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The First Journey
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Dottie first heard the news of her sister’s labour on the factory Tannoy. The voice booming through the public address system did not say that she was being urgently summoned to attend a birth, but Dottie knew. She hurried away with a feeling that this was a moment she had already lived through. In the office she was told that the hospital had rung with a message. Sophie had collapsed at work.

In the cab to the hospital she wondered if there was something she should do, some preparation she could make. It was a short journey from Kennington to Tooting, but the traffic was heavy and their progress was slow. At last the taxi came to a shuddering stop at the hospital entrance, and Dottie stepped out into a patch of autumn sunlight that had evaded the buildings around her. The ward sister smiled and told her that she was too late. The baby had already arrived. Sophie must have been in labour for a while before she collapsed, the sister said as she guided Dottie to the patient’s bedside.

Sophie’s exhaustion was plain in her face, but through her tiredness shone a small smile of triumph. Haltingly, searching for words, she told Dottie how she had been rushed into a cab from Kimberly Street in Waterloo. The cab driver had refused payment, she said, telling her she would be his good luck. At the hospital, the nurses had been kind. They had washed her and shaved her, and Sophie had been ashamed because she had made the bath water filthy. Then the baby came and it was so perfect. Didn’t Dottie think so? To her surprise, the nurses asked for a name for the baby. She had not thought they would ask her straight away, had thought she would have time to talk to Jimmy first. But the nurses became annoyed, Sophie said, and after they had been so kind. So she gave them the name she had been thinking of.

‘I called him Hudson, Sis,’ she said, looking at Dottie with uncertainty.

Dottie said nothing for a while, and then talked about the baby’s perfection, and the pain her sister must have borne for so long. She sat beside Sophie and watched the baby sleeping in his metal cot. She made cheerful conversation about their plans, knowing that her sister was waiting for her to say something else. Sophie’s hand lay in hers and she stroked it absently, tutting at the groans of pain that her sister made now and then. She knew that Sophie wanted her to say how pleased she was about the name. It was their younger brother’s, and Sophie was waiting to hear her say that naming the baby after him was right because they had loved him so much. Dottie watched the baby and stroked Sophie’s hand abstractedly, smiling with an unconscious wince whenever she caught her sister’s eye, or whenever Sophie moaned with the pain in her body and between her thighs. She hoped that Sophie would soon fall asleep. But although she dropped off for a short period, her eyes flew open with sudden anxiety and turned blearily at Dottie.

‘It’s a lovely name, and the baby looks just like Hudson,’ Dottie said at last, and heard Sophie gurgling with pleasure and relief.

‘Does he really look like Hudson?’ Sophie asked, grinning with delight.

‘Just like him,’ Dottie said.

In a few moments Sophie was asleep. Dottie sat silently beside her for a long time, grateful for the solitude. Out of the corner of her eye she saw that her sister’s hand was stirring uncertainly, and she reached out and held it again. Sophie sighed heavily in her sleep.
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Dottie was the elder by two years, although she and Sophie had been born close enough to each other to be christened in the same church, Our Lady of Miracles in Leeds. That was how she remembered it, although she was not certain. Sometimes she thought it was Our Lady of Sorrows, but that sounded melodramatic, as if she was trying to make a case of herself, and she preferred the brighter name. There was an old disused well in the church-yard, she remembered that, and remembered the terror it filled her with as a child. She had carelessly glanced down into its giddy depths once, and even now, whenever she thought of it, she felt again the hand that had clutched her shoulder with a cry of warning. She could no longer hear the voice, and could not say if it was her mother or someone else. Be careful, don’t you know the hump-back lives down there? When the explanation came, it was always in a man’s voice, his voice. For years she dreamed of falling in and finding herself in the clutches of the creature who lived at the bottom of the well and who came out at night to gaze with longing at the living world of the church-yard. It was such a long time ago that she could not be sure how many of the details were true and how many she had altered to suit her needs. The stories jostled each other in her head despite her. Sophie often told her that she made these things up, to make an argument and be unpleasant.

Dottie had been christened Dottie Badoura Fatma Balfour. They were names she relished, and she sometimes secretly smiled over them. When she was younger she used to imagine and fabricate round the names, making childish romances and warm tales of painless sacrifice and abundant affection. In her absorption, she sometimes played the games in a soft whisper and was mocked and told off for talking to herself. She persisted in her games despite the ill-tempered correction that was administered for her own good. They told her, those teachers or whoever they were, that all people were the same, and that she would do best to realise that she now lived in England, and she should determine to do what she could to make herself acceptable. She could do more to help herself to that end than behave in such an obstinate and dreamy way.

Her whisperings might give the wrong impression, a kindly teacher warned her. They might make people believe that she could not cope. Don’t play with fire. Don’t tempt fate. When in Rome you have to do as the Romans. Pull your socks up. She heard that from them several times. We don’t do that in England, dear, they told her when her ignorance caused offence. The criticism made her feel like a sinner, or like a traitor.

Yet it was not because she attempted to assert herself that these criticisms descended on her. She would not have dreamed of protesting against the proper pre-eminence of England, nor had she for a moment considered questioning or challenging its rectitude. So all that Dottie could assume, in those early days, was that they knew of the secret hours she spent dwelling over those beautiful names. The whole world must have found out about her secret vices and taken them for treachery. In reality, the circumstances of her life had turned her into Dottie long before she was in any condition to protest, long before it might even have occurred to her to think otherwise. She would not have thought of claiming that the childhood life she led was her own, let alone that she should be able to give a name to it.

She frowned now as she sought to control her worry, and the fear that she felt for the child that Sophie had brought into the world. As if things were not hard enough. As if Sophie herself was anything more than a big, fat child! That she should call the boy Hudson …
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Dottie thought of herself as having failed with Hudson. It was not that anyone had expected anything different from her, but it had fallen to her to look after him from an early age. And she had failed to prevent him from self-destruction. When they were children, their mother was often ill, and when she was not ill she had other things to attend to. Dottie had learned to do things in the house, and look after her sister and brother. Hudson was difficult, and she herself was too ignorant to be of any real help to him. She had watched Hudson grow angry with them as he grew up, despising them for the cruel blows life rained on them, as if there was anything any of them could have done about it. They did what they could for him, bore for him whatever burdens he could not carry. Hudson took whatever they offered him with sulky ill-grace, suffering the adoration that his mother and his sisters lavished on him, and allowing them to spoil him with their devotion. Sophie showered him with love, fondling and kissing him whenever he let her. More often than not, he fought her off, shouting and complaining about her fumbling embraces. On rare occasions he allowed himself to be taken into her arms, reluctant and tense at first, then slowly allowing himself to melt, curling up against her girlish plumpness with long-suffering sighs.

By the time he was eleven, it was no longer possible to compel him to do anything he did not want to do. It was no use appealing to his better nature since he was in the process of training himself not to admit to one, and had learnt to pre-empt criticism with torrents of abuse. If Dottie attempted to force him he ran away from her, or if he could not he screamed with frightening abandon. She could not bear the screaming. It sounded like a person being slaughtered.

He became obsessed with being an American, and started to talk with a clumsy imitation of an American voice. He was different from all of them, he said. His father was an American Negro. In Hudson’s story the father was a fabulous creature who was part of the glamour of America: a tap-dancing, smiling man in a suit who rode in huge white Cadillacs and spent his days going from hotels to apartments, as everyone did in the movies. Nobody talked of who Dottie’s father was, or Sophie’s, he reminded his sisters. Nobody knew, not even their mother.

Sometimes their mother caught her breath as she looked at one of them, reminded of something in the way they looked, but it never came to anything. Their mother’s life had become so confused. She would shake her head and smile because she could not remember. Hudson taunted his sisters about that, calling them bastards and making monkey noises at them. Once he found a picture of a cannibal chief in a Tarzan comic and went running up to Dottie, crying, ‘I’ve found your daddy! Look, look, I’ve found him.’

Dottie slapped him across the face and dragged him to a mirror. ‘Who do you think you’re laughing at?’ she asked him. He wept at the humiliating explanations she offered him.

‘My daddy is an American, not a savage!’ he cried, squeezing his eyelids to shut out the pain. ‘Your daddy’s a savage. My daddy has a green car and lives in a big building in New York. He’s tall and rich, not fat and ugly like Sophie. And Sophie’s daddy is a savage. But my daddy is a soldier and lives in America. I’m not a bastard. I’m not a bastard like you. When I grow up …’ There he halted in his tracks and glanced guiltily at Dottie, overcome by his inability to imagine his grown-up self. He glared at his sisters with unfeigned bitterness, wounded by the indignity and the childishness of his protest. When he was older he would go to New York to find his father, he declared, and ran out into the street.
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The fabulous American had been among the black GIs who had been sent over to England from 1942 onwards until the end of the war and beyond. The early contingent caused havoc in quiet English towns and raised the bogey of bestial couplings of the ape-like monsters with milk-skinned English maids. Hands and hearts were wrung in the letter columns of national newspapers. Questions were asked during Prime Minister’s Question Time. Discussions took place at the highest levels, at Cabinet meetings and over state banquets. Her Majesty’s Secretary of State for War, Sir James Grigg, prepared guidelines to British officers to instruct that troops, especially the ATS, avoid intimate friendships with black soldiers. The War Cabinet approved the guidelines, on condition that they were kept confidential. The British press were asked not to refer to them. So, accordingly, directives were issued by government officials that black troops were to be kept strictly away from white female service personnel, whom they could easily rupture with their huge members, causing havoc to the logistics of war. They were not to be admitted in restaurants and bars that were frequented by white American soldiers as this would cause problems when or if they returned to the United States. Some restaurant managers, their zeal for the war effort fired up by their greed for dollars, excluded empire soldiers and officers as well, despite the emblems these foreigners wore in the service of the King-Emperor.

Hudson’s father would not have been surprised by any of this. He was quartered in Carlisle, and accepted the antagonism of English people with a cynical pretence of indifference. None of it was worth spending years in a military prison for. It was in Carlisle that he met Dottie’s mother. Her name was Bilkisu, but her children had not known this. She called herself Sharon. They knew she came from Cardiff and that she had run away from home when she discovered that her parents were planning a marriage for her with someone she had only just met. She had told her children often, when her despair had mellowed with drink, how she had never been back to that cruel city.

She had once known the name of the village where her father was born and could recite the names of her mother’s family to fifteen generations, she told them, but she had forgotten all that as she had so much else from those times. Sometimes she talked bitterly of her father, and blamed him for the way her life had turned out. At other times, her face wreathed with smiles, she told them of his eccentric kindnesses and his transparent masquerade of the fierce patriarch from the mountains. She kept these tales of her father deliberately vague, sometimes mixing up details and pretending to have forgotten something important. She did not want her children bothered with all that stuff. She did not understand until it was too late, and perhaps not even then, that her children would need these stories to know who they were. The children, in turn, learned not to ask questions, accepting with instinctive courtesy that these were not things their mother could happily talk about.

5

So they did not know that Bilkisu’s father was a Pathan called Taimur, and that he had had youthful adventures that were like the wildest fantasies. At the death of his father, whom he could only remember as a large beard, he had been taken away by his half-brother to herd sheep on a distant mountain pasture. He was his half-brother’s share of the inheritance, along with the sheep and a large trunk containing brass goblets of many designs which the old man had had a life-long passion for. Taimur cried a lot at first, missing his mother, but his half-brother beat him severely and taught him that he should bear life’s burdens without grumbling.

Taimur begged to differ, and as soon as he had learned the general direction of his home he set off in search of his mother. His half-brother caught him quite easily and took him back to the sheep. He told him stories of the Devil that lived in the mountains, to frighten him and keep him from running away. The Devil took many shapes, sometimes a wheeling hawk or a mountain antelope with a shaggy, silvery pelt, but its favourite shape was that of a beautiful woman with long black hair and ruby lips. She frequented the mountain paths, pretending to be lost. With her hair windswept and dishevelled and snagged with thorns, with tears streaming from her hazel eyes, weeping bitterly of her loneliness and homesickness, she would ensnare the traveller into stopping to aid her and then turn him into her slave. Instead of being frightened, as he was intended to be, Taimur grieved for the poor abandoned Devil while his half-brother gnashed his teeth at the creature he was describing. As he moved from pasture to pasture with the animals, Taimur kept his eyes open for the woman with ruby lips but never once caught sight of her.

The next time he was ready to run away, he took the precaution of giving his half-brother a good crack on the head with a sharp stone before leaving, to give himself a decent start. He reached his old home to find that his mother had been taken as wife by a man from another village, and that his half-brother was already around, looking for him and spreading stories of Taimur’s treacherous attack. He realised then that it was his half-brother who was the real Devil in the mountain. And if he allowed himself to be found, if he did not escape at once, he would be a slave all his life. He set off on motherless wanderings across wild mountains, where petty chieftains ruled the face of the earth to their autocratic pleasure, with the power of life and death over their subjects. At night he lay under a wild, chaotic sky and felt the world hurtling underneath him, and thought the stars only existed because he was there. If it were not for him, lying on the hard earth, neither sky nor mountains would be visible. Nor would the sun or the hazy scrub of the granite foothills appear in the morning.

His wanderings came to an end when he was adopted into the family of one of the great chieftains who ruled the waking world. He lived in the chieftain’s household for several years, looking after the goats and tending the orchards. He served the family joyfully in return for food, and he knew that he could live with them all his life and there would always be something for him. When there was no work in the fields he helped with repairs in the houses, or the stables. He was adept at all the tasks required of him, and his unfailing enthusiasm endeared him to his adopted suzerain. Sooner or later his master would help him find a wife, and would pay for the modest hospitality to celebrate it. Members of the family were already teasing him about a wedding and children of his own. The wife-to-be would not have long black hair and ruby lips most likely, but she would be a companion to him as he grew older and fell ill.

One night, after many secret struggles, he succumbed to his wanderlust and set off once more on his journeys. He was so filled with guilt that he did not say goodbye to his benefactors. He travelled south to Punjab and Sind and eventually took ship down the Arabian Gulf to the land of the Mahara. At the outbreak of the 1914 war he found himself working as a sailor on a Royal Navy ship, the Argent, in the Shatt el Arab by Basra. One day the Turkish forces sent fireships drifting down the Euphrates. It was like a scene from the Trojan War, wooden barges laden with naphtha that blazed remorselessly despite all attempts to extinguish the flames. Several British crafts were damaged, and many of the sailors were burnt or overcome with smoke. Taimur Khan fought so bravely and with such resourcefulness that the captain of his ship noticed and commended him. The captain declared that by his courage Taimur Khan had acquired the right to call himself an Englishman. It was less than Taimur Khan had expected. When he had seen how delighted the captain was with his endeavours, he had begun to hope for a small purse of rupees or a handful of guineas.

But waste not, want not. When the time came to pay off the ship’s crew, Taimur Khan held the captain to his word and insisted on being repatriated to England. The captain laughed delightedly and endorsed Taimur Khan’s request. He arrived in London in April 1919, and took a train to Cardiff with a Malayan whom he had met on the journey. The Malayan had also been a sailor, but had been working for the American Army in France during the last months of the war, digging trenches and laying pipes. He told Taimur that in Cardiff there were many black and brown people, some of whom had been living there for decades and generations. Many of them were Somalis and were Muslims, the Malay told him, so he would not lack hospitality. There were also some Malayan and Javanese families, but the ignorant people of Cardiff called all of them Arabs.

By this time Taimur Khan had learned to bear life’s burdens without too much grumbling, and the months of his journey from Basra to Europe had opened his eyes to many things. In Cardiff he went about his business with as much dignity as he could manage, suffering the petty persecutions his hosts inflicted on him with smiling tolerance. They were foreigners and nasrani as well, and could not summon the discrimination to tell a Somali from a Malay, so one could not expect too much from them. In any case, where had he been where strangers were not treated with high-handed mockery? He found work in the docks, and lived near by, where all the black and brown people in the city also lived. The house belonged to a pious Somali, who had seven other tenants. Taimur had tried to find a less crowded house, where the call to prayer did not take precedence over all else and where the praises of the prophet did not run into scores of verses, but he had failed. He did not try to find a room in another area because he had been warned that the white people did not take foreign lodgers, so he had no choice except to squeeze in where he could and attend to his immortal soul with what grace he could muster.

Despite these small discomforts, he relished his new life. Some evenings he attended classes to improve his knowledge. They were free and were a respite from the interminable prayers at the house. The classes were held in a local school, and Taimur had learned about them from an exasperated fellow worker at the docks who had completely lost patience with his poor English. They were run by a young lawyer who was always talking about justice and equality, noble words that Taimur revered. The lawyer called him Ali Baba and sometimes cited him as an example of something he was explaining – we can ask our good friend Ali Baba what the Eastern point of view on justice is – but Taimur Khan did not mind. It was a chance to improve his knowledge. He knew that the people in the city were angry with foreigners, although he was not sure why. Perhaps there were hardships in the community – that would not be such a surprising thing. Children shouted at him in the streets, telling him to go away, but he smiled to himself and ignored them. The worst thing you can do with such rude children is take any notice of them.

The lawyer had hinted at an explanation now and then, but he talked in riddles which made the other people smile but which were too complicated for Taimur Khan’s grasp of the language. He used words like utopia, feudal, occidental. Taimur felt the power of these beautiful words but did not have an inkling of their meanings. Even though he did not understand the lawyer’s explanation, he knew it was something to do with him, because of the way they looked to see how he was taking it all.

What the lawyer sometimes said, and which Taimur Khan could not understand, was this: The mind of the Muslim man is unable to function rationally. It is obsessed with visions of sensual utopias and arcadias. Its idea of Paradise has no spiritual dimension, and consists only of thousands of houris ministering to basic physical needs. His processes of thought cannot resist atomising experience, so each event is concrete in itself and does not contribute to a larger whole. It is a feudal view of the world, which the occidental world advanced from during the glorious years of the Renaissance. The inability to function rationally, or recognise the general utility of individual action, therefore, has its explanation in the way the Muslim imagination takes experience to be discrete and atomised. That is why, the lawyer summarised, your run-of-the-mill Muslim cannot arrive at an intelligent generalisation of experience.

Taimur also knew that the people of the town were angry with foreigners because of the women. Their faces became tragic when they said our women. To be truthful, their women seemed a shameless crowd to him, brazen and half-undressed in the unaccustomed heat of that year. He himself was already courting the daughter of a Lebanese shopkeeper who lived two streets from him, and he could understand the people’s irritation with the uncouth sailors who were always being disrespectful to women. Perhaps it would be better if the women did not always seem to be flaunting their bodies. The woman he was courting was called Hawa, and he had received enough encouragement from her hazel eyes to know that his endeavours would not be in vain. He had decided that Cardiff suited him, and had all but given up the idea of moving on to Argentina or the United States. He knew that he had done nothing to deserve the good luck that had attended his miserable existence, and he thanked God for having preserved him through the carelessness of his youth. He was ready now to accept the stroke of fortune that had landed him in this foreign city. If Hawa would have him, if she would honour him, he would give up his roaming life and stay with her.

He was tempted to tell the lawyer about her. Taimur had a habit of hanging around after classes, paying homage to his teacher and delaying the moment when he would be forced to return to the crowded house. At the end of the evening during which the lawyer had discoursed on the Muslim mind, Taimur was shyly loitering in the class-room when his teacher asked him how soon he would be going to sea again. ‘Once a sailor always a sailor,’ he said. ‘When will you be off again? Although you’d be lucky to get a berth the way things are.’ The temptation to speak about Hawa was almost irresistible, but a sense of the ridiculousness of his language made him reticent. He shook his head, saying that his language was bad. The lawyer at once resolved that Taimur Khan should talk to the class, recount something of his travels and experiences. So the following evening he told them about the fireships down the Euphrates, and how they lit up the sky with enormous tongues of smoke-fringed flames that shot glittering sparks over the water. He spoke so badly that when he told them what the captain had said about him being an Englishman, they laughed at his broken English until tears streamed down their faces.

The anger that the people of Cardiff felt against the foreigners could not be contained for ever, and in the end they ran riot and tried to hurt or kill as many of the black and brown people who lived among them as they could find. For two hot days in June the fighting raged. The Somali hotel in Millicent Street was attacked by soldiers and citizens, and was then set on fire. Lives were lost. Taimur Khan himself was chased through the streets by crowds of people carrying sticks and shouting abuse. He ran towards the docks and threw himself in the water. Hundreds of people stood on the water-front, at times thousands, rising and falling in the red-dimmed tide of his vision. They waved their fists and threw stones at him. He knew he was in terrible danger because he was not a good swimmer, so he could do little to escape the well-aimed stone. He had already gone as far out as he dared. In his terror, he shouted back at them, thrashing in the water and only attracting further attention to himself. Some yards away was a Somali man who must have already been in the sea when Taimur jumped in, and he angrily advised Taimur to calm down before he had both of them killed. The crowd saw him too, and began sharing out the missiles between the two men in the water.

Suddenly a stone hit the Somali on his forehead, making him roll back and twist in the sea. Taimur saw the crowd turn their whole attention on the wounded man, and hurl rock after rock at him. Every time he rolled under, a roar of joy went up from them. Taimur made one attempt to reach him, but he lost his footing and attracted a hail of stones in his direction as he struggled to recover his balance. He waved a defiant fist, thinking his time would soon come too. But the police arrived before either man was seriously injured, and persuaded the crowd to leave. They laughed as they dragged the two men out of the water, slapping them on the back and telling them to send prayers of thanksgiving to their Almighty Wog-Wallah for their deliverance. Taimur and the Somali, whose name was Salla, were taken to the police station, to join the other people already under arrest. They were told it was the black and brown people who had caused all the trouble, and a few of them were put in prison. ‘East is East and West is West,’ the trial judge said, ‘and never the twain shall meet.’ Many white people were arrested as well, some arraigned for murder and assault, but everyone knew how sorely provoked they had been. It would have been adding insult to injury to punish them too severely. Most of the foreign people who were arrested were sent away, first to Plymouth and then to their own countries. Taimur Khan was allowed to stay because the lawyer helped him and spoke for him.
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That was the story that Bilkisu used to hear when she was very young and was still allowed to sit in her father’s
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