks worse now, if that’s even possible. There’s no colour in her face, drained away with the blood through her chin.


Shit, I think she’s dying. She’s dying and I’m just sitting here letting it happen. I need to do something. Come on, Hannah.


I let go of the scarf. My hands are covered in blood and I wipe them on the woman’s jacket before digging my mobile out of my jeans pocket.


999


‘Hello, you’re through to emergency services, what service do you require?’


My brain has stopped working. Service? What service do I require?


Ambulance, ambulance, ambulance, ambulance.


‘Sorry, ambulance, please.’


‘That’s alright. Can you tell me what’s happened and the address?’


‘It’s Shop Better, on the High Street in Kinross. I’m sorry, I can’t remember the exact number, next to the Post Office. An old woman’s collapsed, she’s bleeding.’


‘Is she breathing?’


The door opens.


Thank fuck for that.


It’s Shirley, back from Bayne’s with the filled rolls and the custard slices.


‘Hells bells, what’s happened?’ She drops the paper bag and box of cakes onto the floor.


‘She went all funny, then she just fell.’ 


‘Hello, can you hear me? Can you hear me? What’s your name?’ Shirley asks, as she grips the woman under the armpits and tries to prop her up against the counter.


‘Get an ambulance, Hannah, I think she might be having a heart attack or something. It’s not good, whatever the hell it is.’


I’m not sure Shirley should be saying stuff like that in front of the old woman, but I doubt she’s aware of what’s going on.


‘I’ve already done that,’ I say and hold the phone up to my ear again. The woman is still there asking questions.


‘There’s a first aider here now,’ I say. My hands are shaking so much I can’t hold the phone still. I hear the phrase ‘the ambulance is on its way’ and I hang up.


I’m out of breath and all I’ve done is make a phone call.


Shirley’s still trying to prop the woman up, but she’s lifeless and falls to one side.


‘She’s bloody heavy for such a wee thing,’ Shirley says, her face flushed, ‘pass me some aspirin, will you?’


‘What?’ I reply.


‘Aspirin.’


It’s not a sore head, Shirley, I feel like saying, but I grab a box from behind the counter, pass it to her. She pulls the foil packet out of the box, presses out a white aspirin.


‘Crunch and chew, crunch and chew.’


I think Shirley’s lost it. She’s trying to force the Aspirin into the woman’s mouth. My eyes are drawn to a circle of silver foil from the Aspirin packet which lingers in the air before landing in a pool of blood on the floor. It floats, rippling from side to side; the whole surface shimmers, even the blood has a glossy sheen to it.


‘Crunch and chew.’


I notice something lying to the side of the blood, grab Shirley’s arm.


‘Her teeth, Shirl.’


Shirley picks up the aspirin, now pink, which has fallen from the woman’s mouth, tries to pop it back in. The woman’s eyes are rolling in her head, backwards, forwards, side to side.


‘Her teeth fell out.’


‘What?’


‘Her false teeth fell out.’


‘Oh Jesus.’


‘Shall I get them, they’re just here?’


‘I think she’s stopped breathing, Hannah.’


Shirley grabs the woman by her ankles, pulls her forward until she lies flat. There’s a thud as the back of her head hits the floor.


Shirley sees me flinch.


‘That’s the least of her problems, tell them she’s stopped breathing.’


‘Tell who?’


‘The ambulance, where are they? They should be here by now.’


Cap tight against my skull, costume a size too small, slick against shaved skin. Bubbles rise to the surface from my nose, my mouth.


Stroke, stroke, stroke, breathe, stroke, stroke, stroke, breathe.


The water slides off me, gathers like pearls on my nails, my bare skin. I’m impervious. Silky and varnished.


Stroke, stroke, stroke, breathe, stroke, stroke, stroke, breathe.


Shirley starts to do CPR. My eyes are drawn to her tits as they bounce up and down.


‘One and two and three and four and five and six and seven and eight and nine and ten and eleven…’


Stroke, stroke, stroke, breathe, stroke, stroke, stroke, breathe.


Breathe, come on, breathe. You can’t die, not here, not on the floor of Shirley’s shop.


Shirley lifts the woman’s blouse, uses it to clean her chin. I see her bra, her bare stomach; the skin saggy and stretch-marked, off-white like porridge. Shirley presses the woman’s nose, tilts her head back, blows into her mouth, then she’s bouncing again.


‘One and two and three and four and five and six and seven and eight and nine…’


I try to stop it, but my brain keeps saying inappropriate things, things I’m ashamed to be thinking of at a time like this. Hell, at any time.


Shirley could do with a decent bra.


I never realised how big her tits were before.


I wonder if she did that to my dad?


Bounced up and down on him, her tits smacking him in the face.


Jesus, Hannah, stop it.


Her face is red, hair stuck to her sweaty forehead.


‘I   need  help  can  you  breathe for  me?’


I know it’s a horrible thing to think but I don’t want to go near that old woman. I don’t want to touch her. Her chin’s stained with blood, seeped into the wrinkles, paint filling in the cracks.


‘I don’t know how.’


‘I’ll  show  you.’


I shuffle forward so I’m on the other side of the woman.


‘Pinch   her  nose,  form  a  seal.’


I lean forward. She smells. It’s so strong, meaty.


I put my lips over her mouth, slowly, willing the ambulance to show. I try not to think about what I’m doing. Think about anything else, even Shirley doing Dad is preferable to this. Shirley’s tits, Shirley’s tits, Shirley’s tits.


The woman’s face is cold, clammy. I can taste salt. I close my eyes, blow, but I’m barely touching her, not forming the seal that Shirley’s so keen on. My hair’s covering her face, it makes it easier. I press down harder, blow again. Pretend I’m kissing a mermaid.


‘Well    done,  one    and   two  and    t h r e e  and    four   and    five   and   six…’


Shirley’s counting’s getting slower, her chest heaving.


Stroke, stroke, stroke, breathe, stroke, stroke, stroke, breathe.


‘…twenty-six  and   twenty-seven  and  twenty-eight  and  twenty-nine  and   thirty.’


Mermaid kiss, mermaid kiss.


‘One    and   two  and   three  and    four…’


Dark tiles, T-shaped on the bottom of the pool tell me the wall’s coming. I don’t need the reminder though, I know exactly where I am.


I know the number of strokes, the number of breaths. I close my eyes and I still know where the wall is. I can’t gauge distance on dry land, but in the pool I have an inbuilt GPS system.


I stretch with my arm, a flash of red fingernails. Then my hand pulls me down, flips me over into a tumble turn. My feet plant on the wall, firm, no sliding on wet tiles. Knees bend, I thrust myself forward, arms out in front, head down. Streamline. A short breakout, hips undulating, dolphin kick, then I’m back into my stroke.


I hear the sirens, in the distance, then louder and louder as they approach the shop. An excuse to get away.


My legs may be wobbly but they want me as far away from this as possible. They propel me up and towards the door. I stumble, kick a packet of chewing gum as I go. It spins across the floor, hits the front door as I open it. I pick up the packet, fall out onto the pavement. Fresh air, glorious fresh air. I suck it in as I wave down the ambulance.


Two paramedics jump out, doors slam. They run past, nod at me but don’t stop to talk. I stick two bits of chewing gum in my mouth.


Crunch and chew. Crunch and chew.


I think I’m going to puke. I can feel warm saliva collect in my mouth, a pulse in my gut.


I lean against the shop window, inhale through my nose. I try to breathe the gum, let the mint cleanse me, push out the rich, metallic taste of the old woman. I don’t want to see what they’re doing to her in there. Using defibrillators. Making her back arch and legs quiver.


Shirley and Dad having sex, Shirley and Dad having sex, Shirley and Dad fucking.


My knees buckle and I sit down on the pavement. People walk past, stare at the ambulance, at me, try to peer in the shop window. Nosy bastards. I can see the kids from the High School, getting closer, closer. Girls and boys in blazers and ties and black shoes, pounding along the pavement towards me. Laughing and joking and bumping into each other. After their crisps and their Irn-Bru and their donuts and their ten pee mix-ups.


I spit the gum out into the gutter. Everything’s spinning and there’s black spots in front of my eyes. I think I might pass out. Shirley would never survive another cycle of CPR.


I close my eyes, lean forward and put my head between my knees. I don’t care that the kids are getting closer, that they can see me sitting on the pavement. If I keep my head down and my eyes shut, they’ll go straight past and it won’t matter.


I won’t see them, they won’t see me.


Like being underwater, everything muffled.


Stroke, stroke, stroke, breathe, stroke, stroke, stroke, breathe.


With each length, I loosen off. Shoulders, hips, wrists, ankles, neck. Heart pumps. Lungs swell.


Stroke, stroke, stroke, breathe, stroke, stroke, stroke, breathe.


I’ve got the lane to myself. Not many people can be bothered getting up this early to swim.


(late compared to when I used to get up)


The Daybreak Dip.


One of the reasons why I like this time so much. I’m free to power up and down the pool, nobody in my way as I count the metres before work.


400m.


800m.


1200m.


I hear footsteps and hurried voices, then the ambulance doors slam. I jump as the sirens come on again, can see the blue flashing lights behind my closed eyelids. Was she dead? Did they just carry a dead body past me?


No, they wouldn’t bother with the sirens if she was dead.


The noise fades as the ambulance moves further away and I allow myself to break the surface of the water. Open my eyes, everything’s clear and in focus again. The kids are walking past me now, looking down at me, hesitating, staring in the shop window.


‘What happened?’


‘Did somebody die?’


‘That girl’s got blood on her.’


I get to my feet, force myself back inside the shop.


I glance at the clock as I turn to breathe.


Time to get out.


I finish the length, pull my goggles and cap off.


My hair flows out behind me as I float on my back, watch the rise and fall of my chest as my breathing slows, goes back to normal.


‘That you for today?’ Chris asks, still leaning against the wall, arms folded.


‘Yeah, need to get to work.’


‘I’m tired just watching you.’ He yawns, his eyes fill with tears and he wipes them away.


I laugh, even though he makes the same joke every morning.


In the showers, I close my eyes, let the water wash away what it can of the chlorine.


Never powerful enough.


Never hot enough.


I like it hot.


Hot enough to pink my skin.


Taste salt and shampoo as the water drizzles the back of my head, my shoulders.


You can lather, rinse, repeat as much as you want, the chlorine never truly washes off.


(you stink of swimming pool)


I tilt my head back, let the water pour over my face, into my mouth, enjoy the taste, comforting, like sucking bath water through a sponge.


Shirley’s sitting on the floor.


I move the sign on the door.


CLOSED.
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‘MENTEUSE! TELL US the truth.’


A hand gripped the back of her head, plunged her face into the water.


She’d never felt cold like it, not even paddling in the North Sea. The water clamped at her head.


How long was he going to hold her under? Was this it? End of interrogation? They were just going to drown her. Leave her face down in this marble trough.


Lungs tight, she breathed out. Air flushed from her nose and mouth, she felt it whoosh past her face on the way to the surface. She only had so long now before she’d have to breathe in. Then it would be water, rushing and flooding her.


She shook from side to side. The man was too strong though. The more she struggled, the firmer his grip. His hand fixed on the back of her head, her skull nestled in it like an egg in an eggcup. Her fingers flexed, useless, her wrists bound. She dug her fingernails into the palms of her hands, drew blood.


Then she was pulled backwards by her hair. Face out of the trough like a plunger with a suck of air. She shivered as the water ran down her neck, her back, her shoulders. Another man stood opposite the trough, watching. He moved aside to avoid getting his boots wet.


‘Tell us the truth. Dis-nous la vérité.’


The German accent was unmistakeable, despite the French words coming from his mouth. He wouldn’t last five minutes trying to blend in as a native.


The accent has to be just right, or the locals will spot you a mile away. And you can’t trust anyone. There are collaborators who will hand you over to the Boche in a flash if they think it will get them a loaf of bread.


Her lips trembled as she tried to speak.


‘Je vous en prie, I am telling you the truth, my name is…’


Before she could continue, the man opposite nodded and she felt the force on the back of her head again. Plunged under, too quick to take a proper breath. Bubbles escaped from her nose and mouth. Less air than last time, less air. She’d been speaking when he pushed her forward. That wasn’t fair.


‘You are a British spy, admit it and we will stop.’


She heard the man speak as she was lifted out of the water. She didn’t try to answer, just took a deep breath. Air, beautiful air, filling her up.


Her head felt delineated, the skin tight, smooth like a pebble. Hair hung wet over her forehead, irritating, she wanted to push it out of her eyes.


They warned you about this. They trained you for this. They told you how ruthless the Gestapo would be if you were caught.


Training, God, that seemed so long ago now.


Dates, names, addresses rushed through her head. She tried to remember. She had to remember.


.. / .- -- / ... .- -... .. -. . / ...- .- .-.. --- .. ...


It was very important she got everything right. She listed it all in her head, tried to ignore the burning in her chest, the pain in her lungs. Tried to push away that other voice. The scared part of her. The part screaming. Oh, God, just tell them the truth. They already know anyway.


She didn’t think she’d get caught. Even when they told her the averages.


The average lifespan between arrival and capture for a w/t operator in France is six weeks.


Remember the story.


Your name is Sabine Valois.


You are from Paris.


You have been ill, suffering from Rheumatic Fever.


You have been staying with your aunt while you recover.


Your name is Sabine Valois.


Sabine Valois.


She was going to die.


Malade. Rheumatic fever.


Paris.


Aunt’s house in the country.


Sabine.


She was going to die. Face down in the bloody baignoire.


Sabine Valois.


Your name is Sabine Valois.


She was going to die.


Going to die.


Sabine.


Die.


Sabine.


Die.


How many times had she been ducked? It was never-ending. A relentless cycle of submersion then air, submersion then air, submersion then air. She could see shapes in the water, dark behind her closed eyelids, dots, dashes, dots, dashes, dots, dashes.


‘Tu parleras.’


‘Je m’appelle Sabine Valois.’


‘Tu parleras.’


‘I am Sabine Valois.’


He wore a dark suit, a revolver slung at his side, his hair slick, in a side parting.


‘Tu parleras.’


‘Je suis Française.’


‘You are a British spy.’


‘Non, je suis Française.’


‘Lügner.’


‘Je ne parle pas allemand. I can’t speak German.’


‘You are a British spy, tell the truth.’


‘Je m’appelle Sabine Valois.’


‘Lügner.’


She’d been taught to expect this kind of brutal treatment at the hands of the Gestapo. Trained for it. They picked her because she was good, because she was brave, because she was strong. She couldn’t let them down.


Wake up, wach auf, wach auf.


Shaken awake at two in the morning, three men wearing German uniforms standing over her. Dragged to a cellar, tied to a chair. She knew she was still in Britain. They were so brutal though, so convincing. They shone a lamp into her eyes, slapped her, forced her to answer questions about who she was, what she was doing.


Je m’appelle Sabine Valois.


They kept her there for hours before finally revealing it was all a test. A practice run for the real thing. The Gestapo would be worse than this, they told her, as they unbuttoned their tunics, took her for cocoa and scrambled eggs, gave her feedback.


As if it was a job interview, nothing more.


I am Sabine Valois.


British.


I live in Paris.


British spy.


This was real. There was real hatred, venom behind the questions. Nobody would smile at her. Give her cocoa and scrambled eggs. They would keep going until she spoke or until she died.


Sabine Valois.


Liar.


They didn’t believe her. They knew she was a spy. Maybe she should just come clean?


No. If she admitted they were right, even in her head, then they had her. She was not a spy. She was Sabine Valois. She had never been to London.


Oh God, but the water was so cold and she didn’t want to die, she didn’t want to die.


‘We will stop if you tell the truth.’


She’d wet herself. Could feel the contrast of the warm water as it trickled down her thighs under her skirt.


What if they saw, if they noticed? She couldn’t help it. Hadn’t even realised it was happening until it ran down her legs.


I am Sabine Valois.


Lügner.


She had nothing to be ashamed of. They were trying to bloody drown her and she was worried because she’d wet her pants. Of all the stupid, bloody things to worry about now. God, she hoped they saw it. Hoped they were disgusted by it. She wanted to disgust them.


They disgusted her, after all.


Pigs.


Good, this was good. Anger was good. It kept you fighting, made you strong.


‘Talk and we’ll stop.’


‘Je dis la vérité.’


‘Liar.’


If you are able to withstand the first quarter of torture, then you probably won’t talk.


How long had it been? Was she a quarter into it yet? How was she supposed to know what a bloody quarter was unless she knew what the total was.


She felt the silver crucifix nestled under her blouse.


God


(George)


Please keep me strong.


Her chest spasmed, her mouth opening and closing. A reflex action, like a fish on the deck of a boat.


(a felucca)


She’d stopped struggling so much now, not a conscious decision. She just couldn’t fight. She was so tired. The crucifix rocked against her chest.


‘Lügner.’


‘Je ne parle pas allemand. Je suis Française.’


She slumped over the edge of the trough, her bosom crushed against the cold marble. Water sloshed over the top, soaked her. If he let go of her hair, she wouldn’t have the strength to lift her head.


‘Talk.’


‘Je vous en prie, je m’appelle Sabine Valois.’


She had to stick to the story, no matter how weak her body was. She would die knowing she hadn’t let anyone down.


‘Vous êtes un espionne Britannique.’


‘Non!’


‘Liar. Tu parleras.’


The longest he’d held her under yet. This was the end. They didn’t care if she was guilty or innocent. She was just another French girl, soon to be another dead French girl. She wanted to die with her eyes open but it was too painful. Dot. Dash. Dot. Dash. Dot. Dash. Dot. Dash.


Her shoulders bucked and rolled, she could feel her legs trying to kick. Her faithful little body, trying to keep going, trying to ground her soul even though it was too late now.


The hand on the back of her head was too strong.


She suck, suck, sucked as she was pulled free of the water; the air no longer sweet and pure, but painful. Pin pricks up and down her windpipe and inside her chest.


The man standing opposite swung an arm.   His    hand            in  slow   motion    came    towards          her              and  the slap when it hit wasn’t sore.


She saw him connect with her face but she didn’t feel it. It was happening to someone else. The hand holding her hair let go and she fell backwards away from the trough. God, the irony, if she died down here in a puddle on the floor.


She could hear them speaking German now. Did they believe her? They sounded far away, at the other end of a long corridor. She could still feel the hand gripping her head.


The ghost of it.


She watched two pairs of boots as they walked away from her, leaving wet footprints.


She was alone.


The concrete, damp against her cheeks.


She was alive.


She closed her eyes, lay still on the wet floor.




June 2002



It’s All’wright For Local Swimmer!






Local swimming prodigy Hannah Wright had a successful weekend at the Scottish Schools Swimming Championships in Edinburgh, winning the 50m Butterfly in a new meet record of 31.16.


Hannah, who qualified for the event after winning the local Midlands District School Championships, beat off competitors from all over Scotland to claim the title.


It was the first time Hannah had competed in a long course event, but she took it all in her stride.


‘I usually train in a 25m pool, so it was different from what I’m normally used to,’ said Hannah after the event. ‘It was fine though, I just pretended it was still 25m when I dived in!’
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‘I DON’T KNOW about you, but I need some tea before we start trying to sort this out.’ Shirley says, gesturing to the mess on the shop floor.


She’s still out of breath, hair matted, clothes crumpled.


I nod, not sure I can speak right now.


The floor’s covered in stuff, fallen from the counter and knocked over by the paramedics in their rush.


There’s a clear space in the middle of it all, like someone’s come along with an old woman-shaped cookie cutter. If I close my eyes, I can still see her lying there.


I swallow down sick, feel it burn my throat.


‘You okay, sweetheart? You’re really pale.’


I nod again, scared to open my mouth in case I puke.


‘Sure?’


‘Feel a bit queasy.’


‘Come on. Let’s just go and sit down for half an hour. It’s the adrenaline you know, it’s fine once it’s pumping round you, but when it leaves you…’


Shirley puts an arm around me, leads me into the staff room. I turn my face away from her bloody hand on my shoulder.


(use the adrenaline, Hannah, use the nerves to your own advantage)


I could work it in the pool, but not today.


I stand at the sink and scrub my hands, smother them in soap, turn the tap up full so the hot water splutters out. My red fingernails flash at me through the foam.


‘God, Hannah, that water’s burning,’ Shirley says as she takes over from me at the sink.


The smell of cheap soap makes my stomach turn.


‘Look at that,’ Shirley says, holding out her hand, ‘can’t stop it from shaking.’


She squeezes her hand into a fist then stretches her fingers out again.


Still shaking.


‘You were brilliant,’ I reply, ‘If you hadn’t come back when you did…’


‘When I went on that first aid course, I never thought I’d have to use it,’ she says as she flicks the kettle on.


Bang! Bang! Bang!


We both jump.


Bang! Bang! Bang!


‘What is it?’ I ask.


‘I think it’s someone at the door, can’t they see we’re closed?’


Bang! Bang! Bang! Bang!


‘Just ignore it, they’ll go away,’ Shirley drops teabags into two mugs.


I want to get out of here, go home, get out of these clothes. Shirley can deal with all this, it’s her shop.


‘Oh, I’m vibrating.’


‘What?’


‘My phone,’ Shirley replies.


I can’t help it though, my mind conjures up dildo. Maybe that’s what she uses now she and Dad aren’t shagging?


Maybe they used one together?


Fuck sake, what’s wrong with me?


Shirley pulls her mobile out of her cardigan pocket.


‘It’s Calum,’ she says, before answering.


‘Hi love.’


‘What? No, I’m okay.’


‘How do you know we’re shut?’


‘Oh, is that you? Hang on, I’ll let you in.’


‘Calum’s outside,’ she says, hanging up.


She leaves the staff room and I relish the few seconds of calm, of being on my own.


‘Hey, Hannah,’ Calum says as he follows Shirley back through, ‘you alright?’


‘Yeah, feel a bit weird, but I’m okay. You want tea?’ I hold up a spare mug.


‘Aye, thanks. Mum was just telling me what happened, fuck sake, eh?’


‘Language,’ Shirley smacks him on the back of the head.


He sits at the table, smoothes his hair down. He’s in his school uniform, tie hangs loose, fraying, the top button of his shirt undone.


The old woman’s hands, grasping for the top button of her blouse.


I grip the counter, unsteady.


‘I was heading to Bayne’s when I noticed you were shut,’ Calum says. ‘I got a real fright when I looked in and saw the mess.’


‘Oh, you just reminded me,’ Shirley goes back out into the shop and returns with the Bayne’s bag. It seems like ages ago since she asked me what I wanted from the bakers. I can’t believe she’s still hungry.


I finish making the tea, carry the mugs one at a time over to the table.


Even that’s a struggle.


I sit opposite Shirley and Calum.


‘Not sure I can face that anymore,’ I nod at the custard slice. You want it, Calum?’


‘Aye, cheers,’ he leans across the table.


Shirley smacks his hand away.


‘Wait a minute. Hannah, you sure? You could do with some sugar in you.’


‘I’m fine with the roll, you have it, Calum.’


Calum reaches for the cake again. He puts it upside down in front of him, peels the bottom layer of pastry off.


‘I eat it from the bottom up, like leaving the icing till last,’ he says, noticing my stare, ‘it’s the best bit.’


‘Disgusting, he doesn’t get that from me,’ Shirley says.


I smile, keep my lips firmly closed. Calum’s cake habits are doing nothing to help my churning tummy.


‘Who was it anyway?’ Calum asks, mouth full of custard.


I look down at the table, pick a slice of tomato out of my filled roll. I don’t think I’ll manage the bread, let alone something squashy and wet inside it.


Something red.


‘Who was who?’ Shirley replies, taking a bite of her roll and wiping her floured hands onto her trousers.


How can she stay so calm after what just happened?


I play with a bit of grated cheese, squash it between my fingers.


‘The wifie who collapsed.’


‘Hells bells, Calum,’ Shirley hits him on the back of the head again, ‘have a bit of respect. I didn’t know her, did you, Hannah?’


I shake my head, pick up the roll; grated cheese falls out onto the table. I take a bite. It fills my whole mouth, takes an age to chew. The greasy butter, the wet cucumber, the soggy bread.


I keep seeing her face, the expression on it right before she fell. One minute you’re buying Revels, the next…


Snap of the fingers. That’s it.


(the difference between winning and losing a race)


‘Had you better not get back to school?’ Shirley looks at her watch.


‘Nah, I’ve got a free period.’


‘A free period?’


‘Yes, Mum, remember I’m in sixth year now.’


‘Well, should you not be using that so-called free period to do some studying or something?’


Calum rolls his eyes.


‘Either that or you can help me and Hannah tidy up.’


‘I’ll see you guys later then, thanks for the cake, Hannah.’


‘No problem.’


‘You sure you guys are okay?’


‘Yes, we’ll survive.’


Calum waves as he leaves the shop, shirt un-tucked, hanging over his trousers.


‘He’s a bloody mess, that boy,’ Shirley says, ‘right, shall we get this place sorted out?’


‘Yeah.’


Maybe I’ll feel better if I’m doing something. Besides, I want to get the shop back to normal. Get rid of that body-shaped hole.


‘Hells bells, I didn’t notice that,’ Shirley runs a finger along the break in the glass counter. I hear the crack in my head again, her chin splitting, teeth falling out.


‘That’s why she was bleeding.’


‘She gave herself a right clout, didn’t she?’


‘Her teeth…’ I look around.


‘It’s okay, I found them and put them in her handbag. The paramedics took it. Just in case.’


‘Do you think she’ll be okay?’


Shirley’s still looking at the break in the counter.


‘I don’t know. Maybe I’ll give the hospital a phone later.’


‘Yeah.’


I’m not sure if I really want to know either way. I just want to get this day off me.


I could do with pounding the pool. But it’s always so busy in the evening. Swimming lessons and aqua aerobics classes.


(swim club training sessions)


I kneel, pick up packets of chewing gum, slot them back into the cardboard container they’ve fallen from. Congealed blood puddles on the vinyl floor. I should get a cloth, wipe it up before it dries and crusts, but I can’t face it. I’ve just washed my hands.


Shirley clears everything from the top of the counter, piles it up on the floor.


‘I’ll need to phone someone about this glass.’


The woman’s purse sits on top of the stuff Shirley’s cleared.


The lottery ticket and the bag of Revels are there too.


I lift the bag of Revels. Tears sting at my eyes.


She should be at home now, eating her sweeties; grimacing over the coffee one, dislodging her false teeth with the toffee one, biting the chocolate off the orange one, melting the minstrel one in her mouth with a gulp of tea.


Her change, she dropped all her change.


I crawl around on the floor looking for coins, get the brush, sweep out underneath the counter, drag out old penny sweets and dust, a few coins which have probably been there for a while. I drop them in her purse anyway, walk the length of the shop to make sure I find every rogue coin. It’s the least I can do, fill her purse back up after what’s happened to her.


I slide out a bank card, run a finger over the embossed lettering.


MS MARIÈLE DOWNIE


MS MARIÈLE DOWNIE


MS MARIÈLE DOWNIE


The old woman who collapsed becomes Marièle.


Ms Marièle Downie.


She has a name. She’s real. And what a weird name, how do you even say that?


I flick through the other cards in her purse: Nectar card, library card, driving licence.


There’s a photo of her. Younger, she has colour in her face, life.


Her address is there too.


I pass by her house every day on my way home. She’s been so close to me this whole time, but I’ve never seen her before today. In a small town like this, how is that possible?


(wrapped up in my own concerns, my own wee world)


I slip the cards back into her purse, fold the lottery ticket in half, slide it in behind. I can take the purse with me when I leave, put that and the Revels through her letterbox.


Just in case.
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YOU DREADED THE telegram boy stopping at your house. If you saw one cycling up your street, you’d pray for them to cycle right on past, to stop at another door. Even if that made you feel guilty later on, guilty that you’d passed the pain onto someone else, another mother, wife, sister.


‘Les anges de la mort’, Mama called the telegram boys.


Marièle dreaded them even more since they’d sat round the wireless and heard Churchill order the evacuation. The fear in her stomach never left her, it was there all the time.


George was out in France. One of the boys trying to get home. If only he would get in touch, let them know he was okay.


One of the lucky ones.


Marièle and  Cath came out of the Palais to find everything white.


‘That chap told us the truth,’ Marièle said, ‘it really is snowing.’


‘Oh Marie, and you were so rude to him.’


‘I thought he was just being fresh. How are we supposed to get home now?’


‘We’re not exactly dressed for the weather, are we?’


Marièle and Cath stood huddled in the doorway alongside the other dancers, nobody had come dressed for the elements.


‘Maybe we should just start walking - it’s too cold to stand here,’ Marièle said, pulling her Camel coat tighter, belting it at the waist.


‘Yes, you’re right.’


They locked arms, began to walk in the direction of home.


‘This is going to take forever, these shoes are useless,’ Cath said, tightening her grip on Marièle’s arm as she slid on the snow.


‘Cath, Marie!’


As the days passed, the dread collected in her stomach, cloying and insistent until…


A knock at the door in the middle of the afternoon.


Somehow she knew without looking that the telegram boy would be standing there. 


She felt almost sorry for him. He was so young, so smartly turned out in his Post Office uniform. It wasn’t his fault he was so unwelcome. He was just the messenger.


The bearer of bad news.


But she didn’t know for sure that it was bad news. It might be a telegram from George, telling them he’d made it home. Not to worry, he was fine. Or maybe he’d been hurt, but not seriously, and the telegram was just to let them know he would be in hospital for a few days.


Nothing serious.


‘Telegram for Downie,’ the boy said, and held out the slip of paper.


Someone chased after them through the snow.


A soldier, he was in uniform.


The snow was so thick, it was only when he came closer that Marièle recognised who it was.


‘George, what are you doing here?’ She asked.


‘I sensed a damsel or two in distress and rushed home right away,’ George replied. ‘Your carriage, m’ladies.’ He turned and she saw he dragged a wooden sledge behind him.


Marièle reached for the telegram, realised her hands were shaking as she slid the blue envelope open with a fingernail.


‘Can I help you with that ?’ The boy asked.


She shook her head, the lump in her throat made it hard to speak. She focused on his black tie, tried to bring herself back under control.


She unfolded the telegram, had to read it three times before the words filtered through, made sense. 


POST OFFICE


TELEGRAM


Date : 08/06/1940


   PRIORITY – DOWNIE, 24 BLACKNESS ROAD, ABERDEEN  DEEPLY REGRET TO REPORT YOUR SON CORPORAL GEORGE DOWNIE S/10326973 HAS BEEN REPORTED MISSING IN ACTION PRESUMED KILLED ON WAR SERVICE LETTER FOLLOWS


‘No reply,’ Marièle said to the boy.


‘I’m very sorry,’ he bowed his head, pushed his bike along the garden path. Marièle sat down on the front step, the wheel of the boy’s bike squeaked as he cycled away. She looked up, saw thick blackout curtains twitching from the houses on the opposite side of the street.


‘You’re crazy! Do you think you’re going to pull us both home on that thing?’


‘Oh, ye of little faith, Marie. You’ll never get home in those shoes.’


Marièle’s teeth chattered, her toes had gone numb.


‘Okay, front or back, Cath?’


‘I don’t mind, what would you prefer?’


‘Come on, you two, get a move on. We could be halfway home by now.’


‘Alright, alright,’ Marièle climbed onto the back of the sledge.


‘Here, take this,’ George slipped off his overcoat, wrapped it round Cath’s shoulders.


He took Cath’s hand, helped her onto the front of the sledge. Marièle lent forward, put her arms around Cath’s middle and pulled her backwards until she sat between Marièle’s legs.


‘Onwards, driver.’


George pulled on the rope attached to the front of the sledge. It jerked forward slightly, knocked Marièle and Cath off balance.


‘You girls weigh more than you look,’ George said.


He took the loop of rope, stepped inside it and lent forward, used all his weight to shift the sledge, and began to drag Marièle and Cath through the snow.


CORPORAL GEORGE DOWNIE


For a moment the formality of the telegram made her question who that was.


CORPORAL GEORGE DOWNIE


CORPORAL


CORPORAL


George. Big brother George.


MISSING IN ACTION


MISSING


PRESUMED KILLED


PRESUMED


What did that mean? Was he dead or wasn’t he?


He might, even now, be trying to get a boat home. Had they just given up on him? George had better odds than most. They’d holidayed in France, Mama had taught them both to speak French. He’d be able to look after himself over there.


What sort of organisation just guessed what had happened to one of their employees? Just assumed the worst?


She listened to the news reports every day on the wireless. There must be boys scattered all over the place. All unaccounted for. Did they send a telegram to all of their families?


MISSING IN ACTION PRESUMED KILLED


‘Who was it, Marie?’ Mama shouted from inside the house.


‘No grips on these blasted boots,’ George said as he tried to get a footing.


Marièle looked behind, saw the tracks they left behind breaking up the clear snow. George’s footprints, smudged and sliding, the parallel lines left by the runners of the sledge.


The snow was bright, lit their way in the blackout. It hurt her eyes to look at it for too long. She turned to the front again, felt Cath warm and heavy against her chest. Cath pressed her hands over Marièle’s feet, rubbed her numb toes.


‘How long are you home for?’ Cath asked George.


‘Just a few days, I’m afraid,’ he replied.


‘Oh, that’s a shame.’


Marièle felt an ache clutch at her belly. It was a strange feeling, joy and melancholy combined. At the love she felt for George and Cath, at the beauty of the situation they were in, at the loss that this moment was fleeting. That she was losing George to the war, losing both of them to each other.


She inhaled, Cath’s lavender perfume mixed in with the smoky chalk of winter, then breathed out. She could see her breath visible in front of her. Heard the crumble of snow as George pressed down with his boots, struggling under the weight of her and Cath on the sledge.


She didn’t want this to end. Even though it was cold, even though it was late and she was tired, even though she could hear George’s heavy breathing, knew he was exhausted.


It was just the three of them, the only three people alive in the whole world. While they trekked through the snow, there was no war, no rationing, no threat of imminent death. It was just the three of them.
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