
    
      
        
          
        
      

    



    
        
          The Unravelling of Maria

        

        
        
          F J Curlew

        

        
          Published by Fiona Curnow, 2022.

        

    



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      THE UNRAVELLING OF MARIA

    

    
      First edition. October 10, 2022.

      Copyright © 2022 F J Curlew.

    

    
    
      Written by F J Curlew.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  



  	
  	
			 

			
		
    This one's for you, mum.

      

    


Reviews

‘I adored this book! A sweeping love story that takes us from the end of the Second World War to present day in both Scotland and Estonia.’ Books By Bindu

‘This is a beautifully told story of three lost souls making the best of the life they have.’ Grace J Reviewer Lady

‘I loved this book because the beautiful quality of the writing drew me in and held my attention completely. By the end of the book I had been so captivated by the stories of Maria, Angie and Jaak that I was extremely moved. Elegantly wrought into a beautiful narrative that is part history, part love story, part tale of endurance and suffering and part love letter to Estonia. A meticulously researched, beautifully written sage of identity, people and love in many forms. Don’t let this book pass you by.’ Linda’s Book Bag

‘The descriptive quality of the author’s writing made me feel as if I was there: in the forest of Estonia, holding my breath as I hoped the Russian soldiers didn’t hear me; in the cancer centre, waiting to find out if my treatment was working; in the grimy Edinburgh flat, frantically rolling a spliff to try and calm someone’s temper. It was an immersive experience and sometimes I was glad when the perspectives changed so I could breathe a little easier. One of the most compelling books I’ve read this year and I feel privileged to have read it. Whilst the subject matter isn’t always easy, it’s a beautiful story which challenges readers to look beyond the surface of those they see in life.’ Bookycharm 

‘Wow this book is breath-taking. I was completely captivated from start to finish as the stories of three characters – Maria, Angie and Jaak unfolded. I loved the settings of Estonia, Scotland and Siberia and I learnt so much about Estonia’s history and hardships. The author writes with such beautiful skill and knowledge and it is clear the country is close to her heart. The way their lives are interwoven is wonderful and I thought the whole book was a beautiful love letter to Estonia. The Unravelling of Maria is in parts funny, tragic and epic and I thoroughly recommend it.’ Lena – Jera’s Jamboree

‘There is a lot happening in this novel, but Curlew balances the many strands with skill, and it was refreshing to read a story with such a wide scope. It feels unfettered, imaginatively daring, boldly taking in grand themes of war, loss, memory and illness as well as the smaller, everyday moments of connection that build up a friendship.’ Elspells

‘Sometimes you can feel, through the writing style, how an author has put so much of themselves into their work. This is definitely the case here. Strong research and knowledge combined with characters written from the heart make this an absolute gem of a book.’Herding Cats

‘A beautiful, emotional story that will touch your heart.’ Rajiv’s Reviews

Also by this author  

Dan Knew

Don’t Get Involved

To Retribution

––––––––

[image: ]


Writing as Fiona Curnow

Before the Swallows Come Back

Copyright © 2020 Fiona Curnow

All rights reserved

This book is licensed for your personal enjoyment only. This book or any portion thereof may not be reproduced or used in any manner whatsoever without the express written permission of the author except for the use of brief quotations in a book review. For permission please contact fjcurnow@gmail.com

Thank you for respecting the hard work of this author.

The Unravelling Of Maria is a work of fiction



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


PART I
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Maria 

June 1993

I clambered out of the window, mumbled to myself, cursing at the stiffness of my old legs, held on tight to the knotted sheets and slid my way down ungracefully, most likely comically. My room was only on the first floor and really, such a means of escape was not necessary, but I wanted to do it properly. This was something I would do only once in my lifetime. I had to make the most of it. 

Once safely down I took a quick glance back at the building, blew it a kiss, took a deep breath, picked up my handbag, and tip-toed across the lawn to the row of pine trees that hid the grounds from the road. I felt like a rebellious teenager sneaking out of the house to meet an unapproved of boyfriend or some such thing. It was so exciting and peculiarly familiar. Ah yes. That time. So long ago. Leave it be. I had no time for dilly dallying around in memories that were of no use to me.

My feet reached the gravel of the drive. Crunch, crunch, crunch. It was noisy. Too noisy! I might wake them. Alert them to my escape. Allow capture. That simply wouldn’t do! Slow down Maria. Slow down. I stepped back onto the grass and padded softly along it until I reached the gate. It was locked. Of course it was. I knew it would be and had come prepared. The keys I had stolen from the drawer in the front desk were gripped tightly in my hand – master key for the windows, master key for the bedrooms, master keys for the exits. I could have caused utter mayhem had the mood taken me, locked and unlocked doors and windows willy-nilly! Of course I had no time for such unnecessary frivolity.

I was shaking as I tried to slip the key into its hole, resulting in ineffective fumblings, the key at the wrong angle, its aperture evading it, my frustration threatening to get the better of me, be my undoing. Let me tell you, the desire to curse at my ineptitude had to be kept tightly under control! I held my tongue, clasped one hand around the other to steady the shake and tried again. Yes! The clunk as it turned. The squeak of the rusted hinges as they were forced into action, when really they shouldn’t be. Nothing ever happened at night in this place, except, of course, death. The dying conveniently waited until nightfall before slipping off their mortal coil, or so we were led to believe. It was enough to make one fear falling asleep!

My instinct was to hurry away, but I knew I mustn’t. This had all been so meticulously planned with every single action gone over, and over, and over again. The plan was faultless and it was imperative that it be followed. I had promised myself that. There would be no being silly, no indecision. Follow the plan and all would be well. I locked the gate behind me and allowed myself a chuckle as I turned my back on that place for the last time. What on earth were they thinking anyway, putting me in an institution such as that? The damned cheek of them. 

‘For my own good indeed. I’ll show them what’s for my own bloody good!’

Had I just said that aloud? Oh dear, I hoped not. I certainly hadn’t intended to. I paused for a moment to listen, just to make sure that no-one’s attention had been drawn, suspicions aroused. Thankfully, I could hear nothing untoward and all seemed well, so with little hesitation I continued on my way. 

The lights of the building faded (those confounded spotlights that never allowed darkness; never permitted the deep wash of night to bathe one to sleep. I hated them so!) until all there was to guide me was the path of the road. A small, single-track greyness twisting and turning its reptilian way through the hills and forests of the Scottish Borders. Finally I was enveloped by a dark so dark I imagined that I could feel it. It was a living, breathing entity. There was no sound either, other than the occasional creak of a tired old tree, the soft pad of my footsteps, the gentle puff of my breath, the vexatious click of a complaining knee cap. Yes, well, you can just stop that right now! 

I couldn’t remember when I had last felt such a quiet. It was blissful! No longer the coughing and spluttering, whispers and groans of near strangers. The squeaking footsteps of the staff on the nasty linoleum floor. Their laughter, complaint, secret meetings – oh yes, I knew what they got up to and I’ll say no more of that! – flushing toilets, buzzing lights, other people’s lives intruding on mine. God, how I hated it. But now, now there was only me, my plan, my journey. Everything was ahead of me now. What an adventure!

There was a walk of some seven miles along this quiet little road until I would reach the junction. There I would meet the main road. It was imperative that I had reached it and was well on my way before daybreak. I knew that I could do it. It had been easy enough practising, as I had walked around and around the grounds, counting my footsteps, estimating distance covered, building up my stamina, the odd mumble as I walked; a display of possible insanity and no questions had been asked. No harm was being done and no attention required. That suited them fine. Little did they know! Sometimes I even managed a quickening of pace – almost a run – if I were far enough out of the sight of the prying eyes of the staff; of other nosy inmates. Inmates! When did I become an inmate? Ludicrous! Well, no longer. Unchained! I had had my fill of that place. At last my unravelling had truly begun. 

I was counting my steps as I went so that I would know how I was faring. I had estimated that two steps were, as near as dammit, a yard or thereabouts, one thousand, seven hundred and sixty yards to a mile, therefore approximately three thousand, five hundred and twenty steps. Of course that was rather fiddly to work with so I rounded it up to four thousand, thus leaving room for tired legs and smaller steps, stumbles, and any other complications that I might happen upon. I estimated that in twenty eight thousand steps I would have reached the main road. It sounded like a lot; an awful lot, and if I hadn’t walked it over and over and over again, in the grounds, I might have doubted that I could do it at all. Three hours. That was what I had allowed myself. Three hours.

There wasn’t time to stop and notice what was around me. The scent of a summer night, pine sitting heavy on the air – such a comfort I always find – the earth rich with green, the essence of green; of life itself. There would be plenty time for such things later on. That night it was all about speed and stealth. I imagined that I were a spy. It was wartime. I had been captured and was now escaping. It was peculiar how there was something real about that thought, that scenario. Something familiar. Why couldn’t I remember? I shook my head at my predicament, my lack of memory. All I had was the feeling, the knowing that I came from Estonia and now I would return. Four thousand and twenty. No. Two thousand and forty. Confound it! How easy it is for numbers to slip through one’s mind. I checked my fingers. Four curled in. Yes! Four thousand and twenty one, four thousand and twenty two... 

I stopped dead, froze like the proverbial startled deer. There were many of them in these woods. I had seen them from the window of my room, watched them high-hoofed and dainty; but flighty, scared creatures always on the alert, always fearful of something. It felt very much as if we were kindred spirits at that moment in time. I was convinced that I had heard the sound of a car. Yes. Lights were suddenly picking out the trunks of the trees. Little shadows jumping out onto the road. I took a sharp intake of breath and prepared to leap into the ditch at the side of the road. Of course I had no idea of what might greet me there, but I had no option. Leap I must! A pain shot up my arm as I landed. The squelch of mud, cool water. I didn’t move, didn’t cry out, just squeezed my eyes closed and held my breath. I heard the car getting closer, not slowing, music pumping out of its windows. Something modern, mechanical, just ghastly! It drove on by, the noise drifting into the trees and away.

‘You silly old woman!’ I mumbled, and laughed at myself.

I was drenched and covered in mud. ‘Oh, deary, deary me. What a frightful mess!’ I whispered to the dark.

I hoisted myself up. A slight panic. Something was missing. My bag! Where the devil was it? I couldn’t do without that. My maps, my drawings, my money, my passport. Everything was in that bag! I tried to stare through the blackness, but it was useless. I could see nothing. Absolutely nothing! I sunk back down on my hands and knees and patted at the ground around me, the squelch of mud as my fingers groped through it. At least I thought it was mud, but one could never be certain, not in that darkness. I didn’t pause to think of what else it might have been, as I simply had to find that bag! The condition of my hands, my fingers, were an irrelevance. 

I hadn’t dropped it somewhere else, had I? Think Maria. Think! Muddled. Everything was so muddled. Confound it! Pull yourself together. Focus! There had been a car. I had seen the lights. Yes. And then I had jumped. And the bag? I racked my brain, sifted out the unnecessary, the foolish thoughts that raced through my mind when I was disconcerted. The bag. Focus on the bag, I told myself. Yes. It had been over my shoulder. I was quite sure of that. I could even feel the weight of it as I replayed the jump in my mind. 

‘Oh dear. There are just some things one can’t plan for I suppose,’ I whispered to myself. ‘It has to be here somewhere. The most important thing is not to panic, Maria. It doesn’t do to panic.’

I stretched a little further afield, guddling around in the muddy murkiness. My fingers caught something. Yes! I was quite sure it was the strap. I tugged at it. There was a peculiar sucking squelchy sound as the earth released it and the sudden change in force made me fall back into the muddy water once again. An involuntary squeal escaped from my mouth. I allowed myself a quiet chuckle at my predicament. Whatever else, at least I now had the bag clutched tightly in my hand. 

I clambered up the side of the ditch and back onto the tarmac of the road. 

‘I must look like an absolute tramp! Oh dear. That will never do. Or perhaps it will? I could pretend that I am an old lady of the road. Yes! I rather like that. If anyone should question me I am an old lady of the road. Ha! That will no doubt confound the lot of them!’ I said in conversation with myself. 

The thought of my sudden change of persona amused me enough to dilute the cold, and the damp, and the realisation that I had absolutely no idea of how far I had come. I didn’t have the foggiest idea of how many steps I had taken but had the feeling that I had been walking for some considerable time. The junction was close. Surely.

I picked up my step and strode purposefully on, playing my new scenario over in my head. Perhaps I had spent my entire life wandering. Yes, just wandering around with absolutely no purpose whatsoever; with no commitments, just me and the road. Kind people would have offered me food at their doorsteps. Perhaps I had foraged through the countryside, picking apples and berries, wild garlic, sorrel, and dandelions. I might have slept in barns of straw; on luscious moss in the depths of dark forests in the company of nature, of animals, of wildness. I smiled. This was so much more fun than counting steps.

Finally, with great relief, I came to the T junction and the main road. I should turn left and head south. That much I remembered. No need to check my notes. There was no traffic at all. Well, at such an hour, of course it was deserted. I knew it would be. That was the whole point! 
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Chapter 2
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Angie 

July 1987

‘Oncology?’ I asked the nurse, who was trotting along in her squeaky white shoes, an her uniform that was way too clean to be true. How is it they always look so immaculate when they’re dealing wi blood an sickness an disease? 

She gave me that look. Water off o a duck now. Look through. Look past. It doesnae matter. Only this time I couldnae. Aye, I know, I know. Pinned eyes. That look that says junkie. I know that you know, but I’m here an I need yer help, aw right? Then she smiled. It was genuine an warm an I liked her. Just then I liked her. I couldnae help but wonder how many drugs she could get her hands on, though. 

‘Have you got your appointment letter?’ she asked. 

‘Aye,’ I said, handing it ower to her. It had been gripped that tight in my hand that it was aw crumpled. 

Her eyes narrowed as she read. ‘Right you are, love. Just along there. You’ll see the signs.’ More smiles an softness as she pointed the way. 

I wondered if it was training, that niceness, that I understand. Or was she always like that? Was that her? Really her? Couldnae imagine life letting ye be like that. 

I started walking along the corridor. That smell. Death an chemicals. I wanted to puke; to turn around an run out, pretend that none o this had happened. Cancer, for fuck’s sake. As if I didnae hae enough shite to deal wi wi’out that. Thanks man, yeah. Nice one, God. Cheers pal! 

When I had first heard, everything was a blur. Their words didnae make any sense. Nothing stayed in my head. Just cancer. Buzz, buzz. Cancer. Demons an blackness. Aye. Then I thought about it. Chances were I’d be dead soon enough anyway. The smack, the drink, some punter getting too rough, some other fucker trying to steal my shit. People like me die aw the time an it doesnae matter. So, aye, I had cancer, an that was shite, but I might get through it, I might get clean. 

Deke had laughed at me when I’d said about the rehab, about getting clean. “You’re such a dreamer,” he’d said in his posh voice as he bubbled the smack up wi a wee bit o water in a teaspoon. “I’ve no idea why you’d even try to stop, Babes,” as he drew the murky liquid up through the needle. “What’s the point?” as he tightened the belt around his arm, held one end in his mouth pulling it tight, slapped his veins an shot up. Sighed, head going aw soft, droopy, eyes closed. An I knew how he felt. An I knew it was brilliant. An I knew it was aw I wanted. An I shot up too. An we sat an gouched out for the rest o the day, or maybe it was night. No idea. Time blended. Days an nights. Weeks an years. One big fucking blended blur. It’s just about survival. One fix to the next. Time? That was for folk that worked. Folk that had some shit to wake up for, to schedule their lives around. A reason. Mine was smack. End of. Get clean? Ha! Aye right! 

I’d always been a bit wild, a bad girl. Well, it’s no as if I didnae hae reason to be. Dumped by a mother that didnae care. Stood at the corner o the road. “You just wait there, doll. I willnae be a minute. Just getting you some sweeties, aye?” She’d disappeared. Left me standing there. Too scared to move. Too scared to cry. A car pulled up an I was whisked off to this big cold monstrosity o a place. Nuns. Cruel nasty women dressed in black spouting their Christianity at me. Punishment doled out for no other reason than “learning”. Aye, right. I learned, so I did. 

Ye get by though. Ye do what needs doing cos ye have no choice. At sixteen I was kicked out. I hated the place. Course I did. Couldnae wait to leave, but when it happened, Christ, there’s me in this world that I knew nothing o. People. Strangers. It was terrifying. I’d go back to the orphanage at the end o the day an just stand an look at the place. It was the only home I knew. The only place that I felt I belonged. An now I’d been turfed out. Magic!

*
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I saw the sign “CANCER CENTRE”, got to the automatic doors, an almost turned right back around. It was easy enough to rationalise it. I mean, what was the point? My days were numbered anyway. No happy rosy shite for me, but I didnae turn back. Something made me walk right on through. A wrench at my stomach. Breathe in. Deal wi it. No questions. Just deal wi it.

The place was packed. People wi death written aw ower their faces: grey skin, hollow eyes. Nurses, doctors, orderlies, busy, busy, busying themselves. A volunteer offering cups o tea. Aye. That was gonnae help! Fuck’s sake. I scanned the crowd. Force o habit. I could call it a skill. Sussing people out in a matter o seconds. Whose got what an how stupid are they, how casual wi their hard-earned cash, their look-how-well-I’m-doing accessories? How fit are they? Ye dinnae want some super-healthy nut-job chasing after ye! Fat ones. Old ones. Easy ones. They were the best. But this place wasnae like that. Naw. This place was a different world. Weird. Made me aw on edge, like. Even more than usual. 

I wanted to sit at the back. I always sit at the back, keep yer eyes on folk, know what’s going on, but there was no seat. Just one right at the front next to some auld woman. I hovered, thinking I could stand, but then I’d be a target for the eyes o strangers; the common judiciary. Ach shite!

I walked across an she bristled. I could feel it, her distaste, but I was used to it. Look lady, I only want a seat. Nothing else. She smelled nice. Posh perfume. Expensive clothes. Course I was thinking she has to hae money. Easy enough to dip her bag. It was just sitting there, open, on the seat beside her. I wouldnae normally hae thought twice about it. No idea why I did. Something about her maybe? Something about being in there wi aw o those sick folk. It wasnae like a real place, a normal place. It just wasnae.

I scanned around the room again. There, on the wall, a whiteboard wi the consultants’ names on them wi an estimated delay time. Two hours! I had to sit in that place out o a nightmare for two hours! It was like she’d read my mind.

‘I know. It’s an awfully long time to wait, especially in...well, in our circumstances.’ She smiled in a resigned kind o a way. ‘Would you like some tea? There’s a machine at the back there. I’m sure it’s pretty ghastly, but it might help to pass the time.’ 

I didnae know if I could deal wi this. She was gonnae be one o those auld women that just havered on an on an on about meaningless shite. Fuck’s sake.
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Chapter 3
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Maria

July 1987

One couldn’t help but notice her. She looked lost. I’m sure we all looked somewhat lost in that place, but hers was a deeper kind of lost. It was as if something in her soul had been switched off. Very sad in one so young. I have to admit I was nervous – scared a little even – when she moved towards me. I had never been in close proximity to someone like that. I couldn’t say for sure, but I imagined she was in her early-twenties. She had a spiky look to her; an aggressiveness, but she was pretty. Underneath all of the make-up and the attempt to look frightening, one could see that she was really very pretty. 

It was peculiar how the Cancer Centre stripped away common assumptions. Barriers seemed to lift, odd bed-fellows struck up conversations. Well, I thought that was what I should do. It wasn’t as if she could do any harm here, was it? A few pleasantries would help to pass the time. I had already tried to chat to the gentleman on my right, but I don’t think he even understood what I was saying. I remembered that feeling of not understanding anything, of feeling like an alien. It was so very long ago, but feelings as strong as that, as painful as that, well, they stay with one eternally and pop back up at the most unexpected of times. 

Maria 1944

Her brain was screaming. She couldn’t understand anything. What she  saw. What she heard. Everything was an awful confusion of strangeness, wrong and unknown. She tried to scramble through the darkness in her head for something to hold on to. Pictures, words, anything that would make sense; anything she knew. But there was nothing. Simply nothing. 

She could see people, but their voices, their faces, were all strange to her. There were beds. Rows of beds. A smell of disinfectant; a cleanliness so strong it felt dirty. She understood that she was in a hospital. The sick and the injured, groans and complaints. Urgent whispers. But why was she there? She checked herself, her fingers searching the surface of her body for a clue. There was a raised line on her forehead, evenly spaced bumps. Stitches? She surmised that she had been hurt somehow, somewhere. There were no bandages, no other injuries, just that constant screeching in her head threatening to drown her. One of the nurses noticed her sitting up and hurried across. Noise came out of the nurse’s mouth. Unintelligible noise. The nurse smiled, checked the notes and left again.

She studied her hands. Yes, they were familiar, her fingers delicate and slender. She traced a pattern of moles that snaked around her arm. Those she knew. Those she understood. Those were hers. This was her. Her body was known to her. But her mind? Her mind was a stranger.

She didn’t try to speak. The words of these people – nurses in crisp starched uniforms that snapped with each step – weren’t hers. She was sure of that as she listened, trying to understand the mood of what they were saying. The feelings she picked up on were soft, concerned, and she didn’t feel as if she were in any danger. At least that was some comfort. Whatever this was, she felt that she was safe.

A few days had passed and still nothing had come to her. A nurse had placed some clothes on her chair, said something unintelligible and smiled, as she pulled the curtain around her bed. It seemed that she was supposed to get dressed. She ran her fingers over the material of the skirt. It felt like something of good quality. A crisp green cotton. There was a cream coloured blouse and a smart little jacket to match. The fit was good. Were these hers? Had she been wearing them upon her arrival? She slipped her feet into a pair of leather shoes and sat on the bed wondering what she should do. She didn’t know why, but this didn’t feel like her. Any of it. It felt awkward. Wrong.

The nurse came back and led her along the ward, through the swinging doors, to a corridor where a man was waiting for them. He smiled. She didn’t smile back. She had no idea of whom he was. 

‘No papers?’ he asked, looking her up and down whilst speaking to the nurse.

‘Nothing. We don’t even know who she is or where she’s from.’

‘A refugee?’ He held a strand of her blond hair between finger and thumb. Stroked it. Stroked her cheek. Smiled.

‘Most likely. She was found washed up on the shore, poor thing. We tried Swedish first, of course, but there was no response. It was the same with German and Danish. Nothing. We did our best, but we can’t have her staying here when she’s not sick.’ She shrugged her shoulders. ‘She’s a mystery, this one.’

‘Right you are then. I’ll see what I can do for her.’

He took her arm and gave it a squeeze that didn’t feel friendly. It felt more like a threat. She looked back at the nurse for some kind of a sign, some kind of reassurance perhaps. Something that intimated that this was all right and she needn’t be worried. The nurse disappeared around a corner without even a backward glance, no smile. Nothing.

She was put in a car and driven along strange streets to a large harbour. Massive cranes like iron skeletons, scratched at the sky. Colossal ships stood tied to the pier with mooring rope looped through immense rusted iron rings. Bunting flapped between their masts, chimneys stood tall in their middle. The gangplanks were busy with people. So many people. Children alone, adults, families. Some of them looked sad, lost, like her. Others smiled and waved as if in celebration. This felt familiar. This sensation. Boats. Water. Perhaps she was going home?

As they walked up the gangplank of one of the ships – the sound of their footsteps, the clamour of the people, the swirl of dark water beneath them – a dreadful feeling gripped her. It wasn’t just fear. No, it was more than that. An awful dread. Loss. A pain that gnawed at her stomach. 

Once their journey was underway it was simply awful. The weather was turbulent, the ship being tossed about amidst ominously high waves. Seasickness had struck many of the passengers. The smell of vomit permeated everything below deck. She sneaked up onto the upper deck where the sea air blew the badness away. The spray from the waves splashed onto her face and she laughed. The sound was peculiar. It was as if she hadn’t heard it before; a stranger’s laugh, someone nearby. She knew though, that it had come from somewhere deep inside of her.

As the ship ploughed on through the rough swell of the sea she clung on to the railing and stared into the vastness of the water. It made her feel so small; a tiny speck of insignificance. But there was something akin to a knowledge inside of her. Almost a memory. Almost. A feeling that she had felt before. This. Just this. She tried desperately to force something to come forward, something to show itself to her, but nothing came.

Despite the sadness that it now swelled inside her, she felt sure that she had, at one time, liked the sea, the water, the sound of the gulls shrieking above the noise of the engines. As she watched their swoops and dives into the water she found herself wondering where they had come from; where they were going to. Or did they just stay there, out at sea, drifting from one boat to the next, one swell to the next, one meal to the next? Did they know anything at all other than what they needed to survive? Just being for as long as they could until they were no more. 

She stayed up on deck for as long as she could. People came. Some said things. She didn’t know if they were talking to her or not. She didn’t care. The gulls made more sense than they did. When it turned dark and all around was nothing but a heavy blackness she could still hear the gulls, see streaks of their white bodies swooping through the odd light that was escaping from the boat, then disappearing again into the obscurity of the night. Nothing. 

Eventually a hand grabbed her sleeve and pulled her back down below, angry words were said and she was put to bed amidst the smells and the sounds of strangers. She pulled her hands over her ears in an attempt to block out the noises, but they bled through anyway. The breathing of strangers, snores and whimpers. Whispers. She lay on her back staring at the bunk above her until her eyes became too heavy and eventually she lapsed into an uncomfortable sleep. 

When they finally reached land the man took her arm again and led her down the gangplank. He was smiling at people, nodding his capped head. She stared through the docks, scanning the people, the places, desperate for something to cling on to. Something that said, yes, you belong here. Nothing came. No words, no faces, no buildings. Nothing. She didn’t know what she should be feeling or how she should be behaving. Was she in danger? Should she call out; try to make her escape? To where? To what? 

*

[image: ]


‘Who’s this then?’ A large woman with a heavyset, serious face asked as she peered into the back seat of the car. ‘Out you come then. Let’s have a look at you!’ she instructed, her tone brusque.

‘No idea. No papers. Haven’t had a peep out of her, maybe mute. No-one said. Anyway, she’s all yours!’

‘Right. And does she speak English?’

‘Like I said, no idea.’

This was another language, but still not hers, still a swarm of strange unidentifiable noise.

An envelope slid from the woman’s hand to his before he drove off again, leaving her with another stranger. It was dark and there were no street-lights, just the odd streak of light escaping through cracks in the curtains of the windows. A pale glimmer from a weak, crescent moon. The building was a dark outline against the night sky with tall chimneys and a pointed roof. There was the feeling of countryside, of clean air, trees, and wildness. It felt like such a sharp contrast to the people, the building. She wished that she could slip away, drift into the trees and become one with them.

She wasn’t allowed to linger and was hurried round to the back of the building: the squeak of a narrow door opening, the slap of their feet on concrete steps, a dimly lit hallway, a set of  wooden stairs leading up two storeys to the top floor, a bare landing with three doors leading off from it, a dirt encrusted skylight above. The woman unlocked a white wooden door. There was a small room with a single bed, a wardrobe, a cupboard, and a curtained window. 

‘Right, this is you,’ the woman declared, before retreating and locking the door behind her.

She sat on the bed, not knowing what to feel. The floor was bare apart from a small threadbare rug that sat beside the bed, under which there was a bedpan. She had no idea of where she was from, but she was determined that it wasn’t somewhere like this. She didn’t belong in a place like this. An awful panic set in her chest, leaving her short of breath. She stared at the walls, terrified of what might lie beyond them; of what this future might hold for her. 

In the morning she was given some different clothes to wear. Awful, trashy looking things. The woman put make-up on her face, pinched at her body as if it were a thing; a possession of hers. 

‘You’ll do. Looks like yours, you’ll do just fine.’

1987

‘So, is this your first time, dear?’ I asked.

‘Aye,’ she replied. ‘You?’

‘Yes. It is all rather nerve-wracking, is it not? One wonders, doesn’t one? Oh well.’

‘Think I’ll just get that tea, aye. Ye want one?’

‘Oh, yes dear. Thank you so much.’

‘Angie. The name’s Angie,’ she said, as she handed me a cup of tea and took her seat. ‘Guessed you’d be a sweet an milky kind o a person.’

I laughed politely. She was wrong, but I didn’t deem it necessary, nor prudent, to mention. ‘Oh, what a beautiful name you have, dear. Maria. My name is Maria. It is so nice to meet you.’

We sat quietly and drank our tea. I didn’t think that she was the chatting type, so I let her be, besides which, I didn’t have to wait for very long before my name was called. I didn’t hear it at first. There were so many people, so many distractions. I had heard something being called, but it had been muffled, and no-one had stood up. The nurse had called again, more precisely, more insistently, as if she were becoming just a little bit impatient. Well, one can imagine, can’t one? It must be such a demanding job. Anyway, I listened that little bit more carefully. 

‘Is there a Thompson here? Maria Thompson?’

‘Oh, my goodness, that’s me,’ I whispered under my breath, as I stood up and walked across to the nurse. My legs felt weak. ‘Oh,’ I mumbled, as a dizziness swept over me and I feared that I might stumble and fall as my legs gave way. 

‘Are you all right there, love?’ The nurse asked. She subtly slipped her arm around my waist, supported me, and smiled. ‘You’ll be fine. I know it can be a bit overwhelming at first, but we’re all very nice in here.’ 

She patted my hand and led me to a small room, a brown paper folder tucked under her arm. I stared at it as it sunk in. That was me. That folder under her arm was who I had become. What I had become. Oh dear. I tried to listen; to take in what was being said to me, done to me, but it was all so unreal. I was a distant thing. Not me. Not the person I knew. I was left with no idea of what had been said to me other than that my treatment would begin within the following month or so, depending on the results of my surgery. It was altogether terrifying, but of course I would keep it buried. It was just another feeling that wouldn’t show itself to the world. It was for me and me alone.

As I left the hospital I took a deep breath, held my head high, and smiled at the world. This was how I would be seen. This was who I would be.
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Chapter 4
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Angie 

July 1987

Christ I was glad when it was her turn an she tottered off wi the nurse. She’d begun to annoy me. I hadnae told her my name so as she could keep calling me, “My dear”. My fucking dear! Who even talks like that anyway? I’d started getting twitchy. Needed a fix. Needed a drink. Preferably both. Nae chance! Shite! What was I thinking coming here wi nothing in my pocket? No back up. No wee bit o comfort. No safety. Who the hell did I think I was? Me straight, doing this? It crossed my mind to walk back out. Just get on wi life. But naw. I’d come this far. Sit an wait. Deal wi it. 

‘Just leave it, Babes,’ Deke had said the night before. ‘Screw them. Stay here with me.’ He’d squeezed my shoulders, shrugged like it didnae matter. Like it was no big deal. I couldnae believe it. 

‘For Christ’s sake, Deke! It’s no like I’ve got the fucking flu!’ I’d shrieked at him.

‘I know, Babes.’ He’d stroked my hair. Smiled. ‘But those places, those doctors. This’ll keep you right,’ he said, as he swung his legs off the bed an reached for the works. ‘Yeah. This’ll keep you right.’

‘You are such a fucking moron! Christ knows why I stay wi you.’ I threw my glass o juice against the wall, enjoying the noise, the shattering. Wee pieces o danger aw ower the place. 

‘Oh, Ange,’ he said, aw soft an concerned, like. ‘Here Babes. Come on.’ He held the syringe up, flicked it, pushed the plunger until a wee drop o magic juice, the essence o life, poked out the needle. Ready for you, it said. Ready for you. ‘You go first, Babes?’ He reached his arm out, offering me the works. ‘Come on.’

Of course, I did. An I was fine for a while.

Time was when he’d’ve made sure I went. He’d’ve kept me straight, taken me there, sat wi me, held my hand, whispered wee jokes in my ear, made up silly wee stories about the other folk in the waiting room. Made me laugh at the world. That was how we’d started, way back then, wi a joke. A wee wise-crack.

*
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I’d been standing outside the orphanage, just looking up, wondering what to do, where to go, remembering hurt an pain, but missing it. How fucked up is that? Anyway, this guy walked up an said, ‘Ah, and she waits for me still.’ Quite a posh voice, like he’d been to private school. His hand was on his heart. He was grinning. It was a dead handsome face that said “smile.” 

I smiled, then checked myself. Said, ‘Eh, what?’ Wee alarm bell going off. So, he’d seen me there before. Been watching maybe. How stupid must I have looked? Suddenly I was nervous. Must have looked it too.

‘Hey,’ he said, putting his hands up, looking fake hurt. ‘No need for that. I don’t bite, well, not until I’ve introduced myself. The name’s Derek. Deke to my friends.’ 

He grinned at me some more, raised his eyebrows. They were the kind that point up in the middle – dead cute – Nice eyes too. Soft an kind an dark, dark brown. They say a lot about folk, eh? Eyes.  

‘Would you like a drink? I’m buying.’

‘Eh, aye, why no?’ I answered, feeling brave, thinking he’s aw right, feeling okay again.

We drank an laughed an it felt really good. Just sitting in a pub, like normal folk. Having a drink, like normal folk. It didnae matter where it was going. He was making me feel good an that made him special in my eyes. A couple o weeks later an I’d moved in wi him. I had a home. A place. I was real. 

*
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How did we slip into being this? Something so different. Life. Just that. A no way out kind o a life. 

I’d almost done it too, the next morning. Stayed there. But naw. For once in my life I was facing up to what had been thrown at me. No running. No hiding behind that heroin mask. That secret place. It was like I’d been challenged to a fight an I was gonnae take it on. I’d deal wi this. I’d beat it. I’d swithered aw ower the place. Out the door – I’m gonnae do this. At the bus stop – naw, just go home. On the bus – doing it. At the hospital – go home. An there I was. What a screw up! I tried to focus in on people. They blurred in an out. The T.V. was on. Couldnae see what was flickering away in front o me. My head. Shite! 

My leg was thumping up an down, like it does when I get twitchy. My fingers were threatening the shakes. Christ. Call my name. Please call my name. I swear I’m gonnae run if ye dinnae call me soon. I wanted to get up an just walk about a wee bit. Stretch my legs. But I knew they’d just lead me right out o there. I couldnae do that. I couldnae.

At last! ‘Angela Baynes?’ I jumped up like I was really eager. Like I was looking forward to this. Like, yeah – party time! 

Smiles. Soft words. Reassurances. “We’re all here for you.” “We’re your team.” “We’re on your side.” Did I believe them? Maybe, aye. They’d asked too many questions though. My life. My habits. I was as honest as I had to be. Spilled it out. Well, most o it. They talked about alternatives. Methadone. Rehab. Said it was aw about me now. I had to put myself first. I had to get myself as healthy as I could. Aye, well, that would aw be very nice, but what was the point when I knew none o it’d work? Been there, see. Done that. I’d get back home. There’d be a packet for me. A set o works. I’d use them. An moving out? That wasnae an option. No for the likes o me. I told them I’d talk to my GP. Promised I’d try, knowing full well I wouldnae.

When it came to talking about the treatment – what they were gonnae do to me – I blocked it out. They said I should have brought somebody wi me. Someone to help me understand. Someone who could remember everything for me. A bit o support. An who would that be then? Time was. Aye, time was.
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Chapter 5
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Jaak 

Estonia Summer1949

Jaak wasn’t going to go through that again; being hauled away by the Reds, like last time in 1944. He had been twenty three, his whole life before him. He and Maarja, childhood sweethearts, the couple everyone envied. Meant to be, they said. Meant to be. What did that even mean any more? He had no idea. It was peculiar how everything, absolutely everything had changed. The meaning of words, the thought behind them. Familiar trite sayings had become meaningless. He struggled to make sense of anything these days; to hold on to anything that might keep him grounded, make him feel like there was a purpose, a point in living. 

They had been planning their wedding for the following summer. It was going to be the best year of their lives. The war would be over, freedom just around the corner, and their lives bound together forever. How naïve they had been. Not just them, but the whole country. As the Nazis left, the Soviets marched in. One cruel oppressor in place of another. 

1944

Maarja’s mother had already finished the dress. Of course, it had been wartime and everything was scarce so she had crafted it out of her own wedding dress. Old ivory silk and lace with some tiny white cornflowers embroidered on its hem, neckline and cuffs. 

‘Oh, it’s simply gorgeous,’ Maarja had enthused, twirling around in front of the mirror, the biggest smile spread across her face, her fingers trailing over the exquisiteness of the fabric, of the detail.

Her mother returned the smile, but weakly. ‘I had wanted more for you. Something better, you know?’

Maarja hugged her. ‘It is the most beautiful dress I have ever seen. I couldn’t imagine anything better. I adore it!’

‘What did I do to deserve a daughter like you?’

‘Oh, silly!’

Maarja had been desperate to show Jaak, at least to tell him about it, but she couldn’t and she felt as though she might burst. When they had met that night they had talked about the house they would live in. Jaak had already built it for them and it was perfect, he’d said, made of logs, two storeys high, a porch with a balcony above it that overlooked the forest, a garden full of trees and flowers with enough land for them to grow most of what they would need. Plenty of space for the children they would have. 

But no, instead she had fled across the water with her family. He had been arrested with his, herded onto a train like cattle. The clatter of its wheels on the tracks. The shouts of soldiers at the station. The helpless cries of the children and their mothers as they were separated from the men in Russia and pushed into other carts, so very scared. 

That awful journey. The whispers, if anyone spoke at all. Whispers of where they were headed to; of what would become of them. Would they ever see their families again? Touch their children’s faces? Breathe the forest air? Walk the land that was theirs and had been their forefathers before them? The land they loved. Estonia. 

He had been separated from his family, like everyone else. Terrified eyes staring across the space between them that grew longer and longer until there was nothing. No-one he knew; just him and a swarm of heartbroken strangers – all men. Silence. A silence so painful, so awful. Too awful for tears, for any emotion to be shown. 

*
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He had spent five interminable years in Siberia. A land of such harshness. Heat and mosquitoes in the summer, an unbearable cold in the winter. Five long years of not knowing anything. But he had been one of the lucky ones. He had survived, been pardoned, and allowed to return home.  

Home. Could he really call it that any more? His family were gone, presumed dead. His beloved Maarja on that boat. He had heard tales of boats having been torpedoed by the Soviets, sunk, lying deep on the bottom of the Baltic Sea. Yet somehow, despite all that he had heard to the contrary, he felt sure that she was still alive. Somewhere out there, the essence of her remained in this world. 

He sat on the back doorstep of their house in Pärnu. Only it had never been theirs. Just his. His and his memories, his dreams. It was a dangerous way to live. So many people were lost, missing, dead, exiled, but he had to keep her alive in his mind. That way she could come back to him. One day she had to come back to him.

He checked his watch. It was nearly midnight, but caught in the haze of midsummer’s white nights; that peculiar opalescent light that only belonged here. Right here in this little town that he loved, from where he could smell the sea and the forest; the scorched wood of the houses that had been baking in the heat of the summer’s sun. The sweet heaviness of lime blossom, nature, life, all around, so rich, so plentiful. But now there was, once again, that smothering smell: soldiers, weapons, oppression. A bitter fear that he could taste. 

It was time to say goodbye. He stood up and took in one last deep moment of his garden; the apple trees, fruit bushes but no flowers now. It wasn’t the time for flowers. Tending anything delicate, creating beauty, had become an impossibility since his return from the gulag six months ago. Had it really only been six months? Like everything else, time had changed. It was difficult to measure, to understand. Life was no longer full of beauty and hope. It was simply about getting through one more day. 

Many had believed that the West would live up to its promises; that the White Ship would come and set them free. But it didn’t. The West turned its back on them and allowed them to be swallowed up by the Soviets as if they didn’t matter. They didn’t exist. No. If they were to be free again they had to do it by themselves. 

Jaak ran his fingers along the wooden logs that made up the walls, across the rough stone that formed the foundations. He had to keep these exact feelings, these memories, strong and fresh and permanent. They would not fade. He wouldn’t allow them to. Memories of old Estonia would be locked away in his memory bank, stored, kept safe, for when they had won back their freedom. Now he would fight.

Johann came around the corner, exactly on the hour as arranged, and patted his shoulder. ‘Are you ready, Brother?’ His voice was hushed, serious, bearing little resemblance to the jovial boyhood friend, the constant companion of his youth. Now he was a man ready to fight and kill for his homeland; a knapsack over his shoulder, a rifle across his chest. 

‘As I’ll ever be, Brother. As I’ll ever be.’ Jaak managed the semblance of a smile. The confirmation that they were now Forest Brothers and that this was what they had to do. It was right. They crept along the silent road and into the woods, into the forests, into places that they knew so intimately. Each tree: oak, ash, elm, birch, maple and spruce. Each trail; some man-made by hunters, children, foragers, lovers. Others carved by nature: moose and fox and deer, lynx and wolf and bear. They followed as the paths became less trodden, less obvious, until they had to stoop to find their way through the tangle of branches, leaves, and shrubbery. Wild blueberries and honeysuckle carpeted the ground at their feet. 

He had lain there with Maarja – God, that seemed like a lifetime ago – with nothing but the sounds of the forest and the whispers of their passion to break up the night. They had had such dreams, such plans. Despite the war. Despite the darkness that had swept over their country, they would survive, have many children, grow old together. Estonia would be free and the world would be put to rights. Everything as it should be. Only now, nothing was. 
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Chapter 6
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Maria

July 1987

I really didn’t know what to do when I got home from that first visit to oncology. It was as if I were in some sort of limbo. Everything felt so strange and unreal. I was surrounded by my own possessions in my own little house, all mine, chosen by me, but I felt so detached from it all. It was both peculiar and unnerving.

I hadn’t wanted to stay in the Highlands. It wouldn’t have been wise, and besides which, it had never been my home, Glenbirrie. Not really. I had lived there for over forty years but never truly belonged. And, well, circumstance saw to it that I had to make my getaway rather abruptly. So, yes, I had decided on a move to somewhere completely new. Whitewashing my life, one might say; the proverbial blank canvas. 

This little place felt like it was mine the moment I saw it advertised for sale, and Aberlady suited me just perfectly; a delightful little coastal village in East Lothian with a shop, a post office, and a public house. Not that I would ever use the latter, but it seemed to give the village more of a gentle homely feel, a sense of completeness. I had the coast – mile upon mile of glorious sandy beaches, for the most part very quiet – which was perfect. Long walks in places that I didn’t know, but that felt somehow right. I was convinced that I had once lived by the sea. It was a part of me. The connection was strong and personal. Perhaps living here would be the start; would allow whatever lay hidden to resurface? Oh, that would be so wonderful!

My early life had become a forbidden subject as soon as I had married Andrew. Perhaps he was frightened of things unknown, of history. I didn’t know. Perhaps it was all for my own good. What if I had been a German, an enemy? What if I had something dreadful lurking about in my history? It wasn’t to be spoken of and that was that. The war wasn’t long over and feelings still ran strong. I was tutored incessantly, given elocution lessons and taught to behave in a manner befitting a lady. I was saved and I was lost.

Andrew and I never spoke much about anything of any consequence. I knew not to ask of his first wife. She was left behind like my forgotten childhood. As for the life I had led before I met him – the life I knew about – I was only too happy to leave that well alone. 
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