Tales from Victoria Baths
Jack Dive, Jack Dive

Swimming against the tide

Along the bottom he slides

As the Sharks swim above

My name is Jack Dive: these are my Baths.

From Loughborough Avenue, Westwood Grove, along the Sneinton Dale, each day 
I stroll. Greeting Passers-by with a wave and a shout!

The coo of be-prammed adolescent mothers; the purple faces of the Hockley Vagabonds; William the Fourth’s mottled marketers and Nineties youths in Seventies gear.

Past Mr Green’s legacy and my distant summer’s triumph; across the rusted rafters of bygone fairs and stale stalls to Gedling Street; the disused crumbling church, the clock North, North West; Mr Kemp the Undertakers and the third hand shops; 
to Victoria Baths.

And now, up those concrete wearied steps, through those soft oak doors, past the chattering ladies and Mr Worthington, Thomas and Spratt, past the polished oak plaque.

These Baths were opened in 1895

By Alderman Bright, who is no longer still alive
To the glass windowed man reading his paper and observing the words, ‘Please use the other window, please’.

Once there, matching a face to my face, to receive and return a token and a blessing and pass singly through the male swing doors, past the ten pence hair drier to my locker number forty-nine and safely deposit in like Flynn, my shoes, socks and a large red towel.

My name is Jack Dive, I learnt to swim in these Baths, taught by my Uncle Joe. He was in the navy during the war, sailed along the bottom of the ocean in a submarine and what’s more, he told me that the sailors swam like young dogs! He is dead now.
I’m the voice of Joe the dead

Dead these last three days

No one can save me now

The drowning button is too far away

I have a bronze medal for twenty lengths and no other. As a boy I was taught how to dive with my friend Srebric. I could have been in the school swimming team but wasn’t.

I am older now and still swim, but it is not a social sport for me, oh no.

My name is Jack Dive and I prefer to think, and there is nowhere like Victoria Baths in which to think and dream of those things from which life strays, the happiness it seldom brings. 

Under the water you are anonymous, transparent, gliding like a fish together with people but set silently apart. But I tell you all is not what it seems. I have seen couples, middle- aged couples, making love, there, in the Deep End, under the water for all to see, for people who have goggles like me. 
Babies dribbling in the arms of their mothers; grown men with glasses, struggling to keep their toupees from submerging; grabbing guardians with pubescent teenagers, teaching them how to swim by pushing them under and under again. 

There’s the Fat Lady, rotund as a balloon, takes her place in the pool and does her widths by burping end to end. She puffs herself larger as the South African moustached goggled grins paddle themselves to one hundred lengths in Speedo swimming trunks and rubber heads. I call them the Sharks; they’ll cut you up like a razor blade fish.

I’m the Fat Lady

Built like a whale

The oiled water glistens

Behind my blubbery tail

The Lifeguards are young and beautiful and female. They are there to protect me, which is nice, if only they would smile.

It is a shrill whistle that heralds the appearance of a Shark, now retired and wearing a blue tracksuit. He throws heavy weights to the cheeky brats in nylon pyjamas, as he calls out their names from one to a hundred. Primary schools are full this year. These are the world‘s children of Nottingham, for what reasons are they here? The boys swapping stories, the girls in pink.

We’re the schools of screaming screaming kids

Bucking our way to the end

Lots and lots of talk with

Lots and lots of friends

The special ones on Thursday come, they like the water and the water likes them. Crying, howling, splashing and cowering. Some are blind, some are deaf, they cling to each other until they are dried and taken away.

Reg, Reg, the special one

Guffawing to and fro

Splash splashes the sides

As he blindly says hello

It could be California, with the sun seeping through the roof, but a fly is lying on the surface of the water; a sign reads ‘Swimming costumes must be worn at all times’ and grime which old ladies with Vim can’t wash away covers the floor.
But, these are our Baths and standing here I am happy to say, it is my time again.

Past the showers, through the footbath, checking for verrucas, along the paddling walkway, past the sign that says:

No Petting
No Gymnastics 
No Smoking
No Bombing
No Running

These are the rules of life, which I follow religiously.

Place the goggles on my head; it’s time to start counting as I meditate my descent into the Nottingham waters..

Jack Dive, Jack Dive

Swimming against the tide

Along the bottom he slides

As the Sharks swim above

