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	Gottes ist der Orient!

	God’s is the East!






	Gottes ist der Occident!

	God’s is the West!






	Nord- und südliches Gelände

	Northern and southern lands






	Ruht im Frieden seiner Hände

	Rest in the peace of his hands.






	 

	 






	 

	from West-östlicher Divan,


J. W. von Goethe, 1816









 


 




 







 





[Holding] Turkey and Egypt in the hollow of our hands, the Mediterranean is an English lake, and the Suez Canal is only another name for the Thames and the Mersey.


(from Daily Bristol Times and Mirror, 29/11/1875)




 





How many of [your correspondents] have had the ‘privilege’ of defending this filthy race from the onslaught of German forces at El Alamein only to be spat upon, hissed at, booed at, and in many cases even murdered?


(from Tribune, 14/8/1956)




 





I viewed the [Oslo] agreement as embodying a rare moment in history, the moment of recognition of the other. I exist, and you also exist. I have a right to live, and this is also your right. It’s a hard and long road, ending in freedom and human rights of the individual, a road strewn not with roses but with struggle and patience …


There is no end to the pain felt by most people when you suddenly raise their curtain of illusions and lies.


(from Ali Salem, A Drive to Israel: An Egyptian Meets His Neighbors, 2001)




















Contents








Title Page


Dedication


Epigraph


Prelude





Part One


1


2


3


4


5


6





Part Two


7


8


9


10


11


12


13


14





Part Three


15


16


17


18


19


20


21


22


23


24


25


Acknowledgements


About the Author


Copyright




















 







 





Into


Suez



















Prelude





There they were again, larking in the alley. They’d all pour out and rock with laughter or stand in their petticoats with folded arms discussing some proposition in philosophy. Wittgenstein! they’d cry. Sartre! Which might lead to more laughing or crying or passionate wrangling, for such women could afford to be extravagant, in their emotions as much as in their clothes. Ailsa would look down on them, a timid spy, sash window suspended over her neck like a guillotine, peering through the geraniums she cultivated in a window box. She saw the tops of their fashionable heads: the ginger girl with her hair in a complex system of sausages; the luscious dark girl, caramel-skinned; others sleep-mussed, one sporting the grey-blue disc of an RAF officer’s peaked cap. They had dash, they had flair, they had money and university education evidently.


Emotion next door was tumultuous, titanic at all times. The girls acknowledged no middle temperature. Uniformed men poured in and out. It was impossible to say who was in love with whom, at any given moment. Meanwhile, through the membrane that separated them, Ailsa lived like a nun in the flat built above the stables of a Victorian brewery. You could still see the loose boxes in the wall and attachments for halters. Ailsa had been amazed to come upon such an ancient, secret recess within strolling distance of Buckingham Palace, down an alley at Brewers’ Green. She lived up a steep staircase in the storey that had served as the brewer’s granary. The bohemians next door racketed away just beyond a wooden partition painted a hideous flaking green. Ailsa heard it all: their water-fights, their singing, their lovemaking, their rows about Sophocles. Doing her washing-up in the bathroom (for the kitchen had no water, hot or cold) or hunched over her mean wartime gas fire, Ailsa wanted to tell them she knew exactly who Sophocles was: she’d read the Antigone for herself in Shrewsbury Library at the age of fourteen. She was a girl hungry for knowledge, endowed with what her family, who ran the village post office at Sutton Bridge, had regarded as ‘the brain of a boy’. The late child of elderly parents, Ailsa had early set her heart on university and might have got there, for the Birches had been willing to stretch their limited resources to fulfil her aspirations. But her parents had died of pneumonia within three weeks of one another. Then the war had come along, with its altered horizons.


Ailsa bumped into one of the girls at the post box. It was the dark, charismatic one with liquid eyes who seemed more hysterical than the others. She wore a dark green coat with a black velvet collar and a scatter of dandruff on her shoulders: for all her messiness, she had a foreign, exotic air. Each made to post her letter and drew back in the other’s favour, smiling. ‘I say, aren’t you the person next door?’ asked the girl in peerless gentry English. Mona, she said. Mona Serafin. And then another arrived and said that her name was Billie and that Bobbie was on the way. Did they mostly have boys’ names then, Ailsa wondered. Was that the thing nowadays? Ailsa, she said. Gorgeous name, Billie thought. Big Ben had sounded then and they’d agreed that the sound was reassuring rather than otherwise and that the mice at the Old Brewery didn’t on the whole bother them. ‘After all,’ Mona or Billie had said, ‘they’ve got lives of their own to live in their little world behind the wainscot.’ Mona was perishing, she said. She had her own method of dealing with it, look. She opened her coat to reveal a hot water bottle slung from her shoulder and dangling across her belly.


Another time the redhead, hair as flaming as Ailsa’s but more exuberant as to coiffure, knocked to ask if she’d like to come in for a party that evening. ‘We’ll make the most frightful racket and it’ll be better for you if you’re sloshed with us than having to hear it through the wall. Anyway, we all want to get to know you. We think you’re so mysterious and glamorous.’


Of course Ailsa didn’t go, although she was flattered at their view of her. Having invented some excuse, she was kept awake through the small hours. Anyway, she’d have been tongue-tied, out of her depth. Oxford and Cambridge types, silver spoon and all that. They all looked well-fed, to put it mildly, for they escaped the depressing rigours of the home front by eating on the hoof at cafés and grills.


One Sunday Ailsa watched the whole coven spill out into the cobbled courtyard wearing differently coloured berets, ginger, violet, red, cream and navy. Off they clattered in high heels that echoed down the alley. Berets at jaunty angles with tails like mushroom stalks. It was one of the few occasions when she’d seen them bother to dress up. They could wear hot water bottles slung across their chests and still be ravishing and superior. She gathered that they’d quit their undergraduate studies to work at the Ministry of Defence as clerks. Two of them spoke Serbo-Croat and Bulgarian; another was fluent in modern Greek, ‘a doddle compared with ancient’.


Ailsa sat in her one armchair, her few possessions neatly arranged on an orange box covered in a cloth embroidered by her auntie in Church Stretton. Was she lonely? She examined a segment of her guarded face in the mirror of her powder compact: skin translucently pale, a scattering of ginger freckles, eyes blue-green. Ailsa ought to feel lonely but the freedom was too novel; solitude offered a roving eye on the boundless possibilities at the centre of the capital. If there were times when she was haunted by a kind of background hum – of the countless deaths in the ruins, void and emptiness – the thought of dull Shropshire reconciled her to London danger. Archie Copsey had gone down on one knee just before she left and she’d said no, Archie, oh no! He would wait, her cousin had promised. All his life if necessary. Don’t do that for me, she’d thought, her forehead wrinkling in concern: I might not come back, ever. To be a farmer’s wife and feed chickens held no appeal. So much history all around her. Ailsa loved to mingle with the Fleet Street hacks and watch the wigs pageanting up and down at the law courts. She attended concerts at the Albert Hall with her schoolfriend Betty, alike smitten with the capital. She’d go and hear the angelus at Westminster Cathedral. Once she saw Mona Serafin there, genuflecting to the altar. How did that sort with the socialism with which next door resonated? For they were all downright Commies, paid up too. Surely you had to make a choice between Lenin and Christ. Or was it not so simple?


But oh, the young men who came and went. Beautiful, willowy idealists, in officers’ uniform or civvies, with great piles or flaps of hair, corn-coloured or conker-brown. Way beyond Ailsa’s league. A pantheon of young gods – and older gods too, for owlish balding dons in hacking jackets hung about the girls, carrying a tribute of rare books instead of chocolates or flowers. But the young men, with the bloom still on their skin, instant Majors and Flight Lieutenants at the age of twenty-two, were all in transit, off to the ends of the earth to struggle, not for the Empire, but for the socialist new world, as one heard on breathless summer evenings when all the windows stood wide open. Once Ailsa saw a young man let himself out into the moonlight where, softly latching the door behind him, he sobbed aloud, face in his hands. One or all of them collectively had broken his heart.


Ailsa buttoned her tunic, tweaking at its basque; she pulled in her stomach and buckled her belt taut. She didn’t have to worry about her stockings, all darned into a maze of lumps, for as a courier she wore slacks and boots. The motor bike was her version of their all-night party, yielding an exultant freedom, weaving in and out of traffic, enjoying a certain emancipation from ladylike rules and codes. Bike and rider made up a centaur, the machine an extension of Ailsa’s body and will, tuned to soar at the least touch of the throttle. She took a pride in maintaining its splendid engine.


Ailsa met Joe Roberts at a dance. They walked in St James’s Park, bubbling with talk and chastely kissing; ate sticky buns in Lyons Corner House, washing them down with gallons of tea. Two weeks after meeting Joe, she was no longer Ailsa Birch but Mrs Ailsa Roberts, whose husband was an aircraft fitter from Glamorgan, stationed in the Western Desert. The blue air-letters on the door mat were her life line: she’d burst into the cold, dank flat and, if she were lucky, there would be her heart’s desire. Her husband’s uneven handwriting touched her, for Joe was not at ease with the pen, having left school at fourteen for the steel mill; he was a career airman who, having joined up at nineteen, felt his inferiority to his wife. She traced his journey from Libya and Egypt across the Mediterranean and up through Italy, the one precious life that drew her quivering compass needle.


She hardly registered her neighbours’ absence until one evening, writing to Joe in Italy, and hearing the sickening silence that signalled that the doodlebug had reached its destination – hovering suspended above her own head, ticking with mindless purpose – Ailsa saw in a flash: she was a goner. There’d be no Joe, no babies, no great adventure. This was it. She tuned in at the same time to the silence of the lively girls next door. They’d vanished without her noticing.
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She had never liked her mother’s bosom friend: a thoroughly bad influence on Ailsa, Nia reckoned. But she’d felt surprisingly moved when Irene died, in her mid-eighties: a full quarter of a century after Ailsa. An era ending. Now, a fortnight after the funeral, the boys phoned. Irene had held on to a box of Ailsa’s, which Topher and Tim had found when they were sorting the lumber.


Nia, visiting her stepfather and half-brother on the farm at Lyth Clee, borrowed the Land Rover to go over to the Whites’ house at Wenlock. Mam and Irene had been in one another’s pockets. Whatever did they find to gas about? In her memory the two of them were forever winding wool by the log fire, Ailsa’s big strong hands holding the skein, Irene’s smaller hands a whirling blur as she wound it off into a ball. This memory went back and back to when things were clearer and more vivid, when she and Topher (also the bane of his mum’s life, and this was the bond between them) would play rugby with the ball through the sitting room or roll it for the kitten.


Later on Nia had gone right off Topher. Their two kinds of hippiedom branched in different directions – his toward dropping out and dope and the affectation of calling himself a poet; hers into political activism. Which was the more angry, Topher in his sullenness, Nia in her bitterness? The two of them went back forever. To Egypt, scene of her first memories, as vivid as they were mysterious. Looking through a wire netting grid at the desert, suffused in pink, the sun at its horizon like blood in a yolk. She recalled khaki men with rifles rushing through a grove of palm trees, barking like dogs. The strange and beautiful daily sound of the muezzin calling believers to prayer, which years later she recognised when visiting Bradford, stopping dead in her tracks. The White boys featured as vague but stubborn presences in these memories. And if Nia grew to detest Topher’s droning monologues, this was the everyday contempt of a sibling.


They had in common their mothers’ shuddering disapproval: Ailsa and Irene being Air Force widows who had been fighting, as Nia once put it, for Queen Victoria, the Raj and table manners. Not that Ailsa had been given to making reactionary speeches. It was the stiff quality of her silences that betrayed archaic allegiances. And actually Ailsa was too intelligent for the opinions Nia intuited: too bright, come to that, for airhead Irene. But something bound the two women tightly to one another, so that when Ailsa had remarried and moved back to Shropshire, Irene came to live nearby. Nia’s Peace Movement activism had landed her in court on a couple of occasions. And Topher had been called a degenerate by his mother, he expressing surprise that she knew the word. An aura of disgrace had hung above these children of the crumbled Empire – even before (so Nia felt) they had done much to merit it.


She’d not seen Topher for several years when he rang about the box. His fair hair had hardly greyed but much of the centre had fallen out and his face had weathered into a thousand wrinkles. He affected a thin pony tail. Male pattern baldness, Nia thought as he stood in the stairwell calling up to Tim, who was busy upstairs emptying the loft where the box had been stored. ‘She’s here, Bruv!’


‘Oh, right. Down in a sec. Make the lady a brew.’


Irene had laid great stress on the importance of an Aga in any well-regulated home. The kettle was kept forever simmering on the hob. Topher made them mugs of coffee, heart-stoppingly strong stuff he drank all day, the aftermath of various addictions he’d fought and (chiefly) not fought for twenty years. He was quiet. He’s been weeping, Nia thought. Why that should have surprised her, she couldn’t think. Hadn’t she been crying inside for Ailsa for a quarter of a century? And yet, to put it mildly, mother and daughter had not got on. All the more reason to grieve, when you’d been at daggers drawn.


Topher sat at the other side of Irene’s kitchen table. She put out her hand, covered his briefly. He bit his lip and looked away. Following his gaze, she saw, with a start, that the brothers had removed the picture of their father that had enjoyed pride of place over the hearth for as long as Nia could remember. This portrait of a young man in dress uniform had loomed over the White boys’ childhood, their mother referring to it as likely to be disappointed in this or that behaviour of her sons, particularly the elder. It was supposed to be a picture of heroism. Nia remembered catching sight of Irene through the door, raising her eyes to the portrait as if in worship. It was the first time Nia had ever thought, Poor soul. She’d got an inkling of the fact that Irene had lived most of her life in loss. Which explained and mitigated a multitude of sins.


The two women had returned from Suez widowed, their husbands war heroes. This had happened in the run-up to the so-called Suez Crisis, the first oil war, when the British Empire had been sent whimpering with its tail between its legs. Ailsa and Irene had been flown home in 1952, the year of the Egyptian Revolution. Four years later when President Nasser nationalised the Suez Canal, Britain had hatched a mad conspiracy with France and Israel: Israel would attack Egypt over the Sinai; Britain and France would go to ‘save’ the canal from both Israel and Egypt, thieves disguised as policemen. The tiny island made of coal and surrounded by fish and ruled by gentlemen-fascists had been cut down to size by American pressure and its own near-bankruptcy. Nia remembered sitting by the big brown Marconi hearing, rather against her own will, the news reports, for the wireless was insufferably dull to the child. Looking back, Nia could see that Suez politicised her childhood by making her elders look fools.


Sergeants Roberts and White must have been killed by terrorists in the build-up to the fiasco. You knew not to penetrate Ailsa’s forbidding silence on this theme. But Ailsa, unlike Irene, had married again – her cousin, Archie Copsey. And she’d united herself to a man so lovable that, if Ailsa had not managed to be happy with Archie, well, that was her own stupid fault. She might have learned a thing or two from him too, for the mild Archie, a Quaker, had been a conscientious objector in the war. He worshipped the ground Ailsa walked on; in his eyes she could do no wrong. He had loved Nia as his own, taking her part even against the two boys born to Ailsa and himself. When Nia was bolshy and impossible, Archie had been a presence whose wry quietness had drawn the sting from countless quarrels and made the earth firm under her feet. She hardly remembered her own father, who was never talked of. No picture of Joe Roberts stood above the hearth or anywhere else in the house.


Irene on the other hand prattled interminably about her husband. Roy had been a saint. If only Topher could have taken after him even a little bit. She’d spoilt the younger brother, Tim, very much at Topher’s expense: Oh, darling, you’re so like him. But Tim had grown up a bit of a creep, not above stealing from his mother’s handbag. He was all right these days, as far as she knew.


Now Roy White counted as a fallen warrior. Nia saw that his homely face had been turned to the wall among a stack of pictures the brothers had stripped from Irene’s world.


‘How are you doing, Topher?’


‘Oh – you know. Hits you a bit, doesn’t it? There was stuff I wanted to say to Ma and ask her – it was so sudden.’


When the blow came that took a life, it changed all the lights and shades, as Nia knew too well. Topher could have said those crucial things to Irene any day for the past four decades. But he hadn’t. He’d begrudged the words that might have touched his mother’s speechless heart. Topher had nourished a rankling grudge that had knitted itself into his very flesh and become part of him. Ignorant of where it came from. 


‘Better for her that way,’ Nia said. ‘Going in her sleep. A heart attack can be quite a merciful thing.’


‘For her, maybe.’ Tears seeped from his eyes. She saw again the boy in the man. A pale-haired child crouched with bucket and spade in the sand, his bare shoulders covered in calamine lotion, crying because – and surely she had made this up – enormous hail stones were being shot at them from the sapphire blue sky. But I was never a cry-baby, Nia thought: I picked one up, big as a ping pong ball, and sucked it. She saw all this in a flash, even as she said, ‘Yes, it’s a mercy for Irene. You will feel that later, Toph, when you’re less raw. You really will.’


Tim stood in the doorway, carrying black bin bags. ‘Hi, Nia darling, good to see you. You’ve not changed one bit,’ he said insincerely. It seemed to be the only way he could speak. Yet she had a sense that sincerity was there under the surface, repressed. He was still, in middle age, a handsome-looking man, with his mother’s delicate features. He’d done a bit of acting in his time which had delighted Irene. Nia remembered being carted along by Ailsa and Irene to an open-air production of Hamlet in the grounds of Ludlow Castle. It had rained. She could see Irene, sitting forward in her seat under the umbrella, cowled in her gabardine, ecstatic. She’d mouthed every word of Tim’s hammed-up Guildenstern. He still trod the boards as an amateur.


Hamlet, thou hast thy father much offended rang through her mind. They were three over-age Hamlets picking over the funeral baked meats.


‘I’m really sorry for your loss, Tim.’


‘Thanks, Nia love. We’re devastated. What are you doing with yourself these days?’ 


‘Still teaching – and some advisory stuff.’


‘You were in the news – last year, was it? Quite a celebrity. Didn’t you help change the law on something or other?’


‘Young offenders. Only through a committee report.’


‘You were always the intellectual. Your mother was so proud of you.’


‘You think so?’ It was the kind of thing people said. Especially when it wasn’t true. But she half-recognised the implicit truth of it. Ailsa had been proud of Nia behind her back. Behind her own back. Nia’s heart gave a huge throb and then stopped dead. She wanted Ailsa back now, this minute, more than anything in the world. To embrace her, in every sense.


‘And how’s the lovely Poppy?’


‘Lovely,’ she said. ‘Got it in one.’ They’d been on another march against the invasion of Iraq last week, walking hand in hand. In her own time, your child circled back to you and linked arms as an equal. It was a miracle.


‘How’s the poetry going, Toph?’ she asked.


‘Yeah,’ he said. ‘Yeah.’


Was that an answer? He seemed to think so. Topher nodded his head; started constructing a roll-up, pinching up the tobacco, daintily licking along the paper. His teeth were stained brown. He offered her the joint, between thumb and forefinger. She shook her head. Topher’s poetry, a wild and snarling animal in the sixties, had been tamed into a pussy cat of verbose affectation. But then, what did Nia know? She’d never seen the point of poetry.


Tim said he’d bring down the box.


He came crashing down the stairs two at a time and placed a cardboard crate on the table. They all three looked at it. Nia’s full name was printed in block capitals on each of the four sides. Once it had held Archie’s new-laid free range eggs: ‘Lyth Clee Farm, Best Salop Eggs’. They didn’t sell eggs any more: the few chickens laid enough for the household and friends in Wenlock. Why had Ailsa stored the box with her friend rather than leaving it with Archie? There it had remained in Irene’s attic gathering dust while Nia had aged to nearly her mother’s final age, fifty-seven.


‘Right then,’ Nia said. ‘Thanks for that, both of you. I’ll be on my way – leave you guys to get on.’


‘Don’t go, Nia,’ said Topher.


But she made her excuses and left, eyes smarting with Topher’s smoke. She had the feeling she’d been smoked over in her crib, both parents pouring out their toxins.


Starting the engine, relieved to be on the road, Nia remembered her mother’s intensely secret world. Ailsa lighting up, for instance: she could never kick the habit, though she pretended to have done so. Nia knew that Archie knew. Like a teenager, Ailsa would smoke out of the dormer window, looking over to the mountain, stubbing out the fags in an ashtray she kept in a shoe box. Did she really imagine it was a secret? Nia, prowling her mother’s terrain, would count the lipstick-stained butts in the ashtray, poke at them with her finger. Always a little apart, Mami was a figure in green wellies digging in her market garden. Or crouching in the small barn with the vintage motor bikes she collected and never rode but tinkered with and polished up, humming all the while. Happy with her head in a book, she was always, as Nia put it to herself, over there. Her mother would take off with no notice when the spirit took her, letting herself slyly out of the far gate where the ground began to sweep up towards the Long Mynd. Sometimes she’d let Les tag along, the younger brother who was ‘no trouble’ and did not disturb her reverie. Nia would see Ailsa framed in the lattice window, striding off to where the turf was emerald in the low western light, becoming a stick figure, as she began to climb the purple Mynd. Always at heart alone.


Archie would know to let Ailsa be. When Mami went on one of her wanders, he’d lay a hand on Nia’s arm to detain her, diverting her attention to some project of his own, helping with the calves, cleaning Mami’s tools so they’d be shiny for her. Now, driving along the bridleway to Lyth Clee, Nia saw her mother as doubly recessive, walking away into the wilderness of death.


And Nia, from her earliest days at the farm, would cycle off alone through the mighty landscape, singing at the top of her voice, on her own adventure. But this was a different matter, apparently. Going AWOL, normal for Ailsa, counted as incorrigible naughtiness in Nia.


She set the box on the floor by the dead grate at Lyth Clee; cut through the tape and string and peered in. Coming from the yard, removing his boots at the door and going to wash his hands, her stepfather asked, ‘What have you got there, lovely?’


‘Don’t be upset, Dad,’ she said. ‘It’s some stuff of Mam’s. For some reason it was stored at Irene’s.’


Wiping his hands, he peered inside; saw the neatly packed notebooks, letters in their original envelopes, an album.


‘That would be Mam’s journals. Always busy with her writing, bless her.’


That was all he said, level and apparently incurious. Settling down in his usual armchair, he closed his eyes, stretching out socked feet as he had every evening for as long as she could remember. Archie at eighty was lean and spry, fit as a man two-thirds of his age. Only he had less stamina for the hours of arduous labour and lapsed into stillness at the end of the day. Of course Don took the bulk of the heavy work and all the farm business, which Archie had always found a chore. Nia looked over at him. Fairly obviously he did not want to examine the contents of the box. He preserves his inner balance, she thought; he is a spirit level.


Without opening his eyes, Archie made a loose fist of his hand and gently tapped his chest, in the region of his heart, as if knocking at a door.




*





The quiet sky buoyed Nia: she rode a thermal that came bouncing off the edge of the Mynd, circling so that she could look down on its spine at the sheer valleys deep in shadow dropping from Pole Bank. The homely irregularity of Archie’s farm was spot-lit, its quilt of fields green and tawny yellow; the stand of oaks like broccoli. The red spot that winked would be Don in the tractor. Turning west, the glider sighed its way over Caer Caradoc; then towards Wenlock Edge.


That passion should be so peaceful, she could never have imagined before taking to the skies twenty years earlier. Ripped veils of cloud travelled beneath her, hiding and revealing the vast presences of the hills.


At peace, Nia thought: Ailsa too is at peace. They’d scattered her ashes on the Mynd all those years ago. Now looking down on the volcanic rock of Caer Caradoc, the sandstone Mynd, the rich soil of the flood plain, the coral reef of Wenlock Edge, Nia thought: those atoms of Ailsa might have drifted anywhere. Or everywhere. The whole of this is my mother.


Ailsa’s moment; the six hundred million years of the massif. The mind fainted at the time scale of that. When the tectonic plates buckled and the volcanoes were born, Shropshire had been south of the equator. So Ailsa belonged to the body of the round earth. Nowhere was she a foreigner.


Nia made a sweet landing. Les came down ten minutes later. More and more, sister and brother lived for this, the necessity to earn their crust being intervals in their dream. In midwinter, when the mountain was white and icebound and nearly impassable, they’d struggle up in the Land Rover if they heard the club was open. Her brother met her in the clubhouse, where they clinked their customary glasses of brown ale.


‘I thought of Mam up there,’ she said.


‘Oh, right? What in particular?’


‘Not sure. A sense of her. Do you ever feel you’re walking in her footsteps?’


Les shook his head and smiled. He was a literal, practical guy who managed a small chain of sports shops and called a spade a spade.


‘Do you remember the raindrop fossil she brought down from the Mynd?’ Nia asked him.


‘I do. Where is it now?’


‘She gave it to the museum at Carding Mill, didn’t she?’


‘That’s right. We ought to go and see it again.’


One person couldn’t claim ownership of such a treasure: so Ailsa had declared, though anyone could see the avarice in her eyes. It was a fragment of telltale rock about the size of a brick, from a sandstone layer that had weathered out on the Mynd. The rock was imprinted with the marks of a passing shower that had fallen on to dried mud. The mud dried; a new layer of mud silted down, dried fast and locked the raindrops’ traces in. And one day six hundred million years later, Mrs Ailsa Copsey of Lyth Clee Farm, climbing an exposed edge, had become aware of that passing shower.


‘Yes,’ said Les. ‘We’ll definitely visit. Not today. We’re out to supper.’


‘Have you phoned Nicki?’


‘Yes, don’t worry.’


Nicole did not much like her husband’s fad for gliding and he was required to phone her whenever he was safely on terra firma again. Nia had shown him the photos and he’d begun to read Ailsa’s journals. But he’d broken off abruptly, blushing to the roots of his hair: face, throat, everything, brick red. Would not say why. It was not his history. And this woman was not, in any way he comprehended, his mam. Perhaps that was it. Nia perfectly understood why he should be shocked, though she didn’t share the reaction. Not at all. The Ailsa revealed in the journals was someone as nakedly close to Nia as a second skin.


Mother and daughter were alike, that was the thing, in ways Nia had rarely suspected. She’d had a couple of the tiny black and white pictures enlarged, so sharply had they affected her. They’d been taken on the voyage out to Egypt, obviously, since mother and child had been flown back in 1952. Enlarged, the prints looked strikingly modern. They might have been taken last week, except for the blanching round the margins that turned them into arresting ghost photos. One was a group portrait of Ailsa, the young Irene and an unknown fair-haired woman. Topher and Tim, flaxen cherubs in collar and tie, were attached to their mother’s skirts, thumbs in mouths. Ailsa, the tallest member of the group, held Nia’s hand in both of hers and bent her head to speak to her. It was clear that the two of them were communing with their eyes in a bliss of secret and somehow subversive conversation. Telepathy, Nia thought: she’d once lived intuitively, able to enfold or suffuse herself in Ailsa’s inner space. They’d understood one another, without having to speak. Braiding their thoughts into the one plait. In the photo Nia was gazing up at her mother with an expression of melting tenderness.


The second picture showed Ailsa and another woman, of equal height but strikingly dark, wearing loose, silky trousers and a white, sleeveless blouse. She recognised her, of course: that woman, Mona, the pursuer of Ailsa’s ghost. Arms round one another’s waists, the two of them seemed about to burst out laughing at some mad private joke to do with the young man in uniform on their left. And Ailsa looked – there were no other words for it – radiantly beautiful.


‘Poppy and I are off to Egypt,’ she told Les. ‘On a cruise.’


‘I know – Dad said. Are you sure it’s safe to go?’


‘Why shouldn’t it be?’


‘Well, terrorism, for a start. Nowhere’s safe in the Middle East any longer.’


‘Not since Bush and B.Liar went into Iraq all guns blazing, you mean?’


Her Tory brother hated it when Nia went off on one of her political rants. He’d been a member of the territorials in his youth, playing the cornet in the regimental band. She saw him swallow a sharp retort.


‘I was thinking more of 9/11,’ Les said gently. And then, to defuse things, ‘Well, really I was just thinking of your health. You’ll come down with something gastric and I’ll have to come and fetch you home.’


‘Oh, don’t be so stuffy. It’ll be fine.’
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They’d just left their moorings at Southampton when Nia, holding Ailsa’s skirts bunched in both fists, said she would get off now. She wasn’t sailing on this nasty sea, said Nia. She was going home. Home she was going.


Go home Mami! she bellowed. And letting go of the skirts, Nia struggled to make a break for it. Ailsa gripped the child’s wrist, shushing her. The wives and kiddies thronged the rail as the brass band played the Empire Glory out of harbour. It oompahed through ‘Colonel Bogey’ and many of the women sang along, their fear lifted, and the conscripts further down the ship whistled.


‘Can you see Uncle Archie?’ Ailsa cajoled the hysterical Nia.


‘See him! See my lovely Archie!’ the child shrieked, waving at the receding crowd on the quay.


‘We’re going to be with Daddy though, aren’t we?’ Ailsa encouraged her.


Dull old England receded with every moment. Sailing to  Joe! Ailsa thought. Goodbye to Church Stretton, Archie and everyone. Once she was out of the way, perhaps he’d find himself a nice girl, have children and be happy. Her cousin – once her kissing cousin – had shaken his head at the news of their departure and raised one hand as if to brush a moth away. The cryptic gesture said that he was content with his lot. Knowing you are in the world. So take care of yourself, Ailsa, you are precious to us all. She gripped the rail tight. She’d always loved Archie. But it would never have worked. Joe of course had no idea. She’d never breathed a word. Her husband could be jealous of his own shadow and, when she’d allowed him to kiss her after that first dance, he sulked at the thought that she might be fast.


At home they’d begged Ailsa not to go to Egypt: did she want to take Nia to her death? Consider the germs, the flies, the heat, the filthy habits of the natives. Not to mention terrorists. What was Ailsa thinking of? Archie’s parents, socialist to the bone, had mildly pointed out that we had no earthly right to be there: the so-called Anglo-Egyptian Treaty was illegal, the Empire an expensive farce. Attlee knew that, if Bevin didn’t. We’d scuttled out of India and Palestine and we’d have to scuttle out of the rest of the Middle East. Scuttling was all we were good for. The War had beggared and bankrupted Britain. Rationing, which they’d largely escaped on the farm, was getting worse, not better.


Ailsa’s mother’s people, Shrewsbury Tories, said Suez was the Empire’s jugular vein; it made us safe in our beds. Protection against the Commies. The point you have to remember is that Egypt’s on Uncle Joe Stalin’s doorstep. And by that token, no place for wives and kiddies. 


Go home, Mami, now! Going now!


Nia bolted along the deck to where she thought she remembered the gangplank was. She squirmed through the jam of bodies.


No gangplank. Nia frowned down at the churning grey waters. The brass band drew off and the waving folk on the harbour were getting smaller: to Nia it seemed that the jetty moved away like a ferry, while the great troopship stood still. The lines of weeping families on shore waved Union Jacks and pocket hankies, leaving Nia high and dry.


Oompah, went the band.


Twin khaki men hunkered either side of the child.


‘What’s the trouble now, dearie? Lost your mum, have you?’


‘Mami!’ shrieked Nia. ‘Lost! My! Mami!’


Nia and her mother were one lovely weave, like a plait. Nia could sense Ailsa’s emotions through her skin, and think in her mother’s mind. Mostly. But the plait was beginning to become unbraided. It had been coming to pieces for some time. Her mouth squared up and quivered.


‘Goodbye! Ta ta! Write!’ shouted the women, leaning over the rails, arms outstretched.


The band swung into ‘The White Cliffs of Dover’.


Nia hung high in the air, in the powerful arms of a khaki man with a beret, who might possibly have been her father, although he usually wore blue. But he had this same tobacco smell mixed with hair oil and petrol.


‘Are you my daddy?’


‘I don’t think so, Gingernut. Not unless there was a big mistake made.’ 


He and his pal winked.


‘We’ll call your mum over the tannoy. What’s your name?’


‘What’s yours anyway, mister?’


‘Cheeky. Yours first.’


‘Nia Josephine Roberts.’


‘Comical little miss, aren’t you? Best get them to call for Mrs Roberts.’


But Ailsa was here already. Fierce, protective Ailsa, who snatched her lamb from the arms of the military, and then remembered to be grateful to the friendly-eyed private, who said, ‘There you are, Mrs Roberts. No harm done. Gave you a dickens of a turn, I should think.’


Ailsa felt fit to faint in the uproar, and Nia, clamped to her with arms and legs, chin hooked over her shoulder, suddenly weighed like lead, causing her mother to stagger. The band music drifted away, leaving only the frail filament of the women’s singing, until they too gave up and watched in silence as their ship drew out.


‘Saw my dada,’ Nia told her mother, speaking around the thumb she had wedged between her lips.


‘You can’t have. He’s in Egypt. Waiting for us.’


‘Did so see him.’


‘There you are – get down now. You’re too big for Mami to carry.’


Ailsa crouched to straighten the green velvet coat that Nia wore with matching leggings and a darker green bonnet that made her look like a miniature Robin Hood. From the bonnet, excitable tendrils of ginger hair curled.


Now the tugs had led them out into the centre of the harbour. The wives turned away from the rails, drying their eyes, blowing their noses. It was an adventure, after all, leaving behind the stint and dreariness and fog. Something new. No rationing in Egypt: cans of peaches in the NAAFI, as many as you could eat. Sunshine and beaches: almost a holiday camp, they’d been assured. Ailsa winced at the jolly bellowing that passed for conversation as these sensible souls girded up their loins and began to knit the bondings that would make life livable on the Empire Glory. She held Nia to her side, watching another troopship, the Empire Sunderland, move into port. The troops were all on deck, sailing home from the Far East, cheering themselves into harbour and home.


The women of the Empire Glory waved to the men of the Sunderland. Five hundred raw conscripts and regulars kept segregated on a forward deck of the Empire Glory called out to the tanned and euphoric homeward-bound men, who taunted them about their pale and pasty skin. White knees! White knees! they bawled, among other catcalls, more obscene. The ships slid past one another so closely that Ailsa made out individual boyish faces. If they were returning from tours of duty in the Far East, they would have come through the Suez Canal, from the panting humidity of Singapore or Malaya, postings Joe dreaded. No place for kiddies, he’d said. I couldn’t have my Nia exposed to that.


Nia stared. The world was too big. Too grey, the sea and the cloud. Her brain swelled, trying to take it in. On the bus the conductor would dingdong the bell and let you off at your stop. Trains, smelling tastily of egg-sandwich, opened friendly doors at stations. In silence Nia laid hold on Mami’s body and wrapped her arms round its solidity.


The womenfolk drifted down to nest in their cabins; the troops were tannoyed to their muster. When a white-coated official reminded Ailsa that the time had come to go below decks, she nodded but lingered, taking deep lungfuls of salty air. The ship’s engine throbbed up through the one creature that she and Nia made together. The coarse camaraderie of her fellow wives in the bowels of the troopship held no appeal. But they were all right: good sorts. What a frightful snob I’ve become since my marriage, Ailsa thought, and quailed. Folk who wouldn’t read a book to save their lives: what did she have to say to them or they to her? The irony was that it had been because Ailsa had read books that she’d disdained the petty and artificial distinctions of class that made Britain what it was – and voted Labour, what’s more, in the first election of her life.


Not quite got round to telling Joe yet, she thought, and smiled. Buck up, she told herself. Only a fortnight and you’ll be with him. You’ll see the Pyramids and other wonders beyond your wildest dreams. ‘Go down now, Mami,’ Nia moaned.


Only two bunks were left: upper and lower beds next to the rasping air conditioning. And when the queasiness came over her, Ailsa was forced to swap with her daughter to take the lower bunk, throwing Nia into hysterics until a Nice Lady in uniform came in and forced another woman to swap her coveted bed with a porthole.


‘We shall see the flying fishes, dearie,’ the Nice Lady told Nia, as Ailsa lay languishing.


Nia glanced away from the powdered, fragrant face to the porthole. In her mind, goldfish swam across the sky.


‘Yes, and you shall see the porpoises! What do you think of that? Nice pretty porpoises playing in the blue, blue Mediterranean Sea!’ 


The Nice Lady was clearly finding the sceptical Nia hard going. She straightened up, to Nia’s relief, for the heavy bosom and the perfume-waft filled her with inexplicable gloom. The Nice Lady asked the time but no one in the cabin owned a watch.


‘Well, never mind. The natives will trade you one for a few ciggies. Don’t let them swindle you.’


‘What else?’ asked Nia.


‘Pardon me?’


‘What else will we be seeing?’


‘Oh – well – let’s see. We shall see the apes on the Rock. At Gib, of course. Jolly old Gib.’


‘That’s a posting I would really like,’ said one of the women sharing the cabin, and sighed. ‘Brean,’ she added.


‘Babs. Bound for Fanara.’


‘And talking of rocks …’


The Nice Lady mentioned rock buns for tea, at which Ailsa retched.


‘I’m hardly ever icky,’ said Babs. ‘Seasoned vets us.’


Whereupon the ship gave an ironic lurch which had them all except Nia heaving over buckets. She pinched her nose between thumb and finger and wished for a peg. It frightened her to see Ailsa, grey and limp, float off beyond the power of tantrums to control her.


‘What’s to be done with Tiddler?’ asked Babs. ‘Aren’t you feeling umpty at all, dear?’ She spoke as if seasickness would be a convenient playpen into which Nia could be deposited for safekeeping.


The Nice Lady said there was no help for it, she’d take Nia with her and keep her occupied. She reassured the mother that she’d soon get her sea legs, in a tone that told Ailsa, Buck up, we’re not even in the Bay of Biscay yet, you’ll wish yourself back in the English Channel before too long, my lass.
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Going to eat rock-buns, they were, up there somewhere. Well, let them go then and leave Ailsa to die in peace.


The next time Ailsa opened her eyes, Nia was bustling out with her golly under her arm, without a backward glance. She’s punishing me, thought Ailsa, oh well. Once assured of quiet and privacy, she felt more herself and propped herself on a couple of pillows, taking sips of water.


But then the door opened again. The officious woman with the chins was back.


‘What language does she speak, Mrs Roberts?’


‘Well – English.’


‘What, all the time?’


‘Oh yes.’


‘Just checking. Funny little character. Cheerio.’


Ailsa knew what she meant. Nia’s carroty hair and grey-green eyes gave her a fey look. Her eyebrows and lashes were so fair that they hardly showed except when she blushed. Blushes were explosions of blood into Nia’s pearl-pale face. She looked like an albino and talked back in a mixture of English and Welsh that sounded plain daft. Comical at her age, but Joe set great store by what he called ‘well-spokenness’. Even so, Ailsa took umbrage at the woman’s saying like that, ‘Funny little character’, inwardly denying that Nia was a pickle.


From the first Ailsa had melted at the intensities of Joe’s Valleys lilt. His first language was Welsh, a fact he seemed ashamed of. But you’re bilingual, Joe! Oh no, he’d said, blushing, Welsh doesn’t count, it’s low. She’d made him teach her intimate words to share as the little language of their love. Ti’n werth y byd, cariad carried more emotion than ‘You’re the world to me.’ But in Joe’s mind his tongue betrayed the threadbare poverty in which he’d grown up and the use of the same tea leaves twice over.


They seemed to be entering, if not calmer waters, a more steady unease. Ailsa fished out Joe’s photograph and looked into the wartime face of Joe as he had been in the Western Desert, muscular arms folded, eyes crinkling, his funny buck teeth in that small mouth, a soft mop of hair that was licensed because they had no Brylcreme in the Western Desert.


Whatever was that black thing on the sheet? A dead spider? Ailsa flicked at it with her nails. No, it was not alive: just something embroidered on to the sheets, to stop you filching them presumably, as if you would want to go off with such linen – linen that carried ancient stains neither boiling nor bleach had been able to remove.


One more sip: that’s right, stay down. It did. She eased on to her left side and prepared to doze. The ventilator grid snored as if a fat man were sleeping there, some inveterate wife-waker; the ship’s engine thrummed through her entire body. Ailsa opened her eyes. Another black spot on the edge of the pillow. It could not be, but was, a swastika.
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Nia, placed on a seat bolted to the floor and told to show good manners, picked up her bun and brought it down with a thump on the table. Soon a couple of big girls had joined in the din, whacking cakes on their plates. Nia slid down under the table and crawled to the end, face level with a line of red sandals and white ankle-socks. Her cot sheet was clamped between her teeth and her golly was stuffed down the waistband of her skirt.


Bolting down a corridor, Nia felt the thrill of escape polluted by the shock of isolation. Through the tannoy came a male voice instructing all Other Ranks wives and children to attend for life boat drill on the deck aft.


The deck aft?


Nia ran against a tide of women and children forcing their way up the narrow corridor. Pelting back the way she had come, she ran straight into the hands of the Nice Lady. Dragged up to the deck, Nia grizzled quietly and made her limbs go limp and her lips pouty, as the lady struggled to get her into a life jacket. Finally she was handed over to Mrs Brean, who was instructed to keep a firm hold on her, as she was a demon.


‘I won’t run away,’ Nia confided to Babs.


‘How do I know that?’


‘You’re not nasty.’ Nia, in a tender gesture her daddy often used, cupped Mrs Brean’s cheek in her palm, just softly, for a moment, so that the woman went still and gazed at the kiddie, surprised.


‘Ah, I expect you want your mum, darling, don’t you?’


‘I won’t be trouble.’ Nia shook her head emphatically.


‘Course you won’t, pet.’


The softened lady melted altogether as Nia raised her arms to allow the life jacket to be slipped off over her head. She held on to the back of Mrs Brean’s skirt as she turned to attend to her own brood, mentioning to a fellow wife the possibility of tombola later and something nice to – you know – when they’d got the kiddies to bed. Babs gestured with her hand, pouring a series of imaginary drinks into her mouth at top speed, to her companions’ amusement. She did not feel Nia let go and slip back towards the door leading, Nia thought, to the cabins. She ducked beneath a cordon marking off one area of the deck from another. Khaki men in rows further along were being barked at as they struggled into life belts.


Down some stairs, up more. Her sandal-soles drummed on metal as Nia beetled along one passageway and down another. Hand over hand up a ladder. Panic raced along behind but Nia would not allow it to catch up. She burst through a half open metal door that silently closed behind her.


High up Nia stood on an iron platform, with railings, suspended above a gigantic stench. It rose from a room vast as an aircraft hangar she’d visited with her daddy, where she’d marvelled as the entrance was rolled back like a curtain and from the oily guts of the dark building a plane had taxied out. Was there a plane in the ship? Her father loved the oily insides of an aeroplane. Taking Golly out of her waistband, she showed him the sight. He waggled his sticky-outy arms, eyes wide in disbelief.


There was no plane.


The hangar went on for dark, windowless miles as far as Nia could see, dimly lit by lights on the walls. A noise like thunder. Kitbags lay on a net, strung by swaying ropes from iron hooks attached to girders. Nia felt sorry for the kitbags. When her father undid the toggles, you could dig out his wash bag and unroll it, pulling out his comb, greasy from his lovely head. And his razor, flannel and nail clippers, each of which was interestingly dear to her. The kitbags hung above the midget men below. Everything hung from something. For the floor was awash with vileness. Men lay in hammocks, their heads hanging over the sides. Beside each was a bucket with a mop.


Nia pulled out her abhorred ribbon and held it out over the void. Then she dropped it into the dark stink, watching it fall on to a metal table with three enormous kettles on it, their spouts all pointing forward. She sent her kirby-grip after the ribbon and felt the relief that came when your hair stopped pulling tight. But where was the door? It had somehow become a wall. She panicked; pelted up and down on the platform. Even when she found the iron door, Nia was too puny to pull it open.


It opened from the other side. Nia clung to the man, sheltering under the peak of his cap. She would like such an important cap. His lah-de-dah voice marked him as an officer – even she knew that. Everything would be all right now. She rode in his arms away from the noise and foulness. His name was Alex, he said, and what was her name? Was it Monkey?


No, she said. I am Miss Nia Roberts.


Oh, I thought it was Monkey. Are you sure?


They joked and he jounced her up and down and tossed her in the air and caught her, and Nia laughed with a high pitched squeal, looking anxiously from side to side as they navigated the labyrinth.


The Nice Lady, when found, seemed obscurely more irked with the man in the peaked cap than with the stray child.


‘It is beyond a joke,’ she said.


‘Oh, I wouldn’t say that.’


When he went away with a wave of his hand, Nia dismissed and forgot him.


‘I hope you’re well pleased with yourself, madam,’ said the Nice Lady. 


‘Yes, thank you.’ Somewhat quenched, Nia clung to the hand that grasped hers.


The Nice Lady looked down sharply, alert for insolence but uncertain of irony.
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The cabin was empty but for a shadowy girl tugging back the sheets on the only unclaimed bunk. Ailsa passively observed the stranger’s movements as she dragged a comb through dark, tangled hair without bothering to look in a mirror, bobby pin between her teeth. Seeing that Ailsa was awake, she came over to crouch by her bunk.


‘Feeling rotten?’


‘A bit grim.’


‘I’ve got some salts you sniff. Somewhere. Hang on.’ She rummaged in her bag. ‘No idea why they work but they do seem to help.’


Ailsa breathed in peppermint balm. The stranger’s eyes were liquid and dark, iris melting into pupil, beneath the wings of her eyebrows. Terribly intense but arresting and oddly familiar. An ugly-beautiful face with a large mouth and perfect teeth; skin cinnamon-brown. I know you from somewhere. Joe would have called her a darkie: how odious of him, and Ailsa was cross with her husband and a bit ashamed, although he wasn’t there and would have kept quiet if he had been.


‘What I do is stay up on deck as long as I can and get the benefit of the air until I’ve got my sea-legs. Think you could make it if I gave you a hand?’


‘Honestly, I daren’t risk it. You go.’


‘I’m Mona, by the way. Jacobs.’


‘Ailsa Roberts.’


‘Now, what can I get you?’


Her voice was cultivated, every sound precisely pronounced. Toffs’ English. Ailsa lay back against the pillow and craved Lucozade. The girl was no sooner gone than she was back with cherry Corona and ice cubes; ciggies such as Ailsa had never seen before, in a cylindrical tin with its own opener. The ice cubes brought relief. Ailsa’s stomach calmed and the ciggies did the rest. And they cost next to nothing, said Mona. Duty-free. Life will look up now!


‘Wherever did you get all this?’


Ah, so that was it. An officer’s renegade wife, Mona Jacobs was proud of being a misfit amongst those horrors up there and clearly ashamed of her husband’s rank. They were socialists, she and her old man, and they wouldn’t dream of living it up in a family cabin, knowing, as Ben said, looking at the lists, that there were pregnant women travelling who were packed in like bloody sardines. Can you believe that? So that’s it, Ailsa thought incredulously: you are slumming it with us hoi polloi. You think you’re an angel visiting us from heaven.


A prattling angel. This prohibition on fraternising between officers and ‘men’ was worse than the Montagues and the Capulets, but the visitor didn’t give a damn about small-minded idiots, why should she? Not every day you met someone you could talk to. Anyway they weren’t in the RAF, thank God, were they? They hadn’t joined up and signed their lives away like mugs, and just because she was some bod’s wife didn’t mean she answered to his name, rank and number. You do, you know, Ailsa thought, looking down, biting her lip so as not to laugh. How did the husband like being referred to as some bod or a mug? How old was Mona? Mid-twenties perhaps but adolescent in manner, wearing slacks, her loose way of carrying herself a slovenly protest against deportment. She gave Ailsa her full attention, with a close, gentle gaze that only reinforced a tickling sense of déjà vu. They stared at one another for a moment.


‘Got it! You’re the motor bike girl? Aren’t you?’


It all came rushing back. The cabin was full of the memory of mad girls in wartime flocking in and out of the flats at Brewers’ Green, the dawn chorus of their voices (on the razzle all night) echoing along the alley, their heels clicking (for their shoe leather was the best), the glossy tops of their heads gleaming in the sun. And all spied from above, through geranium blossom with its cool rainy scent.


It was the girl with the hot water bottle. Mona Serafin. The name echoed back from wherever it had lodged. Her surname was now Jacobs but I call myself Serafin-Jacobs, double-barrelled. Who wants to give up her own name, I ask you?


They stared, eyes on stalks, giggling, clutching one another. They were back in the war, the party wall breached at last. The women’s eyes glistened with the glow of memory.


This was how Nia found them as she was lugged back in disgrace from her tour of the ship. Out of control, Mrs Grey said – and quite honestly the staff had better things to do than go chasing round after disobedient girls.


‘Mami!’ Nia cried, bursting into dramatic sobs. ‘Where have you been?’


‘I hope you’re feeling better, Mrs Roberts, because you will have to look after her yourself from now on. You’ve not been smoking of course, ladies. In the cabin.’


‘Oh dear – have one yourself.’ Mona offered the carton. ‘Please do.’


Mrs Grey reddened. She addressed herself exclusively to the mother. The kiddie would have to go back to leading reins if she couldn’t behave properly. Leading reins! How would a big girl like that?


‘I’ve been in the hangar.’


‘Did she say hangar?’


‘A big sick bowl with hundreds of men in it.’


‘She’s making it up.’


‘Hanging. In the air. I was looking for the aeroplane.’


Nia scrambled on to the bottom of the bunk and wormed her way up the gap between her mother and the wall. Stuffing the centre of her cot sheet into her mouth, she tossed the rest of it over her face, a flannel veil, and breathed the moist, self-scented, off-white world that accompanied her wherever she went. Ailsa knew Nia feared nothing once she was in her pod.


Mrs Grey explained that Nia had found her way to the troop deck where the soldiers were housed. Yes, in a state of abject squalor, Mona said, it was a disgrace. They were only young boys, many of them conscripts, and they were treated like scum. Typical British idea of democracy: a few dozen officers swanning around in two thirds of the ship and five hundred human beings living like pigs in the hold. Mrs Grey sat plumb down on a bunk and stared, rhubarb-red, saying she found that a novel view and quite an interesting one. That fighting men should expect the conditions of a luxury liner, well well. However would we have won the war if such a cushy doctrine had prevailed?


‘And your daughter could so easily have fallen to her death,’ she told Ailsa, gently now, for the mother had gone rather pale. She made it clear that she placed the blame squarely on Wing Commander Jacobs’s wife, to whom she referred as a ‘visiting officer’.


‘Oh, please, Mrs Grey – don’t embarrass me. I’m just a civilian woman like anyone else.’


‘We take our husbands’ rank, of course.’


‘Oh no, really.’


Officers’ wives, however out of line they got, could not be attacked from below. She’ll go for me when you’re not here, thought Ailsa, so shush, do: it’s me, not you, who’ll be in the dog house. In Ailsa’s mind’s eye, Nia swayed high up on a platform. She lost footing, she tripped, she pitched down into the abyss. Ailsa wrapped her arms round her daughter’s body, warm through the cotton, and hugged her close.


Mona raised the question of the monograms on the sheets. ‘They can’t be swastikas, surely?’


They were, and some younger women had already taken the law into their own hands and snipped the vile things out with decent English nail scissors. Mrs Grey, at last in agreement with the Wing Commander’s uppity wife, said something must be done. No doubt about that. After the war the ship had been requisitioned, lock, stock and barrel, from the German navy and converted, with the least possible expense, to British use. The Reichsemerald had become the Empire Glory. She was due to be broken up after this voyage. Mrs Grey left them on reasonably amicable terms. Thank heaven, thought Ailsa.


The Wing Commander’s wife patted her lap, inviting Nia to climb up and have a Wagon Wheel and Corona. The child needed no encouragement. She cradled her beaker, smiling over the rim, sipping and jingling the ice cubes. Mona presented her full face, gravely attentive. She seemed to loom, all eyes, at Nia, who stared straight back


‘Lady,’ she said. ‘You need a damn good wash, my girl.’


Ailsa’s face flamed; Nia meant, she knew, (but did Mona cotton on?) Mona’s dark skin.


Without batting an eyelid, Mona explained that she was meant to be like this. You should be happy with who you are, she explained. Always.


‘So let me touch it then.’


‘Go on – that’s fine.’


Most delicately, Nia stroked the dark lady’s face with the backs of her fingers. A beautiful look stole into her eyes, an expression caught from her father. She cupped Mona’s chin in both palms and nuzzled noses. Then she gave her a kiss, breaking through every convention into an intimacy that was its own courtesy. Ailsa saw how struck the woman was – the childless woman, who mirrored back Nia’s unembarrassed gaze, dark eyes swimming. Mona looked, Ailsa thought, amazed and sad. But she’d have her own kiddies one day. And then this ocean of simple love that blessed them would be an everyday given of her existence too. The bliss it has been, Ailsa thought, to be your mother, Nia. The thought rocked her.


Tranquil, Ailsa’s daughter sat in the stranger’s lap, humming to herself, her thin ginger hair and pale skin making a strong contrast with Mona’s darkness as she folded a shy arm around Nia’s middle. It was an episode of extraordinary peace. Ailsa of course had to spoil it with her nerves. She came in with, ‘Nia is the limit, she really is. Oh, I’m so sorry.’


‘She can only know what the world tells her.’ Mona nuzzled the top of Nia’s head with her chin.


‘Mona, I didn’t…’


‘Course you didn’t. Unfortunately, Ailsa, you aren’t the world.’


No, I’m its tannoy, Ailsa thought, ashamed, as they left the cabin to go up to the mess. Its wireless set.


Babs Brean sang out, ‘Still green round the gills, Mrs Roberts? Better eat while you can. Wait till you get to the Bay of Biscay!’


She winked at a bleached woman, with whom she’d struck up an instant and intimate acquaintance. Bosom pals they’d become in a trice and it seemed to Ailsa as if the women had all sought out partners in whom to stow their secrets, so that they could anchor themselves in gossip on the lurching world of the Empire Glory. They walked about coupled like the animals in the Ark. And just as easily as they’d fallen into step, these sudden little unions would be dissolved when they set foot on dry land.


And Mona and she were the same, but caught up in a past, which lay around them like a strangely glowing mist. It’s you, it’s really you, Ailsa thought and in her mind the relationship they’d almost had took on an aura of mystery and meaning. The memory of the day she’d realised that the next door girls had left the Old Brewery returned with exaggerated significance, as if it had marked an epoch in her life. Oh those girls: their philosophy and emotionalism, their all-night parties and the operatic arias in the bath. They’d vanished – but at first she’d hardly noticed. She’d been married by then, to Joe who was everything. All Ailsa’s passion had poured into her only-just-consummated marriage. But when Hitler had thrown the doodlebugs at London, Ailsa had looked up in mid-word, fountain pen in hand, from writing to her husband in Italy – and registered her neighbours’ absence.


She’d known then, known for sure, that she was about to die. The rattling rocket halted over her head. A moment of pure evil. You had a few seconds until it blew you apart. Ailsa’s mind had flicked sideways to the neighbouring flat. Empty! As empty as it had been for days, weeks. She’d hardly missed the girls’ bright presence. No time for any valedictions. Alone, she was alone.


She heard the doodlebug hit – someone else. Oh, thank you, God.


Now she learned that the girls had left the Old Brewery when they’d had enough of being glorified secretaries at the Ministry. Mona and Bobbie had joined the UN Relief and Rehabilitation Administration, resettling slave workers and concentration camp victims. At first Mona had worked from an office in Birmingham; then at the end of the war she’d been drafted to Lübeck in North Germany. Met up again with her old man and married him.


‘We thought you so glamorous in those days, Ailsa, I can’t tell you.’


‘Me glamorous! You can’t be serious.’


‘You’ve no idea how we used to discuss you and speculate on what it was you did and who exactly you were.’


‘You’re joking.’ Ailsa grinned, liking the idea. Obviously they’d glamorised her young isolation, casting her as a figure dauntlessly modern, who went her own way and exemplified some kind of unreal Zeitgeist.


‘We decided you were a spy! Were you a spy?’


‘Oh yes.’


They giggled. A spy was just about it, although what you witnessed from your window was bound to be skewed. As what they’d seen of her was skewed. Perspective conferred mystery – and especially to those ultra-educated types, whose whole minds were occupied with cerebral romance – thinking about Thought, existentially in love with Sartre and de Beauvoir, names she’d caught from next-door and looked up in Marylebone Library. Ailsa’s shy solitude had turned her into a storybook girl for those gilded Oxford types, ignorant of the fact that her lack of a single pair of nylons could reduce Ailsa to tears, as she pulled on lisle stockings lumpy with darns or went bare-legged. They wouldn’t have minded bare legs. Bohemians didn’t. For they could have dressed from head to foot in silk if they’d liked. They’d never have fathomed that Ailsa struggled to summon courage to order fish and chips in the Corner House. They’d seen a modern girl who walked alone – and not only straddled a bike but understood its innards, sleeves rolled up like a mechanic and oil to the elbows. They’d heard her whistling perhaps, for at times (and how could Ailsa have forgotten this?) she really had felt like that – a free spirit.


No mother of a dependent child could dream or claim such licence. The Wing Commander’s lady wife would soon see through her. For now I am prosaic, she thought ruefully. And yet, accepting a cup of cocoa from the urn, sipping to see if it would stay down, a rebellious spirit spoke up in Ailsa. I am not the common run. Anyone with eyes can see that.


In the reassuring hubbub of women’s and children’s voices, she chatted to an Irene and a Hedwig, one of the German brides the boys had brought home after the war. The Allies had been forbidden to fraternise with the defeated enemy in his – and her – misery. But how could they fail to fraternise? A word too sexless for what was bound to happen. The boy-soldiers were young and human, and once the killing had ceased, how could they be otherwise than on the side of life and sex and birth – and of pity? Ailsa dreaded to think what Hedwig’s married life had been like, stranded amongst the insular, Jerry-hating English. She itched to try out some of her German.


‘Chopsticks’ echoed from the piano, an out-of-tune grand of all things. Mona craned and said it was a Blüthner, concert grand, the real thing, taken over presumably with the vessel from the German Kriegsmarine.


‘Do you play?’ Ailsa asked her.


‘Not nowadays, no, I don’t,’Mona said dismissively, and without asking whether Ailsa played. Ailsa didn’t like to boast. She smiled down at Nia, who was being good as gold.


Nia snuggled against her mother’s arm, thumb in mouth, her admiration and pride unreserved. No one else had this mother, only Nia. And she didn’t have to share her. This soft-haired lady, willowy and tall, with the special clean smell even under her arms, the shirt-waisted blue dress decorated with flowers in white circles. This one and only. Nia’s, forever.


‘We’ll have singsongs on the voyage, I’ve no doubt,’ Babs said. ‘Look at your daughter, Mrs Roberts. She’s eaten up half her bread while you weren’t looking. There’s a good girl, dear. You see, you were hungry, after all!’


Nia glared. She’d been playing a game of pinching the triangles of bread into moist particles between thumb and finger. The rhythm of the game had been soothing and she was put out at the interruption. Having unconsciously fed herself the bread, Nia was annoyed to have her conformity exposed. Spoilt brat, women’s expressions said. Babs proposed to make tracks: tombola and a drinkie later for the grown-ups. Her daughters whined and thumped off flat-footedly in her wake. Nia’s face said, Bossy. Then she could be seen to think, Big Bum, as Mrs Brean turned to shepherd her flock to the cabin. She grinned over her cocoa. Love for Ailsa brimmed.


‘You got cocoa all round your mouth, Mami,’ she said, and with a forefinger gently drew a mirroring outline round her own lips. ‘A moustache.’ She added, thoughtfully, ‘Darling.’


‘You have a pearl, Ailsa,’ said Mona. ‘A little pearl. I’m so glad we caught up with one another.’


Eyebrows twitched as the ragamuffin received this fulsome praise. Ailsa dabbed cocoa away from Nia’s mouth, proud that Mona saw her daughter’s quality. Not everyone did. To be frank, she didn’t always. Nia could be so odd. But in Mona’s world, ‘odd’ was good, or likely to be. ‘Even’ was dull and despicable. Ailsa prepared to tell Joe what Mona had said. You know the lady on the troopship, Joe? She told me Nia was a pearl.




*





The pearl was put to bed with the others in the cabin. She settled down happily after their whispered prayers, the mothers taking turns to babysit. The released women applied lipstick and left for the deck.


Ailsa watched the pale wake ploughed by the ship in the blackness of the sea. The quiet, nervous Irene stood with Ailsa at the rail, wringing lilac gloved hands as she stared homeward. Ailsa asked how her boys were: two white-blond seraphs who kept close to their mother, attached wherever she went, impeding progress. What an immaculate family they were, all appearing just-ironed. Irene White seemed a woman created out of fear, detecting germs on cup lips, kiddies’ fingers, taps. She gazed plaintively at Ailsa and spoke of the worrying state of the lavatories. Christopher and Timothy had gone off to sleep, rather against their better judgement, she said, with a small reserved smile. When Mona appeared with her husband, Irene shrank from the towering officer and could scarcely speak.


Ailsa smiled into dark, diffident eyes: the Wing Commander stooped and slouched as if in pathological apology for his outlandish height. Older than Mona, fortyish perhaps? In love with her from the crown of her head to her toes. He deferred unashamedly to his wife. Ailsa liked him for that. Dark rippling hair, very thick and bushy: she could just hear Joe murmuring, Hair cut, you! He looked Jewish. Of course, that would be it: Mona must be Jewish too. Call me Ben. How did a high ranking officer not know that she couldn’t possibly? The Wing Commander was a medic, a psychologist. His unkemptness was truly breathtaking: shirt button open at the neck, a general air of unruly sweetness. Something to do with status, no doubt; no one could call a high-ranking officer to account and demand that he adopt a military bearing. 


‘Surely you recognize Ailsa, Habibi?’ Mona said. ‘The gorgeous girl on the motorbike. You do, of course you do.’


He didn’t and neither did the blond conscript officer, Alex, although both had been frequent visitors at the Old Brewery, among the young men tumbling in and out of love with Ailsa’s neighbours. Free love, Ailsa had supposed, fascinated, mildly scandalised. For in those days she’d half expected to settle for poor Archie in the end and go home to her cousin, the Quaker Meeting and the warmly humdrum farm. The patrician young men at the Old Brewery had fascinated Ailsa: they all seemed to upset each other terribly, and to need to discuss it and make it worse. Disturbance rolled round like thunderstorms. It was always the end of the world – or the dawn of a new age. Occasionally a couple of sensitive but combative young philosophers would be heard in passionate debate through the open window, about Plato, as they claimed, but really about some girl they both loved. Their friendships with one another also seemed lived on the level of romance: an eros presumably without sensuality, as in Shakespeare’s sonnets to his Young Man.


The bombs fell and the skyline glowed with fire. Houses were reduced to rubble or left standing like shattered obelisks, landmarks on which, as years between the Blitz and the doodlebugs passed, grass and purple fireweed rooted. The high-ranking boy officers went off to be maimed or die in Libya or Albania. And their poetry went with them.


‘We’re taking turns to keep watch over the kiddies,’ Mona told her husband. ‘It’s first watch now. Then we’ve got second. So we can’t stick around later than nine.’


‘Oh but you don’t have to, Mona,’ Ailsa said. 


‘Maybe, but I want to.’


Winy gaiety sparkled. It was an adventure, a lark, after all, going East. It pepped Ailsa up as if a route had opened up back to the daredevil despatch girl, licensed to break the Highway Code and mount the pavement if necessary. Back then any evening might have been your last. The ruins stank of rotting flesh; teemed with fresh ghosts. So you’d give life a run for its money. What wouldn’t Ailsa Birch have given for a chance to sail to the Orient, in the wake of all the Memsahibs and diplomats, civil servants and engineers, pukka worthies and unworthies?


An odd little scene took place in the women’s mess, around the concert grand. The Wing Commander coaxed his wife to sit on the piano stool and try out the instrument. Go on, darling. Just for me. Mona’s face closed up. She sat stiffly and rested her fingers on the keys. Ailsa, aware of a painful pause, saw her lip quivering and thought: Oh no, she’s going to cry. She slid on to the stool beside Mona.


‘Squeeze up, cariad,’ she said, as easily as if the obscurely suffering girl had been a large-scale version of Nia. ‘Let’s try a duet.’


Not to shine in the company of a concert pianist, however rusty, came as no dishonour to the star pupil, Grade 8, of Mr Ernest Beaver at the Abbey Grammar School, Shrewsbury. They romped through a bagatelle and tangled fingers over a Mozart duet with impromptu syncopations. By and by Ailsa withdrew and let Mona storm into Beethoven’s Hammerklavier: a stunning parody of it, rather, for the out-of-tune instrument boomed and jangled. Through soft passages throbbed the engine of the Empire Glory. 


The Wing Commander, taking over, thundered out fistfuls of notes in a boogie woogie, standing with a fag hanging from his mouth, swaying from hip to hip, and Alex jived with Mona, then with Ailsa. Then Mona played and the men danced together, a sultry smooching tango that made Ailsa’s stomach ache with laughter. Now she was in the Wing Commander’s arms. He curled her up, unfurled her, and Ailsa, loose and pliant as a rag doll, fell wherever she was thrown. She twisted and turned, her skirts belled, until she became conscious of women in the back of the room and a scatter of clapping. The room was required for tombola. Sweating and exhilarated, Ailsa sensed the women’s eyes on stalks and all the stalks pointing in her direction. So what?




*





Through the pale grid of her lashes, Nia watched her mother and the new dark auntie. She rubbed with one finger the patch of Teddy’s hair that had gone bald with kissing. The ventilator went Ooh-Ah.


The two women were sitting knee to knee on the next bunk. Whispering. Nia heard the blessed names Archie and Joe. Saw them touch glasses of yellow stuff like egg shampoo smelling of cough mixture. Cheers! Iechyd da! Prost! Mona’s big strong hand seemed like her own daddy’s hand on the end of a lady’s arm. Odd as this appeared, it was also good, and she allowed it. Call him Habibi, everyone does, it means Sweetheart. Nia dropped off again, under the spell of the rhythm of the whispering, to and fro, to and fro, until the two voices vanished into the Ooh-Ah of the ventilator and became one voice. 
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