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The Coat We Do Not Wear 

 

She squeezes his blood. Smoothes the label with yellowed nails, releasing kinks that 

aren’t there, then reminds him to turn the block. 

 ‘Do you have family?’ she asks without looking. She means children, but Peter says 

yes anyway. 

 ‘Did you take the kids to Libya?’ 

 ‘No, that wasn’t possible.’ 

 It doesn’t occur to her that he has to share his travel history, the form compels him. 

He’s not sure it should be part of the nurse/donor small talk. It takes longer than he 

expects, but when a man slips off the next bed, one sleeve rolled up and calls for tea, one 

sugar, he can feel the news creep, ever so gently, into the room. 

 ‘There’s something going on down at...eh Buchanan Galleries,’ the nurse says 

returning from a brief conversation with the unit manager. 

 ‘Some kind of...incident, shooting maybe,’ she adds, fanning herself with a clipboard. 

 A spiky spring sun casts monstrous shadows across the donor centre.  An urn sputters 

behind the crinkling of teacake wrappers and the sipping of diluted orange juice. The 

ambient noise rises then dims as rumours percolate from bed to bed. 

 ‘If it’s bad, they’ll put out a call out for donors. Could get busy in here,’ a male nurse 

says to no-one in particular. But they’re not thinking about blood anymore, not the 

donated kind anyway. They’re thinking about everyone they know, earlier conversations, 

where friends and family said they would be. Unable to reach their phones in jacket 
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pockets, handbags, the donors are flailing. They listen in on several conversations at once 

as if someone might mention aunt Vivian, cousin Paul, their neighbour Fiona. 

 ‘I said there was a strange smell in here earlier, didn’t I? Like fireworks, don’t you 

remember? Maybe I’ve got a sixth sense,’ he continues. 

 ‘A sick sense,’ someone answers. 

 They laugh, but it’s flat and short-lived. Two burly guys come through the main door. 

Their backs are animated, relieved to be sharing what they saw. 

 ‘What are they saying?’ 

 ‘They’re saying there are police, ambulances. They heard loud bangs.’ 

 Bang, Peter thinks. Bang. Just one. He had passed through the rear exit of the 

shopping centre, had crossed two roads, and almost reached the donor centre when he 

heard it, felt it. He’d tripped on the step, even though he had been expecting it, waiting 

for it. His nurse turns to him, flicks the bag of blood one last time. 

 ‘Okay, I think that’s as much as we’re going to get from you.’ 

 

He had been prepared for the possibility of seeing someone he knew in the shopping 

centre; after all, it was his home town. But in all the possible configurations, none had 

included her. So when Samira had suddenly appeared in front of him, he had immediately 

started to sweat under the heavy coat. Aside from the addition of traditional dress, the 

black rather than her usual bold coloured patterns, he’d noticed that she’d put on a little 

weight. 

 ‘Hello. Peter. This a surprise. I was in dream,’ she said, faltering at ‘dream’. 

 When the Foundation engineering class, made up mostly of Chinese, Russian and 

Saudi students, had grown to thirty-plus and his throat had been croaky with too many 

instructions, Samira had been his unofficial teaching assistant, his second voice. 
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 ‘I could say the same, Samira. I thought you were going home after the exam.’ 

 He hadn’t realised how much he’d missed her. Her presence, no not her presence, her 

existence, was reassuring. Their exchange of questions had continued, each ignoring the 

disconcerted look on the other’s face. It was as if they’d both walked onto a stage, mid-

scene. As if a small chin shift left would reveal hundreds of eyes watching their drama 

unfold. After a few awkward moments, he had looked down and realised she hadn’t put 

on weight. She too widened her gaze, returned to his face and arrived at another 

conclusion. Time and motion had stalled when the pivotal line from their Christmas play 

three months earlier sprang out from the vacuum that engulfed them. 

 ‘The sun is in the garden. Why don’t you take the air?’ 

 

He’d broken his own rule about sharing personal information with students. Maybe he’d 

got tired of being ‘teacher’.  Or maybe he’d grown weary of defending decisions he 

hadn’t made, customs, cultures that had long since lost their meaning. Or maybe there had 

just been an affinity with this particular group. In any case, they’d got under his 

professional skin, especially the one solitary young woman among all those boisterous 

lads: Samira. Her dignity, her humour, her warm consideration for others had moved him. 

One sleepy Friday afternoon they’d asked him about his weekend. Usually he said 

something about football, friends, work, but he’d been caught off guard. 

 ‘Visiting my grandmother,’ he’d said. ‘She’s in a care home.’ 

 It was later when only the two of them were left to gather up the textbooks that 

Samira had returned to the conversation. 

 ‘We take care about our family. Us live together everybody at his home, not here, not 

there, anywheres,’ 
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 It wasn’t meant to be a criticism or even a comparison, more of a question. When the 

students didn’t have the vocabulary such as “commitments”, “practicalities”, “better off”, 

Peter didn’t find it easy to explain. It would have rung false anyway. 

 ‘We not give them people don’t know them.  It’s shame,’ she added. 

He had corrected her: ‘It’s a shame’, knowing full well she’d said exactly what she 

meant. In response to his irritation, she had touched his hand. 

 ‘My grandfather says we must to try not fix world. Fix himself, fix family.’ 

 Would their grandparents really have been so different, Peter wondered. But it was 

her past he had wanted to reach into, not his own. 

 

When Peter leaves the donor centre it looks like a normal Saturday afternoon in town, 

except that the buses don’t move when the lights change. He watches two vanloads of 

policemen speed past and brake at the next corner. A heavy woman in sandals with 

shopping bags is running down the hill. Her eyes wet and flickering. She stops to hitch up 

her shopping bags to her elbow, checks her phone. 

 ‘Huv you been down there? Huv you saw what’s happening?’ she asks him. 

 ‘No,’ he lies. 

 ‘It’s ma daughter, she was goin’ to John Lewis. I’ve run a’ the way from Charing 

Cross.’ She buckles, letting out a sob. He catches hold of her and leads her to some office 

steps. 

 ‘She’s probably fine, you know.’ he says, but he’s trying to connect her features to the 

ones he saw. Was she the teenager with long dark hair, the ‘boss’ tattoo? The young 

woman on the escalator in cream fur trim. 

 ‘She’s only 14,’ she adds, fumbling for a tissue. ‘She’s wae her pals.’ 

 The phone rings. 
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 ‘Oh thank God, oh thank God...’ Her phone pressed to her ear, she crushes his hand 

with gratitude. He knows it’s not for him but knows it’s not for God either. He lets her 

hand go, smiles and walks on. 

 He thinks about the line from the play again. He had given the class an abridged 

version of Foster’s Game, a Victorian whodunit that they had taken much too seriously. It 

was supposed to be a charming tongue-in-cheek historical thriller. Instead, some had seen 

it, not as the past at all, but as a kind of utopian version of their own homeland. They’d 

been drawn to the clarity of the dialogue and the respect, stilted as it was, the characters 

had shown each other. After a verbal tussle with her classmates about the gender 

difference, Samira had got her own way. 

 ‘Renton the hero. Why can’t I play man?’ she’d asked, genuinely confused. ‘Why I 

need be maid? You be maid.’ 

 None of them had been brave enough to take the maid’s role, but they had relented. 

She had played Renton, the mild-mannered traitor who, with a single oddly-placed line, 

had tipped off the eponymous Foster of his impending assassination. 

 ‘The sun is in the garden. Why don’t you take the air?’ 

 So when the anachronistic tip-off had been repeated in front of a shop display of 

mannequins in short glittery dresses, the smell of pineapple from the juicing stall, the 

sound of an earnest young female busker just outside, somewhere in the distance pan-

pipes and a motorised dust-cart, all Peter could think was that she wasn’t supposed to be 

there. 

 ‘Please, Peter, please,’ Samira had whispered, touching his shoulder with one hand 

and her own belly with the other. ‘You need leave. Is wrong.’ 

 



~ 6 ~ 
 

Peter can still hear the sirens when he boards the bus for the nursing home. He pictures 

his Nana seated by the patio windows. His grandmother doesn’t have dementia: she 

doesn’t have Alzheimer’s. No-one should be fooled by her repetitive chatter about the 

greasiness of the lemon drizzle cake or the low wattage of the bulbs. She may be 89 but 

she can see into your dysfunctional soul, and doesn’t mind telling you. He goes round the 

back, through a green gate, up a small hill and finds her in her usual place, dipping her 

spoon in a bowl. He thinks about how bad the security is here: they figure there’s nothing 

to steal, nothing to protect. 

 ‘Hello Nana,’ he says quietly, lifting a seat so the care assistants don’t hear it scrape 

across the floor. 

 ‘I didn’t see you there, Petey boy.’ 

 ‘How are you, Nana? Is your knee better?’ 

 ‘Nothing wrong with my knee. More than can be said for this soup. Weak as watter. 

You look as white as a ghost. Whit’s up wi’ ye? Don’t say nuthin. Ye’ werny mixed up in 

this business in the toon.’ 

 Bingo. Peter shifts on the plastic seat, uncomfortably hot in the stuffy room. 

 ‘Aye, but I’m fine. You can see I’m fine.’ 

 ‘I can see yer no fine.’ 

 A man in grey overalls comes and takes her soup bowl. 

 ‘A tea, Frances?’ 

 ‘Can ye’ leave the teabag in the cup?’ 

 ‘Ah told you before, the teabags are in the thing. I cannae fish wan oot.’ 

 ‘It’ll be like the soup then.’ 

 ‘Whit aboot yer pal here, that’s snuck in.’ He gives Peter a look that tells him he’s not 

impressed. 
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 ‘We’ll both take a tea, thanks.’ Peter gives his best sheepish look. 

 ‘You’re like your da’ you know,’ she says for the hundredth time. It’s the last thing he 

wants to hear. 

 ‘He was secretive tae. Look where that goat ‘im!’ 

 Mostly in the bookies and the pub, Peter thinks. 

 ‘I just came to see how you are.’ 

 ‘You came to show me how you are,’ she tugs at his collar with arthritic fingers and 

continues.  

 ‘You’ve still got the keys to my place, huven’t ye? Why don’t you hole up there for a 

bit? Till you’re feeling better.’ 

 He wants to throw himself into her lap. The idea of that quiet flat on Brook Street is 

exactly what he craves. The walls so thick you could forget you had neighbours. That 

battered metal teapot on the yellow woollen doily she’d knitted. The little pink buds on 

the wallpaper. What she doesn’t know, what the family couldn’t tell her, was that they’d 

sold that flat eight years previously to pay for the care-home fees.  

 ‘Good idea, Nan. Just what I need.’ 

 

On a bench on the embankment, not far from the care home, he listens to the helicopter in 

the distance. It won’t be long now, he knows. He won’t put up much resistance, although 

he hadn’t planned an after at all. He should have been wearing the coat. As soon as he 

had taken it off, he had felt a heavy emptiness, like hunger. He imagines the man pulling 

his little girl into the lift, and wants to be him. Or better still, he wants to be the child, 

with no choice but be dragged into a safe dark corner. He wants to be the shop assistant 

who was skiving in the stock room, pretending to sort the shoes, too far away to do 

anything. But mostly he wants to be Samira. Someone who understood, who had always 
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understood, but at the last moment reminded him of his own right to live, even in a world 

that made no sense. But he’s not any of them. He’s the one who stepped around the 

bemused pregnant woman in a headscarf and a long black skirt, saying to her: 

 ‘Wrong is a difficult word.’ 

 He’s the one who had shrugged off his coat and laid it tenderly on a marble seat next 

to a father and mother and their child. Yes, he had looked back, saw Samira turn over the 

coat, heard her scream out her last warning. No archaic line this time, just a single 

tapering howl. He even saw them judge her, come to the wrong conclusion. But in his 

mind, she had never been there, not really. In his mind, she was back in her own country, 

an engineer, building schools, designing shopping malls. Her daughter at home being 

cared for by the grandmother. 


