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Straw 

The pilot’s hands and knees burn with cuts. At least she is out of the water. Someone — a line of bristling 

someones — picks its way down the jagged slope as she looks up it. Despite a thrill of fear the pilot 

thinks first of Monet’s Haystacks, of the one she saw with Ian at the National Gallery. Meules, the French 

word comes to her. It also means ‘millstone’. Ian had taken pains that she pronounce it correctly. Made a 

little lesson out of it. She thinks of the straw packed around eleven bottles of Ardbeg, cradled in the 

sinking fuselage of her Percival Proctor. 

The pilot — or perhaps just Margaret now, with the Proctor making its languorous journey to the bottom 

of the North Sea — is taken scratchily under the arms. The rain lashes them all. How can these haystack 

people be so sure-footed, black stick feet lost in the mudgloom beneath those massive straw cloaks? They 

try to make her walk but she cannot, so they drag her up the path. Her vision goes dark. 

There comes a period — days? — of intermittent wakefulness, and intermittent pain. She’s in a hard bed, 

scratchy blanket pulled to her chin. Drenched and shaking, she smells salt and algae and the inside of her 

own running nose. A stern-faced phantom sits beside her, holding a cup of something. The smell of it 

makes Margaret gag and she turns her face away. The phantom becomes Ian, looking on her with 

disapproval. He holds out the cup and she tries harder this time, struggling to make mouth and throat 

work in concert, but the broth won’t stay down. A murmur of worried voices consult above her and she 

tries to wave them off. This state is not new to her. She’s been through withdrawal before, and it will 

pass. 

 

Candle  

When she wakes properly, her sheets are dusty and smell of the sickbed, stale and bilious. A stout white 

candle sits on a side table under a window, next to her rescued kitbag. There’s a clay cup and jug of water 

beside the bed which Margaret drains dry. She feels wrung out; her lips are in tatters. Her hands are 

steady. She’s hungry.  



It is either very early morning or dusk. Through a pane of wavy glass she can make out a fuzzy, lumpish 

horizon and her mental compass needle swings wildly. She’s still wearing the clothes she wore when the 

Proctor went down. The kitbag, which she managed to grab before having to swim, held only keepsakes 

and small goods of little practical use. The carton of cigarettes, the packs of nylons, her purse and her 

mother’s cigarette case have been set out in a row to dry. Someone has been through her things, Margaret 

realises with unease. 

Her boots sit by the door and she pulls them on, stiff and crusty. Kitchen sounds come from further down 

the hall. She makes to follow them but catches a whiff of her own body. Down the hall, austere and 

cloistrous, she finds a stone-floored room. In one corner, a tap and zinc tub; in the other, a hole.  

Coarse linen towels are stacked against one wall, and she finds a shaving kit and three wrapped bars of 

Ivory soap. She holds one in her hand, it’s at once familiar and utterly foreign, lighter than air. She 

considers and abandons the idea of shaving her legs.  

She crouches in the tub in two inches of frigid water, stripping away the fug of sicksweat. It’s too chilly to 

wear wet clothes so she shakes out her shirt and trousers, still dry, to soften them where they have 

stiffened with sweat and salt water. 

Dry and clothed, Margaret follows the sounds of a sporadic fow of women and girls, the oldest maybe 

seventy. Some are shorter and some are taller than Margaret, some plump, some bony to the point of 

androgyny, one or two of them pregnant. All except the oldest have the same florid complexion and pale 

brown hair, and the same kind of dark homespun dress or habit, belted with a braided cord. 

She passes a doorway into a whitewashed room. It’s missing a wall, open at the opposite end to a bright 

field of flower and heath. There are a number of girls here, facing the field in unmoving silence. Is this 

some kind of monastery? 

The bustling kitchen is warm and welcoming after the abbeyish hallways. She’s staggeringly hungry now. 

The sternfaced woman she remembers from her bedside presides, quietly directing the cooking of a meal 

and the laying of places at a massive scuffed table. The woman, a head shorter than Margaret but stout 

and hatchet-faced, pulls out a chair. The belt she wears is the prettiest thing about her, wide and 

elaborately knotted.  

‘You are feeling better, then?’ 

She speaks English with a Germanic accent that makes Margaret’s gut clench. But she doesn’t feel like a 

POW; no one has tried to restrict her movements, and anyway, she couldn’t have blown all the way across 

the North Sea. Could she?  

A bowl of porridge is set in front of Margaret, and kippers, and a lump of black bread. When the meal has 

been devoured a clay cup of tea is set down and Margaret snatches it. Proper English breakfast, ambrosia. 



Where do they get all this? The tea, the soap. Is there no rationing? Perhaps, she wonders with a sliding 

sense of dislocation, she knows their supplier. Despite the apparent absence of men the people here don’t 

have the harried, worn-down look they do back home. The woman sits. 

‘My name is Sigis.’  

‘Oh, pardon me, Margaret.’ Sigis takes her hand in a surprisingly strong grip. ‘What is this place, if you 

don’t mind me asking?’ Sigis says something long and unpronounceable.  

‘What, er, country are we in?’ 

Sigis repeats the name. Should she ask for latitude and longitude? She has no map. Before she can think 

how to phrase her question, Sigis says, ‘There is a war going on to the east, yes?’ 

Definitely not German, then. Margaret nods. 

‘We see the planes sometimes overhead. And you are fighting in it? You are a soldier?’ 

‘Ah, no. Auxiliary air force,’ Margaret hedges. ‘Supply.’  

‘I see.’ Sigis is inscrutable. 

Margaret is certain now it was Sigis who went through her things, saw the cigarettes and the nylons and 

knew what they meant. Margaret comprehends, with a familiar dread, that she is entirely at this woman’s 

mercy. She braces herself for a confrontation, but Sigis says, ‘There will be a boat tomorrow to take you 

home.’ 

‘A boat?’  

‘A mailboat. It will stop at an island not far from here and we will go to meet it. I will fetch you from 

your room at dawn. Until then, you may do as you wish, but I ask you not to disturb the acolytes in their 

work.’ 

 

Honey  

Margaret is indeed left to her own devices. A little red-cheeked woolen girl comes in with a pail of milk 

and Margaret sidles out behind her. It’s sunny, the clouds mountainous and fast-moving. The terrain 

reminds her of Mull, where she and Ian honeymooned, unable to afford anywhere farther from home. It 

was the most beautiful place she’d ever seen. She wandered off paths and clambered through thickets for 

a better view, the moments of peace as she waited for Ian to catch up. She remembers bracket fungus; a 

dead porpoise lying on a beach. 

She descends a sloping path to the cliffside. She should find a village or something, some other people 

who might be more forthcoming about where she is. She’ll walk the shore until she gets hungry, then turn 

back. At each tumbledown path to the sea she peers vainly at the rocks and surf for some sign of the 

Proctor, or perhaps a crate washed up, but she finds nothing. She passes a few cultivated fields, a couple 



of cliffside pastures, but these too are tended by the haystack women. Like the sheep, they sidle away at 

her approach. 

She tries to see them the way Ian, the way Professor Ian Dumbarton, would see them. They are a bit 

primitive. The authority they afford Sigis, and her intricately woven belt, is conspicuous — matriarchal? 

She can’t remember seeing any decoration or iconography, even the little chapel room had been bare 

inside. If Ian were here, he’d know what that meant. At the thought of Ian limping round this soaked and 

blasted place, squatting over a hole in the stone floor, she gives a single bark of laughter, and claps a hand 

over her mouth.  

The seaside path takes her all the way around the island in just a few hours. She stands for a time, looking 

grimly up the path to the big house, then turns and makes her way inland. She follows a stream, drinking 

from it occasionally, the sun beating down on her. The stream deepens into a pool and she strips off to 

swim and rinse her clothing.  

Basic training has been good to her body: she’s shed the weight she gained carrying Rosie, and become 

lean, even muscular. She hasn’t thought of Rosie in a long time, she realises with a pang. Losing her had 

been hard. For a fortnight afterwards, Ian had been relentless, reminding her doggedly of her failure. He’d 

hit her for the first time during that period.  

When the war began it was almost a relief. Ian, a conscientious objector, had scorned her decision but he 

couldn’t stop her enlisting, not when demand was so high. She remembers the desperation and loneliness 

of that time and her mind shies away from the thought, had the war not come, of what she would have 

done.  

Things had been better for a while, then, but she couldn’t avoid seeing Ian on leave days. Last time, 

they’d gone to the Ritz for lunch. She made an effort, put on makeup and the dress he’d bought her at 

Christmas. She decided she’d be sober for the whole thing. But after the easy camaraderie of the station, 

she’d felt ungainly and awkward in civvies. Ian had noticed as well, 

‘Look at you,’ he said, ‘hardly even a woman anymore.’ 

She’d been unable, in the end, to go without a drink. Remembering, she ducks her head under the freezing 

water, holding her breath until her lungs burn.  

She lies on the prickling bank to dry off and falls asleep in the languorous sun. She wakes again as the 

wind picks her out in gooseflesh. The sight of a fading yellow bruise on her shoulder reminds her again 

how very far from home she is, and how soon she will be back there. For the first time since waking this 

morning she wants a drink.  



She walks instead, aimless, leaving the stream behind. It’s been worse, she can see that now, the last few 

months. It hasn’t help that illicit booze has been such a lucrative sideline. She only got into this bloody 

business to have a bit of money Ian couldn’t touch.  

She crests a hill and finds a low cottage backed by a collection of tall beehives. She becomes aware of the 

familiar hum, as she descends the green slope, of little sunlit brown bodies swooping around her.  

The keeper, in a veil and white smock over her woolen dress, sets the roof and crown board on the grass 

and lifts the top honey super tentatively, arms shaking. Before she can lose her grip Margaret has reached 

the foot of the path. She takes hold of the other corner of the super and together they lower it gently to the 

ground.  

‘Careful now,’ says the keeper in a husky, mild voice.  

Margaret helps her go through the bees. In companionable silence they trim off queen cups and check for 

brood. She is stung, once, on the left forearm. It’s a clean, throbbing pain and Margaret is sorry to brush 

the creature’s disemboweled body onto the grass.  

They carry the honey super, divested of bees, into the little one-room cottage. The keeper is old, skinny 

and a bit frail, with a mane of unbraided silver hair. As she sits into a shaft of light at the rickety table in 

the cottage, the sun lights up a kindly, whiskery face. 

‘You are the one they pulled from the sea.’ 

‘I think I climbed out, actually. I’m Margaret.’ 

‘Thank you for your help, Margaret. I am Astrid.’ 

‘My pleasure. My nan kept bees, though nothing as nice as your hives.’ 

They chat about the craft for a little while, about the funny habits of the little folk, as Astrid calls them. 

She is cheerfully evasive when Margaret tries to get more information about their location, but answers 

other questions. 

‘The girls here, they don’t speak?’ 

‘Why would they when you could not understand them?’ 

‘You don’t teach them English?’ 

‘We don’t teach them German, Faroe or Scots, either.’  

Astrid stands, knees popping, and begins to bustle about. She is taller even than Margaret. The belt at her 

waist seems made of sunbursts, no — flowers, all wrought in cord. She offers Margaret a cup of tea.  

‘Or perhaps something stronger?’ 

She produces a bottle of something cloudy amber — mead? A stretching moment passes. 

‘Just tea please, thanks.’ 

Astrid pours herself a measure, and sets out a pot and teacup. 



‘Do you live here alone?’ Margaret bites her lip, ready to apologise, but Astrid smiles indulgently 

‘I do not share this house with anyone, if that is what you mean. But I would not say that I am alone.’ 

A silence settles which seems habitual for Astrid, then, 

‘Where are your men?’ 

‘My men?’ 

‘No, just, the men. If they’re not at war, where are they?’ 

‘I am afraid I don’t understand your question. Have you not seen them out in the fields and in the house?’ 

‘I –’ Margaret subsides, frustrated, but doesn’t want to antagonise this woman who has been so kind. She 

wishes Astrid would put the bottle away.  

The sun is setting. This time tomorrow she will be on her way back to the mainland. How will she explain 

her failure to report to her SO? How will she explain her disappearance to Ian? She has most likely 

missed a leave day. Her gut clenches at the thought of what he will say, what he will do. If he’s gone to 

the trouble of reporting her missing she will pay dearly for it when she returns.  

The kitchen chair scrapes as Astrid pushes it back in. Margaret hadn’t noticed her get up.  

‘I must go back to the big house for a while, but you are welcome to stay and finish the tea.’ 

She takes a straw cloak down from a hook and opens the door to the cottage. ‘The wide path will lead you 

back when you are finished. 

 

Mead 

The mead is very sweet. It makes her teeth sing. She drinks it in steady, businesslike swigs as she makes 

her way back to the big house under a full moon. Margaret knows the drink is making her maudlin but she 

lets the fantasy of a future here play out. She is an outsider but she could be useful to these woman. She 

can swing an axe and ply a hoe. She can help Astrid with her bees. She cast off wifehood to become a 

pilot. Could she do the same again, and become a woman who crafts and cooks and tends the earth? 

Could she discard the useless weight that is Margaret Dumbarton? 

Soft sounds catch her attention as she makes her way from the kitchen to the little sickroom. She is 

passing the odd threewalled chapel. A shaft of moonlight spills from the door, slightly ajar. She kneels 

clumsily and puts her eye to the gap. The room is empty save for two people moving as one on the stone 

floor. A bright pair of heaving, pillowed breasts, a pair of downy legs wrapped fast around a narrow 

waist. The back above it is bony, ridges of spinal column revealing themselves anew with each thrust. The 

streaming light catches in a shining mane of silver hair. To one side is a heap of clothes; habits, straw 

cloak, stockings. Atop the discarded meule lies a belt of bright flowers. Margaret watches them for a time, 

entranced. Then, in a flash of clarity, she knows what she will do. 



She finds the weird little water closet and crouches wobblingly over the hole. She will not miss this room. 

She gulps water from the tap. She pockets a bar of the Ivory soap.  

She shakes open the stiff, salt-rimed kitbag. The packs of cigarettes she went to such lengths to get are 

nothing but pulp, but the innermost may contain salvageable tobacco. The nylons too can be saved with a 

careful wash — they may indeed pay her way.  

Her mother’s cigarette case will need polishing; she tucks it into the left cup of her brassiere. The photo of 

Ian is slimy and unrecognisable, and she leaves it on the side table. Her passport and tags are mostly intact 

inside her leather purse but these too she discards, leaving them beside the photo. When she re-enlists it 

will not be as Margaret Dumbarton. 

end 


