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And beings in love’s tunic scattered to the four winds


For no reason at all


For no reason that I can tell.  


Denis Devlin, from ‘Little Elegy’
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Roma Termini





The train stood at its appointed platform, belching.


I walked towards it, drenched, and looked for the carriage as numbered on my ticket. Straggled hair stuck to my cheekbones, the hem of my skirt slapped around my calves, and my haversack had absorbed so much rain that it was like carrying a water tank on my back.


I had come to Rome without meaning to. In Toulon station, four days earlier, I had decided on a whim to take the first sleeper that came through that evening, and woke up in Italy the next morning. It didn’t actually matter where I was. What mattered was that I was nearly twenty-six, the cut-off age for the Inter-Rail Card, and this was my last chance for a truly cheap holiday. Rome would do as well as anywhere else – or would have done, had this not been such an unseasonably wet September. Instead of walking through sun-drenched streets licking gelati and dipping my toes in the Trevi Fountain, I had squelched through the Sistine Chapel and shivered over cappuccinos in stand-up bars until, with no hint of steam rising off the Italian pavements, I shared a taxi to the station with an American sailor who told me he had mislaid his aircraft carrier.


It was therefore a combination of whimsy and bad weather that led me to the Innsbruck train that night in 1987. Certainly I had no particular desire to see Innsbruck. I selected it, as I did every destination, according to the night-time network of continental railways. Trains offered cheap accommodation for me and my like, and since I had not slept well in my pensione I needed a long trip during which to recover. The overnight haul to Austria would allow me eleven hours of slumber.


I had reserved a berth, which was not quite in keeping with the image upheld by my travelling contemporaries, but it was the only way to ensure that I spent the night in a horizontal position. When I found the right carriage and stepped in, the corridor was heaving with people and haversacks. I joined the fray. Most compartments were packed – giggling girls, lovers ensconced behind closed doors, students huddled around poker games – so I was relieved to find that my own was almost empty. I stepped in, and looked up. The only berths worth having are the high ones near the ceiling. They offer headroom and some privacy, while other passengers struggle around in the confined space below, where the only options are to lie down or get out. But even the upper reaches must be shared, and on this occasion the top right-hand couchette, an arm’s length from my own, was occupied by a broad-shouldered man, whose whole being seemed to have laid claim to the cabin. He lay face to the wall in a black shirt and faded jeans, and his haversack, tucked away at his feet, had an Irish flag on it. That suited: the Irish were congenial, good for passing time. I looked forward to sharing my Roman salami with him and swapping the usual tales of where, when, and were the lavatories clean, but just as I was about to hurl my haversack up there, he coughed and sniffled. He had a thick cold. Thanks, but no thanks. For the first time ever, I settled for the bottom berth on the left, as far away from him as I could get.


I dried my hair and feet, spread my sleeping bag out to dry on the middle berth, then took out my picnic and watched haversacks bob along the corridor. Since turning in such a narrow passageway with a pack on your back is impossible, it was often a case of three steps forwards and four steps back, as in some ritualistic dance. My companion for the night hardly stirred, moving about only in the discomfort of his cold. There would be no swapping of travellers’ tales here. When the chaos in the carriage had ebbed, I went out to stand in the corridor, my ears gathering all at once the quips, asides, rebuffs and laughter of our multilingual population.


At eight twenty-five, the train jolted forward.




 





My fellow passenger had turned off the light as soon as I stepped out, the message patently clear. Like a cat put out in the cold, I stood by the window for a long time, watching the lights go by, and thought about Saul. Again. I had been thinking about him so much that his image had grown fuzzy. Was his hair quite so fair? His face so unblemished? Was this his grin, or was I now confusing it with that of a previous boyfriend? As for his voice, I had lost that entirely. At some point in the two weeks since I had seen him, the exact timbre of his voice had been lost to me, which was hardly surprising. I had known him for only three days when I left London – sixty-three hours to be exact – but in every moment of idleness since then I had revisited each one of those hours, dwelling on some more than others. Sometimes I wondered where our few days of love would lead, but most of the time I knew. There was something about Saul; something about us. There was a sense, an acknowledgment shared, that this was no passing whim, and Saul had even promised that, while I was away, he would speak to his girlfriend of two years’ standing and tell her that he had moved on. Standing on the train that night, with Italy rushing past me, I sent him courage across the continent to do it kindly, and well.


I stepped back into the compartment, pulled the door shut and lay down, placing the coarse brown blanket over me. I read for a while, but soon discarded my book and switched off the dim reading light. Then it was only a question of waiting for sleep as the train streamed swiftly through places unseen. Falling adrift to the soft chuckle of my transport was a luxuriant way of sleeping and waking. I would sleep in every town between Rome and Innsbruck, would be carried for miles unconscious. I could feel all but see nothing, could hear only the soothing rattle of the carriages as they chased each other eagerly towards the Alps.




*





The compartment door slid open with a clunk.


The train had stopped. The night-time rumblings of a large station had replaced the mumble of the undercarriage. Florence, already. Midnight, then. There was commotion in the corridor as fresh passengers boarded; someone was looking into our compartment, but thought better of joining us and moved on, only partially closing the door. I turned into the dark corner. It was comforting to be one of those already ensconced, and it was even better to know that I had slept deeply for the first time in three nights. I waited to slip back into that glorious blank, and might have done so but for the stationmaster shouting on the platform and our steward directing human traffic at the end of the corridor.


‘You, you,’ he called. ‘Here. Bed in here.’


A young woman passed our door. ‘Grazie. Thanks.’ But the steward was directing her into an apparently unappealing compartment, because she called after him, ‘Em, excuse me? Any chance of somewhere a little less crowded?’


There was a sudden movement on the top berth.


‘Everywhere crowded,’ the steward snapped. ‘You make reservation?’


‘No.’


‘You want empty couchette, you reserve! You pay!’


I rolled onto my back and was about to close our door when the man with the cold reached down and pushed it fully open. He was going to give them a piece of his mind, and mine too, I hoped; tell them some people were trying to sleep around here.


‘So I’ll try another carriage,’ retorted the woman in an Irish accent, and the man above me said, ‘Christ.’


‘Every carriage busy tonight,’ said the steward, dismissing her as he scurried past our door. ‘Everywhere full!’


‘Well, thanks so much for your help,’ she called after him.


‘Christ.’ The man up top dropped heavily onto the floor beside me and leaned out of the compartment. ‘Frances! Fran, is that you?’ The stationmaster cried out. Whistles screeched. I turned my head towards the door; beyond my roommate’s legs I could see a short stretch of corridor. Straining to hear above the hum of the station, I waited for the woman to speak.


‘Jesus wept. Fran!’


‘My God. Richard.’


She came closer. Her sandaled feet, the frayed hem of jeans around her ankles, stopped within my line of vision. ‘My God.’


The train was moving. It had slid imperceptibly out of the station, the only evidence of motion the lights passing the window.


‘When I heard your voice, I thought I must be dreaming,’ Richard gushed.


Her muttered response was smothered by the train’s increasing speed, and then, nothing. They stared at one another. She dropped her black holdall.


‘Fran, how the hell … how are you?’


Nothing.


He shuffled on his feet, confused by her inertia and anxious to disturb it. ‘God, it’s so great to see you.’


Her reply was sharp, but indecipherable. The carriage rocked to the beat of the wheels.


‘Look, come in here.’ His voice, thick with the congestion of his cold, was giddy, breathless. He reached for her holdall. ‘There’s loads of room. It’s only me and her. We can go up top.’


Come on, I thought, get in here where I can hear you properly.


She seemed petrified. Petrified, I fancied, by the unexpected resurgence of some old and awful grief. They must have been lovers, I thought. This was clearly an oft-anticipated incident, which, for all their longing, neither party could ever have been ready for.


I lay mesmerized, and uncomfortable. My neck was jammed to the right, my eyes straining to see the woman, and I realized that I was trying not to breathe, as if pretending to be not merely asleep, but actually dead.


He threw her bag up to his berth, then climbed after it to stow it away on the shelf over the door. ‘Fran?’ he said softly. 


She stepped tentatively towards the compartment and stood in the doorway.


‘There hasn’t been one day,’ he said, ‘not one day in four years that I haven’t wondered and wished and … well, hoped to see you again, so please come up here and tell me how you’ve been.’


She stood. He lay. I listened.


Then she said, with rancour, ‘Where the hell did you get to?’


After a moment he replied, ‘I could ask you the same question.’


From that point on, my curiosity so vigorously aroused, I hardly moved a limb for the rest of the night.




 





They told their stories. They interrupted one another, often at first, but mostly each remained silent, transfixed by the voice in the dark and the tale it told.


For me, it was like falling into a vivid dream. The darkness, the rhythm of the bogies rattling across the sleepers, and the soft voices overhead transported me I knew not where at first, until I became aware, not of Ireland, as I expected, but of the barren deserts of the Sudan.
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Frances stared at the desert, her mind as empty as the sandy expanse, her thoughts reduced to slow motion by the heat. There was nothing for her to do, except stay in that sleepy, timeless state for as long as possible. She was tired, still; her bones ached and her throat felt starched. Richard was off sulking somewhere, so she pulled her feet around her and looked out. The desert went on and on, an endless unattractive continuation of dirt and dust. It was like looking at infinity, she thought.


The argument she had had with Richard edged into her mind. She had never seen him so angry, and she wanted to set things right. She wasn’t ready to apologize, quite, but a few hours spent ignoring each other in the same compartment, with no third party to alleviate the tension, should eventually harmonize things, and by the time they came to share another tin of warm meat they might even be talking again. That was what usually happened. Sheer exposure drew them back into cordiality. Frances wanted to get on with that process, but until Richard came back, she could only reflect. His outburst had had the desired effect: he had forced her to take stock. She tried to see the desert through his eyes, to feel this journey through his limbs. There was nothing out there, she told herself, nothing even in the swirling sand that trailed the locomotive. It was romance to think otherwise, and yet Richard had always given in and followed her fantasies with her.


Until now. Now it was her turn to follow, to live his life for a change, and so, after this trip, she would go with him to London, where she would come to a halt, even though she had thousands of miles left in her. She worried that if she didn’t go their way, those unspent miles would revisit her, much later, when she and Richard had settled into their little home and were shackled by all the chains of domesticity. She feared she would rot if left in one place for too long, that the normality which Richard craved would corrupt something in her, just as her own yearning for diversity would damage everything he aspired to. This was what haunted her, and what Richard never understood.


She looked at her watch. Twenty-five past four. The air stagnated with stuffy determination. She was thirsty; her tongue felt desiccated. Richard might come back with tea, but as time passed she began worrying that he was actually stuck in the foul toilet, ridding his system of some nasty bug. He might also be walking around trying to cool down, in more ways than one, or he could be chatting to the two Australian blokes further along the carriage. Frances went back to daydreaming. After Cairo, she would see little more of North Africa and would never sit like this in the snug of a railway compartment, so she had to make the most of what was left to her.


But Richard’s absence began to niggle. She got up and leaned out the door, looking up and down the passageway. Further along, a Nubian man – the only Sudanese person in the first-class carriage – was bending over to look out of the low window. He stared at Frances, his black, wet eyes scarcely moving, as if to challenge her, but it was only curiosity. Sitting down again, she wondered how long Richard had been gone. She had slept for an hour at most and was now impatient to make up with him. These rows were getting out of hand; there had been too many already. It was time to come clean, own up; time to try to explain to him that it was not only the dread of forsaking her travels, of conceding to the humdrum of unexceptional existence, that was making her cantankerous. It was anger too, and a sense of betrayal.


She had never dared tell him before, but in Richard she had fallen for the wrong type of man and she blamed him for that. The first time she had seen him, in a café in Hamburg, he had had a rucksack by his feet and a map in his hand and she thought he was like her – one of that unkempt band of wandering backpackers who saw the world as an unending banquet to which they needed no invitation. Frances had already been at the banquet for years and intended to stay much longer, for there was no end to the courses placed before her, and no satiation either. There were certain risks that had to be avoided, love and diarrhoea foremost amongst them. Love, Frances and her ilk agreed, could be as much of a death knell to their rambling lifestyle as chronic dysentery or a dose of hepatitis, because falling for a native or for the lure of a cosy den could bring them to a standstill. Frances accepted this; she was aware of the dangers of romance, but she didn’t see Richard as a threat because she thought he was like her. A nomad.


He did not disillusion her. He was bumming around Europe at the time, so they bummed around together and fell in love somewhere between the islands of Paros and Ios in Greece. By the time Frances found out that Richard wasn’t like her at all, it was too late. She had fallen for a tourist.


She felt betrayed and cheated. Not then, when she was barely twenty-one and too besotted to care, but now, when she had to pay the price of that mistake. Although it had been her mistake, she blamed Richard. She resented him not only because he had now given her an ultimatum, had drawn a line in the sand, but because he had insinuated himself into her life under false pretences and then expected her to accept the consequences without rancour, or even regret.




 





His disappearing act had worked; by now, she had even found enough humility to apologize. But first she had to find him. She wandered the length of the carriage, looking into every compartment. The only other foreigners, the two lads, weren’t around. That was a good sign. Perhaps they had gone to the restaurant with Richard. She hurried on through three carriages until she reached the dining car, fully expecting to find Richard sitting at one of the bare Formica tables sipping a glass of tea. He would look up when she arrived, his brown eyes still angry, but mostly hurt, so she began formulating a conciliatory opening, a gentle explanation. You silly dope. I love you. I want to be with you, but it isn’t easy giving up all this other stuff …


Richard was not in the dining car, but the Australians were. They stood out like rubbish beside a monument – their shorts and singlets obscene alongside the gallabiyas of the elegant Sudanese – but they looked like salvation to Frances. Richard couldn’t be far away. They must have seen him.


‘Hi.’ She almost fell over them as the train lurched. ‘Have you seen my friend anywhere? He’s tall and dark—’


‘Tall and dark?’ said one, grinning. ‘That’s a bit difficult. Sounds like every other person on this train.’  


‘Yeah,’ said the other. ‘If he was small and white, he’d stand out a bit, you know?’  


They laughed at their own wit.  


‘He is white, but not small. You must have seen him in first class?’  


‘Yeah, we were talking to him last night. Richard, isn’t it?’


‘Yes! Have you seen him anywhere?’  


‘’Fraid not.’  


‘Damn. He’s wandering around and I can’t find him.’  


‘Can’t have gone far, though, can he?’  


Frances wiped her face with her scarf. ‘I suppose not. If he comes by, would you tell him I’m looking for him?’  


‘Sure.’  


Back in their own compartment Frances allowed reason to hold unease at bay. There was nothing to worry about: people don’t vanish from moving trains.  


The carriage was quiet. Apart from the Australians, the Nubian and themselves, all the first-class compartments were empty. She stuck her head out the paneless window, eyes firmly closed against the sting of flying sand. Richard was pushing his luck. He had made his protest and it had registered accordingly, but doing a disappearing act on the Nile Valley Express was neither fair nor funny. Wherever he was, however bad their argument had been, it was cruel to stay away for so long. She pulled in her head. ‘Damn. Now there’s going to be another bloody row.’


The Nubian, who had been standing farther along the corridor, walked past her door, looking in, his white robes and turban giving the impression of a ghost slipping past.


Frances sat for another half hour, fuming. So she had not, perhaps, been an ideal travelling companion recently, but did she deserve this? And even if she did, Richard was always the peacemaker, the conciliator, the one who couldn’t bear conflict to drag on. But this time, she knew, had been different. His outburst had been out of character, out of proportion, and so his recovery must also take longer. Frances cursed herself for being too selfish, too self-absorbed. She had trivialized his ambition, scorned his aspirations, made light of his strength of purpose. Because he had a career to nurture, she had called him a stick-in-the-mud; because he wanted a home and family, she had accused him of being unimaginative. That had been too harsh perhaps, but falling for Richard had been an incomprehensible lapse of judgment. He was that bad dose of hepatitis she should have avoided; the debilitating dysentery that would make her go home. Why had she not seen it before it was too late?


She could no longer sit still. She went looking again. Second class was not as tightly packed as it had been before Atbara, but it was very crowded. Frances pushed her way through the carriages, knocked on the doors of lavatories, and pressed on, her irritation increasing with every foot that accidentally tripped her, with every toe she stood upon. By the time she was forcing her way through third class, sweltering and sweaty, reason began to lose its hold. Where was he? Before stepping across to another carriage she stopped to catch some breeze, but the relief was mild and momentary. Unease began to slide up her legs, preceded by a hunger-like tremor. She tried to catch her breath and calm herself; she must not faint. There was no longer any excuse for this. Richard would know that she would worry, and how on earth was she to find him on a train with several thousand people on it?


Her hands were shaking as she forged her way through more carriages. In third class, passengers were sitting on hard seats, jammed together in one great mould and lulled into a sleepless doze by the relentless swaying of their bodies. Some eyes followed Frances as she came through, but in a long-sleeved cheesecloth top and baggy cotton trousers, she was adequately covered. Audibly cursing Richard, she carried on. He was probably back in their compartment by now, with his feet up, while she was a dozen carriages away, struggling at every step. Her eyes jumped from face to face, which made her dizzy, and at the end of each carriage she had to step into the furnace of sunlight and negotiate her way across couplings to the next one. She had never felt sick on a train before, but now she did. She wished everything would stop moving. By the time she reached the end of the passenger coaches she was numb with confusion. Where was he? In the freight cars? In the engine? It was too ridiculous. This train, the only source of food, water, and shade for hundreds of miles, was like a moving oasis, carrying its population through territory so inhospitable that even a murderer would think twice about getting off.


The sight of the desert stretching out behind the train filled her with horror. Could he have fallen off and gone under the wheels? Could he be lying back there in 120° heat with a broken neck? No. He could not have fallen off unnoticed. There were too many people in the corridors, too many people by the doors. Someone would have seen, would have pulled the cord.


And yet something very close to fear made Frances hurry back through the carriages again. He might have moved compartments in a fit of pique and be lying on one of the high bunks in first class; she had not properly checked their own carriage. It took her nearly fifteen minutes to get there and when she did, she looked in every empty compartment. Up at the top berths, under the bottom berths, out of the windows, in the lavatories again. Nowhere.


Weak with disappointment, she collapsed onto the bench seat. It was then, as she caught her breath, that she noticed that Richard’s knapsack was gone.


The sound of her panting drummed in her ears.


She jumped up, looked under their seats, climbed onto the upper berths, searching frantically. The last time she had seen it, the knapsack had been on the seat near the door and Richard had been sitting opposite, with one foot on it. That was before they had started arguing. He had not, she was certain, taken it with him when he stormed out, but since he carried his money in the knapsack, he might have come back for it to go to the dining car. On the other hand, since it also held some clothes and belongings, he was just as likely to pack it away near Frances so that he wouldn’t have to lug it around.


She sat down. Nausea rose in her stomach. This was like trying to find her way in the dark; like being in a ghost house at the funfair. The exit was there, but she couldn’t see it, and every time she put her foot forward the surface dipped away, causing her to stumble.


Outside, the brown and blue of day had been mixed into the dull grey of evening. The desert drew a thin line along the horizon. There was no beauty in it, and even the approaching night offered little reprieve from the damning heat that made Frances’s head pound without remorse. The Sudanese man who stood guard outside her door moved away, and soon he and the tea man could be heard saying their evening prayers at the end of the carriage, their prayer mats spread out near the toilet door. Their rhythmic incantations fell in behind the measured sound of the wheels squeaking across the sleepers.


The impending darkness made Frances set off again, pushing through carriages, bumping into people, falling against seats, banging her knees on doorways as she pulled them open. Faces everywhere, looking up, looking out, looking at her, but never the right face. Every carriage seemed stuffier than the last, the smells of food and humans causing bile to rise in her throat. At the end of one carriage, she inhaled a lungful of sandy air.


By the time she returned to base, panic had cut her off from all things familiar. Nothing was right. The airlessness and dimming light made her feel truncated, as though her exhausted body was not connected to the mind that raced in every direction, hitting a wall at the end of every line it took. She couldn’t see the desert, though she stared at it. Hot from rushing and cold with sweat, she tried to calm herself by breathing deeply, the way her aunt had taught her to do when she was fussed. This helped her to think straight, spurring her to take out the map. The last stop had been at Abu Hamed. Frances remembered coming into the town, but not out of it. Not long after Richard’s furious exit, she had stretched out on the seat so that when he came back – ashamed by his loss of control – she could pretend to be asleep and would not have to speak to him. However, after seething and thrashing about, she had soon worn herself out, and although she was aware of Richard coming back – she had opened one eye as he sat down – she was soon genuinely dozing. She remembered, vaguely, pulling in to Abu Hamed and hearing the cacophony outside, the local people coming aboard to hawk goods and food, and it must have been then, she supposed, that she had actually fallen into a deep sleep, for she could recall nothing beyond that point. She had slept for over an hour, and as it was now after six, they must have left Abu Hamed at around four. Could Richard conceivably have left the train there? But why? Because of one argument amongst many others? It made no sense. She tried to shake off this thought, to put it away, but the questions persisted. Where was he? What had she done to warrant this?


It had to be due to some weird corrosion of her imagination. The desert was getting to her, causing her to hallucinate. Richard was on the train, somewhere. He had to be. He couldn’t have been kidnapped or dragged away with yellow fever – she would have heard the scuffle – but could he have fallen out of one of the carriages? The thought recurred over and over. Could he be back there in the sand dying of thirst?


Night had come, and it made her surroundings shrink. She had less space, less air, nowhere to look. The man in the corridor hovered near her door, glancing in occasionally from his great height at her frenzied head-shaking. In her increasing paranoia, his face acquired a menacing look. Did he know something? Was he hiding Richard? He had seen her rush about – had he also seen Richard leaving?


Frances opened another bottle and drank, allowing water to dribble down her neck and inside her shirt. Richard’s knapsack was gone. What did that mean? They were travelling light. She wore her documents in a money-belt, which she rarely took off, and they shared a small rucksack for the few clothes they had needed for their week-long detour to Khartoum, but most of their belongings were in another rucksack, which they had left in storage at their hotel in Aswan. The train often stopped between scheduled stations, because of sand on the tracks and even to let people disembark, but why should Richard get off anywhere? They were going to Aswan and Cairo. They were on their way home. He finally had what he wanted. Surely he could not have been so angry that he had got off? No. Therefore he must come back. He must be somewhere, camouflaged in the mad amalgam of bodies pressed together in other carriages, and before this went beyond reason he would return with a perfectly plausible explanation as to where he had been.


He didn’t.
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Frances sat in a stupor. Richard was no longer on the train. This was the only conclusion she could reach, and if he wasn’t on it, then he must have got off it. His knapsack was gone. Everything came back to that. He had picked up his bag and got off the train. Voluntarily, wilfully. And he had done so because she had driven him to it. It was no longer a question of Richard punishing her, but of leaving her. He had threatened it, and now he had done it.


The Nubian gentleman walked past the doorway again. Frances suddenly found the courage to call him. She unzipped her money-belt, grabbed her wallet, pulled out the photo of Richard she had carried with her for three years, and held it out to him. He looked at it quizzically. English was quite widely spoken in the Sudan, but it would be just her luck to be travelling with all the non-speakers in the country.


‘Excuse me, but have you seen this man? He was here, with me here.’ She pointed at the seat. ‘And, well, he seems to … have gone somewhere. Did you see him?’


He took the photo and studied it in the bad light. He nodded. He clearly recognized Richard as the man she was travelling with.


‘I don’t know where he is,’ she said.


‘You have go look?’ he asked, raising his chin to the left and then the right.


He knew very well she had. She had been whirling around like a tempest. ‘Yes. I’ve been down the whole train. I can’t find him!’


He looked at her kindly, his eyes no longer threatening, but he was shaking his head. He glanced over his shoulder and summoned the tea man, who was coming along the corridor with a kettle and glasses. They showed him the photo, but he also shook his head: ‘Muta’assif.’


The Nubian raised his palms at Frances. ‘You wait.’ He strode down the corridor and returned some minutes later with the young guard, who still managed to look fresh in his brown uniform in spite of having been on duty since they left Khartoum twenty-six hours earlier. He was holding Richard’s photograph.


‘Madame. You have problem?’


In a semi-coherent rush of words, Frances told him about Richard’s disappearance.


‘Okay, okay,’ said the guard, raising his hand to slow her down. He asked her some questions, then moved along to the next carriage, with Frances on his heels, and spoke to some men standing around the door. Delighted to meet intrigue in the midst of crushing boredom, other passengers gathered around; the discussion was lively and loud as the photo was passed from hand to hand. Everyone had an opinion, but Frances understood nothing. As she peered around the guard, several pairs of eyes looked at her, nodding as the photo went from one to the other. Some clearly recognized Richard; he had come through their carriage several times since leaving Khartoum.


Then one man pushed his way to the fore of the huddle and spoke at Frances in Arabic.


‘I don’t understand. English?’


He shook his head. He gesticulated towards the door. He bent his elbow and threw his arm forward. Out. Then he did it again.


Frances grabbed a door frame for support. ‘He got off?’ Her limbs shook. ‘Is that what he’s saying?’


The guard spoke to the passenger. Frances tried to swallow, but her mouth was so dry that the reflex hurt her tongue.


‘Yes,’ said the guard. ‘Your friend he get off.’


Her eyes filled. ‘My God. Where? Where did he get off?’


They discussed this, then said together, ‘Abu Hamed.’ 


‘Abu Hamed?’


‘Yes, yes.’


‘But why? Why?’


The man shrugged, shook his head. The crowd stared at this young foreign lady abandoned in the middle of the desert. It made no more sense to them than it did to her.


‘Jesus.’


He had got off the train. It was true: he had left her. Here.




 





A large hand with slim fingernails holding a glass of tea roused her from a trance. The Nubian smiled, gave her the hot glass and vanished again. The black tea was sweet and soothing. Beyond the window, there were no passing lights to relieve the blackness, only her own reflection on the dirty windowpane. The train rocked her as though trying to lull her problems away. The wheels clacked, the wooden carriage creaked – sounds she loved. Richard had not fallen off or been assaulted or kidnapped. He had taken his bag and disembarked, without fuss or drama, of his own free will. A movement in the doorway made her jump – she still expected to see Richard standing there – but it was one of the Australians.


‘Hi. Just stretching my legs.’


Long and bare and covered in sun-bleached hairs, his legs didn’t look like they needed much stretching. ‘Hello.’


‘Did you find your mate?’


‘No.’


‘Crikey. Wonder where he’s got to?’


‘He got off.’


His jaw dropped. ‘Got off? Geez. Where?’


‘In Abu Hamed, apparently.’


‘Geez. Poor bugger. Must have gone for ciggies and missed the train, eh?’ His accent was potent.


‘He doesn’t smoke.’


‘Must have wanted something, but. There was all sorts of stuff going in that last place.’ 


‘Are you sure you didn’t see him?’


‘I saw him last night and again this morning down by the dunny—’


‘I mean this afternoon!’


He shook his head. ‘Sorry.’


‘Fuck.’


‘What are you going to do?’


‘I … I don’t know.’


The Australian frowned. ‘I wonder what he’s going to do. I mean, there’s not a lot out there.’


Frances glared at him. She needed company, yes. She needed help even. But this ill-clad, over-bronzed purveyor of the bleeding obvious somehow didn’t measure up to the sustenance she had in mind.


He tried to backtrack. ‘Aw, but he’ll be right, don’t you worry. He can always catch the next train.’


Frances sighed. She did not want this conversation, did not want to hear herself say what his bland attempt at reassurance was pumping out of her. ‘The next train? That could be days, with all the usual delays, or even a week …’ A week?


‘Crikey. Hope he’s got money on him.’


‘He has everything he needs.’


He glanced at her, not sure what she was getting at, then sat down, issuing antipodean grunts that were either sympathetic or perplexed, she wasn’t quite sure, and asked, ‘Was he, eh, I mean, did you know him, or did you just meet up on the trip?’


She wanted to lie. Disowning Richard suddenly seemed an attractive way of dealing with him. She could tell the Australian that they were mere travelling acquaintances, free to move on independently at will, and he might shrug and go back to his seat muttering ‘Geez’; but if he didn’t, she would have to keep up the charade all the way to Wadi Halfa and maybe even beyond.


‘We knew each other.’


‘Aw, well, as long as he’s got cash, he’ll be right.’ 


‘Yes, I’m sure he will.’


‘Guess you’ll have to hang about in Wadi Halfa and wait for him to show.’


As he spoke, Frances began to see beyond the train to the next stop. Wadi Halfa. The end of the line. The ends of the earth. What would she do when she got there?


‘They say it used to be a real nice town before the dam was built, but all that went under Lake Nasser.’


‘Yes, I know.’


‘And there’s not a whole lot to recommend the new place.’


‘I know. I’ve been there.’


‘Strewth, it’s quiet. I know outback towns with half the population that are twice as lively. When we were coming up from Egypt, I felt like I was on Mars, you know?’


And the Nubians probably thought that’s where you came from, too.


‘Geez, I was glad to get outta there. Something eerie about the place. Like you’re in Purgatory or somewhere. Can’t say I’d fancy hanging about there too long.’


‘It isn’t that bad,’ said Frances, knowing it was. The new Wadi Halfa was little more than a collection of flat buildings in the middle of nowhere, a waiting room on the border. Its main raison d’être was the ferry to Egypt. She shuddered. Waiting for Richard in Wadi Halfa would be like killing time in limbo. She had only two books with her, The Magus and Slow Boats to China, both recently read. She bit her lip. Even with the company of John Fowles and Gavin Young, she did not relish the prospect of lingering in Wadi Halfa. The loneliness, the boredom, the heat, the flies and the cockroaches would make for an intolerable concoction when mixed with the worry that when the next train eventually arrived, Richard would not be on it. After the ferry sailed, she would be the only foreigner left in the place, and what would she do, day after day, restricted to her room by the furnace beyond its walls, with such a lot to fret about?


The Australian was reading her mind. ‘I suppose you’d be all right in the hotel there, would you?’ 


‘Of course. It’s not very grand, but it gets you out of the sun. And the Nubians are lovely.’


‘Aw yeah, the people are good, but that’s not much help if you don’t speak the lingo. And what if you got appendicitis or something?’


‘Oh, for God’s sake, it isn’t Timbuktu!’


‘Too right. Timbuktu’s quite a busy little town, or so I’ve heard.’


‘So if I get appendicitis, I’ll die the lonely death of a traveller. What of it?’


Her tone drove all that ghoulish fascination into silence.


Frances looked at her reflection in the window. Behind her, the compartment had become an alien place. What had happened to her lovely train, she wondered, to the ramshackle express trundling across this bleak plain – the only part of the earthly canvas, Richard had joked, which God had failed to paint on? What had happened to this compartment, which only the night before had seen some consummate loving? It added to the torture, but her mind insisted on restaging what had happened at three that morning, when the train had made one of its unscheduled, unexplained stops. While many passengers disembarked to get some horizontal sleep on the cool desert grit, Frances had sat on the carriage steps and watched Richard wander out of sight, into the darkness, as into another room. Some way from the train, he later told her, he had lain down and stared at a galaxy so busy with stars that he felt himself lift off the ground. It was like levitating far from earth, he said. When a whistle pierced the mute night and voices called out to friends to alert them, he came back quite giddy, a little ecstatic even, about his extraterrestrial experience, and as the train continued on its way, he shuffled Frances into their compartment. Kissing her as if he were drawing her into his bloodstream, he lifted her shirt over her head while closing the door with his heel. Then he hoisted her onto the top berth and joined her there. The berth was narrow. They giggled at first, about the madness of cavorting on a train in the middle of the Nubian Desert in ninety-degree heat, but the love-making that followed put them out of reach of everything else, which was exactly where Frances liked to be. When they peaked, together, they tossed one another about in a passion that almost threw them off the berth.


Making love on the Nile Valley Express was the kind of unlikely experience Frances fed on, lived on. When she woke the next morning and remembered that she was giving up this way of life, it served only to bring on melancholy again, and that insidious resentment. While Richard spent the day trying to kill the long hours, Frances attempted to draw them into infinity. She stared out, aloof and irritable, until her reproachful mood drove him into a fury.


‘Would you like me to get you more tea?’


Richard vanished; the Australian picked up her glass.


‘Why is everyone getting me tea?’ she snapped.


‘Aw, beg your pardon.’


‘No, it’s … I’m sorry. I just …’


‘No worries.’


‘Tea would be lovely, thanks.’


He beamed at her and left. Frances was glad to be rid of him. She didn’t want tea, or pity, or anything other than to see Richard standing in the doorway, and she wanted that so badly she felt as though her body was splintering into little sharp pieces.


The Nubian gentleman wandered past, hands clasped behind his back. Frances called her thanks to him: ‘Shoukran!’ He smiled. She didn’t want him to think that she had forsaken his quiet support for the brash company of one of her own. He moved on. She put her hands over her eyes. It was as if she had fallen asleep in one life and woken in another, and for all her experience, for all her knowledge of the world, she didn’t know what to do. In no mood for small talk, she dreaded the return of the Australian, and yet knew she should be glad of it. She had long since learned that those who travel alone best survive on the impromptu friendships of people whom they might never see again, and that, it seemed, was what she was now doing – travelling alone. When he did return with her tea, she made an effort to smile. 


‘Where you headed?’ He plonked down on the bench opposite and put one sandaled foot on the seat beside her. Scraggy dark hair fell across his unshaven face. He clearly thought he should stay with her.


‘I don’t know,’ said Frances. She wanted to appear in control, but suspected she actually looked like a wounded animal, utterly bemused. ‘We were on our way back to Cairo, but now …’


‘I can’t believe he let himself get stranded like that. It’s pretty bloody bleak out there, eh?’


Frances looked at him. No matter how hard he tried, he couldn’t conceal his amazement that a Western tourist could be so careless as to miss his only means of escape from such a wilderness. Every time he opened his mouth, he voiced her worst thoughts.


‘And it’s not as if these trains are regular. Sudanese timetables have a logic all of their own!’


To block him out, Frances closed her eyes and, without really meaning to, tried to imagine herself at home. Funny that she should think of Dublin, that the home she had spent five years running from should suddenly seem like a haven. She imagined herself standing at Seapoint, looking towards Howth. It was cool there, breezy, as it would be now, in late April.


‘There you are!’


Frances jumped, but when she opened her eyes all she saw was another pair of tanned legs with more sun-bleached hairs. The other Australian.


‘You fell asleep,’ said his pal, ‘so I went for a wander.’ He turned to Frances. ‘This is Rod.’


She nodded. ‘Hi.’


‘And I’m Joel.’


‘Frances Dillon.’


Rod sat down. He was marginally neater than his friend, but with blonde hair and earnest blue eyes he looked like a surfer who had wandered too far from the sea.


‘Her bloke got off and missed the train,’ said Joel.


‘He what?’ 


‘Missed it, looks like.’


Rod grimaced. ‘You’re kidding?’


Frances looked away.


‘Where? The stations out here are just like big beehives.’


‘Abu Hamed,’ said Joel.


‘Fair go?’ Rod was looking at Frances.


‘So I’m told. I was asleep.’


‘Wasn’t Abu Hamed that place where the line leaves the river?’ Joel asked Rod. ‘Where we took a walk?’


‘Yeah.’


Frances sat up. ‘You did? You got off too? But then you must have seen him!’


‘Aw, the place was heaving,’ said Joel.


‘But he’d stand out! I mean, you must have noticed him on the platform?’


‘There’s the population of a small island travelling on this train,’ said Rod. ‘Add to that every man, woman and child in a fifty-mile radius trying to flog stuff and you’ve got an awful lot of people.’


‘But that explains how he missed the train! He must have strolled too far and then got caught up in the crowds.’ Rod glanced at his mate. ‘Guess so.’


‘What?’ said Frances. ‘What is it?’


‘Well, it’s just … it’s not like this is an easy train to miss.’


‘Yeah,’ said Joel. ‘We had plenty of time to get back on, what with all the whistles going, and it gets moving real slow – gives the roofies a chance to climb aboard.’


‘I know that. Don’t you think I know that? But that must be what happened because someone saw him getting off in Abu Hamed!’


‘Saw him get off, yeah,’ said Joel, ‘but maybe they didn’t see him get back on again?’


‘So where is he?’ Rod asked his pal.


‘If you ask me, he’s probably up on the roof smoking something interesting.’ 


‘The roof!’ Frances hadn’t thought about that. Hundreds of passengers travelled, were allowed to travel, on the roofs of these carriages. She stood up and paced, terrified, impatient. The people on the roof had fascinated Richard, but she hadn’t let him go up there in case he fell off. If he had wanted to get away from her, that was the obvious place to go. ‘I should have gone up there today. You should have said this to me earlier, made me go up to look for him! Why didn’t I think of it sooner? It’s too dark now; we wouldn’t see a thing!’


‘No need to throw a wobbly,’ said Joel.


‘But what if he falls off? Nobody would know. The train would carry on without him.’


‘He’ll be right,’ said Joel.


‘Yeah,’ said Rod. ‘I mean, if that’s where he is and he knows what’s good for him, he’ll be down soon.’


Frances wrung her hands. Would Richard really do it? Would he climb onto the roof, his knapsack impeding him, and stay there for hours? Did he have it in him to torture her like this? Was he that nasty? No. This was like being tossed about in a tumble-dryer. Round and round in blasting hot air, suffocation and desperation tying her up like a rag into a knot.


‘Why don’t we keep you company while we have our dinner?’ suggested Joel.


‘Sorry?’


‘We could eat in here, if you like, and keep you company till he comes back.’


Frances relented. If Richard didn’t show up, it was going to be a long night, and in the dim, flickering light there would be little to do but talk. She certainly wouldn’t sleep.




 





At the small table by the window, the Australians had their picnic: unleavened bread, boiled eggs, and fruit bought in Khartoum the day before. Frances asked how they had cooked the eggs.


‘They boiled them for us down in the restaurant car. Want one?’ 


‘No, thanks.’ Her stomach was churning, but she nibbled on a biscuit and drank water as warm as the ambient temperature made it.


‘I hope we sleep better tonight,’ said Joel. ‘Neither of us slept a wink last night in this heat.’


‘You should try second class for size,’ said Frances. ‘It may be hot up here, but it’s hot and crowded and noisy down there. Kids everywhere. Hard seats.’


Rod cracked an egg against the window and turned to Frances. ‘So, are you going to Cairo?’


She nodded. ‘Yeah, we were heading straight back, more or less. We did most of the sights on the way up, apart from Abu Simbel.’


‘We did the opposite. Came straight to Sudan to get here before the real heat set in, and then we’ll stop in Aswan and Luxor on the way home.’


Frances found it hard to concentrate. She wished she could just sit, saying nothing; being nothing. Instead, she struggled to make chat, knowing that the facts lay quietly, waiting their moment. Although she could not yet do it, she would ultimately have to accept that Richard had left her. It was comforting to pretend that he was lying on the roof, staring at the stars, feeling weightless, but beneath this survival tactic she had every reason to believe that he had absconded, leaving her with no recourse to him. He had gagged her, and she was choking on it.


She still had no idea what to do, but for the moment the train took care of that. It went on, squeaking and stumbling, and she went on with it. Until they pulled into Wadi Halfa the next morning there was little more for her to do, and there was some relief to be found in that. No decisions could be made, which was just as well, because before she decided what to do, she had to decide what exactly Richard had done.


‘Where you from?’ asked Joel.


‘Ireland. Dublin.’


‘We never got to Ireland when we were in Europe,’ he said. ‘I’ve heard it’s a beaut place, but.’ 


‘Yes, it’s very … fresh.’  


Rod sighed. ‘Fresh sounds real good right now.’  


There it was again. Ireland. Prodding Frances in the ribs like an invisible companion. Fresh, yes. Cool. Bright, also. ‘And you’re from?’  


‘Australia,’ said Joel proudly.  


‘Actually, I had figured that out. I mean what part?’  


‘I’m from Wagga Wagga, and Rod here’s from Queanbeyan. We’re cousins. He’s just finished uni and I’ve done my apprenticeship, so we decided to go overseas before getting jobs.’  


‘But aren’t you a bit off the beaten track? The great Australian pilgrimage doesn’t usually take in the Sudan, does it?’  


‘Not usually,’ said Rod, ‘but I’ve always wanted to see the Nile. When I was a kid, I loved reading about all those expeditions to locate the source of the Nile, and when I heard you could see the confluence of the Blue and the White in Khartoum, I just had to come this extra bit.’  


‘Bloody mad, if you ask me,’ said Joel.  


‘You weren’t disappointed when you got there?’ asked Frances.  


‘Aw, it was a bit mucky, I suppose, a bit dull, but standing right between the Blue and the White Nile, that was really something.’ Frances smiled. An unreconstituted romantic, like herself.  


‘What about you?’ Rod asked. ‘What brought you down here?’  


‘I wanted to ride the Flying Camel.’  


‘The what?’  


‘This train. It’s sometimes called the Flying Camel.’  


‘You like this dust bucket?’ Joel asked.  


‘I love all trains. One day I hope to do the Indian Pacific.’  


‘What’s that?’  


‘It crosses Australia, from Perth to Sydney.’  


‘I suppose you’ve even done the Trans-Siberian, have you?’ Rod asked.  


‘Absolutely. All eight days of it.’  


‘Eight days. Strewth,’ said Joel. ‘Are you mad or something?’ 


‘I hope so.’


‘What’s the big attraction to trains?’


‘The seats face each other.’


‘Eh?’


‘The seats face each other. On every other form of transport, the seats all face in the same direction, but on most trains you sit opposite people, looking at them, being looked at by them. You can see their expressions, their taste in food, their choice of reading, and because they can’t avoid one another, people talk. Even if they don’t speak the same language, they somehow communicate, and there’s plenty of time to get beyond pleasantries. There’s always time on a train.’


‘A lot too much of it, if you ask me,’ Joel grumbled.


‘Add to that the fact that you’re constantly moving forward – well, nothing can beat it.’


‘You’ve got it bad,’ said Rod.


Frances smiled. ‘People with passions live longest, you know.’


‘Really?’


‘So I’m told.’


‘That’s good,’ said Joel. ‘I have a few passions of my own.’


I’ll bet, thought Frances. Girls and surfboards.


Joel pulled out his Walkman, slid in a tape and stretched out on the seat, eyes closed. He grimaced as he listened, his fingers waving with the beat.


‘What’s he listening to?’ Frances asked. ‘The Sex Pistols?’


Rod was standing by the door, looking up and down the corridor. ‘Debussy probably.’


‘Debussy?’


Rod grinned and sat down. ‘Yeah.’


There was something in his smile, an unexpected intimacy, which made Frances feel calmer. ‘What were you studying at college?’


‘Oceanography.’


‘You’re a long way from the sea, Mr Oceanographer.’ 


‘Na. You’re never far from the sea. Just check out the fossils.’ He got up and went to the door again. He looked out, and then turned to her. ‘Why is it that I’m the one who’s popping up and down like a jack-in-the-box? I’m not the one who’s lost my boyfriend.’


Frances turned to the window.


‘If you don’t mind my saying so, you don’t exactly look like you’re expecting him. You don’t really believe he’s on the roof, do you?’


‘No, but I hope to God he is. The alternative is too …’


‘But you’d want to be crazy to get stuck in one of these desert towns. Crazy or tied up.’


‘I know.’


‘Maybe he was tied up?’


‘What?’


‘You know, arrested or something.’


‘Don’t be ridiculous. The Sudan is pro-Western. It has to be – Nimeiri has a foreign debt the size of Nubia; he needs tourists. And there are so few of us coming here, the last thing they’d do is hassle a guy as inoffensive as Richard.’


‘Are you sure? The security police are a bit shady.’


‘But they’ve no reason to arrest him. They wouldn’t want an international incident on their hands.’


‘Does he have any dope on him?’


‘No. Look, he just got left behind, all right?’


‘Maybe,’ said Rod, ‘but I wouldn’t miss this train if my life depended on it, and you know why? Because out here my life would depend on it, which is why I wouldn’t be so shit-thick as to miss it in the first place.’


‘Thanks. That’s very reassuring.’


‘On the other hand, I wouldn’t stay up on the roof for hours either.’


‘You might,’ said Frances, ‘if you had good reason.’


‘Like?’


‘He … we had a bit of a fight. Well, maybe not a bit of a one. Maybe absolutely colossal would be more accurate. I’m surprised you didn’t hear us.’


‘Oh.’


‘Richard might need time to himself.’


‘Yeah, but he’d hardly go off up to Fresh Air class and stay there without telling you, would he?’


‘How would I know? Four hours ago, I was sitting here with Richard and now I’m sitting here without him. What am I supposed to make of that?’


‘What’s your gut telling you?’ Rod sat down by the door.


‘My gut is too strangled to tell me anything. He might be up on the roof, sulking. He might also have missed the train … deliberately.’


‘Deliberately? Shit.’ Rod took off his watch, put it on his raised knee. ‘Things must have been bad.’


Frances lifted her bare foot and twisted it about. ‘Things must have been … worse than I thought.’


‘You been together long?’ Rod was digging, gently. Offering an opening, an ear, should she want one.


Frances needed little prompting. In truth, she wanted nothing more than to talk about Richard, to tell the tale and see if a fresh set of eyes might throw light on her predicament. So she told Rod about how they had met in Germany, three summers before, and had travelled down to Greece to go island-hopping in the Aegean. ‘When Richard went back to college in Dublin that autumn, I went to live in Turkey, but I moved on a few months later – there wasn’t enough railway to keep me in the Near East – and ended up in India, where I put down enough railway miles to take me twice around the world. The Dehra Dun Express, the Flying Mail, the Shimla Queen … the Ganga Yamuna Express and the Jorhat Loop … the Trivadrum Kerala Express …’ She smiled at Rod. ‘Those are the kind of words I like to live with.’


‘But what did you live on?’


‘I got some money when Dad died, so I travelled on that, but whenever I stopped somewhere, I taught English for a living. Twice a year, during the holidays, Richard came out and toured around with me.’


‘Nice life.’


‘Yeah, it was. But Richard’s working now, he qualified last year and got a job in London, so he only gets four weeks’ leave a year and he doesn’t want to spend them like this.’ She waved around the dim compartment.


‘Ah,’ said Rod, nodding. ‘Making him a bit ratty, was it?’


‘I was the one who was ratty. Richard’s been hassling me to go home for ages – you know, to put my rucksack away in his closet – so eventually I compromised and moved to Rome, to be closer. But that wasn’t good enough, apparently. A few months ago, Richard threw down an ultimatum: him or the world.’


‘And?’


‘I caved in, but only on condition we’d do this trip first.’


Eyes tight shut, Joel sat forward and began playing an imaginary cello between his legs. Frances noticed that he had long, thin fingers. She looked quizzically at Rod. ‘You’re not going to tell me he plays the cello?’


‘Double bass. Bloody good at it too.’


She shook her head. ‘I had him all wrong.’


‘Most people do. But when he says he’s finished his apprenticeship, he actually means scholarship.’ Rod strapped his watch back onto his wrist. ‘So why the fight?’


‘I was getting nervous. It makes me shudder, the thought of living in London, and what on earth am I going to do there? Richard’s okay – he’s got a career, friends – but I’ll be starting from scratch. All these years I’ve spent abroad might amount to nothing in England.’


‘You could teach.’


‘I’d be up against people with all the right qualifications. My CV isn’t very impressive. It looks like a Thomas Cook timetable.’


‘You’ll find something.’ 


‘Maybe, but I don’t really want to. I never fancied marriage or career or any of the other bloody adhesives people like to smother themselves in, and my time isn’t up yet – or wouldn’t be, if it weren’t for Richard, so I was making him pay.’ She glanced at the door. ‘The price I was exacting must have been too high.’


‘I don’t get it. If you’ll hate it so much, why did you give in?’


‘Because I love the bastard.’


Joel pulled off his Walkman, opened his eyes and became Joel again, the Aussie backpacker-musician who spoke like a trucker. He smiled. ‘What’s wrong with you two?’


Rod got up, checked the corridor. ‘What’s wrong? Mate, have you forgotten her boyfriend’s gone missing?’


‘Sorry.’


‘You really think he might have stayed back deliberately?’ Rod asked. ‘He’d have to be mad.’


‘He was mad. Very mad.’


‘Why?’ Joel asked.


‘They’d had a fight.’


‘And it’s not as if he wanted to be here. He only came along because—’


‘Because he had no choice,’ said Joel, nodding wisely. ‘Yeah. Like me. I know how he feels. Sitting in this thing for days without so much as a cold beer. Tell you what, it’s no wonder he got shirty.’ Rod looked at Frances. ‘He has a point. You’d do crazy things in this heat.’


‘I know.’




 





The Australians invited themselves to spend the night in her compartment and slept soundly on the upper berths. Frances tried to sleep, but the oblivion she sought wouldn’t come, and she spent long stretches sitting on the floor in the corridor looking through the low window at the sky. When the train drew silently to a stop sometime after midnight, her heart began to race. They were not at a station, they were not anywhere, but this halt gave her an opportunity. She went to the door and climbed down. The night was not as enrapturing as the previous one. It was blacker, if that was possible, and the stationary coaches, dormitories in the wild, stood witness to her desperation when she walked alongside them, calling out.
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