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Prologue

A car comes up, with lamps full-glare,

That flash upon a tree:

It has nothing to do with me

And whangs along in a world of its own,

Leaving a blacker air.

We’re on the coast road to Zennor from St Just. The sun set half an hour ago and the western sky is hung with rags of light. Dark is gaining fast.

Ruby and I are walking northward. We keep to the road, with Ruby’s hand in mine. Not a single car has passed us.

If we were in a house now, looking from a window, we would see only black. But when you are out in the living dark it takes a hundred shapes and shades.

We are safe. Soon night will fold around us as we walk on, but even before the moon rises there’ll be enough starlight to see the pale stripe of the road. And Ruby’s a good walker.

On our left, below the cliffs, the vast Atlantic breathes.

A basking shark came in close around the Island last summer. Dolphins played off Gwithian and people went out to visit them in boats.

The seals will be feeding their pups now, on the ledges they’ve chosen. The mother seal’s fat melts from her as she pours calories into her pup. The equation is that by the time she needs to roam free and feed, the pup will survive without her. It doesn’t always work, that goes without saying.

Ruby knows if she sees a seal pup alone in one of the coves, she mustn’t go near, still less touch. The spoor of her humanity would drive the mother seal away for ever.

It hasn’t been abandoned, Ruby. The mother’s probably watching you now.

It’s dark. We hear the distant pull of the sea, the cry of the last gulls heading out of land. Ruby asks me how far it is and instead of telling her I sing a song she knows.

How many miles to Babylon?

Four score miles and ten.

Will we get there by candlelight?

Yes, and back again.

If your heels are nimble and light

We may get there by candlelight.

‘Are my heels nimble and light?’ Ruby asks. We walk on. I hold her warm, soft hand more tightly. We can keep up this pace for hours if we have to. It’s easier walking by day than by night. If she gets too tired I’ll hoist her on my back.

‘Do whales go to sleep?’

‘Everything has to sleep.’

‘Does the sea sleep?’

‘I don’t think so.’

Are witches real and why do animals eat other animals? Why is it that we fear our own kind more than any other creature we might meet on these lonely roads at night? It’s not the vixen’s cough or the cliff’s drop that makes me prickle. It’s those headlights, far-off, sweeping the granite hedges.

Those headlights, too fast. They come full on and the black safe night ruptures round us.

I sweep Ruby onto the verge. I push her into the wetness of long grass. She yelps protest but I smother it with my body which shields her so that if anything’s hit it’ll be me and never Ruby.

We are held in white oncoming light. I don’t even hear the car engine. Too close, spitting up stones, the car sweeps past.

It’s gone. I wind Ruby out of the folds of my coat. On our left, below the cliffs, the vast Atlantic breathes. Ruby and I walk on.

I would sleep for ever if it would give me dreams like this.


 

PART ONE

Shoebox Story
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Foundling

She was a good-looking girl, too; where did she come from?

She dodged into the yard with me in her arms, tucked up in a shoebox. Or, to be exact, a box that once held a pair of men’s size eleven mid-tan calf-leather shoes.

The cardboard’s worn now, but there’s still a picture of the shoes on the side. They look very manly. I expect this is why I’ve always loved the smell of leather.

‘Goodbye, baby,’ she said, as she put me down by the warm, gusty ventilator at the back of Vittorio’s. I reckon she would have reckoned someone would be out soon. Kitchen staff are always taking a break in the backyard. You see them out there, sucking on a fag as if they’re doing mouth-to-mouth on themselves.

She didn’t think of rats. I’ve thought of them, and I’ve shivered for myself in that shoebox, all alone and crying for someone.

I didn’t cry. That’s clear from Lucia’s story. That story, along with the shoebox, is my inheritance. And as inheritances go, it has turned out more substantial than you’d think.

‘Goodbye, baby,’ my mother whispered. Or maybe she called me by the name she’d given me. But I don’t know what that was. I don’t know who I was in those hours before my story began, the hours when I was my mother’s child. She didn’t pin a note onto my clothes, for me to read when I was grown up.

I’m glad of it. She understood that she had no rights in the future of a baby she was about to give away. She wanted me to start with a clean sheet.

She backed out of the yard, tripping over something that made a clang and scared the rats off for those vital first minutes. It must have frightened my mother too. She hurried away down the street, in her too-tight black skirt, with her pink sweater stretched over big, pearly breasts.

How do I know that? I can’t believe that I ever tasted those breasts. Could she have let me taste her, and then left me?

The kitchen door opened in a gush of steam, and Lucia hurled an onion into the darkness of the yard. It hit the side of my box and I began to scream. It was the Madonna who told Lucia to throw that onion, and if she hadn’t done so there is no doubt that I would have been eaten by a rat before the night was out. So Lucia told me. She was slicing onions from a net sack when she came upon the third bad one. It was firm to the touch, but when she sliced it she saw the grey fust in its seams. Usually she’d have slung it into the bin under the counter, but this time la Madonna had picked Lucia for action.

Holding the fusty onion, Lucia kicked open the kitchen door. She was packed with the aggressive pleasure that builds up, night after night, from working well at a job that is below your capacity. Cursing the supplier who had tried to make an imbecile of her, she hurled the onion into the night with all her strength. But it wasn’t just Lucia’s own strength that threw the onion. La Madonna took Lucia’s arm, flexed her muscles, and filled them with the power of a shot-putter.

In Lucia’s second version, given after we had drunk another cup of coffee together, the onion was perfectly healthy. What happened was that Lucia had the door open as usual, and she heard the clang of metal as my mother tripped on leaving the yard. She hurled the onion at the cat she thought my mother was. But even so, it was a virgin’s strength that powered her arm.

I think that these were my mother’s calculations when she decided to abandon me by a ventilation shaft in the backyard of an Italian restaurant:

– that I would be warm,

– that there would be food nearby,

– that Italians love babies.

Lucia did not love babies. She knew far too much about them for that. She had loved her own three babies, born to her in her early twenties and already grown at the time of my birth. All of them had given and were still giving her pain. Giancarlo, little Vittorio, and Stefania. These were Lucia’s babies, now hidden in adult flesh. She would never be unfaithful to them with anyone else’s child, but at the sight of a shoebox full of baby Lucia became practical.

She scooped me out of the box and I dangled like a baby cat. She held me up in her two hands, her strong fingers supporting the back of my neck, and assessed me for what I was and what I might become.

‘Femmina,’ she pronounced to herself, taking in the bright pink ribbons on my nightdress. Cheap rubbish, la poverina. My purple feet were bare.

Once inside with me, she placed my shoebox on a shelf and phoned for the police. Not for a second did it occur to Lucia to keep me. She made no fuss, she didn’t cry out, and service continued as usual in the restaurant. Big Vittorio knew nothing about it until a chunky policewoman bustled through the restaurant, closely followed by a policeman who looked embarrassed, as if someone might accuse him of being the baby’s father. He was only young.

‘How old is it?’ he asked, as Lucia demonstrated the real, live baby.

‘Two days, three days,’ she shrugged. ‘The cord is still there.’ And she whipped up my nightdress to show the cord stump, which had not yet shrivelled and fallen off. Neither had it been carefully attended with powder and wipes, as ordered in maternity hospitals. My cord stump was bare and raw. The policeman looked away.

‘So it’s a boy,’ he said stupidly.

‘Is a baby girl, naturalmente,’ said Lucia to the policewoman. And so I was.

Lucia held on to this part of my story and gave it to me when I came looking for it. By then I no longer kept the shoebox with me. It was somewhere in the house I’d left along with my marriage. Compared to other things that had happened, the shoebox seemed of minor importance now. I needed the story, not the object.

The restaurant no longer existed, and Big Vittorio was dead. Little Vittorio, now over fifty, was an insurance broker. I visited Lucia in her garden flat. We sat all one hot afternoon in the tiny garden which Lucia had packed with explosions of flower, and she told me what she knew. Sometimes she reached out to touch my bare brown knee.

She was an old woman with knots of vein in her legs. I looked at the hands which had taken me out of my box. I listened to the voice that had pronounced me female, more surely than any midwife.

Lucia, you didn’t pretend to have forgotten my story when I came to find you. You told me as much as you knew. I think you wondered why I hadn’t come to find you earlier, but you said nothing about that. The truth is that it was only possible for me to come and find you when I was no longer in search of my mother at all.

Naturally I have often wondered about the shoebox. Did my mother go into a shop and ask them if they had a large one, this big, big enough to put a baby in? If the shoe-shop assistant was exceptionally helpful, she may even have clambered up a ladder to the very top of her stack of boxes, to find the treasure my mother required.

My mother, down on solid earth, holding her hands apart, this far. Big, shapely hands. She stares up, and her face is wan in the gloom of the shoe-shop stockroom.

‘No, bigger than that. Try the next size.’

Alternatively, the shoebox may have held shoes bought by my father. This gives me more to work on. If he wore size eleven shoes, then he was a tall man – or else he was stocky, with exceptional feet and hands. (He might have grown tall, had he not been ill-fed in his childhood. In fact, he might have become an athlete…)

These shoes, these precious shoes of calf leather. My father had been saving for weeks. He snuffed the smell of new leather and loved it, just as I do. He wore the shoes, but never threw away the box. It was too big and useful, and besides it had the price of the shoes on its side, proud evidence of what he had spent.

It’s hard to throw away a box like that. It might come in handy. But my mother did take the price off. I can see where the price label was, and I like her for the delicacy that made her refuse to place her baby inside a box marked £10 10s. Od. Or ten guineas, as they would have said in the expensive shop where my father bought the shoes.

(But she neglected to take out the price slip inside the box. It must have lain there safe beneath my head.)

Ten pounds ten shillings was a lot of money for a pair of men’s shoes in 1965. I’ve done my research on this, and it suggests three possibilities.

My father was rich.

My father lived above his means.

My father preferred shoes to babies.

There are no such things as guineas any more, but I’m glad they existed when I was born. A girl for ten guineas has a ring to it.

Lucia might simply have handed over the baby, and kept the box. But she gave it to the policeman, while the policewoman took charge of my damp, furious self, and so my history was preserved. These days they might be able to take my mother’s DNA off the cardboard, from the marks made by her sweating fingers. Maybe there was saliva on the box from the kiss she gave me as she set me down. But it’s too late for all that. And besides, my mother committed no crime.

How far off was my mother by the time the policewoman took charge of me? She escaped. She hurried away, turning corner after corner. She would have been bleeding still, after my birth.

Inquiries were made. A man walking his dog (or so he said) remembered seeing a woman hurry away from Vittorio’s backyard. She was almost running, and she was not wearing a coat on that late-September evening. He saw her clearly in the light of a street lamp. So what did she look like, this woman?

The man made a quick shape with his hands to show my mother’s curves. Out, in, out. Yet this was a woman who had only two or three days earlier given birth to the femmina in the shoebox. How could she be so shapely?

She could. We’re like that in my family, to go by what evidence I have: that one sighting of my mother, and the sight of myself in the mirror when Ruby was two days old. We are women who snap back into shape after giving birth. I possess that glimpse of my mother in late-September lamplight: out, in, out. Breasts straining her pink jersey. A too-tight black skirt. I compare it to my own figure in the hospital mirror. While the other women in the post-natal corridors pulled helplessly at handfuls of leak and flobber, I snapped back into shape. My strong, curved peasant body was born to be back at work within the day.

A tight dark skirt and a sweater that stretched over her breasts. That’s what the man glimpsed when he was walking his dog.

Yeah, tight. You know. You could see everything. Out, in, out.

Lucia’s eyes were half shut, as she told me her part of the story. Behind her, ranks of geraniums, lobelia and nasturtiums rioted. Lucia had done her duty. She had preserved me from a yard full of rats and shadows. She had handed me over to authority, raw, screeching, but unharmed.
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Baby Aeroplanes

the wife wants a child

the wife wants a child

ee ay ee ay

the wife wants a child

I mistrust sensitive people. In my experience what they are chiefly sensitive to is themselves. My adoptive mother had nerves as rare as orchids, and I was on them most of my life.

In her bedroom’s smelly darkness she lay flat with an airline eye-mask over her eyes. In the back lane I ranged with my cap-gun, ambushing witches. Out of the side of my mouth I told myself the count. Ten shot to death that day already. When metal touches a witch they just melt into nothing, and my cap-gun was bronze. I held the barrel close to my nose to breathe in that wild gun smoke.

It was not so hard to adopt a baby in the mid-sixties. Twenty years later I’d have been a rarity, even a treasure, but I was common enough then. A healthy newborn female infant in search of a home. My adoptive parents never struck me as frivolous people, but there was something frivolous in their decision to adopt. They can’t ever have let loose the whole energy of their thought on the question. Did they really want a child? Did they like children, or know what they were like?

A baby. My adoptive mother must have hypnotized herself with those two words. A little baby. Once, when I was eight, I dug out from the bottom of the sideboard a bag full of baby clothes: cobweb cardigans, silky romper suits, a white dress with coral embroidery. Folded, new, untouched.

‘Oh well,’ said my adoptive mother, a touch of embarrassment in her manner as she took the bag back and folded it shut again. ‘There was no point putting you in these. You were sick all the time.’

A baby. A little baby. They had planned to adopt a little boy next, once I had settled, my adoptive mother often told me reproachfully. But I was such a difficult baby that it put them off. I wouldn’t sleep. When she tried to give me my Cow & Gate I twisted aside from the teat and screamed, and milk would spurt over both of us. She would ram the bottle back in because she was afraid I would starve, and I would choke on the milk.

‘You’d have thought I was trying to torture you, not feed you!’

I had eczema and colic and I rubbed my mother raw. She could not face the whole thing again and so I deprived her of the son she would have loved, and who would have loved her. The big, sunny baby who would have understood her and slept through the night from birth. Her real child.

I used to plot my way back into the past so I could change it. If my real mother had kept me, I could have danced in the street to make money for us both. My twinkling feet would have captured the hearts of strangers and charmed the cash from their pockets so that we could buy fish and chips and furniture. Nothing would have stopped me. I’d have danced until my feet bled.

Everyone knows that mothers want to sacrifice themselves for their children, but there are also children who would give blood to have their parents appear to them, just once, on the battlements of their lives.

You know those women in shawls with babies wrapped up like sausages who walk the length of Tube trains asking for cash? Sometimes the baby has a label pinned onto its clothing:

[image: Image]

The woman has written out the label in spiky writing, or maybe it’s one shared label that gets passed from woman with sausage baby to woman with sausage baby. This kind of babywork commands my respect. I’m not criticizing my mother for leaving me in a restaurant backyard, but it’s a pity she didn’t think of pinning a label on me and taking me down the Tube. I would have been with her all the way. Fat tears would have squeezed themselves between my lashes, but I wouldn’t have made a sound. I’d have known that in the confined spaces of a Tube carriage a baby’s screams would produce only irritation, not cash.

(If I’d been an inch prettier, or a mile less mouthy, I’d have done a lot better with both my mothers. If only a newborn baby possessed a strategy.)

At first people mostly gave money to these women with their labelled sausage babies, but now there’s a consensus that times have changed and it’s all right to act tough on this issue, even if you are sensitive inside. No matter how much money you give to one poor person, there is always another. It’s almost as if they are breeding – perhaps with the help of the money you’ve given them. And here comes another one, dragging the baby round the underground while she is probably getting hundreds of pounds in benefit which we are paying for.

As the woman with baby comes yodelling up the Tube carriage, I get out as big a note as I’ve got in my purse and fold it into the baby’s wrappings. Quick as a knife, the woman vanishes the money. She doesn’t want the rest of the carriage seeing how much she’s got from me, in case it dries up their wallets and purses.

She needn’t worry. Their wallets and purses were dry to begin with. They turn their faces from her, mute and stubborn.

(‘What right have you got to be so critical?’ my adoptive father used to say. ‘What’s so wonderful about you?’

My cap-gun, I thought to myself. In my mind I caressed it and smelled its bitter smoke.

‘Take that look off your face,’ said my adoptive father.)

In my opinion it would be good if everyone on the Tube had a descriptive label pinned to their clothes, as these women do. It could be as truthful or untruthful as they liked.

[image: Image]

It’s true that I’m favouring the less cheerful possibilities. Some labels could well be shorter and sweeter.

[image: Image]

But who was it said that happiness writes white?

Like the interior of an aeroplane, the inside of a Tube train has strict rules. We don’t cry, scream or let ourselves do more than stiffen as the brakes squeeze shut in the deepest passages. I know that logic well. Control yourself, and the world will reward you by controlling its terrors. I watch the mothers with labels pinned onto their babies. I listen as they put back their heads and yell out folk songs from the poorer regions of countries no one wants to hear about. Their faces split in song, as if they are giving birth.

The Russian poet Mandelstam once wrote about baby aeroplanes. He wrote about an aeroplane in full flight giving birth to another aeroplane which immediately flies off and gives birth to its own baby… It’s a metaphor, Joe taught me, as he taught me so much else.

I can see Joe now. We were in the kitchen of our shared flat, and hard rain was spattering the windows. It was late. Joe had worked until he was so lit up he couldn’t sleep. In our separate rooms our separate beds waited, but we didn’t go to them.

‘A metaphor? So you mean Russian aeroplanes can’t really give birth?’

‘Rebecca.’

‘OK then, tell me about it.’

‘It’s a metaphor for the way he worked. For the way things came alive in his head.’

‘Only in his head?’

My words echoed. Too much happened in the head between me and my flatmate Joe. I added up all the brilliance and generosity and sharp wit in Joe’s face and still couldn’t make them come to what I wanted. I didn’t like to think about what he added up when he looked at me.

‘In his head,’ said Joe, ‘and on paper. The point is that he set it down on paper, or we’d know nothing about it.’

Our conversation didn’t go far. Joe wanted to read me the poems in Russian, but I was tired. I went to bed. In the morning I gave him a long wool and cashmere overcoat I’d found in a charity shop and had cleaned for him. Joe put it on immediately, and he wore it every day that winter.

But since then I’ve never been able to stop looking for those baby aeroplanes. They must be on the tarmac somewhere, butting their mothers’ sides, sucking at the fuel line, pretending to be big enough to fly.

‘Mandelstam never wrote about baby Tube trains,’ Joe told me another time. ‘Maybe because he was killed before they built the Leningrad metro. Imagine the metaphors he would have made out of that. He would have liked the way the trains stop with their doors matching exactly to the holes in the walls. You don’t wander up and down the platforms choosing your carriage. You step right in and you are swallowed.’

This is the full story of the metaphor, as given to me by Joe. Someone asked Mandelstam what poetry was like, and he said that it was like an aeroplane flying along which gives birth to a baby aeroplane which immediately begins to fly with its full strength and its own life, and gives birth to its own baby aeroplane. All this happens without any of the aeroplanes missing a beat. All this happens within one poem. Mandelstam’s baby aeroplanes never nuzzle and butt around their mothers’ bellies. Immediately they are born they fly off, with their own life.

It took me a long time to learn to love Mandelstam. At first he belonged too much to Joe. But I love him now. He was murdered by Stalin and no one knows where he is buried. He was last seen picking over a rubbish heap in a transit camp at Vladivostock.

Before that, in Voronezh, standing in the ruins of his own life, he wrote about a woman limping over the empty earth. He wrote of her beautiful, uneven footsteps. Stalin had not yet murdered him, but he was, let’s say, in the process of murdering him. The decision was already made in some playful, trivial corner of the Stalin brain. All it had to do was take the trouble to enact itself.

I believe that Mandelstam was right about those baby aeroplanes. He’d given the whole of his life in order to understand them. Although I haven’t yet seen them, I believe that they are there. So I look out for the moment when a cigar tube of sterile metal gives birth, whilst flying at full strength.

But in my experience, we cannot always fly at full strength.
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An Engine has Failed

When you fly at full strength you cannot fall. Once I watched a TV programme which aimed to show scared flyers why they were wrong. The programme was made for flying phobics, and it worked so well they thought we should all have a chance to see it.

In the TV diagrams the grey metal body of the plane was borne aloft by cushions of force and thrust. The diagrams proved that no aeroplane could ever shrug its metal shoulders, stop pretending that it’s possible to defy gravity, and plummet out of the air. Not only was the aeroplane incapable of such a wish, but natural forces would not permit it.

Once, when I was flying to meet Adam in Hong Kong, where he was taking part in a conference, I woke at dawn and walked to the back of the plane. A man had lifted the window shutter and was staring down. I joined him. Thirty-three thousand feet below us were the mountains of Mongolia, red as the mountains of the moon.

‘We wouldn’t last a minute down there,’ said the man, in a cold determined voice. ‘What takes you to Hong Kong?’

‘I’m meeting my husband. He’s at a conference.’

‘What’s he do?’

‘He’s a neonatologist.’

‘Neonatologist, hey?’ said the man, regarding me with his boiled blue eyes.

‘Yes. He works with newborn babies. Premature babies.’

‘I know what the word means,’ said the man. ‘You got any babies yourself?’

Adam and I had been married twelve months. I remember the moment I answered that man. The clarity and sureness with which I said, ‘No. Not yet,’ and the way he said, ‘All the fun still to come, eh?’ in a lubricious voice as if he was thinking of the sex we would have to conceive the child.

The mountains beneath us were Mongolia, yet I could reach out my hand for a paper cup of iced water. I went back to my seat and shut my eyes as the plane began to buck through clear-air turbulence. I said to myself what I always say at these times: Rocked in the cradle of the deep. Rocked in the cradle of the deep. I don’t know where it comes from or why it helps, but it does. Around us the deep held our plane on the palm of its hand, tossed it up, let it fall.

When an engine fails there’s no preparation. It was years later that I found this out. I was on my way back from New York to London. A work trip. I’d done everything I was sent to do. Sidney House would open in five weeks and my employer, Mr Damiano, would probably bring me back with him for the opening. I had been sorting out all the last-minute glitches. Snagging.

I thought Mr Damiano was pushing it with the name he’d chosen for the new hotel. It wasn’t a name with any style. Mr Damiano disagreed. He said that Sidney had a nice feel to it. It was a good name to give to a cab driver. What he really meant is that we’ve got people to the point where any name we give will work. I hoped I wouldn’t find out that Sidney was the name of the dog Mr Damiano had when he was a boy, rather than that of the minor English poet whose work he’d given me to read.

We have Sidney, we have Lampedusa (Where’re you staying? Oh, the Lamp Post. Naturalmente.), we have Villon (Village), Langland, Sorescu, Cavafy, Sexton and Bishop. Mr Damiano is an educated man and right from the start, as each hotel was named, he would give me what he considered the finest work of the author. After a week or two he would talk to me about it, as if the writer were as important as the bar, the quality of the wet-room tiling, the reputation of the chef. Lampedusa is the only prose writer. Mr Damiano says there is no reason for this, but that he also intends to name a hotel after F. Scott Fitzgerald one day, so I’m reading The Last Tycoon.

Mr Damiano has educated me, as Joe did. Adam, no. Adam changed me. We changed each other. That’s something different.

It’s nice on a plane when your work’s all done. We were already out of land and the big dark swell of the Atlantic was moving under us. I flicked on the flight map and watched our plane, as big as New York State, push its way north-eastward. The flight attendant brought the dinner I’d ordered, but I didn’t feel like eating it. I drank my wine and watched the sky darken. More than an hour of the flight was already gone. The air was so smooth that my drink lay still in its glass.

‘Ladies and gentlemen, this is Captain Willis again,’ came the light Surrey voice that had already told us about the fine weather, the tail wind that would get us to London ahead of schedule, and the fact that he hoped we would enjoy our flight with him, ‘I’m afraid that one of our engines has failed and so we are not able to proceed to Heathrow, but shall be returning to Kennedy instead.’

I was surprised that he didn’t put it better. We have a problem with one of our engines, maybe. A minor problem.

I looked around. The flight attendants, smiling pleasantly, immediately began to collect up the dinner plates. The man behind me protested that he had not even begun on his fillet steak. ‘It’s just a routine procedure, sir,’ said the girl, whipping his steak out of sight. A dark-haired, confidential, heartbreakingly handsome steward came and sat beside me.

‘As you are sitting by the emergency exit, madam,’ he said, ‘you’ll be aware that we’ll be carrying out certain special procedures on landing, to ensure the safety and well-being of all our passengers.’

‘What?’

‘I’ll be preparing the exit for an emergency landing,’ he said, with a wink. ‘And you’ll be in the front row.’

‘Is that good?’

‘It’s not bad,’ he said consideringly. ‘Not one of the worst places to be sat, I’d say.’

The man behind me leaned around my seat and asked if I thought the engine noise sounded different. I listened but I couldn’t tell. He put his lips together in a smile and asked if I’d like to see a picture of his little girl. He passed me a plump blondey baby with a smiling face and I held out a photo of Ruby, but without letting go of it.

‘She’s beautiful,’ he said immediately, before he could have had time to take in how beautiful she was. I said that his baby was beautiful too.

‘I’ve never been on a plane when they’ve pulled one like this,’ said the man. I told him I had, and it had all been fine. They had done an emergency landing and everything had worked out.

‘Oh, OK,’ said the man, nodding firmly. ‘I’m glad to know that.’ Then he asked me where it had been.

‘Moscow,’ I said, thinking it through.

‘Jesus,’ said the man. ‘You wouldn’t get me on one of those Russian planes. Don’t you know their air traffic control is all shot to hell?’

I shut my eyes. Rocked in the cradle of the deep. Rocked in the cradle of the deep. I could hear a change in the engine noise and I wondered if we were still over the Atlantic Ocean. Joe had told me once where the continental shelf began, but I couldn’t remember. If we were over land maybe someone was looking up at this moment. Maybe they could hear the change in our engine sound. They would listen and be glad that their feet were planted on solid earth.

The man behind me tapped my arm.

‘I’ve been watching that girl over there.’ He indicated the flight attendant who was checking the overhead lockers. ‘She looks pretty upset to me. When the crew gets scared, I get scared.’ He said it as if this was a rule of life he’d always abided by.

‘She split up with her boyfriend last night,’ I said. ‘She was telling me about it when she brought the wine.’

‘Girl stuff, huh,’ he said. ‘You’d think she’d have something better to worry about than her boyfriend right now.’

The hour passed slowly, but the two times the man tapped my arm again I pretended to be sleeping. I was afraid he’d wake me to say, ‘Sleeping, huh. Think you’d have something better to do than sleep,’ but after a couple of taps he rang for the flight attendant and started telling her that everyone gets bad knocks in life but they are part of growing into the person God means you to be.

‘We’re following a routine procedure for the benefit of customer welfare and safety, sir,’ she replied. ‘After our landing in Kennedy you will be transferred to the next available flight with the minimum of wait.’

The plane was going down fast. Suddenly the lights of New York shocked into view. My ears hurt, and the handsome steward came to take his seat directly opposite me.

‘Soon be down,’ he said, and winked again. He leaned forward braced like a runner, with his hand gripping the emergency handle. The plane whooshed upwards, then steadied itself.

‘We’re coming in to land.’

The plane went down with a bang but held steady as it hurtled down the runway. What I hadn’t thought of were the fire-trucks and other emergency vehicles with flashing lights that raced with us parallel to our runway. We were down. We were on the runway. We were not on fire. The handsome steward relaxed his grip on the emergency handle.

‘You won’t get your chance to go down the chute today,’ he said. The plane slowed until it was a solid thing again on solid land.

‘No way are they getting me up in one of these things again. No way,’ said the man behind me. But I knew they would.


4

Mr Damiano’s Dream

So there I was on the tarmac, waiting for someone to shepherd me. The air was thick and warm and wind blew in gusts from the hurricane tail that had passed through New York two days before.

I already knew how disappointed in me Mr Damiano would be. I was going to go back to London and tell him that I was leaving his employment. I wouldn’t be caught up into his bright new future. My momentum had stalled. I no longer wanted to sit in business class in the hope of sitting in first class one day.

No way are you getting me up in one of these things again.

I would never tell Mr Damiano the true reason. Mr Damiano has given me everything he knows about life. Not many employers would share their dream as he does. How you have to be tough, and how you can put the name of a minor English poet on everyone’s lips. In his heart he’s a fairground man. He picked me up out of the mud and cleaned the dirt off me. He put me up on the trapeze with a plume of light on me. I swooped from continent to continent, I dealt with men who wanted to cheat him, I cached a thousand details in my memory and reported them to him. There we were, the hotels and all of us who worked in them, spangled with the dream Mr Damiano carried. He gave me a job.

But Mr Damiano could never see what I saw as our big grey aeroplane turned solid and hit the ground and churned into the tarmac with all its force and thrust. The fire-trucks raced alongside us with their flashing lights and the wall of foam they’d made for us. Ruby was riding up front, in the cabin of the very first truck. She had a fireman’s helmet crammed onto her dark-red curls and she was staring straight ahead with her lips parted. I think she was saying something but I couldn’t hear it through all the metal, and the thunder of engines. She didn’t look at me but I could tell she knew I was here. She had come for me.

I’m on the tarmac, Mr Damiano. Everything was going sweetly on the route you made for me, but now the engine has failed, and I’ve had to turn back.

I know you would come to get me if I asked. I know you’d pick me up and shake me and make something of me again. I am your personal assistant, and I know that you value me.

These past three years you could have lain me on two planks and sawn me in half if you’d wanted. I trusted you that much, and I still do. You taught me the business and said that working with me gave you a nice feeling, and so we kept on. Three years between us now.

(Mr Damiano, I don’t like those olives from I Promessi Sposi that I ordered for the Moon Bar. They look like washed-out baby aubergines in the lighting we’ve chosen. And beautifully darned linen napkins aren’t going to work in New York. Not unless you put the seamstress in the corner to darn very slowly all the while that the people are dining, so they see how much time and skill it costs and how much more luxurious it is than buying new.)

I love your business more than anything in my life now. It was you who taught me that there doesn’t have to be a minibar and a glaze-eyed man in a braided coat springing to open the door and say, ‘Welcome home!’ every time a guest steps into the lobby, and a ten-dollar charge to wash a shirt. There don’t have to be ill-paid women coming in to turn down the beds at night, for cash on the pillow. Hotels don’t have to smell of sealed windows, central heating and flower-scented cleaning products.

You got rid of all the comfortless clichés of luxury. You filled toyboxes to bring along to guests’ rooms when they had their children with them, and before the guests arrived you invited some of the staff children in to play with the toys, to take the newness off them. ‘Kids playing with toys puts life into them.’ You paid the best wages in the business and wouldn’t allow tipping. You told me that true luxury was an emotion. When people feel it, they know what it is.

I saw Ruby for one second. I thought that this time she had come for me. For once I had not been waiting for her, but she had come all the same. My body melted and I waited for the aeroplane to splinter. I waited for one of those grey metal splinters to hurl me on its spear through the perspex window to where Ruby was.

It must have been a child-sized fireman’s helmet that Ruby was wearing, because an adult one would have slipped over her face and hidden it. I saw her face quite clearly. She was pale and excited and her lips were parted.

I thought she’d come for me. The tears that started from my eyes at that moment have grown sticky on my skin.

We waited on the tarmac in the dark while the warm wind blew. Soon someone would come to shepherd us to the buses which were driving out from the terminal to meet us. There would be another aeroplane for us soon. Just like the man behind me, I would have to get on it.

I turned and saw the man who had been sitting behind me. He was blowing into his hands as if he felt cold. Just like me, he had fallen out of his life for a while. The air reeked of jet fuel and from the way people were looking around you could tell it was making them nervous.

As soon as I’m back in London, I thought, I’ll go to Mr Damiano. He’s always working, night and day. I’ll push open the door of his office. (He doesn’t like me to knock. When someone comes in without knocking, he already knows that it’s me.)

‘You’re a little later than I thought you would be, Rebecca,’ he’ll say. Not because he’s annoyed in any way, but because he’s got a mind that can keep far more inside it, easily and comfortably, than most minds I know. The time of my projected arrival would be as clear in his mind as a clock on the wall, no matter how deep he was in his work.

‘But you’re back. Good.’

This is where I’ll have to explain to him that I’m not back, in any sense that he means. I won’t tell him that I saw Ruby on the fire-truck, but I’ll tell him that I’ve got to go away for a while, and that he’s perfectly right not to trust me any more, not to want me back. I’m abandoning him just before Sidney House opens.

I’ll tell him about the olives and the napkins.


5

The Death of Stalin’s Wife

When I say that my husband had red hair, you’ll probably imagine a pale man, freckled, with washed-out blue eyes. But Adam’s eyes were brown, and his hair was the same dark red as Ruby’s. Adam’s hair was cut close, in tight-sprung coils that pushed against your fingers. Ruby’s curls were looser, silkier. There was a blue shine on the red of her hair.

The first night I saw Adam was the night Joe jumped out of the window.

I was in the kitchen of our attic flat, rolling pieces of chicken in seasoned flour, when Adam came up the stairs with Joe. I had shared the flat with Joe for three years. It was the kind of love that keeps you safe, and sex never entered it. We knew too well what other things would have flown out of the box then. Fear, disappointment, rage. Just friends, as people say, lingering stickily on what they touch. But in my view friendship can be rarer and tenderer than love.

We knew each other in our dailiness. The rush of water into a kettle, the heap of tangled washing in a blue plastic laundry basket, the smell of each other’s bedrooms. Joe didn’t ask me to take care of him, because he already knew how to take care of himself. He was as handy as a sailor when it came to keeping the place as it should be. I remember the time I saw
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