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Chapter 1

Wreck


The two divers, one larger man, one slight figure beside him, sat adrift in the small boat, floating some distance from the shore on the smooth, infinite expanse of Atlantic Ocean.


Behind them, the sun was a mere pinprick of golden light that cast a broad path across the purple and steel hues of pockmarked water. Above them, a yellow haze burned the stratus clouds, which drifted, feather like, above. They might have been the only two people on the island.


There were few sounds, this time of the morning – not even the gentle rush of waves on the distant shore and the dark, volcanic rocks, nor the cries of hungry, waking seabirds either.


The lead diver put up a thumb as a signal, nodding to his companion, before falling backwards with ease despite his bulky frame, breaking the skin of the water, then sinking down before the other had time to join him. 


With his companion now with him, the waters closed over them and they were part of the ocean.


Before long, as they breathed steadily, hearing their own breathing alone mingled with the rush of water in their ears, the thin, light-filled, greenish space between them and the surface, where the shadow of their boat’s hull bobbed, was left at a distance and the ocean world grew darker. The second diver followed the first in a close trail through shoals of parrotfish which glinted like quicksilver, both divers descending with ease, confident in a familiar environment.


When the bottlenose dolphin approached them, swimming alongside the larger diver, she appeared to smile and follow their progress, until she was joined by another and a third curious dolphin. 


This group of humans and dolphins entered the murkier depths of the wine dark sea, companionable and easy, until the rusted red wreck of a sunken hull showed itself to them, the mast reaching almost to the surface. The dolphins then swam before them in near darkness until the lead diver turned on the torch braced upon his head, to illuminate the wreckage.


The wreck was large, its hull red and orange like the diseased shell of a lobster, but it was impressive in its bulk. Not the oldest wreck near the island, for it had sunk in a fire in 1920, but one of the most interesting. The dolphins were used to it and soon they swam away in search of breakfast tuna. 


The two divers approached the wreck, slowing down to tread water before reaching the large slabs of corrugated iron. Their faces were hidden for a moment in a cloud of butterfly fish that left the sunken vessel as they were disturbed.


The lead diver jabbed a finger towards the interior of the crusty hull, intending that the figure behind him should follow him closely. 


As he stood in the door’s frame, the hand, ghostly in the milkier water, brought out a Jon line, threading it through the nearest rail in a practised knot and with surprising speed, hooking it to the mesh protecting the lead diver’s tank as his back was turned. He turned at the light touch and his eyes widened in surprise, his slow movements turning to startled panic, right hand reaching out as though to clutch at the smaller figure. His eyes goggled behind the mask as the fishing knife pierced his regulator hose, and in a swift blizzard of bubbles he struggled to follow the rapid, mermaid-like ascent of the flippers beyond him, now above him, but he was tethered tight and his eyes swelled as though they might burst from their sockets.


For a few seconds he twisted and thrashed in a futile effort to get free of the hook and, in panic, pulled the demand valve from his mouth, then closed his mouth until it was forced open by the instinct to breathe. But the increased heart rate and the shock had already killed him. His head twisted from side to side. One convulsive jerk of the shoulders, but the tight clasp still held him back. The steady suffocation came from inside out, as his blood filled with dissolved nitrogen, water pressure pushing and pounding on his heart and lungs. The bends caused one body blow of excruciating pain which stretched and stiffened him like a man on the rack, and he passed out for eternity.


His erstwhile companion had long gone, but two of the elder dolphins swam back in compassionate concern. One of them nudged the floating man, gently pushing at his body as if to revive him. But he was tethered to the ocean now and there was nothing to be done. The dolphins swiftly retreated to the surface in one streamlined movement, murder a disparity to them, their gentle bodies moving in unison towards the light on the water.



Chapter 2


Diary One


I recall a family party. It’s 1980 something; we are in a large hall and we are dancing to Sister Sledge, at least the women are, arm and arm in a wide arc, whilst the menfolk stand back nervously as though they might be asked to join in. 


“We are family… I got all my sisters with me!” We’re singing loudly, sometimes discordantly, shouting those words that we know whilst leaping about in playful abandon. My two sisters are there, my sister-in-law and my ‘new’ sister, or rather my cousin’s wife, Camilla. She has creamy, olive-brown skin; she is thin-limbed and undeniably very beautiful. She knows how to wear a sparkly frock and has the cheekbones and figure of a young Diana Ross.


“Where did your mum say your family comes from?” I shout at Camilla across the noisy speakers which are bouncing up and down like Disney cartoon characters.


“Saint Helena!” Camilla mouths, silenced by the din and waving her elegant arms in the air. I remember wondering why she wasn’t inelegantly sweating like the rest of us.


“Oh yes… Where is that, exactly?” Where in the world is St Helena?


I didn’t wanted to appear ignorant in front of Justine, Camilla’s mother, and in my mind’s eye I am picturing an island in the Caribbean. But no. Camilla collapses as the music draws to a close, staggering towards me on high heels.


“It’s in the South Atlantic. A five-day boat journey from Cape Town. There’s no airport, you see. It’s so remote that it costs a fortune to travel there, so I’ve never been myself, though we’re planning to, someday soon. It’s a British island; we are British,” she says with a good-humoured smile, as though I might take issue with it, or maybe people have taken issue with it in the past. As though they had to fight for the right, I remember thinking. Perhaps they had.


“I’m rather better at history,” I say, excusing myself. “Isn’t that where the British exiled the emperor Napoleon?”


Camilla nods, clapping her hands above her head in joyful abandon to another burst of music, shimmying across the dance floor once again. In an instant, I want to be Camilla.


The conversation is forgotten until very recently, dusty in my brain’s private filing cabinet, except that I discover that there are so many people who originate from St Helena now living in Swindon that the town has been nicknamed ‘Swindolena’. 


Across the years I meet with Camilla often, but our conversations revolve around our husbands, our children and our work. Camilla’s life is here. The island is forgotten – by me, at least.


It isn’t until twenty years later that Mark, my husband, tells me, whilst on a journey to visit friends, that a younger lawyer who once worked for him has recommended him for work on the island of St Helena.


“Really…? That’s where Camilla’s family comes from,” I remind him.


“Is it?” His memory is worse than mine. “Of course, I’d forgotten.”


I am upset for Camilla and her family, that we should have paid such little attention.


“I’m absolutely sure it is,” I say, realising that he has not included me in the possible plans for working abroad. “So, are you intending to go without me, or what?” There is an unmistakable huffiness in my voice. It didn’t use to be like that between us, but of late Mark appears more cheerful than he ever was and is cheerfully disregarding me on a daily basis.


I guess that the last decade has been busy, to put it mildly.


I gave up teaching to look after our daughter’s children. I often look a bit of a wreck nowadays as a consequence – nothing like the younger woman at that party dancing to Sister Sledge all those years ago. 


I feel as though I have been busy supporting our family whilst Mark has been developing his career; this includes Mark attending a lot of social legal events, like conferences and dinners, that kind of thing, whilst I remain at home as the plumber and garbage man and general head of the family mafia. 


I rarely go with him to these events now – frequently wonder who he takes instead of me. Of course, the earring, caught in his shirt, didn’t help to soothe my fears, but let’s not dwell upon that for the moment – it tends to alter my mood dramatically.


“Yes, I was about to invite you,” he reassures me, hastily and with a touch of grumpiness, his smile too swift and rigid to be real. “But the thing is, we will be away for about twenty-four days; will Ginnie be alright without you?”


This is a clever move on his part and I’m sure he knows it; knows I will worry; knows that no matter what Ginnie and I put in place it will be tricky for her with work and that they will miss me. I feel a mixture of things: a strong sense of doubt that he wants to take me with him; a gritty determination to go there anyway. I have never done anything like this before.


But still I bite my lip in uncertainty. That is a long time. I’ve never been away from our children or grandchildren, especially the older girls, for longer than nine days, and that was only once, on holiday in Miami. 


What will we do about the pre-school and after-school care? I am almost as close to our granddaughters as their mother is; what will the girls do without me? My mind begins to problem-solve, in an instant.


The suggestion behind Mark’s words is an unmistakable challenge that I cannot refuse. 


I’m going.


“I’ll have to talk to Ginnie, sort that out with her, then,” I say. 


I want to go. I know little about the place, to my shame. But I don’t want to miss him for twenty-four days and, truthfully, there are other reasons for going with him, the earring being one.


Right up to the date in early November, when we depart, I know very little about St Helena. It is often said, but true in my case, that there is always too much to do to find out. I will know it, I suppose, once we get there. 


Several things begin to conspire to prevent me from getting there. Our granddaughter’s reproachful cries being one of them. 


“But, Nanny, twenty-four days? Who’s going to take us to school? Who will take us to ballet if Mummy is working?”


I make elaborate plans, both to reassure them and to keep Ginnie’s life and family running smoothly. I also promise them kittens – not a wise move. Ginnie tells me off for this, says she isn’t keen on cats and that they’ll have to live with me.


Other difficulties emerge shortly before we are due to go.


After visiting the hospital with my sister and my mother, we are told that she has developed cancer of the colon. She will have to have an operation, and probably chemotherapy afterwards to remove the nasty little cancer cells that are left after they remove the vast majority.


“It will be alright,” my sister Lucy says, “I’ve asked them at work for some compassionate leave.”


But it won’t be alright, it will be hard on them all, and guilt makes me snappy with Mark.


My dad is getting older; it now takes him ten minutes to pick something up when he’s dropped it, and he forgets things that happened the day before. Most alarming is that he’s forgotten the name of his favourite pub. 


I begin to wish that Mark hadn’t been given this marvellous opportunity; I’m scared about going away with him. 


But he is already immersed in emails and telephone calls and things called threshold documents and interim orders. He doesn’t even appear to notice that I’m snapping, finding it much easier to be objective, easier to turn his back on it all. He’s going to save the world, or at least the island.


When he comes home after work each day, he talks casually about people on the island of whom I have never heard: Tessa, Rachel, Helen, whoever they may be.


In the meantime, I comfort Mum, set up practical support for Ginnie, and we re-write our wills. My motherin-law tells me, rather too cheerfully perhaps, that we could be kidnapped by Somalian pirates like the man in the film; that the Ebola virus appears to be spreading across Africa. There are rather too many real situations for me to worry about, so I don’t have time to be fearful about such things. I book injections for Mark and I and conclude my will by suggesting that some of the will inheritance be used for a fantastic party to be held in Cornwall, attended by friends and family. I also write three diaries in advance, for my mother and granddaughters to read whilst we are away, just to keep them going. Entertaining gobbledygook.


So, when it is time to go, I am apprehensive rather than excited. 


Mum is in hospital, having had the operation. It has hurt us to see the physical and emotional changes in her. She has lost so much weight, resembling a tiny Margot Fonteyn as she leans back against the hospital pillows. Most upsetting of all is the fear in her eyes which she can’t hide from us, though she smiles and even manages the occasional joke. I think, all of a sudden, that I can’t remember her being afraid before this.


“I can’t phone you very much once we are on the ship, and you can’t send texts or use mobile phones in St Helena, but I will call you or Lucy, whenever I’m able to,” I say, kissing her hand and then her forehead.


She nods slightly.


“It’s all going to be fine. You’d better go now, or you’ll miss the plane. Look after one another and don’t fight,” she murmurs as an afterthought, because Ginnie, our daughter, has told her that Mark and I have had a couple of arguments recently.


“How long will you be away for?” Dad asks, from the chair beside the hospital bed. He asks it not because he wants to make me writhe with guilt, but because he can’t remember what we have already explained.


“For almost a month, Dad.”


“Oh…” That’s all he says. 


I can feel tears welling up in my eyes. I pinch my palms with my nails, a tip given to me by a formidable head teacher in Cambridge, years ago, when I did my probationary year.


“I love you. We’ll get Christmas started as soon as I’m back!” I promise, kissing his cheek, then kissing Mum gently upon her cheek. I want them to hold on to the thought of Christmas.


I couldn’t do this without Lucy and my brother and sister-in-law; at that point I am feeling very, very selfish, but they stare back at me without blame, rising to kiss me and saying, “Don’t worry, it will be alright.”


I am quiet, right up until the time arrives to get onto the plane for the fourteen-hour flight to Cape Town.


Trundling our hand luggage through the airport shops, I gaze at the posters of women advertising perfume and make-up. 


When I hit fifty-five, I became neurotic about my face, my hair, my body… No, that isn’t true; when I found the earring… It was then that I changed. 


Now I find myself thinking about the things and the people who are truly important. I don’t want to leave them. But being with Mark is important too, isn’t it?


We haven’t really done many long flights over the years. The last time we did, travelling to Florida, I had our baby grandson kicking and yelling on my lap and I annoyed several passengers by singing ‘Whose Pigs Are These?’ until he fell asleep. Mark moved to another seat as I recall.


***


This plane is like a great silver tank. I can’t be much of a science teacher. I still don’t understand the science of how they get up into the air. I don’t trust this idea any more than that the earth is a sphere. It is an airborne hotel larger than any plane I’ve ever travelled in. I’m really not a nervous type, but I don’t want to get onto it.


The air hostesses are reassuring, not because of their manner with the passengers but because they do not, for a change, have sleek blonde hair and high-sheen lip gloss. A few of them are actually my age, post-fifty. That at least is reassuring.


I think of Mum and the children again. It will be hard, not to be able to hug them for a month, but I can’t keep feeling like that, or Mark will wish I hadn’t come. 


There are films. I watch a very light one with Cate Blanchett, who is speaking in an unintentionally funny French accent. After all of this, and a ham sandwich, I am tired, but I don’t think I’ll be able to sleep as yet. 


We have a glass of wine, and I take out Mostly Men, by Lynn Barber, which I bought at the local Cancer research shop. It is very funny and very perceptive.


I’ve read quite a few of her interviews, and now I’ve reached the interview with Sir James Savile. She puts it to Jimmy Savile that people say he likes little girls; his answer is that, because of his association with celebrity pop groups, young teenage girls flock around him. He replies, she says, in a flurry of funny voices, Jimmy Savile patter.


I think back to the ’70s. Someone has described the island to Mark as, “Like Britain in the ’70s.” 


I close my eyes and lean back in the chair. Reading about Jimmy Savile reminds me of something. My mind drifts to the chateau in France where, pre eleven-plus, my year group was taken for a couple of weeks on a residential visit. 


At first, I remember the other children, the children who were with me then. I recall the brightly striped dress I wore (my mother made it) and then the lovely woodlands around the chateau where we used to play. But I know where my mind is really going to; it does, from time to time, not in fear but in a kind of surprised indignation that I have never voiced aloud.


It was an early lesson in sex that I didn’t understand, that I shouldn’t have had, not at twelve.


Silvia, Karen and I, the good girls, the ones who appeared to do their best in class, were playing hide and seek in the woods, leaping over the fallen logs, giggling and shrieking, when Mr Conway’s voice called to us from the large open doors at the rear of the lovely, old French chateaux.


We went to him immediately, of course. He was a respected teacher. But on that day, he didn’t resemble the teacher we knew. He wore trousers, but his chest was bare except for downy, grey hair, which I have felt repulsed by to this day. 


The slightly flaccid waist was rather ugly to my twelve-year-old mind. 


I had liked him though, trusted him up to that point. Afterwards, that memory of him turned him into a sinister, cartoon figure. 


It was very hot, so I suppose we accepted that his stripping off was okay.


He was with another man, another member of staff with whom he was friendly, someone who smiled a lot, also respected by parents, also shirtless, a French teacher who we didn’t know so well.


Mr Conway beckoned us into the room.


There was a sort of raised bed behind them, like a bed on which a doctor might examine someone. Looking back, I suppose the bed was something to do with sports injuries.


Mr Conway pointed out the tube of sun cream lying on a table. Would we mind rubbing it into their backs, because they couldn’t reach around that far? Those were his words: “We can’t reach around that far.”


We looked at each other and giggled shyly. And we must have thought it was an unusual request or we wouldn’t have giggled. We didn’t move, didn’t kick into action as we would have done in class, but turned our faces to one another or looked down at the floor.


I think we knew it was odd, but we were just twelve, just past the eleven-plus exams, had no experience of doing anything like that, not even for our fathers. So, we stood together, feeling awkward. 


I have no memory of rubbing that sun cream in, although I remember Mr Conway lying on his stomach on the sunbed with his chin on his arms, a broad, contented smile upon his face, waiting expectantly. 


I do remember my embarrassment and that I couldn’t wait to get out of there, back to the sunshine and the woodland, and that it was Silvia, the most naïve of us all but most nervous about refusing, who picked up the cream and complied. Nothing more happened; if the men had erections, we didn’t notice; they were lying face down, and maybe we wouldn’t have known what an erection was.


It happened in the ’70s. Things like that did happen in the ’70s. The years pass and we wake to the fact that what once happened is not acceptable. My father, gentle, often anxious, feared the cane and the teacher’s walking stick, frequently used during the war on the mildest of boys, but never used on the girls. These things leave scars, but I wasn’t scarred by what happened, although I didn’t tell my parents about it until a few years after. I watched Benny Hill like everyone else.


With these strange thoughts, I fall asleep.


When the intense, yellow light of morning in a different continent penetrates the windows, I wake once more. I feel a rush of excitement for the first time that soon we will be in South Africa. Then I experience guilt shortly after it.


I think of my mother, lying against the pillows in the care of strangers whom we must trust. 


I think of her great patience as needles are thumped into her thin arms repeatedly, leaving bruises until any fatty tissue can be found. I think of Dad, who is lost and lonely without her, and of my sister and brother who will care for them both.


I’m in a kind of trance as we move very slowly in the dense sea of people for our passports to be checked. I’ve never been to Africa. It seems incredible to me that I’m here, now.


We trundle our heavy cases past the airport shops, filled with wooden animals and clothing with African designs. We wait in the intense, bright sunshine, close to the taxis parked outside. 


I think of Nelson Mandela and am amazed suddenly that I am in his country.


An attractive blonde woman is calling us by our names in her pleasant, husky tone, and it is as if she knows us. I don’t want to stop thinking about Mum, but all of a sudden I do. I am her and she is me; we are one person, anyway.


The woman walks towards us. She is here to collect us.


Chapter 3


Diary Two


She has a large, silver four by four. Beside her stands a tall man with a large, pleasant face and sun-bronzed skin, who reminds me of a genial pirate.


The woman is Sharon, whom I’ve never met but Mark has spoken to on the phone. The man is Jeremy, her husband, who is even taller than Mark.


She turns out to be a lovely and highly organised example of South African womanhood. If it is possible to be known by everyone in South Africa, then this person is Sharon, for everyone seems to greet her that morning, as she calls out to them in a warm, husky voice.


We shake hands. They are couriers for the RMS St Helena, which will take us to the island. 


If Sharon is the sexy, husky blonde of a Tom Sharpe novel, Jeremy is a well-dressed and sophisticated pirate, with the most amazing accent I have ever heard. It isn’t, as we are to discover, a ‘Saints’ accent, but the accent of Tristan da Cunha – weirdly West Country in the midst of Africa. But then, I suppose, no more weird than the accents of the Cornish tin miners would have sounded, having emigrated here a century and a half ago – the Jacks and Jennies who were forced to go elsewhere to mine for minerals. Maybe Jeremy is descended from one of them.


“We already picked up the judge and his wife yesterday,” Jeremy explains, as he heaves the five cases into the boot of their large estate car; then, regarding me with one eye shut against the sun, “You brought some clothes with you, then?”


“They’re not all my clothes!” I protest defensively. “Most of them are filled with files, and Mark’s court clothes, of course.”


“Know what happened to the lady lawyer we picked up earlier?” Jeremy asks, hastily changing the subject. “She got like, a gold bracelet on… Had it snatched clean from her wrist in broad daylight in Long Street. Course, she knew she shouldn’t ha’ worn in really, and she say it were her fault like, for forgetting to take it off in a place where there’s so much robbery. But she were very good about it; said so long as it bought someone a good meal and not drugs, it weren’t too bad a loss.” He closes the boot as Sharon climbs into the passenger seat. “You been out here before?”


We tell him we haven’t.


“There’s a lot of good in Cape Town and a lot of bad – poverty and wealth, both. You know about the shanty towns of course? We pass some of them on the way into the city. You can visit some of them if you want to.”


The car passes out of the airport and onto a broad freeway. All the time I think to myself, Nelson Mandela was here, like a hippie at a Bob Geldof concert. As though I can’t quite believe that we are on this hallowed ground.


“I’m not sure I’d want to visit them, although there are plenty of places I do want to see; it’s a bit like being a voyeur into someone else’s misery, in a way,” Mark says, in reference to the shanty towns.


“Yes, I get that,” Jeremy agrees, “but they got these projects going now, the tea project and the art projects, so tourists can visit them and buy things, contribute themselves, see?” he explains.


We stare, mesmerised, at the vast, stark landscape of the motorway and the tall skyscrapers of the buildings ahead of us as the car tears past the frail buildings of wood and tin which stand precariously on the other side of a wooden fence, closer to the freeway than anyone might care to live. 


They look as though they might collapse in a small breeze. 


In their own way they are beautiful, individual; sometimes painted in bright colours, sometimes with the hull of an upturned boat for a roof, or with a hammock slung between them. People doing the best they can with their homes. But within these chaotic villages must be an explosion of humanity, I think; problems of every kind, layer upon layer and with no escape.


“Are there efforts to build proper housing here, I mean, to rehouse families?” I ask.


“Oh yes, sometimes,” Sharon says, twisting around in her seat to get a good look at me. “But you know what they do? The problem is, the family moves into their new home and then they rent out the old one to a family newly arrived from Zimbabwe. So, it goes on and on. You meeting the others this evening?”


I wonder nervously what they are going to be like, the other lawyers. Mark knows them, of course. Some of them are from a practice in Birmingham and some from London. I’ve never met them.


Will they think it odd that I am travelling with him? I have never done so before.


Well, I’m here now, and the judge is travelling with his wife, so I hope to be excused and accepted. As for Mark, I think he probably felt compelled to ask me to come for various reasons, but at least he doesn’t appear to mind it too much. 


I watch his face in profile, contemplating him both inside and out.


He is good-looking, he has weathered time better than I, but then, generally speaking, men do, don’t they? He is a good lawyer; he doesn’t like to be crossed; that’s what he’s like as a husband and father, too. We have been married for almost thirty years.


No doubt Winnie Mandela had thoughts like that about Nelson, and God knows she had to endure far more than I ever have. 


Mark is a very important person, in the estimation of others as well as his own. I am just the woman at home, to be asked with some irritation, “Who has eaten all the jam?” – as if it were me; or, “Where have all my socks gone?” – as though I am hiding them.


Sometimes it makes me feel fairly irritable when other women stare at Mark. Like the time we were in a restaurant and a young blonde girl fluttered her eyelids at him throughout our meal, despite the presence of the boyfriend sitting opposite her, which I thought vaguely rude and intrusive until eventually, after a long time, I turned to her and asked whether she would like me to organise a date with Mark. It was just the once – I usually behave with greater reserve – but I have to admit I felt better for voicing my thoughts, even if Mark was fairly furious with me after it.


As we drive towards the waterfront, an excitement and slight nervousness at meeting these new people takes hold of me. 


Mark is excited too, because he gropes for my hand and squeezes my fingers. 


It is all very different to the things I have seen before, although vaguely similar to the waterfront in Toronto, perhaps. 


At first impression, the waterfront is a huge dockland, flanked by sentinel tower blocks and cushioned by the great, brown mountain. The air is hot, a little dusty, the roadways perfumed with fuel from the hundreds of cars passing by. 


The mountain is Table Mountain, a smooth solid mass of boulder rock with a thin layer of cloud floating above it today.


“That’s what we are going to do tomorrow, before the ship arrives,” Mark said. “I’ve got tickets to go up in the cable car.”


I am impressed. He has vertigo. Once, I had to lead him down the steps of Plymouth lighthouse by the hand. I smile, I want to kiss him, but he does not like to be kissed in public, unless it is before family or close friends.


“That’s what you will do if the wind and clouds don’t change, otherwise she’ll be closed to the public and you’ll have to hold your tickets over until you get back from the island,” Jeremy laughs. “It’s one of the windiest places on earth. They call the white clouding ‘the tablecloth’.”


We say goodbye, for the time being, to Sharon and Jeremy, thanking them for their help, and book into the Commodore Hotel, where the porters wait with wide, welcoming smiles and beautiful black and red suits. 


It is large, old-fashioned; an almost European-style hotel. The walls are decorated with African wall hangings and paintings, and rhino heads. 


Guests lounge about in the reception, an interesting group, as though they are about to take part in one of those staged murder mysteries. They recline in deep, leather chairs or teeter on the bar stools. It has an air of ‘What shall we do before the safari begins?’.


I feel guilty, again. I am too excited about it all. Whilst Mark is checking us in, I close my eyes and pray that Mum will be okay, drawing some strange looks from the concierge. 


I text my brother and sister, and our two children, who aren’t children anymore and whom I’m missing already. 


There are two Americans in the lobby, one about Mark’s age. A tall, fair-haired man in a cream suit is standing with his cases as though waiting for something to happen. The other, his wife I assume, is a lady of about the same age. She’s a large lady, and is sitting down on one of the leather chairs. She is well dressed, but her face is hot and flushed and she has kicked off a pair of high-heeled shoes that are totally unsuitable for travelling. She is seated beneath a fan in the high ceiling, which moves the air laboriously. 


I smile at her, and she loses the slightly irritable expression for a moment to smile back. I don’t talk to her then, but I’ve made a friend; her name is Julia.


Another guest casts me a half smile, a young woman seated opposite me. She is African in origin, wearing jeans and a tee shirt. She has a gentle demeanour and is fanning her face with a leaflet as though she isn’t used to the heat.


“They’ve taken ages to get my room ready,” she confides.


“Oh no, I hope we don’t have a long wait too,” I reply.


“You were on the plane this morning,” the girl says, smiling.


“I was indeed.” I don’t recall her but don’t wish to be rude.


“Don’t worry, big plane. My name’s Thadie.”


“Hi… Stephanie,” I introduce myself. “We’ve only booked in for a couple of nights; we’re going to St Helena on the boat.”


“Ah, me too. Holiday?” Thadie asks.


“For me, yes, but Mark, my husband, is working there. He’s a lawyer. You?”


“Working there for a few weeks on behalf of an environmental agency,” Thadie says, “attempting to save a turtle nesting ground from the new airport.”


“There are turtles?”


“Didn’t used to be that many, but since the building of the airport began they’ve started hatching on one of the beaches.”


“Maybe it’s a turtle protest?” I suggest, hoping she has a sense of humour. 


Thadie grins. “Maybe, but it’s a bad time to do it.”


Mark calls me across to the desk then. The porter is stacking our cases onto his mobile golden cage. I said goodbye to Thadie and suggest we have a drink on the ship. Then I follow Mark to the lift.


We have a large, beautiful room with air conditioning and fridges and fruit and a grand double bed, but we don’t hang about to admire it for long. I stuff an apple into my handbag as we leave the room. Then we step out into the quiet street in front of the hotel. 


“Go towards the waterfront, but if you go that way,” the doorman indicates to the left, “be careful; it isn’t as safe as the waterfront.” I clutch my bag tightly to my side and wonder whether we will be ambushed.


Mark takes my hand and we amble down the sunny street, passing the Springbok Museum, which I know he wants to visit, being a big rugby fan. 


On our way, two or three young men hold out plastic cups to us, begging for money. I give the first one some change and, after that, Mark says authoritatively, and no doubt correctly or we will quickly lose our money, “No,” shaking his head first at me and then at the second young man. The third youngster, he must be about seventeen, follows us along the street, his voice repeatedly asking, begging. My conscience clings to him like a magnet, until at last I pull away from Mark to give him a few rand coins.


Only one older man threatens us, hitting a bin with his fist and swearing; the younger men all look thin, scared, hungry and lost.


I think of my JJ. He’s not really my JJ, but Henry’s friend. He was one of the most artistic and able pupils at their school. He came from Zimbabwe as a child, and then one day, for no apparent reason (because the last thing he was, was a danger to the community), he was told that he had two weeks to pack his bags and return to Zimbabwe. 


He was going to be sent to his country of birth, where he had a father. Having lost any trace of a Zimbabwean accent and with a totally British outlook on life, it was cruel to do that, unforgivable, and I still don’t have a way to get him home. 


He’s been there for almost two years now. 


Crossing the busy street, Mark holds tightly to my hand. This always gave me a lovely, protected feeling, until, some time ago, I realised that when he was very angry about something I had done he would not hold my hand. Presumably, this was so that I would get run over, which would serve me right. 


Good job I am a big girl and can cross roads on my own.


We are going to meet Helen, the barrister opposing Mark, as well as a Jack and a Phil, the latter the lawyer supporting Mark. There’s an Edward, too, who turns out to be a very posh lawyer indeed, and who has met the Queen on a few occasions and Robert Mugabe too, apparently.


One of the first things you see as you get close to the Victoria and Alfred Waterfront is the big fairground wheel. Next, you notice the bars and restaurants, and of course the harbour itself, the waters of which are smooth and black by night and painted with streaks of bright colour from the buildings that fence the harbour in. By day, the seals sun themselves on the jetties whilst gulls skim overhead. By night, the human animals enjoy themselves. Violence and bad behaviour are kept at bay by stern-faced security guards.


So, it is early evening when I first see it, the lights just beginning to reflect upon the water. 


We are heading for a restaurant called Den Anker, which is right on the waterfront itself – a wooden building built upon decking, known for Belgian and Dutch cuisine. I think one of the lawyers has recommended it to Mark.


A group of people are seated on the decking outside; a large but immaculately dressed young man with a black beard rises from his chair to greet us. He wears an expensive and well-cut suit, beneath which shines a waistcoat of peacock feathers; he waves a hand in our direction, calling out to Mark, who grins back at him.


This is Jack, a criminal lawyer. I defy anyone not to like him. He is perhaps a couple of years older than our daughter, a mine of information upon every subject, trivial or serious, as well as a born story-teller. As I was to learn, he has the ability to remain genial no matter what shit hits the fan.


We climb the wooden steps to the restaurant and Mark introduces me to those he has met before, to Jack and Helen and Phil, and the remaining introductions are left to Jack.


It is Helen that I am most curious about I suppose, as the only other woman, because over the past couple of years I have woken up to the fact that a lot of women like my husband, a lot of women flirt with my husband and almost every lawyer I meet appears to be younger than me. 


Total insecurity, that has forced my burgeoning, middle-aged figure into lacy bras and knickers that somehow never look right, and demanded I have my hair lightened and straightened, and forced me into make-up, and high heels I have never worn in my life. I was once a bluestocking, a flat-footed teacher, and rather too proud of it for my own good. 


There is also the tendency to wonder, since finding the earring, whether the woman I am smiling at might be the owner of the other half of the pair.


Helen is dark-haired, at least ten years younger than me – neat, pretty and smart. I like her after roughly fifteen minutes in her company. She has a very clear, welleducated voice, but does a Mancunian accent which outdoes Victoria Wood for hilarity, and she can impersonate top female judges, too. Her skills are many and varied.


I decide that she is not the owner of one rather beautiful, dangly earring, on the basis that she is too nice a person and clearly happily married, and with children. 


What reinforces the theory is a lack of artifice; she seems no more impressed by Mark’s company than anyone else’s. She is attractive, yes, but chummy to boot. Perhaps a bit of a tomboy inside, I conclude. The kind of person who would fearlessly have climbed trees as a child.


Phil is lanky and strikes one as a bit of a rogue, until you realise that he shares the same fears as everyone else. He reads avidly, which you can tell after a short time in his company. He’s very quick to spot weaknesses in others, perhaps, but I can’t say that he capitalises on them, except for a clear, Liverpudlian sense of humour which becomes obvious as the evening progresses. They are all a good fifteen to twenty years younger than Mark and me, except for Edward, rather the gentleman and a very nice man, I think. It is easy to imagine that in Africa he would wear a very British hat to protect him from the heat. There is certainly something of the diplomat about him; as time went on and the legal arguments grew more intense amongst this group, it was Edward who placed himself at the centre of things, risking the random shellfire. 


Conversation, that evening, is innocent and often amusing as we feel our way carefully around one another. I think Mark causes offence on two occasions, but his charm is such that he appears to get away with it.


I had agreed with Mark that if topics of conversation arose about the legal cases, I would sidle away and do my own thing. Quite how much of ‘my own thing’ I would have to do has not yet become apparent. 


I had also decided not to drink too much as it loosens the tongue, with sometimes catastrophic effects; it has this effect on me, anyway. Mark had suggested that I keep a ‘low profile’. I felt that this was a tad paranoid, but agreed.


My resolve only lasts a couple of hours, not because of drink – because at that point I have only drunk sparkling water – but because I get a little bit, well, ‘passionate’ about things; perhaps Mark knows this, and is wary of it.


Jack, the young, bearded lawyer who could have successfully secured the part of Sir Francis Drake in an episode of Blackadder, and who is ferociously patriotic, had been speaking in loud, rounded tones about the heritage of the island of St Helena being part British Navy and part slave. We got onto the topic of the recently discovered bodies of slaves on the island. It was one of the few things that I had had time to Google. 


The bodies, into their hundreds, were discovered by the construction workers who were building an airport runway for the island. 


A team of archaeologists had travelled to Saint Helena from the University of Birmingham to examine them. These slaves were mostly adolescents, because these would fetch a higher price at the slave market. There were suggestions that some of them had passed away through dysentery and other diseases, but suggestions, too, that some had been killed, or rather murdered.


“Do you think there will be a memorial at the site?” I ask. “There should be something, surely, to commemorate their deaths? It’s so terrible, such an atrocity, to be wrenched from your family and home, manacled in the bowels of a ship, then released only to be murdered…”


Jack looks at me in horror, his handsome face darkening. “Murdered? They weren’t murdered, they died from their diseases,” he protested.


I frown. “Not according to the articles I’ve read, suggesting that some of the bodies have gunshot wounds to the legs and that there are women buried with their arms about small children. The child and the woman wouldn’t have died simultaneous deaths.”


“It did happen,” Jack argues indignantly.


“But it couldn’t have happened where you have several women cradling children, surely? I mean, you are a criminal lawyer, so is that likely?” 


“So, who are you suggesting killed them?” Jack asks passionately. “Look, the British Navy at the time had been ordered to stop slave ships and remove the slaves; they would simply have brought them to the island and dealt with them there, but they certainly wouldn’t have killed them.”


I think about the conversation I had recently on the subject with Henry, our son, a knowledgeable historian. 


“But, so far as I understand it, the British Navy could be brutal at this period in time. They would have been told to deal with the slaves, probably without specific instructions as to how they were going to do this. Mightn’t it have been a convenient option, just to bump them off?”


Another young man has appeared before us, across the decking, close enough to hold his begging cup towards us without risking the wrath of the waiters. I think about JJ again.


“The British Navy would not have killed any of the slaves,” Jack scoffs, his voice rising indignantly, with more patriotism than objective reasoning.


I lift my eyebrows, not hearing the loud squeal of my voice as I challenge him.


“But why not? They were ordinary men in an age where such things happen. Such things happen today, across the world. What if the sick slaves were just a bloody inconvenience and this was the most expedient way of dealing with the problem?”


Edward, who has been talking to Helen and Phil about some of his past cases, now looks towards us anxiously, shocked by my use of the word ‘bloody’, perhaps. Mark rests a hand gently upon my shoulder to remind me of the whole low-profile thing. As Jack’s booming voice outdid mine for volume, it is rather unfair, but I dip my voice accordingly. 


“What’s your theory, then? Because gunshot wounds surely mean that some of them were killed.”


Jack chews the top of his beard and reflects. “It’s perfectly possible that a few of the islanders who were there at the time killed them,” he concluded. “After all, there wouldn’t have been enough food, enough provision. Maybe they decided they didn’t want further burden upon their resources.”


“But… I thought the island had a large population of freed slaves at the time?”


Jack shrugs, holding his hands out in a question.


“No,” I say, shaking my head, whilst Mark and Jack expect me to say, “Perhaps you’re right.” “The guns would have had to have been there at the ready. Soldiers would have had guns, wouldn’t they? No matter that it was two hundred years ago. It was a crime, Jack, and the dead deserve a voice.”


As we walk home later, Mark rebukes me. “Could you keep your opinions to yourself? Or maybe mute them a little? I don’t want to fall out with people.”


I twist my face towards him, my mouth falling open as I carefully step over the outstretched legs of yet another poor bloke with a plastic pot, half asleep in the street.


“Well, I’ll try,” I agree uncertainly, but I can’t keep the doubt from my voice as I say it. This trip might be more demanding than I had thought; and anyway, that was rich coming from a man who used ridicule to corner people in court, I think dryly.


As Mark goes to the hotel bar to buy a drink, I wander through the open doors to the courtyard beyond to explore. The small garden is surrounded by high, vinesmothered grey walls. A circular swimming pool lies at its midst. I drift through the ornate gate to dip my fingers in the warm, blue-green water. 


The voice floats towards me from a private place somewhere beyond, and after seconds pass I realise that it is Thadie, the young environmentalist.


“It will all be alright, Maya, try to stay calm. Relax and listen to the CD I gave you. I’ll be back before you know it, and I love you. I’ll look after you; all will be well…”


Her voice is so gentle, so intimate, that I rise from my crouching position next to the pool and retrace my steps, returning to Mark and the gin and tonic. When Thadie appears in the same room a few moments later, I pretend not to have noticed her.
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