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Valerie handed the teacup back, trying to keep the drink down. It burned her throat and

clawed at her tongue. The taste wasn’t anything near the herbal tea sold in normal shops, it

clung to every taste-bud and scorched her mouth with a flavour that was far from pleasant.

‘It will knock you back a bit, so be grateful,’ the woman sneered as she snatched it away

from the girl.

Valerie stayed silent, the aftertaste still hanging as she breathed.

‘Come on then, I ain’t free you know.’ The woman held out her hand.

Valerie placed two guinea into her palm, which clapped shut like a rat trap.

‘Well, let’s get all this sorted then. Lie back, girl.’



Valerie laid back onto the newspaper that covered her kitchen table and spread her legs

apart over last month’s headlines.

She turned her head to read the words printed for the fifth of July, ‘Hello sun! Goodbye

rain!’, ‘Riddle of the girl in red swimsuit’.

Everyone always did make a fuss when there was a little extra sunshine - especially in

London. It was now nearly halfway through August and the weather had swung back to a

dull drizzle. Valerie looked past the printed words to the clock on the wall. Five o’clock.

She inhaled deeply through her nose and held her breath for a second.

Adjusting her position and eyes back towards the ceiling, she exhaled back out through

trembling lips. Her shaky breath tickled the top of her chest.

The room was damp from the leaking tap. She needed to get that fixed. She needed to get a

lot of things fixed. The dim yellowish hue from the bulb spotlighted Valerie in the middle of

her table. Her hand-embroidered curtains were closed, and the door was bolted shut.

Stockings, shimmering slightly in the hazy light, were draped over the kitchen chair behind

her head. Valerie closed her eyes, trying to blank out the noise of the metal instruments

clinking together as the woman placed them out on the kitchen counter where Valerie

usually prepared breakfast. The ring of metal on metal stung in her teeth and her ears. The

back of her neck grew goose bumps. She couldn’t see them from this angle, but she didn’t

want to, she didn’t even want to look the woman in the eye. She didn’t even know her name



- Jenny’s cousin’s friend had got the number from her sister’s old man, who was a doctor. A

respectable man, people had been told.

Valerie turned her glance to the stove where the kettle was set up for later on.

Everything was ready except her fragile little mind, half naked in her own kitchen, legs apart

and skirt up to her shoulders.

The radio clicked on, making Valerie flinch. ‘All I Have to do is dream’ by The Everley

Brothers.

‘You really are a nervous one, aren’t you?’ The woman rolled her eyes. ‘Try to calm down

love. If they hear, they will know I’m here, and I’m pretty sure with your reputation, you

really wouldn’t want that.’

‘Will it take long?’ Valerie bit her lip.

‘Well, I won’t know ‘til I start, will I? Honestly, you young girls, demanding all these

questions. Shouldn’t have gotten yourself into trouble, should you?’ The woman tutted,

‘Now lie still.’

Valerie daren’t interrupt her again.



It was cold and sharp. That was all that she could distinguish. The woman prodded and

poked and scraped as if the twenty-something was nothing but a fresh orange, juicing out all

the impurities she was there to get rid of, making no effort to be gentle.

Valerie pressed her lips together. Her leg twitched. The smell of the metal instruments

quickly mixed with another distinctive iron scent. The cold sensation pierced and merged

with a heated rush.

Valerie could feel the warmth of her own blood on her thighs.

She was told to make no noise, so biting down on a flannel, Valerie stretched out her fingers

and scrunched the newspaper beside her instead. After all, there was no hand to hold, no

shoulder to cry on, no one who could know.

The discordant sounds of flesh and metal merged into one. Her body was engulfed by

throbbing and her eyes glazed over as it numbed into one pulse of pain. Her heart hit

beyond the table and back up to her ribs. Her nails were digging into her palms as the

newspaper articles scrunched tightly under her fingers.

Valerie held her eyes tight, as hard as she could, and thought of her sweetheart. She could

not confess to this, how could she? He was someone else’s after all, and she even had a ring.

She could feel blood creeping up the headlines, nearing her hips. The radio didn’t hide the

noise of her blood dripping to the tiled floor.



“When I want you and now your charms, whenever I want you, all I have to do is dream,”

bounced off the cupboard doors, the words sinking into Valerie’s ears. She pursed her lips as

more tears rolled onto shoulder and off onto the newspaper, making the words disintegrate.

Ink and blood swam together, sharing news articles and columns that would forever hold

evidence of Valerie’s little secret.

After the job was done, the woman cleared her instruments. She gave them a quick shower

under the rusty tap over the kitchen sink and put them in her bag. The bowl stained pink

where the woman didn’t rinse it. Valerie stayed still as she heard the zip of the woman’s bag.

She was walking towards the door as Valerie lifted her chin and spoke.

‘Has it come away?’ Valerie winced.

The woman stopped in the doorway. ‘Not yet. It will do, over the next couple of days,’ the

woman confirmed, ‘but don’t be telling me of your troubles now. I’ve done my bit, sorted

you out. Learn.’

She unbolted the door and left, leaving the emptied-out girl on a pile of red newspaper.

The room was quiet. The silence was only sliced with the sound of the dripping tap, or

blood, and Valerie’s soft breathes.



The kettle hissed.

Valerie stumbled and filled the tin tub that she had prepared in the morning. Once full, she

slid in, water burning every part of her body, especially her newly opened wound.

No pulp had come away yet, but the woman did say a couple of days. So, she waited, sitting

in almost boiling water for the rest of the evening, hoping for fear of death that no one

would call for her.

Valerie reached over the side of the tub, her hand trembling as she took the teacup from the

wooden stool that stood beside the bath. It still had a small quantity left in it and God knows

she needed something to knock her back from the pain.

Valerie looked over at the clock. Quarter past ten.

She took the cigarette out of her mouth and brought the chipped floral edge of the teacup

to her lips, cracked and dry. She gulped hard and swallowed slowly.

She didn’t care if the taste lingered for a while this time.

Tears wetted her face, adding to the pink-tinged water. As she moved, ripples of raspberry

swam around the bath, getting darker with every slight stir. The radio clicked again. ‘Return

to me’ by Dean Martin.



“My darling, if I hurt you, I'm sorry, forgive me and please say you are mine, return to me.”

Valerie sunk her head into her chest. She stared down to her belly button. The teacup

shattered on the floor. Her throat stung as she silenced her cries. She sucked deep on the

tobacco and inhaled through gritted teeth. Smoke swirled into the steam from the water.


