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Fay Weldon, now eighty-seven, a pub-
lished writer for more than fifty years,
and one of the grandes dames of English

literature, is technically a “crumbly”, the nick-
name given by the millennials in her latest
novel to anyone born in the “pre-computer
age”. However, judging by After the Peace,
the second and final in her “Spoils of War”
series (and the fifth to chronicle the lives of the
aristocratic Dilberne dynasty), her virtuosity
remains undiminished with age.

Rozzie Smithson (the great-granddaughter
of Vivien Ripple, the protagonist in Before the
War), was born on the very cusp of the new
millennium at one second past midnight, and
it is her life which is supposedly the focus of
this self-referential narrative. Indeed, barely a
chapter goes by without reference to Rozzie’s
conception via some anonymous, though aris-
tocratic (Dilberne), twenty-year-old sperm of 
questionable quality and therefore half-price. 
However, the first two-thirds of the novel 
mostly relate the lives of Rozzie’s parents,
Xandra – a hard-working, underpaid nurse, and
Clive (not Rozzie’s biological father), an out-

creeps in: that of the “Writers’ Huddle”, a
local creative writing group Gwinny joins
following her decision to pen her story, and
whose comments on the drafts she sends them
are left in the text: 

[Writers’ Huddle: ‘Gwinny, are you sure about
all these timeline changes?’]”, or “[Writers’
Huddle: Do you think this is the right group
for you, Gwinny? These days you don’t seem
willing to take our advice. Can we recommend
the Hampstead Huddle? It’s much more
experimental!’]. 
By the end of the novel we are left hypnoti-

cally perplexed; uncertain what to believe
having been faced with continual asides such
as “I implied earlier that there was never lat-
terly anything sexual between me and Clive
but I lied”. It’s all part of the author’s artful
game plan. Weldon has created a thought-
provoking, condition-of-England novel for
the new millennium. The crumblies may well
have “fucked up” the millennials’ world, but
one of them is still showing the generations of
authors following her how to excel at the craft
of novel-writing. 
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Things with wings have always hovered
over Mohammed Hanif’s world of fic-
tion. From ill-fated military aircraft

transporting dictators in A Case of Exploding
Mangos (2008) to the peacocks, kites and
crows in Our Lady of Alice Bhatti (2011), they
are a recurring theme in the author’s work.
This tendency to think in terms of the airborne
– whether natural and man-made – may be
instinctive for a former member of the Paki-
stan Air Force. In Red Birds, Hanif explores
flight from a different angle, through charac-
ters both dissatisfied and displaced.

Ellie is a Major in the US Air Force. He uses
his job as a way to avoid his wife, whom he
mentions in the same breath as his pet dog, the
staples of a happy home: “dog napping in front
of the fire place, Cath absent-mindedly flicking
through The World of Interiors”. His urge to 
flee the dreariness of domesticity soon has him
deployed on a bombing spree in a distant desert,
where his F-15 Strike Eagle crashes and he dies.

A US Air Force hangar and a refugee camp
stand side by side in a sea of dunes. They repre-
sent two parallel worlds. From the hangar,
raids were once conducted across the desert.
Now defunct, it holds the displaced souls of
its former occupants. Their spirits continue
to linger inside it, as if in a state of purgatory.
The refugee camp, meanwhile, houses the
“living”. But the line between life and death in
Red Birds is often blurred.

Ellie doesn’t know that he is dead. Nor do
any of the other characters suspect at first, that
he is a ghost. Momo, a teenaged resident of the
refugee camp that Ellie was meant to bomb,
discovers the marooned pilot and takes him in.
Momo’s dog, Mutt, an affable mongrel, whose
olfactory nerves serve him well, notices that
unlike the living, Ellie has no smell. We learn
that Momo’s older brother, Ali, was hired to
work inside the hangar and mysteriously dis-
appeared soon after. 

The novel is narrated by a variety of charac-
ters, each representing the different stakes and
schools of thought in times of conflict. “Our
camp”, observes Momo, “was the tourist desti-
nation for foreign people with good inten-
tions”. Lady Flowerbody is there to write a
thesis on “how our collective memories are
actually our cultural capital”. Which isn’t too

distant from another character, Mother Dear’s
proclamation: “What are people if not the sum
total of their memories?”. Flowerbody’s ideal-
ism and empathy thinly disguises a self-serv-
ing attitude. She views the environment in the
camp through the narrow prism of overused –
and in this case misplaced – clichés such as
“tribal thinking” and “feudal traditions”. Her
sense of entitlement (“I am the only reasonable
person inside the hangar”) make it difficult for
her to comprehend the complexity of human
feelings. She intends to use the camp as a “lab-
oratory” in which to test her theories on the

teenage Muslim mind. But the camp – and
surrounding desert – is also Hanif’s labora-
tory, in which he tests a variety of minds. Mutt
(the dog) is arguably the most humane among
these. If the camp and hangar represent two
different cultures, or life and death, respec-
tively, then Mutt, to an extent, provides a uni-
fying perspective that is free of cultural – and
human – prejudice.

Through Mutt, there is an emphasis on
smell. Individuals and situations are asso-
ciated with distinctive odours. Mutt is able to
sense “the stench of certainty” and “the rot of
unshakeable faith”. Danger “smells like tea
about to boil over” and “guns smell of idle
lust”, while “tricks smell of onions”, “objec-
tivity smells of stale piss”, regret, “like burnt
bread” and “crows . . . like other people’s dirty
secrets”. “When a man is sad and scared”, Mutt
reflects, “he first takes it out on his own
mother”. While the canine is well-versed in

matters of the heart and unconditional love, he
is unable to comprehend notions such as patri-
otism, or nationalism: “something about my
land, my freedom, which I don’t understand”.

Mutt, when hurt, decides to flee his human
family and he encounters Ellie in the desert;
both are in a state of extreme vulnerability.
“Your chances of survival increase substan-
tially if you find a fellow traveller”, says Ellie,
who still thinks he is alive. His first impression
is that the howling canine is about to give birth
and it is at this point that the first of many red
birds in the book appears, a symbol of death
and rebirth, “ a dab of red colour spreading on
the sand . . . . a shiny little bird”. 

There is a memorable sequence, narrated by
Mutt, in which the characters from the camp
are driven to the hangar for a “final battle”,
through which they intend to recover Ali. The
absurdist and anticlimactic style in which it
unfolds makes a mockery of the pomp that
surrounds grand finales and it carries a whiff
of childlike anticipation for a ceremonious
weekend excursion:

Our jeep travels at a steady speed . . . Father Dear
is sitting beside me, slumped in his seat as if he
is being taken to attend his own trial . . . . Momo
has got one hand on the steering of his Jeep
Cherokee and the other one on his M16. The
safety catch is off. Momo, can you please put the
safety catch on? Lets not show off . . . . Mother
Dear is sharpening a crystal dagger on a little
black stone as if she’ll bring the whole army
down with it . . . . Momo stops the jeep. We are
being followed . . . . Here comes the traitor I
think. First we’ll have to deal with the traitor.
Hanif’s satirical wit is viewed as one of his

strengths. Yet it limits his work. One-liners
provide instant gratification, but sometimes
leave little room for depth. The elusive hangar
is described by Momo as “the kind of place
where runaway car thieves stop to buy coke
and burgers and then, seeing the place is run by
an old woman, decide to rob it”. Similarly, the
novel’s many red bird variations – red insects,
“Roving Angels”, migratory cranes, a kite
with broken wings and spirits hovering inside
the hangar – in the end amount to little more
than vivid imagery. Hanif’s clever punchlines
work in the op-eds he writes for the New York
Times, but in a novel they become predictable.

Crumblies 
be a reliable narrator”; she then proceeds to
spend the rest of the novel confounding such a
statement. We soon learn that she has appar-
ently been diagnosed as having “a defensive
paranoid personality disorder cluster compli-
cated by a distorted thinking pattern”. She
spends a good deal of time talking to us in the
first person, then sometimes changes tack and
continues in the third, still as herself – or even,
occasionally, as someone else. Never mind. As
she explains,

My hope is that the reader will overlook
Gwinny’s occasional descent into schizotypal
personality disorder, with a hint of paranoia
. . . . Gwinny is the only narrator available who
knows or can imagine the totality of this rather
startling story about sperm banks, the druggy
life, the guilt of the past and the revenge of the
Millennials. 
As if that wasn’t complex enough, another

– more judgmental, though hilarious – voice
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of-work actor, as well as Gwinny Rhyss (Lady
Gwyneth Petrie) their next door neighbour, 
whose life becomes inextricably bound with 
theirs, mainly on account of the limitless depths
of her wallet, and her obsession with them one
day producing a baby – and preferably a girl. 

In fact, the real protagonist – and narrator –
is Gwinny, sometime model, courtesan and
former wife to two very elderly, wealthy men,
who leave her a couple of million pounds
richer on their deaths. From the outset,
Gwinny informs us, brightly, “I have done my
course in creative writing. I will do my best to
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In flight
Death, purgatory and displacement in the desert

A male cardinal 


