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        To all the War Nurses, everywhere.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Elsie Knocker – ‘Gypsy’, motorcyclist nurse, dare-devil mother – one of only two women on the Western Front and the best friend I ever had.
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      It was a perfect racecourse. The ground was firm and the weather conditions were fine, at least they were to start with. I was towards the middle of the pack, enjoying myself, biding my time, until suddenly the heavens opened and everything was blown wide apart.  I had guessed it might rain. My brother Uilleam said, ‘It will be a catastrophe if it does,’ but I love riding through a downpour. The earth churns beneath you as you fight just to stay upright. The bends become slippery and take your breath away. My more cautious rivals fell behind as I tore on.

      The rain wasn’t cold like it is in the Highlands, where I had gone to school. It felt good on my cheeks and trickling down my neck. I was on my Douglas motorbike, two years old and a beauty to behold, and he was puttering along beautifully. The gap between me and everyone else was growing.

      And then, I don’t know how it happened – maybe it was my goggles misting up like a January sky, maybe it was a message from God telling me to slow down – but somehow, I got lost. I had followed the signs fastidiously but what I didn’t realise was that the signs weren’t just for our race: that ‘2km’ carved into a tree-trunk could have meant to anywhere.

      So, I went one way, through brambles and rushes, low-hanging branches, and the pack went another. I was oblivious at first, enjoying the storm. It was only when I stopped completely, turned off the engine, looked around and could hear nothing except for the sound of one solitary bird chirruping that I realised: I had gone wrong.

      Retracing my tracks, I got back to the course as fast as I could. Naturally the others were a good way ahead now.

      I patted Douglas – we had lost a light in the undergrowth – and sped up. I thought of how Uilleam would laugh if I failed to finish, my father would be unsurprised and my mother would be pleased: ‘Maybe it’s best you stick to horses, Mairi?’ and it drove me forward.

      So I pressed on for I had nothing to lose. My thighs ached and the small of my back was pulsing but my reckless riding paid off… I found the pack again, beaten by the rain and moving at a sick snail’s pace. First they were twenty yards ahead, then ten, then five, but they were either too timid or too tightly bunched to make a break for it. No one was going to box me in. I swerved clean on the outside. I was alone again, tearing up the open road with Douglas roaring underneath me.

      Two more hairpin bends were accomplished, just the straight, smooth promise of the finishing line to go. I heard the crowd before I saw them. I thought I could make out Uilleam waving. He had assured me he would be at the end, with a slice of fruit cake.

      I was ecstatic, but just as I pulled forward for the last triumphant few yards, someone came out of nowhere, like a burst of unexpected sunshine, and shot past me. She went by at a most ridiculous odds-defying speed. She was creating merry hell. She was lucky she didn’t kill herself. I was left spluttering in the backdraught of black smoke.

      It was Gypsy.

      I knew Gypsy only by reputation back then: I had heard she was fast but not furious, a devil in a race. A hero on a bike. And off one.

      After I got to know her I realised that, if anything, her reputation didn’t do her justice: she was more magnificent, more extraordinary, more everything than anyone else. She would always be one step ahead of me.

      There are people you come across in life who you feel like you have known forever. You sense their fears; you can read their dreams. That’s how it eventually became with Gypsy and me. It felt like we were destined to be together. I used to think it was written in the stars that I would follow her to the ends of the earth.

      And that, I suppose, is what I did.

      For as long as I could.
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      Dr Munro came to my home in Chedington, Dorset, in the last week of August 1914.

      ‘Is this the house of Mairi Chisholm – and her parents? Good, I have something I would like to talk about with you all.’

      My mother rang the bell for tea, eyeing me uneasily. My father marched down from his study – he disliked an unexpected guest – but he shook hands with the stranger, greeting him warmly. This allowed my mother time to furiously mouth questions behind their rigid backs.

      ‘What trouble are you in now?’

      ‘I’m not!’

      ‘How long has this been going on for?’

      ‘Nothing’s been going on!’

      ‘Why didn’t you tell us?’

      It took me a good few moments before I realised that my mother thought the man had come to our house to propose to me!

      I cringed and shrugged at her, hoping my raised shoulders conveyed, Mother, I have never seen this man before in my life.

      Dr Munro was a tall, no-nonsense fella with a thick ginger moustache and a narrow build. Despite his height, he didn’t take up much room. You wouldn’t notice him in a crowd, so maybe I had seen him before and missed him? Perhaps he had seen me walking to the post office or maybe he had observed me in church. I often fancied I made a pretty picture, on my knees at the altar. And maybe without my having the faintest inkling, he had fallen in love with me? He might have knocked on doors around the village – it wouldn’t be difficult to find my name and address, how many pious young redheads were living in Chedington? – then decided to make his approach.

      That would require some nerve, a quality I did generally admire, but even so, it seemed… impulsive. Foolhardy even.

      The idea of a secret admirer was unexpected, yet flattering. I had not experienced a lot of male interest, truth be told, although I had not been seeking it either. My brother Uilleam’s friends had, on occasion, set my heart a-flutter but more because they were different to what I was used to, rather than because they had any particular appeal.

      However, if I wanted an engagement – which I was not sure I did – then I would have preferred the gentleman to be at least thirty years younger than Dr Munro appeared. And perhaps someone who trimmed their facial hair more than occasionally. Would it be wrong to ask for broader shoulders too?

      I knew that one of my mother’s darkest fears was that I was ‘unmarriageable’. In spite of my feelings, or rather lack of feelings, towards this doctor, it occurred to me how pleasant it would be to prove her wrong for once (not that she would admit it).

      Yet Dr Munro seemed in no hurry to get to the question of why he was here. We drank tea in the drawing room and talked of the weather. Which was, as my mother was fond of saying, unusually kind for this time of year.

      Inevitably, our conversation turned to the recent outbreak of war. Although I tried to keep up with the news on the wireless, most of what I knew about it came from my father, who was fervently in favour of military solutions to just about anything. I had never heard my father’s opinions on the Belgians in particular before, but now he agreed with Dr Munro that they were a plucky people who must not be crushed. As for the Germans, I had in the past heard my father admire their manufacturing, but now they were ‘methodical’ and ‘desperate’. Dr Munro disagreed here, saying it was ‘six of one and half a dozen of the other’, and my father, who instinctively knew when he had an audience, reined himself back. Now the Germans were not so much ‘methodical’ and ‘desperate’, but ‘efficient’ and ‘dutiful’. Dr Munro added that he had spent many happy summers in Berlin, a centre of intellectual thinking and technological advance. Surprisingly, Father agreed. A shame to make enemies of such people.

      Dr Munro thought, optimistically, that the war would be over by Christmas. My father, determined to out-do him even in positive thinking, said he would lay good money that it would be done and dusted before October’s end.

      As their conversation turned to Lord Kitchener – ‘a superb commander’ according to Dr Munro, ‘The Kaiser underestimates him,’ opined my father – I tried to imagine the wedding. I had always thought I’d marry in the Highlands – and since it appeared that Dr Munro may have some Scottish in him, there was no need to rethink the location. Certainly, my father would be wearing his military kilt and he would insist we listen to the meow of bagpipes. He might even have a go at playing himself. There would be a rare blue sky and sunshine. Rice would be thrown and nestle in my veil, Mother might cry into Father’s handkerchiefs and Uilleam would tease us.

      I liked the way Dr Munro talked. Perhaps not quite enough to marry the man and to listen to him talk all day long, but he had a compassionate and intelligent way about him. Shooting him sideways glances, I imagined our wedding night. Me in a new nightdress with more – no, fewer – ribbons than usual, he in his… bedtime finery? Surely, he wouldn’t want to do it at his age.

      I was tempted by the vanilla macaroons, but I did not want to be proposed to with crumbs in my mouth, so I held off. However, I could have had ten vanilla macaroons by the time things came to a head. Father and Dr Munro discussed Russia – my father: ‘The average Russian wants war no more than the average lamb wants to be slaughtered’, Dr Munro: ‘The average Russian has no more say in what he wants than the average lamb’; the French – my father: ‘self-interested, self-serving’, Dr Munro: ‘It can appear that way’; even the Japs – my father: ‘The Orientals are untrustworthy’, Dr Munro: ‘The Orientals are an unknown quantity’. We circled and circled the most important question, as though too timid to get into a cold bath, until finally, Dr Munro announced that he may as well get to the crux of it: he had something of sensitivity to ask of me and indeed of my parents.

      Everything seemed to slow down. My father put his cup and saucer on the table with a loud clunk. I watched the rise and fall of my mother’s chest and the flush on her throat, which crept up to her cheeks. I had no idea what to say. Perhaps I would ask if he would be opposed to a long engagement – wouldn’t it be sensible to get to know each other properly? I couldn’t imagine how my mother would respond to that. Nor him, in fact – he was old enough already. Might he not die if he had to wait very long?

      Dr Munro did not get down on one knee, but he did walk the long expanse of the room to take the vacant leather armchair to my right.

      ‘Mairi,’ he said and I nodded resolutely. I had a feeling this was a once in a lifetime event for me and I was determined to treat the moment with respect. I might let down my poor suitor, yes, but I would let him down gently. Dr Munro was clearly a good man. The last thing I would want to do was humiliate him.

      ‘Would you do us the honour of joining our war effort?’

      It turned out that Dr Munro did indeed want my hand, but not in marriage. He had heard of my riding ability. The hairpin bends I negotiated so well. The competitions I won.

      My courage.

      This was what had piqued his interest.

      I let out a breath. I didn’t know if I was happy or sad. Happy, I thought. Disappointed, a little. Curious, a lot.

      Dr Munro explained that he was setting up a ‘Flying Ambulance Corps’ to travel to Belgium and join the war effort over there.

      ‘Flying?’ I spluttered, still trying to catch up with the change in proposal.

      ‘Well, not exactly flying.’ He gave me a toothy smile. ‘By that we mean… very fast motorised vehicles.’

      ‘We had horse-drawn wagons in my day,’ my father said nostalgically.

      ‘Very good they were too,’ agreed Dr Munro. ‘But this is the future.’

      Dr Munro made the undertaking sound relatively simple: retrieve soldiers in difficulty. Maybe give a hand on the ground.

      ‘But I’m not a nurse,’ I told him.

      ‘You’ll soon learn. It’s only dressing wounds, that kind of thing. Most treatment will take place at the hospital.’

      I explained that I had just started volunteering in London for the Women’s Emergency Corps and I wasn’t exactly available for… I didn’t know what to call it. I decided on ‘a trip’.

      ‘Have you seen much action there?’

      ‘In the city? Not yet, but—’

      ‘Your driving – your bravery – is what we are looking for, Mairi.’

      ‘Her brother Uilleam taught her to ride,’ my mother said abruptly, as though aggrieved on behalf of her neglected son. ‘He’s very talented too—’

      But Dr Munro interrupted with a list of my motorcycling achievements as though she hadn’t spoken at all. ‘First at Chichester, first in Bournemouth. And second at the Dorset… I heard it was an utter mudbath—’

      ‘I may well have come first,’ I said stubbornly, ‘but for the signs.’

      He smiled. My father smiled. My mother did not. She had never held with my riding motorbikes, and it was only after many hysterical threats (her) and desperate promises (me) that I had been allowed to join a club and to race at all.

      ‘Would you like to go out to Flanders, Mairi? To do your bit?’

      I imagined rescuing soldiers from the methodical and desperate but also intellectual and technologically advanced Germans. I imagined the gratitude on plucky Belgian faces. Dressing the occasional wound, driving up and down rough terrain – were there any hills in the lowlands? – Uilleam gruffly explaining to his friends, ‘My sister is as tough as any fella.’

      This was a far superior picture of the future than the one of me with rice in my veil and Dr Munro in his best pyjamas.

      ‘What do you think?’

      Everyone looked at me.

      I didn’t have to think. ‘I’d love to,’ I said.

      [image: ]

      ‘Impossible,’ my mother said that evening. ‘You are too young.’ She would have much preferred a proposal even if I had turned it down. At least then there would have been a clean vote of confidence in my eligibility.

      ‘I won’t stop you travelling,’ she said, ‘but if you must have excitement, what is wrong with the Caribbean?’ I knew she wanted me to go out to the Chisholm family plantation to watch over Uilleam, who would be heading there to manage it soon. Uillleam had been delaying his departure for years, but the outbreak of war had given him a much-needed shove. My mother pretended that she wanted me to go because it would be an interesting experience for me, and not because Uilleam couldn’t be trusted not to burn the place down or get in a fight with the natives.

      ‘The heat doesn’t agree with me. Think of my freckles!’ It was true, I was a proper Scottish-looking girl, with a mongrel cross of gold-and-red hair and white skin that demanded shade. I once overheard my mother tell her friend that my looks were an ‘acquired taste’.

      But my father, a Scottish-looking man if ever there were one, became my strange ally in this. For once, he took the position that if going to Flanders was what I wanted, then that was what I must do. As soon as he said this, my resolve hardened. I could feel the new sensation of his approval raining down on me. My mother was not going to get in its way.

      

      We ate a light supper, the three of us still at odds. Uilleam was out with his local friends who I was not allowed to meet nor to mention. It was still warm and summery, but the sun was low in the sky and you knew autumn was snapping at its heels.

      My father talked about opportunities to serve, dedication, a call to duty, a responsibility. He was only sixteen when he first went to fight in South Africa so I suppose, for him, at eighteen I was positively ancient.

      As he was warming to his theme, it occurred to me, not for the first time, that my mother did not like him much.

      What my father did not say was: Thank goodness, one of the children takes after me. Pity it wasn’t the boy but you make do with what you get. But it was evident to me, and probably to my mother, that he was thinking this.

      I basked in it. I demolished all the food in front of me, like a champion.

      My mother fought back by not saying a word. Her bowed head sank lower, her parting down the middle so firm that it looked like a white thread of cotton. I was wondering if she would save her face from going into her soup, when finally, she rose from her chair with great dignity and walked out the room hissing, ‘Mairi is not going anywhere.’

      ‘Oh yes, she is,’ said my father, and that, as they say, was that.
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      My mother refused me a single suitcase. I called her petty and accused her of wanting me to be a coward – the worst thing a Chisholm could be – but she would not bend. We were similar in that way. I could have persuaded the housekeeper to tell me where they were kept and taken one – but my mother would have been furious. She did not want to be complicit in my going and as a kindness to her I did not make her so.

      In the end, I wrapped my supplies in a bedsheet and tied it to myself like I had seen native women do with their babies in Uilleam’s secret copies of the National Geographic. My mother also refused to give me any money, but I had some savings – from winning races funnily enough – and Dr Munro had explained that I would receive a small service stipend. That would do me. I’d never been a big spender.

      The only trouble I had packing was deciding which books to take. I had two Bibles: one well-thumbed edition passed down from my grandfather, and another, more ornate, that I had won at school for an essay on forgiveness. Although I feared it might get ruined, I decided to take the school one. The other could await my return by my bedside like the faithful friend it was. In addition, I took another old favourite, Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland. I rather felt like Alice, following the white rabbit (or Dr Munro!) on a curious adventure.

      

      The morning I departed, my mother refused to come out of her bedroom or say a word to me. Even my father was nowhere to be found but that was normal – well, normal for him. Once away, I resolved, I would write to let my mother know I had forgiven her. And that I was managing very well without her silly suitcase, thank you.

      

      Later that day, I pushed Douglas up the gravelly front of the West Cliffe Hotel in Harwich on the east coast of England and found a shed in which to park him. Groups of people were milling around, some in civilian clothes, many, or maybe even most, in uniform. It seemed we weren’t the only ones using the West Cliffe as a last stop before heading to the continent. Everyone seemed caught up with one another. Everyone appeared to be in the middle of some fascinating conversation.

      I was hot and trembling. It had been a wonderful ride and I had enjoyed two picnics in the sunshine en route. Douglas was in peak condition. Both times I stopped, passers-by had come over to compliment him. Here though, no one gave me so much as a second glance.

      A solidly built soldier was embracing a blond woman wearing a long red dress right in front of me. He kissed her fiercely and his hands travelled up her scarlet hem. A friend had once shown me blurry photographs she had found in her father’s room of a naked woman with her lover, but I hadn’t seen this behaviour in real life before. Throughout my journey to the coast I had felt grown-up, but seeing this reminded me that, in some areas, I was still inexperienced.

      You can still turn back, I told myself. But I couldn’t – if only because I wouldn’t be able to stand the glee on my mother’s face and the disappointment on my father’s if I returned home.

      Walking quickly past the fornicators, I haughtily said, ‘Excuse me,’ and the man replied, ‘Excused!’ The woman he was pawing laughed loudly.

      In the large, dimly lit foyer of the hotel, staff at a mahogany reception desk were dealing with queues of animated people. On the wall behind them, there were rows of keys that they plucked at every few minutes before moving on to someone else. I stood nearby for some time, the staff skilfully ignoring me. I didn’t know what I should do. Somehow, I felt bemused that I was there: that I had agreed to this.

      Dr Munro eventually found me, thank goodness, as I was still tempted to turn homeward. He rubbed his hands when he saw me. The way he said, ‘Well, well… here you are!’ made me think he had doubted that I would turn up.

      He was flanked by a couple, who he introduced as Helen and Arthur. ‘From America,’ Dr Munro explained.

      As we shook hands, I found myself saying, ‘I’m from Dorset, and Scotland, and from all over the place really!’

      Dr Munro patted my shoulder and said, ‘You must need a drink after all the goings-on…’

      I nodded in agreement, although I wasn’t sure which goings-on he meant.

      Helen was stern-faced with tiny round glasses, and Arthur was too but the severe look suited him better. Two blinking owls, they were one of those couples who had grown to look like each other, like my late grandfather and Betty his pug. But while Helen’s hair was wispy and tied away in a messy bun, Arthur’s was thick and slightly too luxurious. They looked exhausted, especially Helen, and I thought –rather unfairly – we haven’t even begun.

      Straight away, Arthur told me he worked for the New York Times. I didn’t know about that kind of thing so I asked what it was. He didn’t titter but I could tell he thought my question was ignorant. I was ignorant.

      ‘It’s the largest newspaper in America,’ he said. ‘And probably in the world.’

      ‘I see,’ I said, vowing not to ask him anything of substance again. ‘What do you do, Helen?’

      ‘Me?’ Helen seemed surprised to be spoken to. She pushed her glasses up her nose dreamily. ‘I’ll do anything.’

      ‘Really, Helen?’ Arthur laughed. ‘Must you show your hand so soon?’

      I had no idea what they were talking about. Helen took pity on me and added, ‘I play piano. I love to read. I enjoy both poetry and plays.’

      ‘She also sews.’

      ‘Yes, Arthur,’ she said, as though this was a private joke between them. ‘I sew very well.’

      I gazed at her, mystified. Had Dr Munro perhaps recruited me to the American Needlework Society by mistake?

      She went on, ‘I have done first aid, don’t look worried, Mairi. But I dare say, my strengths may have more to do with morale.’

      ‘Oh! Do you envisage a problem with… morale?’

      Arthur put his arm around Helen, and for a horrible moment I worried that they too were going to engage in the open-mouthed kissing I had seen outside.

      ‘Helen envisages a problem with everything, don’t you, darling?’

      Fortunately, Dr Munro was smoothly making his way over to us, although when I saw the tray of drinks my heart dropped further. I was not practised in drinking alcohol – for some reason people always assumed us motorcyclists were as good at downing spirits as we were with revolving wheels.

      ‘Helen fears we’re going to serve as undertakers rather than drivers and nurses.’

      ‘It’s just what I read in your paper, darling—’

      ‘Absolute nonsense,’ Dr Munro said firmly as he passed around the sherry. ‘Cheers everybody. To Belgium.’

      ‘To Belgium…’

      

      I was to share a room that night with another member of our party, a woman yet to arrive: Mrs Elsie Knocker. Her name called to mind a bosomy housemistress. I hoped she would not tell me off too much. At school, I could sometimes win over the matronly types but I hoped I wouldn’t have to here. I heard that she was thirty – a good deal older than me – and I hoped she would not see through my pretence of acting mature. Arthur had started calling me ‘young Mairi,’ which grated, but I didn’t know how to correct him without confirming it.

      After our drinks and with tiny droplets still perched on his moustache – thank goodness we were not engaged! – Dr Munro handed me my room key. Clutching it tightly, I made my way through the maze of corridors across carpets the colour of baked apples. Loud laughter came from some of the rooms, silence from others. In one, someone was whistling a song I knew from school: ‘Give my Regards to Broadway’. It was strange to hear it here.

      The hotel bedroom was small and sparse. Although I was initially disappointed, it felt appropriate. Luxury on my last night in England wouldn’t have been right. I needed to prepare for the austerity of the future, though in truth who knew what to expect? I used to eavesdrop when my father told Uilleam wartime anecdotes, but he had a parent’s way of making even the most interesting things sound boring, so I usually drifted off, preferring my own imaginings.

      I put away my things neatly and tried to decide between the two single beds. I wanted to choose the worst one so I couldn’t be accused of selfishly snagging the best, but there was little between them.

      After about an hour, I went down to dinner where I met another member of our party, the charming Lady Dorothy. Pink-cheeked and smiley, ‘Lady D’, as we quickly came to call her, was easy to talk to and so reassuring that – despite her incongruous hat with cherries on the top – after five minutes in her company I grew assured that everything was going to be utterly marvellous.

      When I quietly turned down Dr Munro’s offer of whiskey, Lady D confided that she too was not a great drinker and thought it a pity liquor was so fashionable. She also couldn’t believe I was only eighteen, which I decided, coming from her, was a compliment. We didn’t talk about the war – a relief, for I kept forgetting whose side everybody was on or indeed where everything in Europe was on the map – but instead discussed our respective journeys to Harwich. She thought trains were ‘marvellous’ and added quietly that she had taken the opportunity to leave ‘Votes for Women’ leaflets on each of the seats.

      ‘You didn’t,’ I said, uncertain if this was a joke. I had never – to my knowledge – met anyone who would do anything like that before.

      ‘I most certainly did,’ she said, pleased with herself. ‘I may leave some here too!’

      Fortunately, Dr Munro joined in, urging us to explore the gardens later. ‘The azalea japonica is exquisite!’

      I nodded obediently and Lady D murmured, ‘Very good, Hector.’

      I wondered if I too should call him Hector but decided against it. My mother would say I was being ‘presumptuous’, although I doubt she would have said the same about Lady D, suffragette or not.

      I was eating bread and butter pudding – which, frankly, could have done with a good ten more minutes in the oven – when I noticed a woman in the doorway of the dining room waving – at us? I wasn’t quite sure. She weaved her way between the tables towards our group. She was wearing a brown leather coat buttoned all the way down over a forest-green skirt or dress, and was clearly hot off her bike. Nearer our table she removed her helmet, goggles and the coat. (It was a dress underneath, a gorgeous one.) I had never seen anyone so cavalier about disrobing in a restaurant. I decided she must be either very posh or not posh at all – those of us in the middle wouldn’t dream of making such an exhibition of ourselves.

      The waiters with their knuckles of pork, the waitresses with their fish knives, even the soldiers who had been pawing at their wives’ hems watched her. She was taller than most – longer, rangier somehow – and not pretty as such, but definitely compelling. She had dark wavy hair, and eyes the colour of khaki. It gave me a thrill to see that we were wearing the same type of boot.

      ‘This is Elsie Knocker. This is Mairi Chisholm. You will be sharing.’

      The prodigal room-mate was nothing like a housemistress or indeed anyone I had met at school. She was impossibly glamorous, especially for a thirty-year-old!

      She looked at me and said, ‘Please say you don’t snore.’ And with a shock I realised – more from her languid voice and her calm, self-confident expression than her actual looks – who she was.

      ‘Gypsy?’

      ‘Ye-es?’

      ‘Oh gosh, we’ve actually met before—’

      ‘Have we?’ she said. ‘I don’t…’

      I blushed. It seemed unfair that she had made such an impression on me that day and I had left none on her. She couldn’t even recollect the first thing about me! Maybe, I thought leniently, it was because I looked so different now. I had a far more fashionable hairstyle than that day in the downpour. No more mud-splattered cheeks. I had tried to make an effort for the journey – maybe I had succeeded.

      ‘The motor track. Women’s stiff reliability trial? Dorset?’

      Elsie narrowed her eyes. ‘Did I beat you?’

      ‘Only just.’

      Elsie smiled. ‘Good.’
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      We had actually chatted that day, though. It wasn’t like we were complete strangers. Uilleam had been eager to meet the lady who handled her motorcycle like a dream and had the extraordinary looks.

      ‘They call her Gypsy,’ he said, awed.

      ‘I know,’ I told him. ‘Calm down, you look like Bessie when she’s discovered a bone.’

      We found her in the tea tent. The canvas roof was sagging under the weight of the rain and from each corner a steady stream of water sluiced down. Elsie was sheltering next to a table, surveying the diminished spread. More unexpectedly, she was hand in hand with a small, earnest-faced boy. Dark-haired, dark-eyed, he barely came up to her belted waist.

      ‘Well done,’ I said.

      ‘Thank you.’

      She eyed me kindly. I realised she probably thought I was a mere slip of a thing. People always did.

      ‘Do you race?’

      ‘Yes and… I was only five seconds behind you.’ Hadn’t she seen?

      ‘No prizes for coming second,’ she said, but her face was still friendly enough.

      ‘Well,’ I said uncertainly, ‘I got two shillings.’

      She laughed so I did too. I liked her.

      The boy tugged her hand and she knelt for him to whisper in her ear. Then she looked him in the eyes as though they were talking through issues of national importance. ‘One more, but it’s the last. Understand?’

      He made his way joyfully over to the depleted cake stand.

      ‘Boys have such appetites.’

      And then some other people came over wanting to take Elsie to be photographed. I expected her to refuse or at least to say ‘How dreary!’, but she grinned at me and raised her dark eyebrows at Uilleam: ‘Let me just do my hair.’

      There were no photos for coming second.

      As we walked away, Uilleam whispered that it was a pity she was married, and I teased him: ‘If she weren’t, do you think she would consider you?’ He just laughed. My handsome brother – he takes after our mother in looks – is the Chisholm clan’s only son. He did not lack confidence with ladies or in life, but surely he must have known even he wouldn’t stand a chance with a woman like Gypsy?

      [image: ]

      Coffees were served. Arthur and Helen whispered throughout. I believe they didn’t think much of us. I concentrated on my coffee. At home, I wasn’t allowed it – at least, I was never offered it. I decided that coffee would, in future, be ‘my drink’. After that we had wonderful mouth-burning mints, then I offered to take Elsie to our room. It was strange leading her down the corridors as though I were in charge. Elsie surveyed the room while I waited for her verdict. ‘It’s fine,’ she said, and I replied, ‘I thought so too!’ a little overenthusiastically.

      Elsie didn’t express an opinion on the sleeping arrangements so I felt I hadn’t made a faux pas. She unpacked briskly, lit a cigarette, then stood staring out the window. Our room was at the back of the hotel overlooking the manicured lawn and presumably the Japanese azaleas. For a short moment, it was as though she had forgotten I was there. Then abruptly, she turned, shooting me her winner’s smile.

      ‘Smoke?’

      I shivered. ‘I’m too young.’

      ‘Not too young to volunteer?’

      ‘My father always said I was the most pig-headed child.’

      Elsie didn’t say anything but blew circles of smoke. I wished I hadn’t said the word ‘child’. It seemed to reverberate around the walls and bounce on the beds. I tried again. ‘I have a lot to offer the war effort.’

      Elsie smiled to herself. ‘I’m sure you do…’

      ‘You were with a little boy; I remember, at Dorset?’

      ‘Kenneth? Yes.’

      ‘Charming.’ She wasn’t forthcoming on the details but I continued. ‘He’s your son?’

      ‘Of course.’

      ‘How old is he?’

      ‘Six.’

      ‘Aah,’ I said. What should I say to that? ‘That’s a lovely age.’

      She smiled. Her cigarette was stained with lipstick.

      I ploughed on. ‘Your husband didn’t mind you joining the effort then?’

      I expected her to say ‘We’ll only be in Belgium for two or three months,’ which is what everyone (apart from Mother) had been saying, but instead she replied flatly, ‘I don’t have a husband.’

      That took me by surprise. A young widow was a rarity. ‘Oh?’

      ‘We lost him. In Java.’

      I thought of the New York Times, unbeknown to me, one of the World’s Largest Newspapers, and decided, I am not going to show myself up again by asking what Java is. Instead I said, ‘Oh. I’m so sorry.’
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      The others were taking a walk but we decided not to join them. As Elsie said pointedly, ‘We will see plenty of them soon enough!’ Instead, she suggested she go and get some drinks to have in our room and even though I didn’t want any more alcohol, I agreed.

      While I was waiting, I wrote a letter to my mother, beginning, dramatically: ‘My last day on English soil’. I explained that the group were spiffing. ‘You would like them,’ I wrote, feeling she’d like Lady D if not the others. I didn’t mention the suitcase – foolish to hold a grudge when I was on the precipice of a great adventure.

      Even after I had finished, Elsie still hadn’t come back, so I dashed off a letter to Uilleam too, gloating that I was sharing a room with none other than the infamous motorcycling dare-devil ‘Gypsy’. I could just imagine his face on reading it! He always hated to be left out of the fun.

      Some time later Elsie still hadn’t returned, so I decided to go and check that everything was fine.

      Retracing our steps through the shadowy passages of the hotel, I felt brave, as though I were already on a rescue mission. It was after eleven at night – I rarely stayed up so late – and all the rooms were quiet now.

      There were still a few people milling around downstairs, but I picked her out right away, talking with a man in uniform. He held his arm up against the wall, right over her. I couldn’t tell if it was protective or menacing or both.

      ‘Elsie?’

      The soldier straightened when he saw me. Elsie flattened her hair.

      ‘Mairi, goodness, have I been gone an age?’

      ‘Is this your sister?’ demanded the soldier. His accent was somehow not as handsome as he was.

      She replied, ‘Kind of, right, Mairi?’

      I didn’t know what to make of her. All this smoking, drinking and telling lies to strange men would have made my father’s hair stand on end. I hesitated but she said, ‘I’m coming now.’

      I returned to our room and moments later she was there too, with a bottle and two glasses on a sopping tray. What I had seen was much on my mind, but I figured, the Bible doesn’t address this directly. It’s not as if there are commandments about smoking and drinking and telling lies to strange men. And maybe, hers wasn’t a real lie, maybe we were kind of sisters…

      As we drank, Elsie asked what I thought of the other members of our group.

      ‘Arthur seems nice.’ What I was actually thinking was, he’s good-looking, but I didn’t like to say.

      ‘He’s an intellectual.’ The way she said it made it seem like that wasn’t a good thing.

      ‘Helen is clever.’

      ‘A writer,’ she said dismissively. ‘Fiction.’

      ‘Lady D is…’ I was going to say ‘a suffragette’, but decided on ‘lovely’ instead.

      ‘Too lovely for us. I give her six weeks at most.’

      ‘Dr Munro is… kind?’

      ‘But mad. Completely mad as a…’ 

      I felt this was a step too far and was just about to tell her so when I heard a yelp from outside. I froze. Had the war come to England?

      Elsie got to the window first, then beckoned me to have a look. There I saw Dr Munro – the same Dr Munro who promised my father duty and decorum above all else – wearing only his long johns and standing with legs wide apart, reaching forward to his toes. I wondered if he was stuck, but then he moved – arching from one side to the other while letting out more whoops.

      ‘I believe that’s… saluting the moon. Or is it downward dog? Either way, we’re lucky he’s dressed; he usually likes to do his exercises sans clothes.’

      ‘Mad as… a box of frogs?’

      Elsie took my hand, and I let her, surprised. No one had held my hand for a long time. My family did not do touching. For a moment, we stood together like that at the window and I remembered her standing the same way with her son.

      ‘You and I are going to have such a time,’ she murmured. She turned back to the tray. ‘Another drink?’

      

      Later in bed, I had to put my foot down on the floor to stop the world from spinning. Alcohol was good. Adventures were great. And I kept thinking about what Elsie had said about us being sisters. To think previously Uilleam had been enough for me! What a fool I was. How I had missed out by only having one silly brother. I couldn’t believe I had not only acquired a sister today, but such a splendid one at that.

      I wanted to ask Elsie something, but the harder I tried to make my words sound normal, the more wobbly and out of control they came out.

      ‘Gypsy, no, Elsie…’ 

      She was standing by the window, still smoking. ‘What?’

      ‘No-oo, I can’t say it…’ I slurred.

      ‘Sisters can tell each other everything!’ Elsie said,and I thought, I’m going to remember that forever.

      ‘So… can it be true… our flying ambulance corps is… gulp… made up of a… burp… naturist, a pianist, a journalist, a lady and a… widowed mother?’

      We both giggled. I couldn’t stop giggling. What a funny place this world was! Even if it did whirl somewhat.

      ‘And a non-smoking schoolgirl, yes.’

      ‘I’m not a schoolgirl any more!’ Laughing, I sat bolt upright. Bad idea. The churning got faster and faster. I kept thinking of the plump cherries on Lady D’s hat.

      ‘Watch out Germans! We’re on our way!’ Elsie said sarcastically.

      ‘We are sooo ridiculous…’ I continued.

      ‘We’re not though, Mairi. Who do you think the soldiers are but farm-boys, postmen and train drivers?’

      That seemed incredible to me. That we weren’t real nurses, I could just about accept, but the idea that soldiers weren’t real soldiers I could not.

      ‘Won’t we be a laughing stock out there?’

      ‘I don’t mind being a laughing stock,’ retorted Elsie drily. ‘I just don’t fancy coming back as chicken stock.’

      ‘I dare say, Kenneth would rather his mother stayed alive too…’ I added, feeling that was a profound thing to say. The fact that Elsie was an actual mother was incredible to me. She wasn’t like my mother and she wasn’t like the mothers of the girls I knew. I had so many questions but for now the ones that pushed themselves to the forefront of my mind were: Why did I drink that last one? Am I squiffy? Or am I, perhaps, not squiffy, but dying?

      ‘Maybe I’ll find a rich and plucky Belgian to be a father for him,’ Elsie said, then snorted. ‘Although the sight of Munro just now might have put me off men forever.’

      ‘Gypsy,’ I murmured, and I was about to ask how she had acquired her exotic nickname when I realised I had something more urgent to contend with.

      I couldn’t keep it in any more. I ran out the room, down the corridor and thumped on the door of the lav at the end. Thank goodness, no one was in there, else I don’t know what I would have done. I pushed through and knelt at the bowl as though I were about to pray. The floor was cold and damp but I wouldn’t let myself think about that. I made it just in time. The drinks, the coffee, the dinner, the dessert, the stupidly wonderful mints, all sprayed out of me.

      

      When I woke up some time later, I was in the hotel bed, wearing my nightdress (fewer ribbons) tucked up under smooth unfamiliar blankets, with no recollection of how I had got there. There was a glass of water on top of my Bible on the bedside table, which I gulped down thirstily. How could she have known how much I needed that? I thought, wondrously. I looked over to the other bed to whisper my appreciation.

      Elsie was not there.
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      The SS Princess Clementine looked magnificent, a white hulk gleaming in the autumn sunshine. I had never seen a ship so big before: it was about three times the size of my old school building (which was by no means small). As we drew closer, I could just make out uniformed men hanging off her railings, waving at the people gathered behind the barriers on the port. Some people on land were shouting up to them.

      ‘Love you, Ernie!’

      ‘You’ll be back soon, Bernard!’

      Dr Munro had given us Red Cross armbands and as we pushed our motorcycles up the gangplanks, some of the watching people clapped us. I was already emotional and these gestures of support made me more so. I was torn between feeling a fraud – I had done nothing yet – and feeling proud of myself. My grey overcoat felt heavy for the time of year but that too added to my air of person with responsibility. And then some of the men already on board whistled at us. I couldn’t believe it when Elsie put her fingers in her mouth and gave a full-bodied whistle back. My mother would have been horrified.

      ‘What are you doing?’

      She shrugged. ‘How do they like being called like a dog?’

      Elsie’s motorcycle was a powerful Chater-Lea, complete with a sidecar. Elsewhere, Arthur and Helen were driving our two ambulances onboard: a converted Daimler and a Fiat. I was looking forward to having a go at driving them both, especially the Daimler, which had a much bigger engine than I was used to.

      ‘You’re looking rather green around the gills,’ Dr Munro commented.

      ‘She’s seasick,’ said Elsie.

      Squinting at me, he said, ‘We haven’t gone anywhere yet.’

      ‘I’m a real landlubber,’ I muttered, not daring to look at either of them. I will never drink alcohol again.

      When I had asked Elsie where she had gone during the night, she said, ‘Out for some air,’ but also ‘I’m afraid I sleep badly.’ I knew from Uilleam that giving two reasons for anything was as good as an admission of guilt but she just smiled at me. She was as bonny and blithe that morning as if she had had a full night’s sleep. That smile isn’t cricket, I thought. It gave her an unfair advantage.

      We sat in the middle deck because Dr Munro thought it best we stayed out of the wind. ‘We don’t want to catch colds,’ he warned firmly. I wouldn’t dare. The sea was smooth though and thankfully, my fears that I would be rocked or thrown around proved unfounded. Groups of soldiers were talking and laughing, some had their feet up on the tables and although it was before ten, some were drinking beer.

      Dr Munro was telling us about the actual Princess Clementine for whom the ship was named. She was the third daughter of King Leopold of Belgium; her father gave her independence to travel but without her mother's approval. She later wrote, thanking him, saying ‘Thanks to you, I have been able to find happiness.’

      I wondered if Dr Munro was retelling this for my benefit? He must have known how my mother would react to this whole escapade of ours. But he didn’t meet my eye, and had soon moved on to an equally long-winded history of the HMS Ulysses.

      Still slightly nauseous, I went for a walk. Arthur and Helen had grabbed chairs some way away on a lower deck. As he saw me, I’m sure Arthur buried his face in the newspaper so I wouldn’t notice him. Nevertheless, I had nowhere else to go and so I approached them; Helen at least gave me a welcoming smile. On the front page of Arthur’s paper, the headline read that sugar prices were rising. This was grand news for plantation owners in the Caribbean. I was about to say that my father would be delighted, but I hesitated. Much as it was a conversation-starter, I had a feeling that Arthur already had me down as a ‘spoilt thing’.

      Helen, as ever, was writing in her notepad. Her swirly notes were so messy that I wondered how she could ever read them back.

      ‘May I look?’

      Reluctantly, she passed it over. I could just make out ‘A dark, stormy night on the SS Clementine.’

      ‘Stormy?’ I looked at her, mystified.

      ‘Well.’ She shrugged. ‘I do exaggerate sometimes.’
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      The more time I spent with the group, the more worried I became about how we would manage in Belgium. We just seemed so ill-prepared. At breakfast back in the hotel, Arthur, bad-tempered and yawning, had made a fuss over the eggs. They had not been poached to his taste. Lady D had taken some bread that was not meant for our table and the waiter had come to ask for it back. There was an altercation. Dr Munro was late for breakfast, because he had been doing exercises in the hotel garden again. Helen seemed apart from everything, as though she was an observer not a participant – in this way she reminded me of my mother. Elsie ate a single rasher of bacon, then pushed the greasy plate away. She seemed to live on cigarettes. Although I thought she was adorable, I admit that I was especially unconvinced by what Elsie might be bringing to the corps. If she had been at home with Kenneth for the last six years, then of course she might be good with children, and she was definitely good with men, and at consuming cigarettes and alcohol, and at racing motorcycles she was probably unparalleled, of course, but apart from that… 

      Twenty minutes or so later, I climbed to the upper deck to where I could look out at the vastness of the English Channel. I was moving further away from home, and although I was apprehensive, it felt right. I had felt stifled living with my parents; even excursions with Uilleam or motorcycle races couldn’t allay that. The London war-work hadn’t been busy enough; I needed stimulation. The sun made dappled patterns on the water, which was a soothing blue-grey. My headache had tapered off. I was beginning to feel like myself again.

      I spotted Elsie chatting to a soldier with oily hair and the sort of pencil-thin moustache that was popular now. Would I always find her enjoying some flirtation or another? She waved to me but I didn’t go over to them, so she left the fella and came to me, which I thought was nice. She didn’t have to.

      She had run out of cigarettes earlier, but now she had a handful.

      ‘That man just gave you them?’

      ‘Oh Mairi, Mairi, Mairi, I’m going to have such fun with you.’

      She didn’t make sense sometimes, but then, I supposed, not everything had to. Together we looked out to sea and agreed it was a beautiful day for a sail.

      

      Lady D had brought wrapped corned-beef sandwiches from the hotel and although it was early for lunch, I tucked in royally. She also gave me some of the mints she knew I’d liked from the night before. ‘Save them, Mairi,’ she said, ‘there might not be mints where we’re going…’ She looked at me with sympathetic eyes. I looked away. I hate it when people feel sorry for me. I wanted to say that I already knew about deprivation – after all, I had been at boarding school from the age of nine – but she had already gone to stand by the steamed-up windows, a melancholy expression on her pretty face.

      Dr Munro was launching into the life story of another ship when Helen appeared, full of self-importance, her arm around a shaking young soldier. He had tufty white-blond hair, tears spilling down his freckly cheeks and a nose so large that I initially assumed that was where his problem lay. But it wasn’t that. He had fallen down the ship’s stairs and hurt his arm.

      ‘Should we do something?’ I nudged Elsie.

      ‘Helen’s got it under control,’ she replied, which I guessed meant she hadn’t a clue what to do.

      ‘That’s a break,’ Helen confirmed as she rummaged among our first-aid boxes before opening one. The boy was crying harder. Tears stuck to his eyelashes, giving the impression of a frightened calf. It was probably his first time away from his mum. Helen gave him some medicine, then tied up his arm with a splint and bandages. She did a surprisingly neat job and I could see she was pleased with it herself. I was also impressed by how gentle she was with him. She asked him questions about himself: his name was Jim – Jim Mason – he was eighteen, he had never been on a ship before. I didn’t realise at first that the questioning was not mere prying, but was designed to distract him from the issue at hand – or rather of his painful arm. When I did realise, I thought it was clever of Helen. In fact, she had done everything far better than I could have. I had a sinking feeling that maybe Elsie and I would be the weaker members of the corps.

      There wasn’t much I could do, but I passed him a mint. Briefly, his sad eyes lit up, but even better, Lady D nodded approvingly at me.

      Helen took off with poor old Jim back to his troop. Arthur raised his eyebrows at us. Each time he turned a page in his paper, he licked his finger first. His pink tongue, peeping out every few minutes, made me feel sick again.

      ‘What a disaster: sent back home to his mum and dad while everyone else has a most spiffing adventure,’ I said cheerily.

      ‘Hmm,’ said Dr Munro, pouring more whiskey. ‘Not everyone likes to get… stuck in.’

      ‘How do you mean?’

      ‘I’ve seen cases like that before.’

      He didn’t say any more and I didn’t like to press him. Later, I went and looked at the stairs where Helen said he had fallen. They were pretty steep and the surface was slippery.

      

      Land was ahoy! And there were loads of small fishing boats and larger cargo boats and all sorts of vessels nose-to-nose in Ostend harbour.

      ‘I want to speak to you all before we disembark,’ Dr Munro said. I groaned inwardly. I wanted to check that Douglas had weathered the journey. Who knew there would be so much waiting around? Still, it was easier to trust Dr Munro when he was in his uniform with its shiny buttons. It gave him a certain authority. His cheeks were pink and his hair windswept like a golden scarf.

      ‘The important thing is that we work as a group, a tight-knit group. In a way, it’s like a marriage. Consideration and respect for each other are a must.’

      Elsie whispered. ‘Do you think he ever married?’

      I wanted to laugh. I thought of his ungainly cat-stretching on the lawn. ‘I doubt it.’

      Then I remembered how I had not only imagined that Dr Munro had come to propose to me, but I had considered asking for a long engagement! I felt my face flush. I couldn’t imagine Elsie making that kind of vain mistake.

      ‘Inevitably, things can cause bad feeling within the group. Money, for instance, can cause discord.’ He paused and surveyed us as though he were seeking out a dissenter. ‘Well, we don’t have much, so that shouldn’t be an issue.’

      Lady D sighed. Arthur and Helen raised eyebrows – and consequently matching spectacles – at each other.

      ‘And hanky-panky.’ He paused.

      I dared not look at Elsie’s expression. I wondered what she would make of that phrasing.

      ‘Finally, as Dr Freud would say, “Ego”.’

      ‘Dr Freud’ and ‘Ego’ joined the growing list of things I had never heard of before. I squinted, trying to guess what it meant. Ego – go – I go – Egg?

      ‘Please leave your egos at home. Forget what is best for us as individuals and think firstly of the group. In a few minutes, we shall disembark in Belgium. May God be with us.’

      ‘May God be with us,’ Lady D and I repeated enthusiastically. I knew what that meant! It wasn’t until later that I realised that the others had stayed silent.
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      I hadn’t anticipated the sheer number of people going the other way. It was only three weeks since the war had started; how could this many people be on the move? There were motorcars and wagons, there were carthorses and yappy dogs, bicycles and tricycles, massive trunks like treasure chests, old men with medals on their blazers, pregnant women and babies in wobbly prams, all waiting to be loaded onto boats. I even saw what I fancied to be a rare Henderson Four motorcycle. Uilleam would be annoyed to have missed that!

      ‘They want to get to England,’ Lady D said knowledgeably.

      ‘They’re Belgian?’

      ‘Yes.’ She paused. ‘I hope they receive a good welcome.’

      The waiting children ran back and forth on the sand in wooden clogs, enjoying the sprays of salty water. The adults looked at them without smiling or even talking, although sometimes they called a child back, admonishing them, perhaps, for going too far. It was strange to think that we were going to wherever it was that they were running from.

      ‘War is terrible,’ said Lady D.

      Perhaps, I thought, crunching another mint and thinking of the Henderson Four, though if it’s like this, it won’t be too bad.
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      It transpired we didn’t have enough petrol for the ambulances, which I found disturbing: I had thought we were better prepared than that. At the port, Dr Munro and Arthur ran around looking for someone who could help. Dr Munro’s French was excellent, Arthur’s not so much. I had only learned French at school, but I was hopeful that I would be able to make myself understood – rather more than Arthur – le pauvre!

      Eventually, Elsie grew fed up with her task of ‘guarding the vehicles’ and left to approach a corpulent Belgian colonel. I’m not sure what happened, but he agreed to give us enough fuel, he estimated, to get our vehicles clear to Ghent. From there, we would be on our own.

      ‘What did he say?’ I asked as Elsie walked victoriously over with a can in each hand.

      ‘He said, “Oh, if only I wasn’t a married man!”’ She was still laughing as she filled up the tanks. Dr Munro and Arthur didn’t say anything.

      Dr Munro took the Daimler, Lady D took her turn at the wheel of the Fiat, but Arthur looked longingly at Douglas and asked for a go. I didn’t like to refuse. I was realising that all the vehicles were now regarded as communal, and what had been a glorious present to myself in July had now been subsumed into the war effort. Helen went with Lady D. I could have gone with Dr Munro, of course, but Elsie proposed I go in her sidecar, which was a relief. Dr Munro was a master of many things but he was a stranger to small talk.

      ‘Do you think we’ll be able to cope once we get there?’ I asked Elsie as we pulled on helmets and goggles.

      ‘We’ll do fine,’ answered Elsie airily. She looked down at me. ‘Blasted lock doesn’t work.’

      I resolved to fix it for her as soon as I had the chance. I would always leap at any opportunity to do something for her.

      ‘I just wish we had some training before we left, don’t you?’

      Elsie looked surprised. ‘How do you mean?’

      ‘We don’t know the first thing about nursing!’ I gave a hollow laugh.

      Elsie paused. ‘I don’t know the first thing about war nursing, no,’ she said, chosing her words carefully, ‘but I trained at the children’s hospital in Sevenoaks and served as a midwife at Queen Charlotte’s.’

      ‘Oh,’ I said, tugging at the door handle. ‘I may know a way to fix this lock.’

      So it was just me.

      

      We drove away in our queer convoy. I kept an eye on Arthur but I needn’t have worried. He was a proficient rider. Belgium was an incredibly flat country, with tidy fields and tree-lined roads. I felt increasingly excited now I was here, not only on foreign soil but also travelling towards a war zone!

      At first there was little evidence that the Germans had invaded the country – indeed, had managed to occupy most of it. However, after we had been on the move for about an hour, we spied a huge crater by the side of the road. We pulled over to examine it. It was about three metres wide and two metres deep.

      Dr Munro shook his head sadly. ‘The shell that did this must have been very large. Imagine if you were nearby, how the ground must have shaken beneath your feet!’

      I was not upset to see it. Until now our existence as the flying ambulance corps had felt like a fairy story. The mass exodus at the port may have been an over-reaction – perhaps everyone was just making a to-do about nothing.

      This shell hole revealed they were not.

      We continued with our journey, although we did not swap drivers as I had hoped. I carried on, remarking excitedly about the sounds and sights – ‘Wasn’t the landscape rather like England?’ – until Elsie turned to me, shouting over the engine:

      ‘You know I can’t hear a word you are saying!’

      

      An hour later, I was keen for a wash and regretting having lunched so early. Dr Munro had mentioned the possibility of a meat stew for supper and I was hoping it would be that. With potatoes, cabbage and cauliflower, please. Back home, my mother would be tucking into venison, pork or chicken in a rich gravy. She would be picking at the vegetables. (Mother had an aversion to food that wasn’t meat or pudding.) Father might be brandishing his fork, ranting about politics or praising Lord Kitchener. I wondered if Mother and Father would be speaking to each other now. Mother had sent Father to Coventry for less than this in the past. Or Uilleam might be up in his room, looking at his reflection in the mirror – I always teased my brother that nothing fascinated him so much as his own handsome face. I supposed he would be preparing for his own imminent voyage – across the Atlantic Ocean in an even bigger ship than the Clementine – although, knowing my brother, he would be leaving his preparations to someone else!

      I thought we would settle directly into quarters in Ghent, but as we travelled down another pretty road with evenly pruned hedges, I suddenly noticed that it was unusually quiet. There were hardly any carriages, there were hardly any cars, there were hardly any people, and I wondered if we had taken a wrong turn. The last sign I had seen read ‘Nazareth’ and it had given me pleasure to see a biblically named town in Belgium. A reminder that God was with us. Just as I was going to shout this to Elsie, a woman ran out into the road in front of us. She may have heard our noisy convoy coming past, or maybe it was coincidence. She was wearing nurse’s overalls. She stood dead in the exact path of the Daimler, the same way I have seen panicked foxes with piercing yellow eyes do at sunrise.

      Dr Munro had the presence of mind both to forcefully brake and to swing the car away from this sudden obstruction. Elsie swerved similarly with the Chater-Lea and I felt myself lift up into the air before the sidecar bumped smack, back into the ground.

      ‘Heavens!’ she cried. ‘Are you all right, Mairi?’

      I said I was super. It was quite a thrill. Elsie jumped off her bike. I was still fiddling with the stubborn lock of the sidecar when Elsie reached the woman, then ran past her towards a small low-roofed building. I decided to leave the lock and, proud of my ingenuity, hopped over the top of the sidecar instead.

      As I drew closer, I saw that the woman’s nursing uniform was covered in so much blood it looked like a butcher’s apron.

      

      Everyone was already in the hall. I was the last in. I couldn’t believe my eyes.

      We were in a makeshift hospital, if you could call it that. All around were rows of men laid out on the floor. Some dead, some dying, men with their jaws blown off, arms and legs mutilated. Some were in uniform, most were not. Some hadn’t only been shot at, but stripped or stabbed too.

      Everyone else set to doing something. Arthur and Helen must have slipped back out to the cars, because they reappeared loaded up with our first-aid boxes. Dr Munro was kneeling by someone’s side unravelling bandages. Lady D was down on the floor tending to a blasted eye. Elsie was covering another wounded soldier with one of our towels. Everyone was doing something, except me. I just froze. I didn’t know what to do, and even if I had, I didn’t know what to do it with.

      ‘What’s Mairi doing?’ someone – Arthur? – asked and I heard Elsie, ‘She’ll buck up soon.’ I wanted to say something, but I had lost the ability to speak. Strange thoughts swirled in my head. My father talking about the line of poplar trees by the Modder River. How the men had failed to spy the Boers and had to lie prone on the veld – if they moved they would be fired upon.

      ‘What did you do, Father?’

      ‘I smoked my pipe.’

      I saw a tin bucket, grabbed it and ran out the back door. I vomited copiously, the second time in two days. My breakfast, the sandwiches, the mints, everything.

      How did I think I could do this? I, who had only practised slings at school on Katherine McDonald (and only got a B+ at that)?

      I retched and retched again, wiping my mouth on my sleeve. Pouring my guts out.

      My father: ‘What would you have done at Belmont, Uilleam?’

      ‘I’m not sure…’ 

      ‘I fixed my bayonets, and just saw their heels…’ 

      I suddenly saw long, shiny boots in the mud. Elsie was standing over me. I breathed in and out, steadying myself. I didn’t want to make myself look even more of a fool than I already had.

      ‘They’ve been massacred,’ I said and puked again.

      Why didn’t my father warn me that there were such things as a face without a nose? How could that be?

      ‘I want to go home…’ I continued. Tears filled my eyes, my throat. I sounded like the feeble child I had so desperately been trying not to be, but I didn’t care. I had never felt so powerless. They had chosen the wrong person for the job.

      ‘There’s not a safe passage out any more, Mairi.’

      ‘But it’s… hopeless.’

      Spots of blood were on the ground. I eyed the splattered trail to a chestnut horse that stared steadily ahead. Clipped to it was a wooden carriage. There were still two men in the carriage, leaning together, heads close. Did anyone know about them?

      ‘Just do your best.’

      I don’t have a best. I don’t even have a worst.

      ‘I’ve never done anything like this before.’

      ‘Munro wouldn’t have selected you if he didn’t think you would be up to the task.’

      I lifted my head up from the bucket, averting my eyes from the staring horse.

      ‘How do you mean?’

      ‘He said: “Despite her youth and quiet manner Mairi is as cool as a cucumber”.’

      ‘Dr Munro said that?’

      ‘He said you’ve always been a trooper. And a damn loyal friend.’

      The horse swished its tail. Flies, I thought. Black hungry flies. The men in the carriage hadn’t moved a jot. Men alive a few hours ago, worrying about their dinner, their uniforms, their girlfriends… and now they weren’t.

      ‘But I don’t know Dr Munro! I only met him the one time when he asked me to join. How would he possibly know this about me?’

      I had caught her out. Elsie squatted next to me. She didn’t recoil from the smell in the pail, which I continued to grip on to for dear life.

      ‘You ride, don’t you?’ she said. ‘They say you are fearless.’

      ‘That’s different,’ I whimpered.

      ‘You were educated in the Highlands?’

      ‘So?’

      ‘You’ll be stronger than most and with a darn sight more common sense.’

      I didn’t know about that. I only knew that whatever I had just said, I couldn’t go back home now. Not like the broken boy on the ship – I couldn’t face my parents, their battles over me. I coughed. Of course, I was going to have to go back into that terrible place. I was going to do the right thing. Put others first. And I would find the strength. From the place that always gave me strength. How had I forgotten that?

      Elsie stood up. She looked composed: No doubt the sort of woman a Belgian colonel would be delighted to fornicate with, I thought wildly. I dared take one hand from the bucket to grab her slender wrist.

      ‘Would you pray with me, Elsie?’

      ‘No,’ she said. ‘Thank you.’

      I thought in that polite thank you, there was still hope, so I pushed on. ‘Let’s ask God to keep us safe…’

      When people didn’t believe, it worried me. God might not deign to perform goodness if only a few people had faith in him. I suppose it was silly insecurity, but I doubted Lady D and I would be enough to keep God interested by ourselves. We needed Elsie.

      She shook her head. ‘I’ll keep us safe, Mairi.’

      ‘I am going to pray now.’

      This is not just any town, this is Nazareth, I thought. I should have remembered.

      ‘Very well.’

      ‘Yea, though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death; I will fear no evil: for thou art with me…’ 

      Elsie didn’t move away, so maybe she wanted me to pray for her even if she wouldn’t pray herself.

      ‘Gypsy, I mean Elsie?’

      She stroked my hair. ‘I’m sorry Mairi, but we need that bucket.’
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