

[image: ]








[image: alt]






















The Pearlkillers


RACHEL  INGALLS









[image: ]































Contents







Title Page


Third Time Lucky


People to People


Inheritance


Captain Hendrik’s Story


Copyright




























Third Time Lucky





Lily had married first when she was eighteen. He’d been killed in Vietnam. She’d married again when she was twenty-one. He too had died in Vietnam. She’d had proposals after that, but she’d refused without even considering the possibility of accepting. She was sure that if she said yes, he’d be killed just as the first two had been. It was like having a curse on you: she could feel it. Perhaps when she’d agreed to go to the Egyptian exhibition she’d been attracted by the knowledge that there was something called the Curse of The Pharaohs.


She’d forgotten all about that. She didn’t remember it again until long after she’d heard the radio interview with the old woman who lived in Cairo.


Lily listened to the radio a lot. As a child she’d been introduced to literature through the soap operas; even at the age of seven, she’d realized that the stories were preposterous, but she loved them. She’d also liked the way they gave you only a little piece of each story every day, so that if you were lucky enough to get sick, or if school had been cancelled because of snow, you could hear the complete collection from morning to late afternoon – like eating a whole meal of Lifesavers, all in different flavours.


In her teens she’d watched television, mainly the late-night movies. And then later, when the most popular family show had been the war, she’d stopped. She’d gone back to the radio. Her favourite station broadcast its programmes from the other side of the ocean in British voices that sounded just like the people in the movies. She was charmed by their accents.


The woman who lived in Egypt had spoken in one of a number of interviews compiled by an English woman reporter. The programmes set out to make a study of British people who had lived in Egypt for a long time. All the broadcasters were women: that, apparently, was the point of the series. One of the speakers was a girl who’d married an Egyptian; she talked about what it was like to become part of the family, how it was different from life at home, and so on: she seemed to have a very happy marriage. She could also throw in foreign phrases as easily as she spoke her own language, her voice full of enthusiasm. She praised her mother-in-law. Lily was drawn across the room as she listened: she went and sat right next to the radio to make sure she didn’t miss anything or that she could retune if the speech broke up in static – a thing that often happened during the international programmes.


She was fascinated by accounts of other people’s marriages. She couldn’t hear enough. It was like being told fairytales, and yet it was the real thing – real people her own age. Once she’d grown up, she’d started to prefer fact to fiction. That was what she thought, anyway.


Immediately after the young married woman came an archaeologist. And after her, the reporter introduced the old woman.


Her name was Sadie. She’d been born and brought up in London. When she was six years old her father had taken her to the British Museum to look at the exhibits. There she had seen a room full of Egyptian mummies and had been so impressed by them that she couldn’t sleep. She’d said to her parents that her home was in the place where those people had lived, and that was where she wanted to go, because that was where she belonged. Her parents had told her not to be silly. When she persisted, they called in a friend who wasn’t exactly a doctor, but who knew a lot. The friend succeeded in restoring Sadie’s sleep by assuring her that strange as her story sounded to everyone else, there might be something to it. She would be free to test the truth of it as soon as she grew up. But to insist on instant transportation to a distant country wouldn’t be fair to her parents while they were still trying to give her a good home and make sure she was well-fed and healthy.


Sensible man, Lily thought. That was the kind of doctor people should have – not like the ones who’d tried to deal with her and who’d probably primed her mother with a load of nonsense until the whole family was driving her crazy. It had been as if twice in her life she’d become a freak – like a woman who’d been struck by lightning and survived. It was almost like going through the sort of thing she’d read about in magazine stories: accounts of women who’d had to keep on living in a community when everyone there knew they’d been the victims of some shameful act of violence or humiliation.


Of course people felt sorry for you and they hoped to make you well again. They believed that you ought to recover. They tried to cheer you up and yet they wanted you to be suffering the correct amount for the occasion, otherwise they got nervous: there might be some extra grief around that wasn’t being taken care of. She herself had sometimes thought: Am I feeling the right things? Am I even feeling enough? She didn’t know. She thought she didn’t know much of anything any more.


She started hanging around the museum in order to fill up her days. She’d gone back to work, but there were lunch hours when she didn’t want to be eating her sandwiches with the rest of the girls, and the museum wasn’t far from the job she’d had at the time.


She began by just walking around. That first day she saw Greek statues and Roman coins. The second time she went, she looked at Chinese jade and Japanese scroll paintings. On her third visit she got lost trying to find the Etruscans, and came upon ancient Egypt instead. It hadn’t produced an instant, revelatory obsession like the one experienced by the six-year-old Sadie, but it had certainly done something extraordinary to her. She had felt magnetized by the appearance of everything: the colours, the style of drawing, the mysterious hieroglyphics – the whole look. The museum had several items that were rare and important: a black wooden panther surmounted by a golden god in a high hat; a painted mummy case that was covered in pictures of birds, animals and pictograph writing; a grey stone hawk that stood about four feet high; and a granite statue of a seated Pharaoh who had a face framed by a head-dress that merged with the shoulders, so that he too had the silhouette of a hawk.


She knew then, at her first sight of the sculpture and painting, that she wanted to find out more about the people who had made them. She picked up a leaflet at the main desk. It turned out that there were museum lectures you could attend in the mornings or afternoons. There were even some that took place during the lunch hour. She signed up in a hurry.


Her real conversion to the art of Egypt happened in semi-darkness, to the accompaniment of a low hum given off by the museum’s slide projector. She studied temples, frescoes, jewellery, furniture, corpses thousands of years old. She felt that all these sights and objects were familiar to her in a way that her own life was not.


The Englishwoman named Sadie hadn’t needed lectures. After the family friend had made her see reason, she’d struck a bargain with her parents: that she’d be good and do what they told her, as long as they realized that her one ambition was to go to Egypt, and that she actually did plan to go there as soon as she was grown up. It took several more years, and undoubtedly a certain amount of research, before she narrowed down the rather vague passion for Egyptology to a specific dedication: she found out through a dream that in a former life she’d been a priestess of Isis and many centuries ago she had lived in a particular house, where she’d had a wonderful garden full of flowers and herbs, and plants that possessed healing properties. It became her mission to return to the house, live there and replant her garden.


It had taken Sadie twelve years of work in London to raise the money for her fare. On her arrival in Egypt she attached herself to British archaeological societies, which allowed her to earn a little by helping them, although – because she’d had so little formal schooling – they discounted anything she had to say on their subject. It came as a surprise to the official bodies when she discovered the ruins of what she insisted was her house, and which, as it was excavated, proved to have contained at one time a plentifully stocked courtyard garden. It was surprising, but not in anyone else’s opinion a matter of supernatural or preternatural knowledge, as Sadie claimed. In spite of the scepticism of the experts, she managed to present the urgency of her desire so convincingly that she was given permission to camp out in the ruins and eventually to try to reconstruct the house and garden.


When the woman reporter interviewed her, Sadie was eighty-two. She spoke of the quest for her true home with an assurance and simplicity that made Lily think what a good life it had been: to know so exactly, from such an early age, what you wanted and where you belonged. If she herself had had that kind of vision as a child, she might now feel that her life meant something, instead of thinking that it all just seemed to be dribbling away around her, never getting anywhere, always going wrong.


Egypt had begun to be important to her for about a year and a half, yet she didn’t recall the circumstances of her breakdown until she’d been going to the lectures for five weeks. The memory came back as if it had fallen on top of her. While she was looking at slides of famous statues and wall paintings, she recognized certain things that she’d seen when the great Tutankhamun exhibition had come over to America. That was shortly after she was supposed to have recovered from her second widowing. Friends and relatives had thought it would be a nice idea, a treat, to take her to the show. She didn’t care what she went to see. She’d said sure, OK.


It was too long a trip to make all in one day, so she’d stayed with her aunt, and even then it was a considerable drive by car from there. Her cousin, Charlie, and his girlfriend, Sue, drove in one car, while two of Sue’s old schoolfriends went in the second one, together with some friend of theirs – a man who, Lily suspected, had been asked along because of her. That too had happened after her first husband had died: everybody had started trying to match her up with somebody.


The lines of sightseers waiting to get in to see the exhibition had been so long, and so often mentioned in the papers, that everyone had a different theory about what was the best time to go, when to avoid the school groups, the adult education classes, the old, the young, the tourists. They got into the line in the middle of the afternoon, and were fortunate – they had to wait for only an hour and a quarter.


Lily took out her wallet to pay, but Charlie and Sue insisted on buying her ticket. She put the ticket into the change compartment of the wallet, on the side where she kept her backdoor key and her lucky-piece – an old silver coin covered in patterns that might have been foreign writing; a great-uncle had brought it back from overseas. The coin had been in the safe with the rest of her grandmother’s treasured and worthless ornaments. Her father had given it to her because she’d seemed to be so interested in the markings on it.


The line advanced slowly, even after they had paid. The guards were being careful to let in only a certain number at a time. Nobody wanted to have overcrowding or pushing. And, naturally, the people who were already inside would feel they were entitled to stay there a good long while, after having waited so long, paid so much, and at last come face to face with objects of such magnificence.


Lily wasn’t expecting to be asked for her ticket when a hand was suddenly held out to her. She scrabbled around quickly in her bag and found the stub as the crowd moved forward into the darkness.


All at once everyone fell silent. People were afraid of tripping over themselves in the dark, or bumping into each other. She fumbled in her wallet, shut the change purse, zipped up her bag and held on to it tightly. She was looking at a set of floodlit glass boxes that sprang from the darkness like lighted boats crossing an ocean at night. In each glass case a single treasure was positioned. The lighting must have been controlled from above, although it was impossible to see how. The impression was definitely that all the illumination emanated from the golden deities and blue animals, painted birds and flowers.


Lily stared and lost track of the time. There was no doubt in her mind that the jars, tables, gods, faces, jewels and masks were gazing back, looking out from the repose of their long past and giving something to her as she passed by.


She stopped in front of an alabaster vase shaped like a lotus blossom on its stem. The crowd jostled her lightly, but no one was shoving. The atmosphere seemed churchlike: the worshippers in darkness, the sacred relics shining. She lingered for a long time in front of a beautiful face – yellow-white, with black lines painted on the eyebrows, around the eyes and outward at the sides. The face was framed in a head-dress like the one worn by the sphinx. And the whole thing, according to the description underneath, was part of a canopic jar. She’d forgotten what canopic meant.


She stepped aside, to let other people see. In front of the cases of jewellery, a young man had come to a standstill; he’d apparently been in the same place for a long while, because an official was trying to get him to move. The young man responded immediately, saying – in a very audible voice – that he’d paid his money and he had a right to look for as long as he wanted to. The official backed away, murmuring about being fair to the other people: he didn’t want to start a fight in the middle of the crowd or to disrupt the discreet, artistic and historic hush brought about by the presence of so many tons of gold and lapis lazuli.


She took a good look herself at the young king in his blue-and-gold  headcloth, which fell in stripes to his shoulders. And as she walked on, she realized that she’d worked her way around to the exit. The others were nearby. Sometimes people went through exhibits at such different rates that it made more sense to split up for a set period; but they’d all finished at about the same time.


They moved out into the shopping area where people were selling books and postcards. Lily opened her bag and got out her wallet. She unsnapped the coin compartment and began to rummage inside it. She couldn’t feel her lucky-piece. She couldn’t see it. She shook the bag from side to side. Sue asked what was wrong. Charlie said, If you’re looking for your wallet, you’re already holding it in your hand.’


The next thing she knew, she was screaming. Everyone tried to calm her down but she let go completely, shrieking hysterically, ‘I’ve lost it, oh God. It isn’t anywhere.’


‘Something important?’ a voice said.


‘The most important thing I’ve got,’ she spluttered. ‘It’s my lucky-piece.’ She wanted to go back into the exhibition rooms, to make the museum authorities turn up the lights and hold the crowds back, so that she could go over the whole floor.


They couldn’t do that, everyone told her. They’d report the loss and hope the staff would pick up the coin at closing-time.


That wasn’t good enough, she yelled.


Shock, embarrassment, distaste, were on people’s faces. She didn’t care. She could barely see them but she could hear the change in the sounds around her, and especially the difference in their voices as they let her know that everything she wanted was impossible and unreasonable. They thought her lucky-piece was insignificant; she was in the presence of Art and of the past, and of an entire civilization that had been lost. She even heard one of their own crowd whispering about her – though later on she wasn’t sure if she might not have imagined it – saying, ‘Don’t know why she wants it back – it didn’t do her much good, did it?’ All she knew was that losing the coin seemed to her the final blow. She’d lost everything else: she couldn’t lose that, too.


The lucky-piece had had little worth as silver and no real value to anyone but her. Nevertheless, despite the efforts of the museum authorities and their cleaning crew, the coin never turned up. And she finally learned to accept its loss, as well as to understand that she’d had some sort of collapse, and that maybe she had needed to express her grief in that way, in public. She also realized – many months after the event – what she must have forgotten at the time: that all those wonderful objects they’d been admiring had been the contents of a grave.


And, eventually, it seemed to her that the loss of the lucky-piece had been a sign; it had been intended to happen, so that she would have no doubt about the fact that there was a curse on her. She had married two men and both of them had died. She was certain that if she tried to find happiness again, the same thing would happen a third time.


She didn’t say anything about the curse to the men who took her out, courted her, and wanted to marry her or just to sleep with her. She merely said no. When Don Parker asked her to be his wife, she said no for four months, said maybe for two, and in the end told him she would if he’d take her to Egypt for the honeymoon.


‘You don’t know how lucky you are,’ her mother said to her one evening. ‘The chances you’ve had. They aren’t going to keep asking for ever, you know.’


From across the room Lily gave her newspaper a shake. Her mother sewed a button on the wristband of a blouse. They were waiting for Channel Two to show the play. That week it was a repeat of an old one – Ingrid Bergman and Trevor Howard in Hedda Gabler. Lily read in her paper about an African bird called a hoopoe that had been closed up inside a packing crate by mistake and been found at a German airport; the authorities had trapped it in an airline hangar and were just about to catch it with a net – in order to send it back to its own country – when it flew into one of the wire-strengthened glass panes up near the ceiling and broke its neck.


She turned the page. The paper crinkled noisily. She held it high, the way her father did at the breakfast table. She read about floods, fires, insurrections, massacres and robberies. She read about a chemist in Florida who believed that the building-blocks of ancient Egypt’s pyramids could have been poured into moulds rather than quarried.


Everything she saw now reminded her of Egypt. It was like following the clues in a detective story. It was like being in love. Once you were aware of a thing, a name, or a word, you began to notice it everywhere. And once you had seen the truth of one cause of pain, you could recognize others. It was only after her breakdown in the museum that she understood how little her mother liked her – in fact, that her mother had never loved her. Perhaps she’d never loved Lily’s sister, Ida, either. Ida was married and had two children; her husband had divorced her. And now Ida and her mother and the two children – both girls – were locked in an insatiable battle of wills that everyone except Lily would probably have called familial love. To Lily it seemed to be an unending struggle invented by her mother because otherwise life would have no meaning. Lily’s father hadn’t been enough of a challenge. And Lily herself had escaped into the protection of the two tragic events that had isolated her from other people.


‘There’s a man down in Florida,’ Lily said, ‘who thinks the pyramids were poured.’


‘Oh?’ her mother answered. She wasn’t interested. She probably thought it meant they’d been poured through a funnel.


‘It could be true, I guess. There’s been a lot about Egypt recently. There was the woman who believed she was the priestess of Isis. I told you about her. She went to live there.’


‘Just another nut. She’s like that woman who says she’s receiving spirit messages from Mozart and Beethoven, and then she plays those cheap little things.’


‘That isn’t a very good example. She’s such a nut, she’s made millions – on TV and everything. But in her case, you really wonder if she’s a fraud.’


‘Are you kidding? Of course she is. You think Beethoven—’


‘You wonder if she’s tricking people deliberately, instead of just deceiving herself. Now, this other woman – well, what you wonder about that, is: could there actually be some deep, biological, hereditary impulse directing her? Something we don’t know about yet. See what I mean? I read an article a few years ago that talked all about people’s sense of direction; it said they’ve found out that we’ve all got this magnetic centre in the brain.’


‘Oh, boy.’


‘Well, that’s what it said.’


‘What does Don say when you come out with these things?’


‘He said yes. I told him I’d marry him if he took me to Egypt for the honeymoon, so he said he would. He’s getting the tickets this week.’


Her mother’s face came up from the buttons and thread. ‘What are you talking about?’


‘We’re getting married after New Year’s,’ Lily announced. ‘I just said so.’ Her mother looked astounded. ‘I told you,’ Lily repeated. ‘When I said we were going to Egypt.’


‘I didn’t take it in,’ her mother said. She stared.


‘Well, that’s the end of the news.’


‘That means … the wedding, the invitations, the catering. Why does it have to be so soon?’


‘That’s the best time to go.’


‘Go? Where?’


‘To Egypt,’ Lily snapped. ‘Are you feeling all right? We’re planning a quiet wedding, in a registry office. His mother’s going to take care of the reception at that house they’ve got down in the country.’


‘You don’t know how lucky you are,’ her mother said again.


And you resent that, Lily thought.


‘To have a boy like that.’


It doesn’t matter how nice people are, if you don’t love them. You love him more than I do. To me, he’s unexciting. I’ve been at parties where girls were flirting with him, and I’ve said to myself: well, they just don’t know how dull he is. I’ve even been in a shop where the tie salesman obviously thought he was the nearest thing to a classical statue he’d ever come across. But not for me.


‘So good-looking.’


So boring, and actually sometimes irritating. I couldn’t last out a lifetime of it. I should never have gotten myself into this mess. But it’s nice to be admired like that; it’s flattering. And I can’t go on living this way.


Her mother said, ‘I guess that extra-sensory, reincarnation stuff started back in the twenties, when they found the tomb.’


‘No. It began before that. It was part of the Victorian interest in psychic phenomena. It all had to do with the disintegration of Christianity.’


‘Is that right?’


‘That’s what they told us in school.’


Her mother went back to her sewing. They didn’t talk again. They hardly ever talked, anyway. Ida had always taken the brunt of her mother’s blame, inquisitiveness, disapproval, worry and desire to interfere. Lily used to think that that showed a difference in the quality of her mother’s love, though recently it had occurred to her that maybe it was simply a matter of positioning: that she had been in the wrong place at the wrong time, so that the only mother-love she could remember had come from her father, her grandfather, one aunt, and a cousin who was of her grandmother’s generation. She knew how lucky she was about that: some people didn’t have anyone at all.


She and Don had the vaccinations they needed, got the passports ready, and rushed out invitations. Lily had no time to go to the museum any more, but she began to have the same dream at night, often several times in the week: she found herself standing in sunlight, under a blue sky, and looking up at a huge, almost endlessly high sandstone wall above her; it was a golden-tan colour and carved all over with strange writings like hieroglyphics. In the dream she stood and looked at the picture-writing and couldn’t figure out what it said. She guessed that the lines on her lucky-piece had been the same – they’d meant something, but no one knew what. She liked the dream. Very few dreams in her life had ever repeated; the ones that did were all landscape-dreams: just special places she remembered, that were good spots for nice dreams to start from. She’d never had a repeating dream that was a puzzle, but it pleased her to be standing in the sun, under the hot sky that was so blue and far away, and examining the foreign shapes of an unknown language. In real life, outside the dream and outside her apartment, the air was bitter, there was deep snow on the ground and more blizzards had been forecast. She hoped that the airlines wouldn’t have to ground their planes for long. She was impatient to leave.


*


Two days before they were due to fly, they read and heard about a sandstorm that had closed all the airports in Egypt. The storm was actually a giant cloud. The papers and television said it stretched from Cairo to Israel. Lily became agitated. She thought they might not be able to take off. Don patted her arm and smiled at her. Ever since she’d accepted his proposal he’d been smiling inanely; it made her so guilty and annoyed that she almost wanted to hurt him in some way. She could feel herself burning up, unable to get where she was going, or do what she wanted to do. She meant to reach Cairo even if she had to walk.


‘These things usually blow themselves out within twenty-four hours,’ he told her. ‘We’ll be OK.’


‘I hope so,’ she said. ‘We wouldn’t get any refunds. This is one of those things in the Act-of-God clause, isn’t it?’


He sat up. ‘Of course they’d refund us. They’d have to.’


‘I bet they wouldn’t. It isn’t their fault there’s a sandstorm.’


‘Well, it isn’t mine, either.’


‘Tough,’ she said.


He got on the phone about it and tried to force a response out of the travel company. No one would give him a straight answer because so far nothing had gone wrong; but they seemed to be saying that if things did go wrong, then it wouldn’t be up to them to indemnify anybody. In a case of delay the agency might – as a gesture of goodwill – be able to offer a day in a different country, but not an extra day in Egypt once the plane got there. He hung up.


‘Told you,’ she said.


‘I guess they could send us to the Riviera. That might be nice.’


‘It’s freezing there. This is the coldest January they’ve had in Europe since 1948 or something like that.’


He put his arm around her and said he didn’t care where he was, as long as he was with her.


She smiled back, feeling mean, unable to join him except by pretence. She knew already that she could never stay faithful to him. She’d been faithful to her first and second husbands, both when they were alive and after they’d died. But she could tell this was going to be different.


She honestly didn’t love him, that was the trouble. And all at once she couldn’t believe that she’d said yes, that she had the ring on her finger and was on her honeymoon. Why hadn’t she just gone to bed with him and left it at that?


*


When they arrived, the air smelled hot and scorched, the sky was still laden with the aftermath of the storm: tiny particles that were invisible, but made it impossible to see clearly for very far. Lily didn’t mind. She didn’t mind anything, now that they were there.


Their hotel windows looked out on to two nineteenth-century villas set among palm trees. She was practically delirious with excitement. She didn’t want to stay indoors and rest, or eat, or make love. She wanted to be outside, seeing everything.


He wasn’t quite so enraptured. He hadn’t realized it was going to be difficult to get his favourite brand of sourmash. And he said he thought the people were dark and dumpy.


‘They’re wonderful-looking,’ she told him. ‘Especially their faces. You aren’t seeing them right. Why don’t you like it here?’


‘It doesn’t seem all that romantic to me.’


‘Wait till we get to the pyramids. We haven’t even started.’


‘I keep thinking what Ollie and Phil said about the flies. Sandflies everywhere.’


‘But that’s later in the year, not now.’


‘And how sick they were with that gut-rot they picked up.’


‘You won’t pick up anything if you dress right. That’s what my book says: wear a heavy sweater.’


‘Not in the sun.’


‘All the time. Dress like the locals, and you’ll be all right.’


They went through the markets, where he was disappointed once more, because they couldn’t find any sheets that were a hundred per cent cotton. The only ones on sale were cotton mixed with polyester; the rest had been exported.


But he liked the fact that she had calmed down. She held his hand now as they walked, where back home she had always seemed to be slipping her hand out of his. She smiled at him, saying, ‘I love it here.’ He said, ‘And I love you.’


They began the tours. Straight away they were put into the middle of the place where all the pictures came from: the sphinx, the pyramids, the vast space full of chairs for the son-et-lumière show. She was trembling with eagerness. She almost seemed to be a little crazed. He whispered, ‘Are you OK?’ and she nodded vigorously, while motioning him with her hand to be quiet.


Their guide was a thin, grey-haired Austrian woman who had a thick accent. The other members of the troop were all American. Lily could see, as the guide took them from one spot to the next, how most of the little parties of tourists had been grouped according to nationality, so that the guides wouldn’t have to repeat the same information in different languages; she wondered why their guide, Lisabette, had been chosen for an English-speaking group. Lisabette was definitely good at her job and made her subject sound interesting, but some of the others said afterwards that they were having trouble understanding her. Don said he’d heard her stating that one of the ancient characters on their list had had to ‘accept the inedible’.


There were two old people in their group: Selma and Orville Potts. Selma had something to do with a cultural club back home. Orville was retired from the bank. They enjoyed everything and asked a lot of questions. They had also read a lot, unlike Don or the couple called Darrell – John and Patsy – who had a nine-year-old child in tow. The child’s name was Cindy; she was orange-haired, freckled, and had white eyelashes and pale eyes. Despite the weak eyes, she was a determined starer. Selma had tried to make friends with the child, failed, and commented to the mother, Patsy, that, ‘I reckon it’s real nice for little Cindy to get let off school to go on vacation with you.’ Patsy said, ‘Oh, Cindy’s between schools at the moment.’ At the same time, John said, ‘They’ve closed her school for a couple of weeks, to fix the pipes.’


‘Well,’ Selma said brightly, ‘and are you having a good time?’


Cindy glared up at the old face peering down at her. Lily thought for a moment that the child was going to spit, but after a hesitation she muttered, ‘Sure. It’s OK.’ Selma simpered. Cindy walked off, as if there were something a few feet away that she wanted to look at. Patsy and John seemed relieved.


Don and Lily moved ahead a few steps. They were followed by the other honeymoon couple, Ruth-Ann and Howie: she was tall, toothy and raucous; he was a tubby, high-voiced man. The idea of coming to Egypt had been his. Ruth-Ann didn’t mind where she was, as long as they got away from the snow. She’d been thinking more of Hawaii, but this was fine. The only drawback was –


‘No booze,’ Howie complained.


‘You’re kidding,’ Don said. ‘You at some kind of Temperance hotel?’


‘Oh, they’ve got a bar, but not like a real American bar. And no Jim Beam in the entire town, far as I can see.’


‘You’ve got to bring it with you.’


‘You’re telling me,’ Ruth-Ann said. ‘We got so worried about rationing it for two whole weeks that we drank it all in the first three days. God, the hangovers we’ve had. It’s like those stories about twenty people in a life-raft and only one canteen of water. What are you doing about it?’


‘Well, we just got here,’ Don said. ‘I guess we’ll measure it out in thimbles till the week is up, and then go on to wine. At least they still sell the stuff. I’ve heard they’re thinking of making the whole country teetotal.’


Lily asked, ‘Were you here for the sandstorm?’


‘We sure were,’ said Howie. ‘We went to this hotel to meet a friend of Ruth-Ann’s mother, and suddenly everything started to get dark, and then – wham! – they pulled all the shutters down, and we were stuck inside.’


‘It can kill you,’ Ruth-Ann said.


Lisabette was looking at her watch. It was almost time to start the tour again. Ruth-Ann said, ‘Doesn’t she look like something off of one of those tombs?’


Lily turned her head. Lisabette, small and emaciated, was adjusting the shoulderstrap of her bag. She still had her walking stick clenched to her, which made the operation more cumbersome. But when she finally straightened up, she put a hand to the piece of cloth wound around her head from the front to below the tight, grey bun at the back; she changed the stick over to her right side, then stood still. And it was true – she resembled some sort of ancient court official bearing a ceremonial staff.


‘And what’s the story with the kid?’ Ruth-Ann murmured. ‘Jesus, what an argument for birth-control.’


Howie sniggered. Lisabette raised her stick a few inches and looked up. Her nine listeners grouped around her again.


At the next break, most people took photographs. Lily hadn’t thought about bringing a camera. She’d said she’d rather have a good postcard. But Don had brought along a small, cheap, foolproof camera. He told her, ‘What I want are pictures of you.’ He took two of her, then they changed places. She clicked the button twice, closed the slide over the lens and handed the camera back. She looked past him at one of the pyramids. ‘The eternal triangles,’ she said, and laughed.


‘They aren’t triangles. They’ve got five surfaces and the base is a squ—’


‘For heaven’s sake. I know that.’ She turned away abruptly. She’d been careful for so long about not showing her true thoughts, that she was afraid to let out even a little irritation. When the outburst came, she might just start screaming, ‘Oh Christ, you’re so boring,’ for half an hour. She was turning herself inside-out to entertain him and knocking herself out in bed to please him, just because she didn’t love him enough. And it wasn’t his fault. He was a good, decent man; her mother was right. But it didn’t make any difference. When she’d married before, both times, she’d been in love; she’d shared herself. Now she was only pretending. As a child, she’d loved playing make-believe. Now it wasn’t for fun: now it was cheating.


She’d never be able to keep going. He’d be true to her – she was sure of him that way. And besides, he’d grown up in a family of ugly women who’d sat on him hard. The father had been the one with the looks, and had used them too, being unfaithful all over the place and finally leaving Don’s mother. The mother and his two sisters looked like parodies of plain frontierswomen. They were also very concerned about all sorts of social, public and political issues that didn’t interest Lily. They were the kind of women who would talk for hours about Vietnam at cocktail parties instead of getting married to somebody who’d die there. Don thought the way his sisters did, but he’d wanted to marry something different.


‘What’s wrong?’ he said, hurrying up behind her.


‘Nothing’s wrong. I’m fine. She’s going to start the spiel again, that’s all.’


Lisabette raised her stick and brought it down on the ground. It made no noise, but the movement caught the attention of the rest of the group.


‘You aren’t mad at me, are you?’ he said.


‘Of course not.’ She didn’t take his arm or even look at him. She hated the way she was behaving.


‘Egypt’, Lisabette said, ‘is a marriage between the Nile and the desert.’ She began to talk about the importance of the periods of inundation and about the special regard paid to the androgynous deity of the Nile, Hapy. Lily’s glance moved across the other tourists; it stopped at nine-year-old Cindy, whose fixed stare was boring into the back of Orville Potts; she suddenly felt a horror of the child. Something was wrong with Cindy. The parents obviously knew it, too. The mother was a nervous wreck. And the father – it was hard to tell: he wouldn’t have had to live with the worry, the way the mother would. He’d only have to hear about it in the evenings and say, ‘Yes, dear.’


Don reached out for Lily. She jumped as he touched her. He was trying to slide his hand up under her folded arms. She let him, since other people were there. If they’d been alone, she’d have pushed him away and walked off. She tried to concentrate on what Lisabette was telling them. Lisabette actually looked less like a living monument to ancient Egypt than like someone who’d once been alive and was now mummified; ‘Hathor,’ she said. ‘The cow-goddess.’


Cindy grinned. Her eyes began to rove to other people. Lily moved her head and looked somewhere else.


On their way back to the bus, Howie said, ‘You know what really turned me on to all this stuff? It was that big show from Tutankhamun’s tomb.’


‘Yes, I saw that, too,’ Lily said.


Don pulled back on her hand. ‘You did?’ he asked. ‘You never told me that.’


She shrugged. ‘Me and about fifty million other people. Didn’t you?’


‘No, I missed it.’


‘It was something,’ Ruth-Ann told him. ‘Talk about gorgeous – you can have all that Greek and Roman stuff.’


‘Oh, I like that too,’ Lily said. ‘Only it never grabbed me the same way. It didn’t have the philosophy.’


‘The what?’ Don asked.


‘Haven’t you been listening to what Lisabette’s been saying?’


‘Sure. All about the Nile god and the cow-goddess, and that kind of thing.’


‘The first pyramids were built in steps, so the Pharaoh could go up there and into the sky and come back down again. After they died, they had their insides put into separate jars and they sailed across the sky in a boat. When they got to the other side, they went into the palace of death and answered all the questions about what kind of life they’d led. And if it was all right, then they started to sing chants to get back their stomach and brain and everything. The priest and the relatives of the dead person would help from back at the tomb. There were even little prayers for the heart, except that was the one thing they didn’t take out. But I guess it had to be started up again. They called all the essential parts back into the body. And then the dead person would be whole in the other world.’ She stopped, breathless.


‘That isn’t philosophy,’ Don said.


‘Hit him with your handbag,’ Ruth-Ann told her.


‘I’ll hit him with the guidebook.’


‘It still wouldn’t make all that rigmarole philosophy.’


‘Well, religion. I like the way they thought about people and animals and kings, and all the natural elements: all in one big lump.’


‘They didn’t think much of women, though,’ Ruth-Ann said. ‘You see these big statues of men, and way down near their feet is a tiny little figure of the wife – that’s how unimportant they were.’


‘No, it’s just the opposite. The wife shouldn’t be there at all. If you see one of those statues, it’s really just supposed to represent the man, but he’s specially asked to have his wife mentioned – for luck, or for sentiment. It’s like nowadays, if a painter did a portrait of a businessman and the man insisted on taking a pose where he was holding a photograph of his wife. See? It’s a gesture of affection. Nothing to do with despising anybody. They told us that in the museum lectures I went to.’


‘There,’ Howie said. ‘They weren’t so bad, after all.’ He patted Ruth-Ann’s behind lightly. She shooed him away. ‘My wife’s got this thing about victimized females.’


‘My wife. He keeps saying it like that. I feel like I’ve lost my name all of a sudden.’


‘I like the sound of it,’ Howie said. ‘I like trying it out. It’s like driving around in a new car.’


Ruth-Ann climbed into the bus. ‘Howie and his cars,’ she said. Don followed. As Lisabette gave the driver the sign to start, he said to Lily, ‘You should be hiring yourself out to one of these tourist outfits. I didn’t realize you knew so much about the place.’


‘I just went to all those lectures and I remember what they told us. You know how it is when you really like something.’


‘Sure,’ he said. ‘I know how it is.’ He put his arm around her again and she relaxed. She’d forgotten her irritation. She was glad to be with him and to have him holding her close to him.


*


That night she had a dream. It began like the dreams she’d had before leaving on the trip: she was standing under the blue sky, with the sun pouring down, and she was looking at the hieroglyphics on the wall. But this time as she scanned the carvings, they began to form a story. The picture-writings seemed to be changing shape, running into each other and reforming. And after that, they became images that moved across the wall. It was like watching a film. In the picture-story she saw her first husband. He was standing on the bank of the river. Two servants were wrapping him in a length of white cloth that left him naked from the waist up. The material had been wound up into a long skirt. Then they continued. He raised his arms a little, while the men circled him with the bolt of material; they wrapped him to the midpoint of his chest, made him fold his arms, and proceeded to wind the cloth so that the arms were taped down.


She started to feel anxious. The place she was watching from began to draw nearer to the riverbank but she was still too far away to reach him. The long, white banner went around his neck. She could see they were going to bandage his face, too. She tried to call out, to move forward, to do anything to stop the men; but nothing worked. They wrapped her husband up completely, as if he’d been inside a cocoon. Only his legs, under the skirt, were free to walk. She looked on miserably until the work was finished.


The two men turned her husband around and walked him forward – one on each side – to the river, where a boat was waiting for them. As she saw him going away from her like that – entirely enclosed in white, and because of that seeming to be blind all over – she grew frantic. She screamed, but no one paid any attention to her. Her husband stepped forward into the boat. The servants guided him to the central part of the vessel, where a curtain hung. He went behind the curtain and she couldn’t see him any more.


She wanted to go with him. She tried to run forward. The boat floated off, carrying him away. She tried to call out again, and again no one took any notice. She woke up. Don was kissing her in the dark. They began to make love before she realized that they were in their hotel room and that it was in Egypt.


*


The tour took them to the Valley of the Kings and the Valley of the Queens, the Tombs of the Nobles. Lily held their guidebook in one hand and talked as fast as a racetrack reporter about deities, animals, heavenly bodies, cults. Strange-sounding names flowed easily from her. Sometimes it seemed that in her zeal she was getting everything mixed up – that she was repeating a lot of misinformation, jumbling thoughts, condensing centuries, forgetting who the real people were and who were the gods.


Ruth-Ann said that if she tried for ten years, she was never going to be able to pronounce the name Hatshepsut. ‘It’s quite simple,’ Lisabette told her. ‘Hat-shep-sut. Repeat that.’ Howie went off into a fit of giggles. Don said in a low voice that he found all of those names a little weird and couldn’t remember any of them.


‘That’s because you didn’t study them beforehand,’ Lily said. ‘If you don’t know the names, how can you tell one god from another?’


‘I can tell which one is supposed to be some animal. The cow-goddess and the jackal-god and the alligator-god.’ He laughed. ‘There’s even a hippo-god, isn’t there?’


‘She’s a goddess. She’s a goddess of childbirth.’


‘That figures. I guess they thought she had to be pregnant if she was so fat.’


‘They didn’t look at it that way.’ She was beginning to get annoyed with him again. ‘They thought that fat was a sign of abundance and good health.’


‘And a high social standing,’ Howie said. ‘You can’t stay overweight unless you keep up the food supply.’


‘That’s why the Nile was so important to them. They wouldn’t have had any food without it.’ The wind blew Lily’s hair back, the sun was hot on her face. You could feel it was a genuine desert air. And now that all the dust had settled from the storm, the clarity – the light, was like nothing she’d ever imagined.


Ruth-Ann rejoined them. She said to Howie, ‘Where’s your sweater?’


‘It’s too hot.’


‘You know what Lisabette told us: you’ll pick up one of those bugs if you don’t keep it on.’


‘How could that help?’


‘Well, she lives here. She ought to know.’


Lily teamed up with the Pottses, while Don got into a discussion with John Darrell. Orville and Selma – Selma especially – shared Lily’s interest in Egyptian art and mythology. Ruth-Ann and Howie kept to themselves for a while, occasionally bursting into laughter. Once Lily heard Ruth-Ann pronounce ‘Hatshepsut’ again in a loud voice.


Lisabette concentrated on her three best students. Behind her shoulder, off in the distance, Patsy Darrell talked earnestly to her daughter; she’d come all the way around the world to do something she could have done at home – unless, possibly, the child was demanding the discussion in order to make sure that her mother didn’t have the time to enjoy herself.


‘I wish we were going to Saqqarah too,’ Selma said, ‘but we just don’t have the time.’


‘Never mind,’ Lisabette told her. ‘You will be fully satisfied by Karnak, I can assure you.’


‘And Abu Simbel,’ Orville said. ‘I’m very interested in how they moved it. That must have been a magnificent feat of engineering.’


‘And of international cooperation. It shows what can be accomplished when people work together in a spirit of peace.’


‘And honesty,’ Orville added. ‘They tried to save Venice too. Pouring all that money into rescue funds – so now they’ve made about three people there into millionaires and the place is still sinking.’


‘It’s such a shame to have just one week,’ Selma said. ‘Well, a couple of days over a week.’


Lily agreed. She thought that she’d much rather go to Saqqarah than to Abu Simbel.


‘It isn’t on our tour,’ Don told her. ‘It’s back where we came from.’


‘We could change. Just go by ourselves one day.’


‘If we took a whole day out, we might as well go to Alexandria.’


‘But there isn’t anything there.’


‘There’s a whole town.’


‘There isn’t anything old.’


‘Lily, Abu Simbel’s on the tour. You know it’s going to be great. Haven’t you seen the pictures?’


‘Maybe we could stay on a little afterwards.’


‘Our plane tickets—’


‘Just a few days.’


‘Maybe,’ he said. ‘We’ll see.’ He wouldn’t say no outright. He didn’t want to start an argument with her. She could see he was hoping that by the end of the week she’d have forgotten.


She walked back to the bus with Ruth-Ann, who told her, ‘I was talking with Patsy back there. That’s a real sick kid she’s got. Jesus. She sets fire to things – I mean, like, houses. She isn’t in school because – if you can believe it – she just burned it down. Honest to God. They keep moving all around. He’s always got to find a new job, or get transferred.’


‘Isn’t there anything – doctors? Psychiatrists?’


‘They’re spending everything they’ve got on the doctors already. Her parents gave them the trip.’


Lily looked again at the Darrells, who were now standing near Lisabette. She wondered whether anything could help a child like Cindy. ‘And they don’t have any other children?’ she said.


‘I guess one was enough. A brat like that – I’m telling you: I’d sell her to the Arabs.’


‘I don’t know that the Arabs would like her any better than we do. I wonder if she was just born that way, or what?’


‘You know what they say – some are born crazy, some become crazy and some have craziness thrust upon them. It all comes to the same thing in the long run.’


‘Yes.’


‘That’s a real cute husband you’ve got there.’


Lily smiled. ‘Want to trade?’ she suggested.


Ruth-Ann shrieked with laughter. Howie came striding up to them, saying, ‘What’s she done – forgotten that name again?’


*


That night Lily had the dream again. She stood in front of the wall, stared at the writing, and it started to turn into pictures that told her a story. It was the same story, but this time the man being prepared for the ride in the boat was her second husband. She watched, as before: at the beginning surprised and touched to see him, and wanting to walk up and talk to him; then, when it was too late, desperate to be heard – trying to stop the others from taking him away. And she woke up again.


‘What’s wrong?’ Don whispered.


‘Dream,’ she said.


‘I thought you were in pain. You were making noises.’


‘No, it’s all right.’


‘Maybe I’d better check everything, just to make sure. Does this feel all right?’


She put her arms around him and said that felt fine; and there, and that, too.


They went to Karnak. As Lily stepped into the ferry, she remembered her dream; but this was a modern craft, whereas the one in her dream had been like the ones on the frescoes, ancient.


They both loved Karnak. Don took a lot of photographs and Lily changed her mind about the camera. She became interested in trying to get pictures of the undersides of the overhead stone beams. The intensity of light around them was so great that it was thrown up, illuminating the colours on the surfaces high over their heads.


‘This place is gigantic‚’ Don said. ‘I’ve never seen anything like it.’ He and Howie and Orville moved off together, leaving Ruth-Ann with Lily. Selma wanted Lisabette to look at something in her guidebook. Patsy, as usual, stayed at a distance from the rest of them, keeping watch over Cindy. John started to walk towards the group of men.


‘Those two‚’ Ruth-Ann said.


‘Patsy and John?’


‘Patsy and her child-arsonist.’


‘Poor woman. What can she do? All of a sudden when they’re five, you find out you’ve got a bum one – you can’t take it back to the store. She’s stuck with that, I guess.’


‘And so’s he.’


Lily looked at the men. She noticed that Howie was in his shirtsleeves. All the others had on sweaters or jackets. John was gesturing up at the columns. ‘I don’t know‚’ she said. ‘He might walk out any time now. What do you think?’


‘Oh? I guess it’s possible. She can’t have much time for him if she’s got her hands full like that. Did you hear what happened when we were getting into the boat? Cindy said something to Selma.’


‘What?’


‘I didn’t hear. But I’ve never seen such a reaction. Selma and Orville, too. Then the two of them started to say something to Patsy and she blew up. John tried to calm them all down. And that horrible, rat-faced kid just looked smug.’


‘I wonder what it was.’


‘Something mean, I bet.’


Later in the day, Selma came and sat next to Lily. They talked about the ruins. Lily admired the other guidebook, which was larger than her own, and full of coloured pictures. ‘I’ll give it to you when we leave‚’ Selma said. ‘I bought two, because I knew the one I’d be carrying around was bound to get all tattered. Just tell me the name of your hotel in Cairo and I’ll drop it off there. If you don’t mind it in this condition.’


‘I’d love it,’ Lily told her.


‘I’ll tell you something, though: a lot of the information in it is different than we’re being told. Sometimes the change is just very slight, and sometimes it really contradicts what the book says. Makes you wonder.’


‘How?’


‘Well, you know those two statues of the king on his throne? Here’s the picture.’


‘The husband and wife in their chairs. Sure. The ones that had the singing heads till the nineteenth-century restorers filled them up.’


‘That’s just it. That’s so far from what the guidebook says that you could suspect she just made it up. First of all, both of those figures are the king: Amenhotep III. Then, it says here that one of them, the north one, was so badly damaged in the earthquake of 27BC that part of it cracked and fell. And that was the one that became famous for singing – because the sun used to heat up the cracks, or the wind got into it or something. But all that was way, way back. It was written about by the Romans. And the Romans restored the statue two hundred years or so after it was broken. So, Lisabette’s story about how they were built that way in the first place – it just doesn’t make sense. That’s what she said, wasn’t it – that they were part of the sun-worship?’


They were, Lisabette had told them, embodiments of conjugal love; although the seated figures represented a great king and queen, who were the guardians of their people, they were also just like anyone else: a husband and wife. They too obeyed natural laws and worshipped the gods. When the sun-god reached the horizon in his boat and prepared to sail across the sky, they would welcome him, praising him with their voices.


‘They sang‚’ Lisabette had said. ‘They were constructed as musical instruments. A work of genius.’ Their heads were hollow, carved inside with a system of intricately fluted trails and passageways. When the morning sun struck their foreheads, its heat activated the air within and made the stone sing – not singing according to a melody, but long, sustained notes that changed tone as the light grew stronger. In the last century, in order to preserve them, the statues were repaired, the heads filled with cement. And now they no longer made a sound. The two giant figures stared straight ahead, waiting for the sun, silent.


‘Did you ask her about it?’ Lily said.


‘I told her my guidebook talked about reconstruction by Septimus Severus, and all that.’


‘And?’


‘And she said that a lot of these books used different sources.’


‘That’s probably true, isn’t it?’


‘But not that true. Not so you’d make a mistake like that. And anyway, you can certainly see they’re both men – not a married couple.’


‘I think I like her version better.’


‘No, dear. Not if it’s fictitious. The truth is always better.’


‘If you can tell what it is.’


Selma sighed and said how strange it was to be in a modern country whose whole appearance was still dominated by the culture of its past. Cairo was a modern city, to be sure, but so much of Egypt seemed the same as in ancient days. Yet it wasn’t the same, naturally. The only country left where you could say the past and present were still the same was India: she’d always wanted to go there, but Orville had this ridiculous feeling against it. He wouldn’t go. ‘All the methods of making things, the craftsmanship, is still the same there,’ she said. ‘They still wear the same clothes. But above all, what makes the real difference is that they still believe in and practise the same religions. And that’s all gone here.’


Lily said yes, and thought again about the two statues. She looked up into the huge gatework of sunlit, painted stone, down at the canyoned pathways in shadow. ‘You can still feel it, though,’ she said. ‘Especially in a place like this.’


‘Yes indeed. It’s like the travel people said: you can almost imagine the gods walking here.’


Lily remembered the Englishwoman who lived in the house that was supposed to be dedicated to Isis. ‘There’s something I’ve got to ask Lisabette before I forget,’ she said.


‘Make sure you check it in a book afterwards. Unless it’s something about herself. Now that’s a tragic story. She told me her father was killed in the First World War, her first husband and her brother died in the Second World War and her son was killed in the June War.’


‘I guess that’s one of the things that lasts longer than religions‚’ Lily said. ‘People killing each other.’


‘I’ve never heard of one person having so much bad luck. Orville said how did I know she hadn’t just concocted the story about her sad personal history – that’s what he said: concocted. But I can’t believe it. No. You can see she’s had sorrows in her life. Maybe they’ve driven her to – you know, sort of invent things. Well, not really. They wouldn’t hire somebody who did that. I expect she exaggerates a little, that’s all.’


Lily got to her feet. She said the thing about bad luck was that no matter what kind it was, a little went a long way.


She found Lisabette standing in the shade, not far from Orville and Ruth-Ann. ‘I wonder if you can help me,’ she began.


Lisabette moved her head stiffly. ‘Yes?’


‘I’ve heard about an Englishwoman who lives in Egypt – I think maybe in Cairo – in a house she thinks used to belong to a priestess of Isis. I wondered if you’d know anything about her. Or even about the house.’


‘No, I’ve never heard of this.’


‘It was on the radio. She did excavation work on the house and found the garden, and that kind of thing.’


‘I don’t know of such a person.’


‘Could you tell me where I could go to find out?’


‘Possibly the embassy?’


Of course, Lily thought. She should have figured that out herself. The woman had been working with the British archaeological teams; the embassy would know how to get in touch with them.


‘Isis?’ Ruth-Ann said behind her shoulder. ‘She’s the one that cut off her husband’s prick and grew him again from it. That’s some trick, huh?’


‘It’s one of the great pagan myths,’ Lisabette said curtly.


‘And how.’


‘Containing profound observations on the nature of death, sacrifice and regeneration, life after death, and the power of love.’


‘And bereavement,’ Lily said. Lisabette’s eyes met hers. The old woman’s face lost its lecture-look; it lapsed into a softer expression that made her appear even older and more exhausted. It reminded Lily of the way Don’s small, ugly, buck-toothed mother had looked when she’d wished them both a happy marriage and added that her own wedding day had been the happiest day of her life.


‘Just so‚’ Lisabette said.


On the way back from Karnak there was a quarrel among the other passengers, or perhaps a continuation of whatever had already started between the Darrells and the Pottses. In the stark, offended silence that followed, Howie’s voice could be heard announcing that he didn’t feel well; he was sure it was the restaurant they’d been to the night before: the lousy, contaminated food they served you in this country. Lisabette threw a lizardlike look over the back of her seat and told him without sympathy that he shouldn’t have taken off his pullover while the wind was still blowing so strongly – it was no wonder he’d caught something.


‘I really do feel pretty bad,’ he said a few more times. By the end of the ride he looked almost green in the face. As they left the ferry, Ruth-Ann told Lily and Don that if Howie had to change their travel arrangements, this would be goodbye, but she wanted to say it had been nice to meet them. Everyone offered to help. Ruth-Ann shook her head. She’d ask the hotel, she said; they’d find her a doctor if Howie needed one.


*


Late that evening Lily said that she wanted to go to Abydos and Saqqarah. And they should be staying on the other bank anyway, in Luxor.


‘I guess we’ll have to leave them for another trip,’ Don told her.


‘When do you think we’d ever get back? It’s such a long way from home. Doesn’t it make more sense to go now, when we’re here?’


‘We just don’t have the time, honey.’


‘And at Luxor: the temple. We’re right here on the spot.’


‘We can’t. We—’


She stood up and delivered a tirade about the importance of beauty to the development of a culture. He didn’t know what she was talking about, and he didn’t think she understood half of what she was saying, but in the end he agreed to change all their plans, so that they’d be able to get back to Luxor. Abydos was out, he declared. If she got Luxor, he’d be allowed Abu Simbel.


She then wanted to start telephoning the British embassy to find out where to get hold of the priestess of Isis. ‘Later‚’ he told her: after they got back from the next day’s sightseeing.


On their way out in the morning, the man at the desk handed Lily a package – a book wrapped in a piece of hotel writing paper that was held tight by a rubber band. On the paper was a short note from Selma, saying that they too had changed plans and were going to visit a shrine somewhere out in the desert. The book was the guidebook she’d promised to let Lily keep.


Lily’s pleasure in the book was the only sign that she still considered the world worth noticing. She read while standing, sitting or walking. She read the book all through the journey to Abu Simbel and parts of the actual tour. She was in such a bad mood that Don was almost frightened for her.


They had said goodbye to Lisabette and the Darrells. Now they were with a larger group, of sixteen people: Americans, Australians, Britons and South Africans. Their guide was a young man named Franz, who came from a part of Switzerland that was mainly German-speaking. His accent was a good deal better than Lisabette’s, but he had a rapid-fire delivery that left many of his hearers mystified, especially when he reeled off lists of ancient deities or rulers.


During one of the breaks when they were supposed to wander around by themselves or take their photographs, Don sat down next to Lily. He tried to coax the guidebook from her. She dodged away. He dropped something into her lap. ‘What’s that?’ she asked.


‘A lucky stone. It’s got a ring around it.’


‘Stones don’t last long in the desert,’ she said. ‘They all turn to sand.’ She picked the stone out of her lap and threw it away. It bounced off the side of a larger stone and fell into a heap of pebbles. The bright light made it indistinguishable from the other shapes around the place where it had landed.


‘I ought to hit you,’ he said.


‘Go ahead. Go right ahead.’


‘You won’t take anything from me, will you?’


It was true. She wanted to scream with rage, or get up and start running, or hit him first. She’d never treated anyone so badly. She was ashamed of herself, but she couldn’t quit. She even wondered if she’d married him because – believing that there was a curse on her – she’d been willing to let him die. She also realized that although she couldn’t accept his love, she wanted him to keep on caring. Her resistance to him was like a lack of faith, an atheistic impulse; if there were suddenly nothing against which to fight, she might be completely lost.


‘Christ, what I’d like to do to you‚’ he said.


She thought he really was going to hit her, but he turned and stormed off in the direction of the river. He stood looking out at the water, with his back to her.


She felt tears of stubbornness and remorse rising in her eyes. Her throat ached. But she was also proud at the way he was standing up to her. If he could hold out like that, he might win her over and exorcize the curse. Or maybe it had nothing to do with him; it might be more important that she should talk with the priestess of Isis.


That night, as they were getting ready to go to bed, Lily said, ‘I wonder where the others are now – if Howie’s all right.’


‘He’ll be fine. People don’t die of a stomach ache.’


‘I wonder what the quarrel was about. The one between Selma and that horrible little girl.’


‘What are any quarrels about?’


‘Well, I guess each one’s different.’


‘Your mother warned me about you, you know.’


‘Great‚’ she said. ‘That’s the kind of mother to have. OK, what did she say?’


‘Oh, never mind.’


‘You can’t leave it there. If you don’t tell me, I’ll call her up long distance, right this minute.’ Her mother; suddenly it was like having another person along on the honeymoon. Her mother envied her the two widowings. They were even more romantic and dramatic than Ida’s divorce.


‘She said you thought there was a curse on you.’


‘Oh?’


‘Well?’


‘Well, I sometimes feel like that, yes.’


She got into the bed, taking the guidebook with her, but when he reached towards the lamp, she put the book on the night-table. He turned out the light. She waited in the darkness for him to go on with the conversation.


At last he said, ‘You never talk about the others.’


‘What others?’ she whispered.


‘The other two.’


She didn’t answer.


‘Your husbands‚’ he said.


There was a silence again, longer than the first one.


‘What for?’ she asked.


‘It’s something important in your life.’


She rolled to the side, to get near the edge of the bed. He put out his arm and pulled her back.


‘It was a long time ago‚’ she said. ‘They both were. I don’t remember. And I don’t want to. When people die, you get over it by moving forward.’


‘And I guess some people never get over it.’


‘I don’t know.’


I don’t know what other people remember, she thought, but I remember everything – every room we were in, every place. Love does that; everything new, fun, easy to remember. It was the only time I felt I was living. I just can’t talk about it, that’s all.


‘If I died, you’d move-forward?’ he asked.


‘That’s a dumb thing to say. Besides, you had girlfriends before you met me.’


‘I was never married.’


‘It amounts to the same.’


‘No, it doesn’t. It’s completely different.’


‘I don’t think so.’


He said, ‘I used to have this idea that you were like one of those maidens in the fairytales, who had to have the spell broken.’


‘And what do you think now?’


‘I think maybe you don’t love me very much.’


Here it comes, she thought. But no, he wouldn’t really believe that. He’d just want her to say: Of course I do.


She said, ‘You don’t have any reason to think that. It’s because I get into bad moods, isn’t it?’


He stretched and shifted his weight, moving his arm an inch higher under her back. He said, ‘Well, not exactly.’


His voice sounded faint and sad. Suddenly she was weeping uncontrollably. ‘Of course I love you‚’ she sobbed. ‘Of course I do.’


*


Their time was running out. They could go back to Cairo and enjoy the town for a day, or they could see one other site and hurry back. Lily held the guidebook tightly and said that she absolutely needed to see Abydos and Edfu and Bubastis and Saqqarah: and after that, they had to have a few days extra in Cairo so that she could find the priestess of Isis.


‘Say all that again‚’ he told her.


‘The sanctuary of Abydos and the sacred lake of—’


‘No: the priestess part.’


She told him about the Englishwoman who lived in Cairo and believed herself to be the incarnation of an ancient priestess of Isis.


He said, ‘Listen, you really want to see some old crone suffering from delusions? Didn’t you notice, we’ve got plenty of those at home?’


‘We don’t have the temple of Isis or the house of the priestess.’


‘Well, we can ask somebody, I guess.’


‘I asked Lisabette. She hadn’t heard of her.’


‘That settles it.’


‘She said I should try the embassy.’


‘Oh?’


‘I did. When you went to see about the tickets. But I don’t think I got hold of the right people. Nobody knew. They gave me a lot of names of different people and they turned out to be away on trips. But all I need to do is wait. Lots of people must have heard of her if she was on the radio.’


‘I’m not going to spend all the time we’ve got left, trying to track down some old woman. She’s probably died by now, anyway. Why do you want to see her?’


Lily didn’t know. There wasn’t any reason, just the desire. She tried to think of something to tell him.


‘I want to see her because she, um, lives in that place.’


‘Where?’


‘Well, it’s an ancient Egyptian house, with a garden in it. And anyhow, she’s the priestess of Isis. That’s why I want to see her.’


‘We just don’t have the time.’


‘I want to stay,’ she said. ‘To stay here longer.’


‘Of course you can’t stay. I’ve got to get back to the office.’


Now he’d be saying to himself: who’s footing the bill for all this? Well, she thought, he offered. She took a firm grip on the guidebook and looked up into his eyes. ‘You can get back to the office‚’ she suggested. ‘And I could stay on here for a while.’


‘No.’ He said it so loudly that a cluster of other guests in the hotel lobby turned around to look.


‘Just a few—’


‘Don’t push your luck, Lil‚’ he said. He stared at her so fiercely that he looked almost frightening, but also exciting. She leaned forward and put her hands on his arms, turned her face upward.


He grabbed hold of both her hands and began to pull her across the floor to the elevator. A group of people were standing in front of the doors. He started to drag her around the corner and up the stairs. ‘What’s wrong?’ she said. ‘Where are we going?’


‘Upstairs‚’ he answered.


‘What for?’


‘It’s the only place I can get any sense out of you.’


She tried to kiss him on the neck and sat down in the middle of the staircase. He piled on top of her, laughing. A woman’s voice from below them called, ‘Hello, hello, you two. Did you drop this?’


They turned their heads. Down at the bottom of the staircase stood a woman who was smiling broadly. She was holding the guidebook in her right hand and waving it back and forth.


*


By mid-morning they were on their way to the ruins. Don seemed to be dozing behind his sunglasses. Lily sat quietly, the book held primly in her lap as if it might have been a prayer-book. Their new touring companions included two burly, grey-haired men – one Dutch and the other Irish – who were travelling together; an old Canadian woman on her own; and an American family of five: father, mother, two well-developed teenaged daughters and a son of about twelve. The son was interested in the height, width, and exact measurements of all the parts of every building they saw. He told Franz, the group in general and then Don in particular, that he’d worked out a theory about pyramidology that explained just everything you’d ever want to know. His two sisters had their eyes on Franz; the younger one, called Tina, was dressed – foolishly, so her mother told her – in a white T-shirt and red shorts. ‘They aren’t shorts‚’ the girl objected. ‘They’re hot pants.’ The older sister, Lucille, was more conservative; she had on a pair of long trousers and a matching jacket.


Lily moved away from Don early in the tour. She told him that she wanted to read up on a few things. She sat down and looked out into the distance. Behind her people were taking photographs. The older American girl came up to where Lily was sitting; her face still covered by the camera, she said, ‘This is just great. Isn’t it great?’


‘Mm.’


‘The lure of the ancient world – I was always nuts about that kind of thing.’ She said that what had really convinced her parents had been her brother’s insistence on his theory; he was going to make it his school topic for the coming term. She too had been thinking about Egypt for years, having been extremely impressed by an opera she’d once been taken to: Egyptian dress and scenery had figured prominently among the memorable aspects of the production. The name of the composer escaped her at the moment, though she hummed a little of her favourite tune from it, which she said was called ‘The Nuns’ Chorus From Aida’.


Lily said that was nice; her own introduction had been through the museums.


Yes, the girl told her, they were OK, but you had to get outdoors to see what was left of the buildings: she liked the temples and things best. She liked, she said, as she moved away with the camera, the way they’d built everything on such a big scale.


Lily closed the guidebook. She felt that she wanted to stay where she was for a long time, just sitting and doing nothing. She remembered a day at home, a few years back, when she’d gone for a walk in the park. It had been an afternoon in the fall – the distances full of hazy sunshine, the leaves gold, brown, coppery. Two young mothers had been sitting on a bench in front of hers. Each of them had a baby carriage nearby. Sometimes nurses and babysitters came to the park but these girls, she’d felt sure, were the real mothers. And something about the scene, or the season, or maybe just the weather, had made her think what a waste it was that people had only one life, that the choices were always so few, that you couldn’t lead several lives all at once or one after the other.


But now it seemed to her that what remained of the past was just as much where she belonged as was the present. In fact, you couldn’t help living more lives than one. Thought took you into other times. And there was always going to be so much to see and learn: you could never reach the end of it.


Don came and sat down beside her. ‘That kid’s obsessed‚’ he said. ‘Another one.’


‘Numerology?’


‘Everything except spacemen. He thinks they had astronomical observatories and balloon flight and just about everything.’


‘I think the real facts are more interesting.’


‘The reincarnation of priestesses – that kind of thing?’


‘Like the fact that all the lower-class people had broken teeth from eating stone-ground bread. Everyone I’ve ever met who’s had a thing about health-food bread has chipped a tooth at least once.’


‘Is that in the guidebook?’


‘That was in the lectures. They also told us: the men who worked in the mummifying business were divided into different classes, too. And the ones that handled all the poor people’s trade considered it a privilege of the profession that they should be allowed to have sexual intercourse with the corpses.’


‘You’re kidding.’


‘Apparently it’s a well-known thing.’


‘Of course they were completely dominated by the idea of death.’


‘Most cultures are. Don’t you like all this?’


‘Sure. It’s terrific. But I’m going to be glad to get back.’


‘Snow and ice?’


‘This is fine for a time. But you know what it is.’


‘It’s history.’


‘It’s a graveyard.’


‘So’s most of history. They lived a long time ago. And all that’s left is what survived. This is here because it’s stone. The houses where they lived were made out of wood and mud and plastery stuff. So, they’re all gone. The tombs and temples – the religious side of life – they were built to last. It’s not so different nowadays; most old churches are made out of stone.’


‘Uh-huh.’ He took the guidebook out of her lap and flipped through the pages. ‘Franz says he’s going on to Abydos with the group.’


‘Good. That’s one of the most sacred places.’


‘It’s too far away. It’s got to be someplace nearer. We’d just have time to make Saqqarah, if you wanted to. I’d rather go straight back to Cairo and not have to rush so much.’


‘OK‚’ she said. ‘Saqqarah.’ She breathed in and stood up, saying, ‘It’s so clean here. The light’s so wonderful. And the air – you can understand why some people decide they want to go off into the desert and never come back.’


‘Would you ever do that?’


‘Not without a guidebook‚’ she said, taking it back from him.


They strolled towards the others. Don said, ‘This is another funny bunch, though. We seem to end up with the oddballs.’


‘The family’s nice.’


‘But a little weird.’


‘I don’t think so.’


‘That boy?’


‘That’s just getting carried away by his ideas. And I liked the older girl. She loves everything about the place.’


‘I think maybe her sister’s the one that’s going to get Franz.’


‘Oh, no. If anybody’s going to get Franz, I’d put my money on the mother.’


He laughed and took her free hand. They were in tune for the rest of the day: all during the trip back to their hotel, through the evening and night, for the next leg of their journey and on their arrival at the new hotel.


In the morning they started to quarrel. It happened so fast that before either one of them knew what had led to it, he was hissing at her, ‘The minute you get out of bed, it’s all gone. All I get is that silence. It’s like you can’t stand to be near me. You don’t even look at me. You’d be that way in bed with anybody, wouldn’t you?’


She wouldn’t answer back. She just continued to put her clothes on, trying to keep out of his way in the small room.


He came up to her and turned her around. ‘Tell me about them,’ he said. ‘Tell me about the other two.’


She plunged away, furious, and said, ‘No.’ If it was going to turn into a real fight, she was all set to pick up an ashtray or a lamp and throw it at him. She went on getting dressed.


They didn’t speak to each other on the way to the site, or when they got there. They sat or stood side by side, enraged and indignant. No one noticed anything wrong because, for the first time, they were in a large group of tourists – nearly twenty people – who didn’t seem to have been brought together before. There was no chatting among the crowd. The guide was an Egyptian woman of studious appearance, who might have been a teacher or lecturer on the off-season. Her voice was rather soft, which meant that her audience had to crowd up close, to be sure not to miss anything.


They saw the frescoes, heard about the cult of the bull, passed by one of the most famous pyramids. The ancient Egyptians, they were reminded, called every pyramid ‘the house of eternity’; the king’s statue would be seated inside, looking out on to the world through peepholes. If the statue was there, the king was there. The work of art had a purpose beyond mere decoration: it was a stand-in.


They walked in the direction of a huge mound of building rubble that looked like another, unfinished, pyramid. Lily had forgotten which places were ancient and which had been left by the excavators. Her strength began to recede as they neared the base of the structure. She thought how pointless her whole life had turned out to be. It was no use trying to fight bad luck; some people just had that deal from the deck. To consider marriage for a third time had been foolish beyond comprehending. She didn’t feel that she could ever possibly get to know him, or that she’d want to; and she was suddenly so tired that she was ready to lie down in the sand and stay there.


He grabbed her hand. She looked back over her shoulder for the others; they’d gone somewhere else with the guide.


He started to tug her along the ground, yanking her hard by the arm. And he began to yell abuse at her. He was dragging her towards the pyramid-like hill – she couldn’t imagine why. He said that she could damn well pull herself together and take an interest in their future and be a little nice to him sometimes and show that she appreciated it when he gave in to her – because that was what he was always having to do, all the time, and never getting any thanks for it, either.


When they came to the beginnings of stonework, he started to climb up, hauling her along with him. She had to follow. If she tried to sit down, she’d be cut and bruised. She called out for him to wait, but he wouldn’t. ‘You’re hurting my arm,’ she said. He climbed higher, taking her with him, until she thought her arm was going to twist out of her shoulder. And all at once he stopped, sweating, and faced her. He let go of her hand.


‘You know what else your mother said?’ he told her. ‘She said maybe it was a blessing in disguise that your first two husbands died so soon, before they found out what a spoiled bitch you really are.’


She stepped back. She felt the sun shining on the top of her head, but she was cold. It was like the time when she’d lost her lucky-piece: the same terror. A few voices from below came up to her.


‘Oh Jesus, Lily‚’ he said. ‘I’m sorry.’


She took another step back. She still wasn’t able to answer, though her eyes hadn’t moved from his face.


‘Look out‚’ he said suddenly.


She turned, knew that she was slipping and saw her foot skidding over the edge. She started to fall. He grabbed her by her skirt and slid past her. They tumbled downward for several yards and stopped a few feet apart. More voices came up from below them, shouting loudly.


Lily picked herself up carefully. Her knees and shins were scraped, her left elbow and forearm were bleeding. Otherwise, she seemed to be all right. She crawled over to where Don had fallen. He was lying on his back, looking up at her. She sat down beside him.


He said, ‘I didn’t mean it.’


‘It doesn’t matter.’


‘Are you all right?’ he asked.


‘I’m fine.’


He said, ‘I can’t move.’


She called down to the people standing below. She screamed for them to bring help. They said that they were coming; several of them started up the rock surface.


She touched his cheek with her fingers and took his hand in hers. He smiled a little. Soon after that, he died. She was still holding his hand, so she felt and saw the moment when it happened. She hadn’t been able to be with her first two husbands when they’d died.


*


At the airport both mothers were waiting: hers and his. Her mother began to cry straight away, loudly announcing, ‘Oh, poor Lily – I thought this time it had to be all right. But it wasn’t meant to be.’


Lily gave her a brief hug, pushed her aside and walked on, to where Don’s mother stood. Lily embraced her, finding it strange that the one who was the mother should be the small one. ‘I was with him‚’ she said. ‘He wasn’t in pain at all.’ Her mother-in-law nodded. Lily said, ‘It was so quick. He asked me if I was all right. He was thinking of me, not of himself. And then he just went.’ She started to cry. Her mother-in-law too, wept. And behind her, her mother sobbed noisily, still saying that she’d been so sure everything was going to work out this time; that she couldn’t believe it had happened again.


The funeral was down in the country at his mother’s place, where they’d had the wedding reception. As Lily walked out of the front door and over to the car, she remembered the other time: when she’d emerged with Don from the identical doorway, to get into the car that was to carry them to their future as husband and wife.


She asked her mother-in-law if she could stay with her for a while. The two of them took walks together in the snow. Lily began to see more of her sisters-in-law; it was a large family and a lot of them lived near enough to turn up for Sunday lunch.


She kept expecting to have the same dream about Don that she’d had about her other husbands: to see him being dressed in the winding-sheet and taken away in the boat. But she had stopped having dreams.


She was pregnant. She told her mother-in-law first. And she was thankful that her sister was planning to remarry near the end of September, so that her mother’s attention would be deflected from her at the crucial time.


The child was born: a boy. She couldn’t sleep. She couldn’t concentrate on anything else. She forgot the pain and regret she had felt about not having been able to love her husband. The business of being a mother was harder than anyone had led her to believe. It was exhausting to the limit of her patience, and at times so far beyond that she didn’t think she was going to get through it.


One day she looked at her son as he stood aside from a group of children he was playing with. He reminded her suddenly of a photograph she had that showed her grandfather at the same age; and also, she realised, of Don: the resemblance was so startling that it was almost like a reincarnation.


She confessed to her mother-in-law that she thought she hadn’t loved Don enough – not as much as he’d deserved.


Her mother-in-law said, ‘That’s the way people always feel. But I know you loved him. Anyone can see what a good mother you are.’


She didn’t think she was such a good mother. She thought she was slapdash and nervous, constantly fussing. The only thing she was sure of was that she loved her son. And she was delighted and extremely surprised that her father, who had always seemed hopeless as far as family matters were concerned, had fallen in love with the child: he’d turn up on the doorstep to take the boy for a ride, or to play outdoors somewhere, or to go on a trip to the zoo; they had private jokes together and stories that they told each other. She began to be fond of her father again, as she had been when she was young.





OEBPS/faber_and_faber_online.jpg
fi

faber and faber





OEBPS/faber-branding-logo.png





OEBPS/9780571298587_cover_epub.jpg
Faber Finds

Rachel Ingalls

The Pearlkillers





