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        “I write to escape.

        If I want reality, I’ll step out the front door.”

      

        

      
        —Robin Knight
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      Just like waves crossing an undulating sea, all sand dunes make a voyage. They are taken by the wind from east to west, from north to south, across lands so hot and barren that no city, no village, no man would dare to stand in their way. For if they tried, the desert would simply consume them. Over the centuries, many had simply… vanished.

      “He’s gone.”

      I could barely hear Professor Henderson over the hammering of the rain on the old, tiled roof outside my office window at Oxford. I was three floors up in a faculty building in desperate need of repair, trying to patch a leak in the window seal with a handkerchief and some ink blotting paper while attempting to decipher the words of Henderson’s phone call. Unfortunately, between the bucketing rain and the pigeons huddled on the window ledge, cooing and complaining and shaking the water off their feathers, I wasn’t having much luck.

      “Gone? Did you say ‘gone’? What do you mean… ‘gone’?”

      “I mean he’s gone, Arthur. He just disappeared.”

      “Who? Cavendish? When? How?”

      “Nobody really knows. Apparently, he just… walked off into the desert.”

      “What do you mean, he ‘walked off into the desert’?”

      “Exactly that. He went out there and never returned. That was two weeks ago now. They’ve given up the search.”

      “Two weeks?”

      “Yes, two weeks. Bloody hell, man. Are you going to repeat everything I say? And what in carnation is that bloody racket?”

      “It’s raining. Hard.”

      “But it’s August. Isn’t the sun supposed to be shining?”

      “This is England. I don’t think the weather owns a calendar.” The rain came down even heavier as though punishing me for my sarcasm. “I’m seriously considering building an ark right now.”

      “Well if you do you might want to sail it to Oman. We need someone on the ground there to replace Cavendish.”

      “Oman! I can’t go to Oman.”

      “Why not? You’re half the age of the rest of us, you’ve got all the science and expertise to do Cavendish’s job. All you need is to get out of that bloody office and get out in the field for once.”

      “But Oman?”

      “Arthur, you’re an arenologist. You have a PhD in the study of sand. Oman is ninety-nine-point-nine percent desert. That’s what arenologists do… they go to where the sand is. You are the one exception to that rule, you do know that, right?”

      “And with very good reason.”

      “I know, I know… you hate travelling. You don’t travel.”

      “That’s not quite true. I don’t mind travelling. It’s the flying I hate.”

      “Then build your bloody ark. Hire a boat. Catch a swingers’ cruise. Swim for all I care. Just get your bags packed and get your arse to Oman before all of Cavendish’s research vanishes too. Arthur, I’m your boss. I’m not asking you to do this, I’m telling you. Otherwise, you can find a job somewhere else, am I clear?”

      I paused, unsure whether the ripple down my spine was the result of nerves or the chill that had set in with the rain. Given the scarcity of gainful employment in the field of arenology, I was rather confident I’d be Googling sea voyages to Oman the second I got off the call.

      “How long do I have to stay for?”

      “Why ask? We both know you’ve got nothing keeping you in Oxford.”

      “How long?”

      “A few months. Maybe longer. Just until we can find a more permanent arrangement. Hell, you might even want to stay.”

      “I doubt it.”

      “Arthur, how old are you? Twenty-five?”

      “Thirty-two.”

      “Whatever. My point is, you’re young. Think of it as an adventure.”

      I caught my breath. That word always reminded me of him.

      My Andrew.

      I felt my chest tighten. “Are you sure I’m the only one who can go?”

      “Yes, I’m sure. Burgess is in the Kalahari, I’m here in the Sahara and poor Sutton is stuck in the Gobi in the middle of bloody Mongolia. I can ask him to trade with you if you like, but he’s just mastered the art of yak-herding.”

      “Sounds like a real life-skill.”

      “It is if you live in Mongolia. Now what’s your answer? Are you going to Oman or not?”

      I looked at the waterfall on the outside of my window and the pigeons trying in vain to stay warm and dry. A drip developed in the ceiling and the deluge outside grew even heavier, so much so that Henderson could hear it loud and clear all the way from the Sahara. “Good heavens, that rain does sound biblical.”

      “It’s certainly set in,” I said, grabbing the wastepaper basket beneath my desk to catch the drips.

      “Then look on the bright side, Arthur… where you’re going you won’t be needing a raincoat anymore.”

      I gave a defeated sigh and felt my frightened heart break a little. “I suppose so.”
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      The difference between sand and dust is simple. Sand is a particle with a size that ranges from seventy-five to a thousand micrometres, whereas dust is anything seventy-four micrometres or smaller. The fineness of dust gives it the capacity to do much more damage than sand. Its particles can carry viruses in the air. It can cause rot and decay in most materials if left unattended. And perhaps most damaging of all, it can serve as a reminder that time has passed without change, that the days are disappearing faster than we know.

      Dust covered the only piece of luggage I owned: a battered old suitcase that I had bought from a second-hand store three years ago, not for travelling but for the sole purpose of keeping my bundles of archive notebooks and research documents in one place. As I pulled the suitcase down from atop the wardrobe in my tiny flat, a cloud of dust plumed and made me sneeze. I plonked it on the bed, unlocked the latches and began unpacking my notes.

      I asked myself whether or not I was unnerved by the idea of being a gay man in the Middle East. The answer was, not really. I’d been single for so long now that I felt as though I was gay by definition only, and not by any practical sense of the word.

      No, I was fooling myself if I thought my anxiety had to do with anything but Andrew.

      In the days when I once travelled, I had a proper suitcase… a Samsonite number, sleek and black and made from lightweight, state-of-the-art polypropylene. But that left with Andrew one day and never came back.

      I felt the fragile shards of my heart chime in the cold wind that blew through my chest from time to time. That wind seemed stronger and chillier than ever now. I suddenly became short of breath and had to sit on the bed. The irony that I was being plucked out of my comfort zone— out of the home that Andrew and I had built together, the only place I felt safe besides my leaking office— and forced to take a journey for the first time since his death was not lost on me.

      It felt like the universe was having a laugh at my expense, an amused spectator of my ongoing struggle.

      Or perhaps it was Andrew himself, telling me to finally get off my arse and do something.

      Out of the two of us, he was always the doer.

      The great over-achiever.

      The reckless risk-taker.

      Yes, I probably had him to blame for all this.

      I stared into the old suitcase, empty now, with its dented-in corners and torn polyester and nylon lining. I wondered who it had belonged to in its previous life. I was somewhat comforted that, no matter who had owned it, it hadn’t been forever lost in an incident that newspapers would label ‘tragic’ and ‘untimely’. At least this battered little piece of luggage had always made it home, until the day it was given the chance to find a new owner— me— who saw it in a second-hand store one rainy day and decided it would make a safe place for his work.

      “I wasn’t really expecting to take you away with me one day,” I murmured to my suitcase. “I hope you’ve got it in you for one last adventure.”

      Outside my bedroom window, a flash of lightning lit up the night.

      The rain drummed against my window harder.

      I didn’t hear the knock at my front door, at least not at first.

      I took a deep breath and pulled myself together before I pulled the door open.

      “Mrs. Abbott. Everything all right?”

      Elderly Mrs. Abbot from down the hall gave a sweet smile and held up a letter for me. “It would appear some of your mail got mixed up with mine again.”

      Mortified, I saw the large red OVERDUE stamp on the front of the envelope. I quickly took it, trying not to snatch it, and shoved it into my pocket. “Oh, thank you.”

      Her sweet smile turned to a look of concern. “Is everything all right, dear? Are you having… financial trouble? You know I have a little tucked away for my nephew, but he’s an ungrateful little so-and-so. Unfortunate, really, but as they say, you can’t choose your family. But if you need a little money, I’d be happy to help.”

      I gave an awkward laugh. “Mrs. Abbott, thank you so much, but I’m fine. Really. My latest gas bill just took me by surprise, that’s all. Energy prices these days. I think everyone’s feeling the pinch.”

      “I don’t imagine there’s a lot of money in… what is it you study again? Dirt?”

      “Sand… to be more precise.”

      “What a pity it’s not dirt. Otherwise, you’d be able to work in farming. There’s good money to be made in agriculture, especially for a clever young mind like yours. But sand? Nothing grows in sand.”

      “You’d be surprised.”

      “Well, if you need any help at all, you just let me know.”

      As she turned, I suddenly thought— “Actually, Mrs. Abbott, there is one thing you could do for me.”

      “What’s that, dear?”

      “I’m going away for a little while. My work needs me on a research project overseas.”

      Her face lit up. “Oh, how exciting! Where are you going?”

      “Oman.”

      “O-where?”

      “It’s a country in the Middle East.”

      Her excitement turned to shock. “The Middle East? Isn’t that neck of the woods teeming with terrorists?”

      Another awkward laugh escaped me. “No. Definitely not. But the one thing it is teeming with is…”

      “Dirt.”

      “Sand. So, I’ll be gone for a few weeks. It’s nothing permanent, I just need to fill in until they find someone to replace me. But in the meantime, I’d be eternally grateful if you’d water my houseplants. There’s an orchid on the kitchen bench and a fig in a pot in the living room. Do you think you could please water them for me once every few days?”

      “Of course, dear. Anything to help. I’ve got quite the green thumb so your leafy little friends will be safe with me.”

      “Thank you. I’m planning to leave first thing. I’ll slide a key under your door as I go.”

      Mrs. Abbott smiled and nodded, then shuffled back to the door of her flat.

      I closed my own door and headed back to my room.

      I filled my suitcase with light clothing options, linen shirts and shorts, a pair of cargoes and a pair of sandals. Reluctantly I packed a jacket. At this time of year, I knew the desert would retain its heat at night, unlike the winter months. But if Henderson had any problems filling the position in Oman, there was no telling how long I might be there.

      Inside my suitcase I made a nest using my clothes.

      In the middle of the nest, protected by my shorts and shirts, I packed my work equipment:

      My microscope:

      My theodolite:

      A collapsible tripod and two dozen sample cannisters with blank labels:

      A small daypack to take on excursions out to the desert:

      And last of all, my trusty old SLR camera that I hadn’t used in years.

      Andrew had bought it for me at a second-hand market stall on the Portobello Road. It was his way of trying to turn me into an adventurer, but he ended up using it more than I did. I still had a picture of him in my wallet, taken on that very camera. He had been on an expedition with his glaciology team taking samples at the foot of a giant, slowly moving ice shelf, while I was back in Oxford, sorting through research papers and running computer diagnostics from the latest samples that Henderson had sent from the Patagonian Desert.

      Yes, I was the homebody.

      Andrew was the adventurer.

      These days, I kept my adventures small and manageable.

      I survived rainy days at the office.

      I battled the bus system to and from work, more often than not in my anorak and Wellies.

      I managed to keep myself fed and alive, although those first few months after Andrew’s death were hard.

      Now my Samsonite was gone, and so was my Andrew.

      I sighed and finished packing my battered old suitcase.

      I gave the leaves of the orchid and the fig a good spray of fresh water and fed them a little fertiliser.

      I made a neat pile of clothes to wear on my journey and left them on my dresser for the morning. I placed my boots beside the bedroom door.

      As I slid beneath my thick, warm blankets, the rain still pounding on my window, I stared at my boots and wondered… on the day that Andrew died, did he know he was pulling his boots on for the last time?

      Did he know those were the shoes he would die in?
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      I dare say that Roger Cavendish most certainly knew which boots he wanted to die in. If you’re going to walk into the desert and disappear forever, I suppose you want to be wearing the right shoes.

      I had met Roger only twice, once in Oxford and once in London at a meeting for the International Sand Collectors Society. He was gentle, charming in a quiet sort of way, and rather quirky if I remember correctly. He wore a tweed suit and bowtie on both occasions and carried a fob watch, and I distinctly recall he had a penchant for calling everyone ‘old chap.’

      Andrew had attended the London gathering as my guest.

      In a stately hall, academics swigged wine and cognac while the band played Cole Porter. Leaning against the bar, Andrew joked that one day I’d be an old fuddy-duddy carrying a fob watch too.

      “Why not?” I teased back. “You know I love antiques.”

      “That’s because you are an antique… even though you’re only twenty-eight years old. But that’s what I love about you.” He smirked and stole a kiss while none of the ‘old fuddy-duddies’ were looking.

      “I think what you’re trying to say in your own clumsy way is that I’m an old soul,” I smiled back.

      “Are you telling me this isn’t your first time around? That you’ve lived countless lives before? Sounds rather trampy.”

      I laughed. “Takes one to know one.”

      “Rest assured, my wild days are over. You’ve seen to that.”

      “How exactly?”

      “By making me fall head over heels for you. All that’s left now is for the two of us to grow old and become antiques together.”

      That was the moment I decided I was going to love Andrew forever.

      It never occurred to me at the time that loving someone forever, and being together forever, were not the same thing.

      As time would tell, I was destined to become an antique all by myself.
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      I left my little flat before sunrise.

      The click of the door behind me had a strange ring of finality about it.

      I felt the need to turn back and say to the doorknob in my hand— “I’ll be back. I promise.”

      But try as I might, there was nothing convincing in my voice.

      I left my spare housekey under Mrs. Abbott’s doormat.

      Out on the street, I opened my umbrella and waited for a cab.

      Remarkably at such short notice, Henderson had pulled some strings and secured me a cabin on an archaeological research vessel sailing from Southampton across the Mediterranean and eventually arriving at Port Said at the mouth of the Suez Canal. From there I boarded a freighter bound for Muscat, the capital of Oman.

      On board, a man tried to take my suitcase.

      I held onto it as though I was handcuffed to it.

      I felt the hinge of the handle about to break.

      “Please, let me carry it,” I insisted. “Fragile. Fragile!”

      The man said something to me in Egyptian, something I didn’t understand, then let go of the suitcase and threw his hands in the air.

      I got the impression he was trying to help me, but the last thing I needed was someone breaking my suitcase and all my equipment inside it.

      I hugged the old suitcase tightly to my chest and suddenly realised⁠—

      Right now, this was all I had in the world.

      I heard laughter and turned to see several of the crew pointing at me and laughing at the sight of me cradling my suitcase, as they passed a cigarette amongst them.

      I decided then and there to keep a safe distance from everyone on the ship.

      Don’t get me wrong, I was appreciative of the passage to Oman.

      But I wasn’t there to make friends.

      I wasn’t there to have my things broken or stolen.

      And I certainly wasn’t there to be mocked by the ship’s crew.

      This ship was purely a means to an end, and that end was the port of Muscat.

      As the ship began its voyage, I found solitude in a quiet section of the upper deck near the stern. There I stood as the ship cruised slowly down the Suez Canal, the ancient sands of Egypt on either side of the narrow passage. Occasionally I lifted the camera from around my neck to take photos of the dunes as they sailed by.

      I watched the winds of Egypt skim the top off the dunes and send gusts of sand into the air, moving like fish fleeing a predator or birds chasing the sun, shifting this way then that, before dispersing completely, vanishing into the sky only to settle upon the next dune…

      Or the next…

      Or the one beyond that.

      Sand was, in essence, a moving sculpture.

      Constantly changing the scape of our land.

      Constantly shifting shapes.

      Constantly evolving.

      My cabin on the freighter was dank and far too close to the engine room to get any real sleep, so I ended up taking a pillow back to my quiet spot at the stern of the ship, nestled between two lifeboats. If I lay on my back, I had a perfect view of the stars. With every mile we travelled, I felt the night sky fill with the heat of the Middle East.

      I aimed my camera at the heavens.

      I snapped a pic of Orion’s Belt shimmering amongst the stars.

      I couldn’t help but think of Andrew, somewhere up there in the heavens, while I was way down here, sailing past the shifting sands.

      Slowly I drifted off to sleep, thinking how proud Andrew would be at the thought of me embarking on such a grand adventure, sailing toward the Gulf of Aden as the salty air of the Red Sea filled my senses and the engine of the freighter thrummed through my bones.

      As I slept, the heat intensified, radiating off the deserts that surrounded the gulf on all sides. I woke sometime just before sunrise, my shirt drenched with sweat. A feeble ocean breeze tried to fight the heat, but the fumes from the freighter’s exhaust stack only served to thicken the air and increase the temperature even more.

      Soon the darkness gave way to the pale blue of dawn.

      On the horizon, pinks and yellows took over the sky.

      The rocky outline of the shore turned from a silhouette into a more defined landscape minute by minute.

      We were cruising up the coast of Oman toward the capital. The sun hadn’t even made its appearance, and yet the mercury was already well and truly above anything I had experienced before.

      One of the ship’s crew passed me by and I said, “Excuse me… this heat… is it normally like this before sunrise? Or is today unusually hot for some reason?”

      The crew member gave a hearty laugh. “Welcome to Oman. This is what August feels like. Be warned, it’s going to be a hundred and thirty today.”

      “A hundred and thirty? What is that in Celsius?”

      “About fifty-five degrees.” As the crew member went about his business, he called back over his shoulder, “You might want to put a hat on.”

      A hat? God, I hadn’t even thought about a hat. I’d never ventured into the field, so of course I didn’t even own a hat, at least not one that could fend off fifty-five-degree heat.

      I felt unprepared.

      I felt stupid and helpless.

      I felt like I shouldn’t have even been there.

      At that moment, the first sliver of sunlight appeared on the horizon, bright and dazzling, spilling liquid gold across the sea. The temperature increased with the mere presence of that fiery ball in the sky, getting hotter and hotter as the sun rose to its full glory, heralding the start of a new day in Arabia.

      I jumped with a start as the ship’s horn shattered the peace of the gulf.

      I looked out to see a city in the distance, a curved harbour and seawall breaking up the stretch of rocky coastline.

      My voyage was coming to an end.

      The ship began to turn toward the port city of Muscat.

      I headed below deck and gathered my belongings, trying to keep my nerves in check as I wondered what on earth lay ahead of me.
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