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‘But it’s no use now,’ thought poor Alice, ‘to pretend to be two people! Why, there’s hardly enough of me left to make one respectable person!’


Lewis Carroll, Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland
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Starting the engine


June 2014


Above the town, the sky had suddenly let the sunshine in. Birds were sounding and – further away – a couple of the region’s dark-maned, almost extinct lions were roaring. All in the sequence that humans describe as dawn. Who knows what lions might have called it as the sun began to warm their backs? One would need to think lion.


In more or less the same moment, Captain Xin’s vehicle pulled up outside Catherine Brosnan’s bungalow in Dekmantel. Its tyres made a slight swish of sand.


Catherine had been there nearly three months. Waiting mostly for Xin to act. Previous meetings with him had only added to an instinct that her purpose there was being endlessly deferred. All the while, the clock on her research project had been ticking down – like everything on the planet seemed to be ticking down. For it was again one of those years full of canary-in-coalmine warnings about climate change. It was in her nature to pay attention to such moments – but there had been so many. And now (but that latch-opening of now was always closing), it would take so many moments of self-sacrifice for anything useful to happen.


The time waiting for Xin’s help had seemed so long. She’d spent too much of it painting her toenails, tooling about on social media or looking at stupid apps. A satellite-driven community service gave an internet signal to the main part of the town, but as soon as one went even slightly into the desert it began to lag, then stopped abruptly.


Frustration had furred her mood all this while, clogging like particles of moss in one of the old lead pipes which – long before her birth thirty-five years previously – had first brought water direct from the spring in the Well Field to her old family house in Ireland. Sometimes, here in the Namibian desert, she had wept for that childhood home in dampest Kerry.


Home, where a little Virgin Mary shrine still sat on its sconce on the rough white-plaster wall, dripping fitful electric light from a plastic candle. Home, where wild geese called from the mouth of the night. Home, where tiny red arachnids crawled over her rubber boots when she helped her brother save the hay in summer.


Bloodsuckers was the odd family word for these tiny spiders, because crushing them left a large reddish spot. Clover mites scientifically, Bryobia praetiosa – odd enough in themselves, in that they were entirely female, their eggs not needing any male input. Not now so often seen, because of the changes in climate.


But her own purpose, now and in Namibia? Here, in this dusty little town, Dekmantel? To find a vast reserve of groundwater. An aquifer, as scientists like her called it.


What aquifers are, how they work, what they look like – why they’re important and worth a lot of risk to find: all not much understood by non-scientists. Except maybe by those people who, living not in cities (as most now did), depended on boreholes for their water. So Catherine had constantly found when asked what she did, usually by unwelcome blokes in bars.


Precious things, aquifers, waiting in the darkness, mostly unseen, sopping up water, holding water, letting it seep out … layers of subterranean rock, sand or gravel that can draw up water but also allow it to flow, acting as a containment for the future.


Discovered in the present, an aquifer might assuage thirst, making a massive difference in a bone-dry place like Namibia, where human or any relationship with water was extremely fragile and dangerously contingent.


Trying to ease that relationship was exactly why she was here in Dekmantel, waiting for the Chinese captain – the one who’d at last arrived, along with dawn, noisy birds and distant lions whose roaring was already becoming a thing of the past, just as humanity might.


Xin’s vehicle had been followed by a military truck, chugging out fumes. Until they halted, the cylinders of both vehicles moved to the repetitive tempo beloved by both Henry Ford and Li Shufu, China’s latter-day model of the American automobile tycoon.


Had she not been eating a bowl of cereal in the kitchen of the bungalow, Catherine would have seen the military truck fishtailing over rugged dunes. As if it were empty. In the back of it all the same: six of Xin’s marines, along with some tents, water, other provisions.


She would have seen Xin’s own transport too: a lighter-duty, off-road utility item. Its original design depended on serial inheritances from previous eras: Russian off-roaders, American Jeeps and British Land Rovers.


Known as a Beijing jeep, anyway.


The captain knocked on the door. Catherine started up, at once embarrassed by the flaking paint on the bungalow porch (even though it was just a rental) and the fragments of Nature’s Source Muesli Crunch lodging between her molars.


She dodged her head outside, said she’d be just a minute. After a quick brushing of teeth, wanding of lashes and panicked dabbing of concealer on an inconvenient spot on her forehead, she duly emerged in Lycra leggings, trainers and a fresh white T-shirt to meet Xin under the sun-blistered porch.


By now Xin seemed impatient, if she interpreted correctly the slightly raised eyebrows and cocked head that greeted her. For it had been the longest minute, the delay mostly relating to disguise of the spot. Laughable, really, that last night she’d been looking at an app that showed a carousel of celebrity female faces, offering Botox or fillers that could make her look like them, if she could ever afford it.


Well, that was the promise, but now here she was, presenting her authentic self; stood in the doorway of the bungalow, looking at the unadulterated face of a Chinese naval officer – handsome enough, if slightly hawkish.


He said, ‘Hello, Catherine.’ She said, ‘Hello, Xin.’


Not one drop of this perfunctory exchange got anywhere near the well of mutual understanding, if not intimacy, that she’d inferred from their previous meetings. Maybe I’ve made a mistake about that … so she added, more formally: ‘Sorry to have kept you waiting, Captain Xin.’


He gave an odd, nervous smile. ‘Really no need to call me Captain.’


‘OK.’


An awkward pause followed, during which they hovered about each other under the porch. It was almost as if he were as anxious as she, although he really didn’t seem the anxious type.


Catherine herself carried in her heart a heap of anxiety, on her back a small rucksack containing maps and a few necessaries, and across one shoulder a plait of jet-black hair. The same plait that sportive young men at university had occasionally tugged, in the name of banter. Why she started learning the martial art of Muay Thai: to tip those lads on their backs – put them in order, knock some heads.


Never actually took them on it, though, that intercranial journey.


Now, locking the bungalow door behind her, she felt – despite the self-supposed censure of Xin’s gaze – excited at the prospect of this trip with him. Some high-voltage crackling at last, after all this time in furlough. Her encounters with Namibian and American as well as Chinese authorities had so far harvested little response, neutral at best, negative at worst.


The aquifer she was seeking lay across the border of two zones of corporate control – ones so roughly under the national aegis as to be provinces of foreign powers, ones whose deployment of technology exceeded by far the resources of the state. Yet despite the advances of technology, where the aquifer exactly was remained frustratingly unclear. The models that predicted it on screen had not yet produced it in reality.


Still conscious of her tardiness and appearance – face a tad pale, apart from the spot – Catherine walked alongside Xin to his jeep, feeling uncertain.


Head down, looking at the sand, not wanting him to see her forehead, she noted boots daintier than might be expected on the feet of a military man. High-laced but thin-textured, they were almost like the monkey boots those chancers who tried to get the shift off her back in Kerry would wear on Friday nights. The country lads were at least more polite than the university guys.


There was one country boy, Ger Sweeney, with whom she’d had some fun times, but it fizzled out when he stopped being an apprentice and began building up his own business. Kerry Heating Solutions, as she remembered, here for all your oil-fired boiler install and servicing needs.


‘Just the thing to cause a tipping point in the climate system,’ she’d told him on their final meeting, over pints of Guinness at John B’s in Listowel.


‘What’s a tipping point?’ Ger had said, which remark pushed that already on–off relationship over a critical threshold.


Something fired now inside Catherine as she neared Xin’s jeep, but she was not fully sure it was sexual attraction. Maybe just the blowback of all those lost opportunities for pleasure that she had dutifully denied herself. In pursuit of what … academic attainment? So much keyboard action.


Grabbing the handle of the passenger door, she wondered if she should, when younger, have grabbed faster whatever it was she needed, copying some other type than that of the nerdy academic her stern teacher Mary-Ag had implicitly thrown before her.


All past conjecture, now that she was on the Skeleton Coast. A place where vast dunes and occasionally rusting ship-hulks dominate vision. A place where the cold Benguela Current lifts dense fogs as the Atlantic hits desert heat. A place where humans scratch a living in towns that hanker on. Such as Dekmantel, so named because every morning a cloak of sand settled on the green tin roofs of its houses.


All past conjecture, now that she was thirty-five and single – a pale Irishwoman getting into the jeep of Captain Handsome.


Thirty-five! Not a great age in the history of the planet, but old enough to sense that she might not ever have a baby – even if she was wary enough of the banal way in which this topic was treated in magazine articles and in all sorts of other advice, education and public engagement.


Almost a bombardment, really. One that seemed to have pursued her all the way from her Leaving Cert science teacher’s classes in Kerry (that same Mary-Ag) to an undergrad course at Trinity College Dublin – then an MSc and PhD beyond, at the same institution. And now this academic research project that had landed her in Namibia.


Putting his walkie-talkie on the dashboard, Xin pulled back his cuff and looked at a watch. Quite old, with a seagull image in the middle of its dial and a strap as green as broccoli. The walkie-talkie made a wailing noise.


She had just not yet found the right father, she’d kept telling herself – someone kind. Or at least fucking chivalrous. Her own da had been neither, dying some years before, at the same time as her mother.


‘Ready to roll?’ Xin asked, more by way of instruction than question. Next he picked up his walkie-talkie, said something in Chinese to the marines in the truck behind.


No reply.


Catherine looked at his thighs, gapped either side of the steering wheel. He was wearing the same light-brown uniform as that first night they’d met in the old Portuguese fort, Dekmantel’s only slightly upscale hotel. That was nearly two months ago. She’d been on her research trip just a few weeks then, and still believed she could prove something.


Her academic plans had been turned upside down since she first met Xin. They’d had a couple more meetings afterwards. But he’d kept refusing her permission to go into the Chinese corporate mining zone. Officials of the American mining company, the Scursail Corporation, had also said no: she’d had a particularly unpleasant encounter with Scursail’s head of security, a South African called Glen Cole. Namibian government officials in Windhoek, the capital, had been more courteous but equally unhelpful.


Beside her now in the jeep, Xin sighed – spoke again in Chinese into his radio, more barkily now. Then said to her: ‘My apologies. Those guys behind are not the brightest.’


‘No problem,’ she said. ‘I’ve waited long enough.’


He gave her a look, and she immediately regretted having vented.


With time on the research trip dribbling away (the whole thing was only a year; after which the chances of her post being extended got even slimmer), she’d found herself immured here in Dekmantel, unable until now to evaluate on the ground the hypothesis she was being funded to test.


Once more, Xin pressed the button on his walkie-talkie and said something and, on getting no reply (why didn’t he just get out and go remonstrate with them in person?), turned his head to the window opposite her and looked out over the mist-haze as it dissipated over the outskirts of Dekmantel … mist-haze mixed with kitchen smoke from bungalows like Catherine’s, plus a number of concrete blockhouses and a few thatched huts.


Dekmantel. A one-horse town of emblematic type, the kind of place where someone might make a dope western if they could handle the hassle of the heat. It sat on the edge of a vast desert. Somewhere crossed by the lines drawn in blood by impious adventurers, who in bygone times of empire had hunted down prey, and not just animals. Hunted down other people’s tax money, other people’s land, other people. No pains, no sacrifices were spared in eliminating those others of the past, who were chased from one waterhole to the next. Then were hanged or shot. Or died from drinking poisoned water.


Nowadays, the many travel writers for glossy magazines who visited the region struggled as to how to treat this issue of genocide. Or so Catherine had intuited in her reading in preparation for coming here.


‘What’s wrong with these people?’ muttered Xin – almost on the instant finally getting a reply on the walkie-talkie from the marines in the truck.


And then, turning to her: ‘I’m sorry about this, Catherine. The dumb fellows behind us lost the key to their truck. I was on the point of saying bye-bye to the stupid eggs, but they finally found it!’


She didn’t reply, not much liking the way he was talking – just looked at his thighs again. They seemed, like the rest of his body in that moment, to flex with his own frustration at the continued delay. Behind them the engine of the truck yawped at last.


Lions, too, she’d read (in the slightly more enlightened travel articles), the whole shower of invaders also liked to shoot lions, brutishly exterminating them. And now both the descendants of the hunted lions and the descendants of the hunted humans were still searching tenaciously, amid a chaos of sand and rock, for freshwater springs. Which was why the Irish Research Council had allocated her grant, though less for lion reasons than human ones.


One of that latter species, Captain Xin, now fiddling with the key of his own vehicle, gave what sounded like a curse in Chinese, before mumbling – half to her, half to himself – the words: ‘Steering lock; now it’s my fault.’


Finally (finally!) he started the engine. As he did so, she found herself recalling their first meeting. That, too, had ignited something.





2



A twist of sand


She had guessed it was him right away, even in the gloom of the bar of the old Portuguese fort in Dekmantel. Now called the Hotel Bom Jesus, its name illuminated a flashing neon sign outside. The bar was somewhat erroneously dubbed a ‘cocktail lounge’, wrong because its habitués drank beer, neat spirits or soft drinks. Sodas, as they were locally known. A cocktail lounge only insofar as there were many prostitutes there, seeking military clients. The Bom Jesus sat exactly on the dividing line between the two zones of corporate control, so far as mining and in fact much else was concerned. Many Chinese soldiers and also many paramilitaries (the American mine used South African mercenaries for security) were in the bar that first night Catherine met Xin, which had made it a bit scary for her to enter.


Among these other military, Chinese and South African, demarcated by table choice, Xin was distinguished by pure presence and by sitting alone. He was smoking a cigarette and drinking a glass of whisky, his broad forehead and closely cropped hair bent over a book.


Fierce concentration. A few years older than her maybe (ashes in that black hair), but still …


He closed the book – it seemed to be about fishing, at least it had a picture of what looked like a trout on the cover, and some Chinese writing. It surprised her that he might be a fisherman, if her intuition was correct.


She sat down next to him, made her introduction, said her piece. No need: infuriatingly, he’d known at once what she wanted from him – a pass into the Chinese mining zone of the Namib. It was the same thing that everyone wanted from him, he told her almost straight away.


Adding, though not unkindly: ‘There’s no point in my granting it. You’re bound to fail. It does not matter how tough you are. All fail in the Namib.’


Namib meant ‘wide place’ or ‘a place where there is nothing’ in Khoekhoegowab, one of the main local languages. A place that despite being mostly sand was, remarkably, created by water, running from ephemeral river sources far inland. Grinding away rock, carving gorges, depositing the sand that made it, most likely, the oldest desert on earth. It stretched for more than 2,000 kilometres along the coasts of Angola, Namibia itself and South Africa – coasts along which Atlantic currents and winds constantly swept tonnes of sand back into the foreshore and beyond …


And now, as the jeep pressed further into all that sand, followed by the diesel-chugging truck, Xin wore sunglasses. Wrapped round his neck was a white silk scarf. In combination with a khaki jacket, this attire made him look much more raffish than he had in the bar, that first time and the other times they’d met, him stonewalling her permit request but also suggesting they meet again, until finally coming round, as it now seemed.


Had he put on this outfit for her?


Xin brusquely requested the co-ordinates she had estimated for the aquifer. They corresponded with a place called Serra dos Leões, near the border with Angola, in the Kunene region. But she had told him all that before. Scrabbling in her rucksack, she found a plastic folder and passed it over. It was already extremely hot in the cab. Embarrassing that he might feel sweat from her own palms on the cover.


She knew that their chances of finding the fabled water source were slim. Watching Xin enter the co-ordinates into his phone, holding the steering wheel between those khaki-clad knees, Catherine was reminded of a dusty allusion that one of her colleagues in Global Water Studies back at Trinity, Professor O’Connor, used to like making: The map is not the territory.


In other words: despite the probabilities of the scientific models seeming secure, at least when one sat in front of a screen, everything she had previously thought about the aquifer and its location could be wrong. O’Connor like to apply the same dictum to his own discipline of earth science, reminding young students that he was old enough to remember when it was confidently predicted that the planet was getting colder, not hotter, as it now indubitably seemed. He used this, she remembered, as a way of emphasising the importance of the long view, in which individual human perspective was of almost negligible significance.


Their small convoy passed alongside a dried riverbed. Maybe, Catherine speculated, it was a tributary of one of the larger rivers that fed or fed off the very aquifer for which she was searching. A place that she suspected existed not just from scientific data but also from fugitive references in the anthropological literature. These mentioned, vaguely enough, sacred underground water sources that tribal elders kept secret, some of the journals showing cave paintings of animals and humans supping at springs.


So hot in the cab … Luckily, Xin soon opened the windows, apologising that the air conditioning was not very effective.


Piles of dry brushwood snapped under the jeep’s tyres as they traversed something that was not quite a road, not quite plain sand either. There was no breeze today. Even the stir of air produced by the passage of the vehicle was stifling. The plastic covering on the aerial of Xin’s walkie-talkie seemed to be melting.


They passed some thorn trees on a bank of dry grass, at which goats were nibbling. The billy raised its head to stare at them. Catherine wondered what it thought, and in the same moment what the man driving her was thinking. She was becoming increasingly aware how little she knew Xin, or Hai (that was his given name, he’d told her once), despite the evenings they had spent together in the bar of the hotel …


Evenings when she’d told him about her life in Ireland, how her brother Tony hovered as busy and irksome as a midge over the family farm.


And your parents? Xin had asked, only out of politeness she’d thought, and then she’d explained how they’d both been killed in a car accident on the way into Limerick to get a replacement dressing gown for the same Tony, who then had to take over the farm when still a young man.


Evenings when Xin himself had described his own youth in Qingdao. A coastal city in eastern China, he’d explained, in the province of Shandong. His grandmother had been a senior political figure there, he’d said, adding how he, as a result of the privileges her position brought, became something of a wastrel: a drunk, a gambler, a driver of fast cars. All freely admitted. ‘I stupidly wanted to be a pop star,’ he’d told her – with a sideways, down-lit grin that showed his teeth, slightly pointed – but he couldn’t sing. This period of his life ended when his grandmother fell into political disgrace. He’d then joined the Chinese Navy, in which ‘my aunt, Yu Ping’ was one of the few female figures of high rank.


Evenings when there’d been, she thought, a flicker of erotic interest between them. But around Xin she was aware of red flags, back then in the Bom Jesus and now in the jeep as he altered the revs of the engine to get a balance between maintaining momentum and spinning the tyres on millions of grains of sand.


They came to a spit of land where dry grass had caught fire, then been choked off by sand. It had left a small area of cinders, in some parts still smouldering, giving off black whisps. Further away, previous tendrils of smoke were diffusing slowly, making stepping stones in the sky.


Soon the riverbed petered out. They entered the desolation of the dunes proper – dunes that she knew moved across the landscape at a rate of about fifty centimetres a year, pushed by winds – the two vehicles climbing up and falling down them like insects.


Every grain of sand in the massive piles they were driving across stored up heat and radioactivity. The physics and chemistry of these grains talked to each other like batteries in series, increasing exponentially the total dune system’s ability to store energy. And all this was happening as that whole community of grains moved on, centimetre by centimetre, year by year, century by century, across the landscape, ignoring human borders.


Professor O’Connor once light-heartedly proposed in a lecture that these grains had almost human-type bonds, before immediately referencing communication between ants. It really was as if temperamentally he didn’t make a distinction between different parts of a whole-earth system – all this in a lecture when his doltish students weren’t getting the whole at all, though Catherine thought she had.


After about two hours, mounting yet another vast dune, one shaped like a star with radiating arms, the truck behind got stuck. Xin picked up his radio and spoke into it again.


They waited outside the jeep as the marines dug out the truck, cigarettes jutting from their mouths as they angled in spades and strutted metal boards, rolled wire netting up the incline. It took over an hour.


‘Drift sand,’ said Xin, as they got back in the jeep. ‘That’s the worst.’


Catherine accustomed herself to the throb of the engine as they resumed their wriggle up the dune. The bumping of the jeep as it met successive elevations of sand awoke something within her, the same feeling she’d had when she’d met him in the bar of the Hotel Bom Jesus.


At the crest of one dune, Catherine was struck by the apparent absence of wildlife and plants. None of the country’s famous dark-maned desert lions or scavenging jackals here. No desert elephants or desert rhinos and certainly not the near-mythical golden mole. Nor even one of those plants that had developed survival abilities to fit the ephemeral nature of water in a desert. She’d been hoping to spot one called a quiver tree – effectively a large sponge (to hold onto water when it arrives), but with small cactus-like leaves to minimise its loss of water between brief periods of abundance. Only a few lonely birds, making slow circles in the blue high above, and flies, coming occasionally into the vehicle and wavering about till they escaped. She thought of clouds of blackfly in the Well Field back home in Kerry, buzzing species of meadow flower, of moorhen peeping from their sedge, and the whole arrangement of roots that lay under the sodden soil.


Pausing, Xin took off his sunglasses and put binoculars to his eyes. There were no tracks, only vacancy. She could see that well enough unaided.


‘You do realise’, he said, ‘that it’s very unlikely we will find any sign of water.’


‘Everyone keeps telling me that. But I have to try.’ She looked across the empty sweeps of sand. ‘I was surprised that you agreed, Xin.’


He was silent for a moment. ‘Did you not want me to come?’


‘I didn’t say that. Just thought you would keep saying no.’


He shifted uneasily in the driver’s seat. ‘There’s a big difference between preferring not to get involved and doing what you actually want. I could lose my job granting this pass, escorting you now.’


‘I understand that very well,’ she said, looking at the sulphurous sand ahead, unclear about what he was saying to her, or communicating. Not perhaps the same thing.


The great space appeared to lay itself out as a willing scapegoat under the sun. Behind, the gear changes of the truck came loud – individually distinguishable, like someone arguing with themselves.


Heading north, they crept on for most of a day, not stopping for lunch, instead eating from a large packet of hard, bland biscuits as they drove and drinking water from the holy chalice of Xin’s canteen, which tasted of iron and fire, and its own rubber seal.


The heat from the sun burned her thighs through her canvas trousers. The heat from the jeep engine burned the soles of her trainers. Colloquially, back home: her runners. She wanted to take them off, and the little socks underneath, put her feet on the dashboard, but was embarrassed about what Xin might think of her painted toenails. It would be an impertinence, surely, to do the thing she wanted.


The wind outside began to rise. Because of the open windows, sand blew into her face, scratching her eyelids. Now she wanted him to close the windows again, but knew that would make it too hot.


‘We’d better stop,’ Xin said as they crested another belt of dunes. ‘This wind is getting very strong. Better to get down low if a storm comes.’


They descended the next dune at a sharp angle, the chassis of the jeep seeming to flex as it skidded from side to side. The sand streamed next to them in little rivulets.


‘Perhaps we should turn back,’ said Catherine, after about twenty minutes more of this up-down torment.


‘It was you who wanted to come.’ He gestured over the sand, which was now suddenly featureless, level as linen all around them. ‘I hope you’re not disappointed in what you find.’


‘I was expecting …’. Her voice trailed off; she had hoped it would all have been easier than this.


Overwhelmed and vulnerable was what she now felt: not even knowing now what she’d thought she had expected. Something better than failure, anyhow, which is what this expedition now seemed like. Something better than a sense that people like her, so-called experts, should have their expertise so immediately called into question by the local landscape. It struck her that were she not with him, she would be so lost; and he wasn’t even local himself, Xin.


Looking again at the sand, which seemed to shift in the haze, Catherine realised that she was wrong about the landscape being featureless. Where, not very long ago, there was desert that had appeared completely smooth, now there were bars, ribs, definitive patterns evolving. Peaking and troughing along their run, they looked like enormous skeletal remains of antediluvian creatures.


Yet because of the rising wind there was also a sense of incipient movement, a feeling that the vast skeletons were on the point of waking up from millennia of sleep. It was really hard for her to judge how large they were, these moving carpets of ribbed sand. People liked to use the analogy of football pitches, but they outstripped that measure completely.


Even as Catherine (ever the scientist) was mentally abstracting the nature of such comparisons, forward particles of sand within these wind-driven waves were striking at the streamlined edges of the jeep, plucking at its painted surfaces as if they were obstacles to be deflected.


In the distance, a stripe of inky cloud was scratching towards them. Blown sand again flitted through the open windows, once more pricked Catherine’s eyelids, causing her to close them but get caught on the counter-attack every time she reopened them.


‘Come,’ said Xin, ‘we should eat before the storm.’ He picked up the walkie-talkie and gave an order in Chinese.


Shortly afterwards they halted. Producing a petrol stove from the truck, the marines cooked up, remarkably quickly, a meal of black tea and polished rice and slices of processed meat. The meat tin was mostly covered with Chinese characters, but there was another, overprinted label that read HENAN PORK in English. Henan’s a province, Xin told her. Both the meat and the rice were white as milk and had practically no taste. The slices of tasteless pork were extremely regular in shape; she imagined the machine that cut them, in faraway Henan, which he told her adjoined his own home province of Shandong.


‘You OK?’ he said.


‘I hate the feeling of sand in my mouth,’ she said. ‘And on my face.’


Yet squatting down next to Xin – watching him scoop up food, a slight movement for a body she reckoned capable of leaps, aggressions, feats of strength – Catherine was now content. Apart from the sound of their utensils and the odd comment from the marines, eating their own meal a little distant, there was a couple-like quiet between them.


Once they had finished the meal, Xin ordered that tents be erected in the lee of the vehicles. The marines did this no less speedily than they had prepared the food. Soon there were three white tents up: one large square one for the marines and two small triangular ones for Catherine and Xin. All these were guyed with weights, pegs being useless in sand.


‘You should take shelter now,’ Xin said with a tight smile. ‘Try to sleep. We will aim to reach the site tomorrow.’ Then he added: ‘The supposed site.’


‘Goodnight.’


She went inside her tent, the fabric of which was flapping in the wind. As darkness fell the storm took hold of the camp more firmly, dense flurries of sand wrenching the canvas. She lay still, looking at the moonlight through the moving, semi-transparent envelope of the tent.


The canvas seemed to eddy as the sand disclosed light differently with each blow. It altered second by second, now fat, like a bright-white cow on the material, now thin, a starveling creature, now something else, and something else again, each kinetic image caught in a wrinkle of time or twist of sand.
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Her own desire


A few hours passed, during which Catherine intermittently woke. During the periods of wakefulness she thought about the past few months and the ways in which she’d struggled with the idea that the Chinese and Americans (through their South African overseers) had so much power in this land. Mainly because it had uranium, in global reserves of which Namibia presently ranked third, after Kazakhstan and Australia – a desired commodity if you were building nuclear power stations or nuclear weapons.


In Namibia, these mining companies were operating in a sovereign territory. Yet it had often seemed to Catherine that the Ministry of Mines, with which she’d had some dealings, was itself undermined by these foreign interests. The corporate activities of those interests were focused only on profit, with little concern for the national interest.


Lately, Russians, too, had been in the local resource-extraction game. They had also been mining uranium, she knew. But that crowd of gangsters had recently suffered a setback and been expelled. One of those moments when the ministry fought righteously back against foreigners, squeezing harder those who hoped to extract nuclear juice out of communal earth.


To the planet, Catherine thought wildly as she lay in her tent, its fabric all the while still penetrated by the dispassionate if jerky gaze of moonlight, the centuries which all these corporations had spent mining must seem just a blink of an eye. She had long persuaded herself that her own research subject – water and its sources and deployments – was of different value to uranium and those other metals and gems, the mining of which had more or less disembodied this part of southern Africa since the days of Rhodes. She had allowed herself a broad moral latitude on that subject. But sometimes she doubted the ethical superiority that she had perhaps too easily assumed. Water, after all, was a resource like any other.


Her thoughts turned again to Xin – there in the other tent, just a few metres over – and wondered why he’d finally agreed to help her by permitting an escorted trip into the Chinese mining area. He hadn’t been obliged to do so. All these mining areas, after all, were policed as strictly as the former Sperrgebiet (German: ‘Forbidden Zone’), a diamond-rich expanse of sand that lay more southerly on the Skeleton Coast, access to which by unauthorised persons had been strictly prohibited during the previous century.


To an extent she was hoping the reason was that he liked her, but that hope came with complicated attachments, as if hope itself were a slight against her professionally, even if it was emotionally welcome.


This whole show in Namibia stank – but she couldn’t let that turn her away now. She was on a job, and if she were to keep her post the job had to be completed to schedule. Especially now that the university was, yet again, in a period of strategic review.


She tried to sleep, losing consciousness all too slowly as grains of sand pit-pattered on the canvas …


After some time she was awake again, lying there with a sore throat and dry eyes that now saw nothing. The patterns on the canvas of the tent had gone to black, light having been swallowed up in the depths of the storm.


She sat up with a start – feeling hugely, terrifyingly alone.


Visibility was low, but, opening her tent and looking out, she could just see the figure of Xin in his. He was crouched, illuminated by a lamp. It was by now well past midnight; why was he still awake? Not even lying down.


Surprising herself, she ran over in bare feet and unzipped his tent. He was wearing black socks, she noticed, but apart from having removed his jacket and boots was clothed exactly as before.


‘Can I sleep here?’ she asked him, knowing why she asked but not wanting to admit it to herself.


He looked at her, again with an expression she couldn’t read. Bewilderment, possibly. ‘If you’re sure.’


She was expecting him to say something more, but he didn’t; so she came inside the tent – pressed down internally on the doubt dissuading her from owning her own desire, from being the person she thought she could be.


They moved awkwardly around one another in the tiny space, revolving on the groundsheet until she was able to find a small space and sat down. He shuffled off a foam mat and passed it to her before rolling into his sleeping bag.


‘Are you frightened?’ he said after a few seconds, asking her the question that she’d thought he might pose before. ‘Is that why you came?’


‘I’ll be all right,’ she said, trying to pass him back the foam mat, the ends of which were curling up.


‘Please do take it,’ he replied. ‘The sand gets very cold at night.’


There was very little else in the tent: a small khaki valise with zipped compartments; some extra uniform; a canteen of water. A head torch, hanging from a hook in the middle of the tent. The only other light came from the purplish display of his walkie-talkie. Still switched on, it emitted a soft hiss of static.


He was watching her look around the tent, she realised. She returned his gaze.


‘Do you mind if I turn off the light?’ he asked. ‘We might need the battery.’


‘OK,’ Catherine said. The light went off. Then: ‘Look, the moon has come back!’ She felt a bit stupid saying this, as it was obvious. At the same time there was an impatience, secret and guilty, that something else was meant to happen and had not started.


Sand had again begun striking the tent. It made a dry, rolling noise. Turning, she saw the silhouette of his face and experienced a strong desire for him to kiss her. It seemed as if Xin also wanted that, from the way he angled his head. Perhaps their evenings together at the hotel – the conversations that surprised them both, the apparent ease that had grown between them – had always been heading towards this. Perhaps, also, the vastness of the desert night was just too much for both of them.


‘How would you feel’, Xin suddenly asked, shifting closer, ‘if I kissed you now?’


She cleared her throat, dry from so much sand running down it during the day, and said: ‘I don’t usually permit strange men to kiss me.’ Then she smiled in the secret darkness, thanking the genie that had so quickly granted her wish, and moved herself closer to him.


After a little time, he turned on his side and slipped an arm over her. It felt good to be held again at last.


‘Catherine Brosnan,’ Xin later declared in the most unromantic manner, ‘wait for a prophylactic.’


He reached out an arm, scrabbled around for the valise in the pearly darkness, unzipped it. Producing a silver-foil packet, he ripped it with his teeth and handed her the contents.


Having rolled it on, she drew him to her, guiding him in with her hand, then gripping him by the hips. He lasted a long enough time, waiting for her to come first.


They lay there for a while afterwards, breathing together as one, his slightly scratchy chin against her neck, her hands now in the small of his back. Outside, the storm was moving on, setting up its big top in another place.


Shortly afterwards a mechanical tone burst out of his walkie-talkie. He moved off her, picked up the radio; listened; pressed the talk button; said something forceful in Chinese. Another voice replied, no less urgent-sounding.


Taking off the condom, he quickly donned his uniform and went outside, continuing to speak to his interlocutor.
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The morning after


Catherine woke in a fit of breathlessness. The heat of Xin’s tent was a prison. No sign of him. Her belly and thighs were crusty; she wished there was water in which to wash. Panicked, she dressed, before emerging into sunlight so bright it made her want to clap her hands over her eyes.


The marines were packing their big tent into the truck. She looked about for Xin in the ocean of sand, finally spotting him on a small incline. In uniform, present and correct now, he was inspecting the montage of dunes through binoculars.


Getting nearer, she wanted to hold him again. He let the binoculars drop on their cord and turned to her as she approached.


‘Good morning,’ he said, unsmiling, as if last night had not even been real. He seemed preoccupied.


‘What are you looking at?’ Behind them she heard the clank of tins as the marines began making coffee.


‘The configuration of the dunes has shifted because of the storm,’ he said, not even glancing at her. ‘I was looking at something beyond, in line with those trees. Here.’ He offered her the binoculars.


‘Do you think we’ve found it?’ she asked.


Xin shook his head. Catherine lifted the binoculars to sore eyes. She saw three small palm trees a couple of kilometres off. Some 200 metres nearer, half buried in one of the dunes, was a military vehicle.


‘A Land Rover!’


‘Don’t think so. Maybe something like my troops’ transport. We’ll take a look anyhow.’


He went back, got a rifle and a canteen of water from one of the marines, and started walking with Catherine towards the vehicle. They progressed in silence.


As they approached, it became clear that it was indeed not a Land Rover, nor a Beijing jeep, but a small military truck. It was smaller than that of his marines, and much older.


‘How did it get here?’ Catherine asked.


‘Driven, of course. Very long time ago.’


‘I can see that.’ Was he making her feel stupid on purpose?


A single red star, faded now, was painted on the bonnet. Russian. This insignia, and the truck’s green paint, had flaked and faded after long years under the sun. The canvas flaps on its sides had hardened to the consistency of tree bark. Its wheels and lower body were sunk in deep.


It was impossible to open either of the doors. Xin didn’t even try, instead grabbing the rim of the cab roof, hauling himself up one of the inclines of yellow sand into which the vehicle was buried so his eyes were level with the driver’s seat.


‘There’s someone there,’ Xin said.


‘Surely not.’


‘Human remains. A body.’


She pulled herself up, joining Xin at the not-quite-closed window. The glass was pitted.


Inside were indeed the remains of a man, his desiccated body and army uniform embalmed by the sun and blown granules of sand, which half filled the cab; he was lying on the double seat with his booted feet up, crossed, and his back against the door opposite.


His capped skull, too, was packed with sand. It flowed from his wide eyes and his too-large nostrils and his open throat down onto his lap. The heat and glare made the horror of his face – the grinning jaw, and the big cap with its own red star, still red despite the passage of time – too much for Catherine to comprehend.


She felt at once disgusted, a little afraid, but also scientifically curious – having never seen a body except when identifying those of her parents, which were so mangled it was an imprecise exercise. Didn’t want to remember.


Xin pushed down the window glass with considerable effort. ‘A Russian soldier from long ago, when they too tried to control this place,’ he announced.


The strangest thing was the way the skeletal hands of the body were holding, with something that looked almost like casualness – half open, on his lap – a little notebook.


Xin reached in and took hold of the book. Sand fell out of its shrivelled black-leather covers and its yellow, almost-brown pages as he opened it. He flicked through it, shaking his head in bemusement as he looked at the roughly written scrawl inside.


‘Cyrillic script.’ He handed it to Catherine but she demurred, thinking of her parents in the morgue and not wanting to touch leather covers that had been between dead hands.


Chuckling a little at her reaction, Xin put the book in the pocket of his khaki jacket. He did this swiftly, as if whatever account was within its covers could be concealed with a snap of the skeleton’s bony fingers. Then he said: ‘Like I have told you, all will fail. Look, we need to get back.’


‘But what about the co-ordinates? We’ve not got to the aquifer.’


Xin looked at her for a moment, then back at the body of the Russian. This time his eyes were dull. ‘Can you not hear what he is saying?’ he said flatly.


‘What do you mean?’ A sense of doom came, as if he was already retreating from her.


‘This body is telling you the same thing I did at the hotel. We were foolish to come. Besides, the radio call I got last night said I had to return to base urgently; it was my naval superior – something serious.’


All the same, as Catherine absorbed this information he reached into the cab and removed the dead soldier’s big hat, flicking it to get rid of the sand inside. Then he turned and they began walking back to the camp, which the marines had mostly already packed up – Xin carrying the dead man’s sandy, red-starred headgear without looking back, or at Catherine.


Later, back in Xin’s jeep, with the dead soldier’s Soviet hat between them – it really was absurdly large – they sat in near-silence. The atmosphere between them could not have been more different from last night.


As they drove back along the dunes towards Dekmantel, roughly following their own tyre tracks from the way there, Catherine again thought of their initial meeting in the bar in the hotel, when she’d asked for the permit, and Xin had first told her she would fail.


‘Why?’ she had asked him.


‘The same reason the Portuguese who built this fort in the sixteenth century failed. And the other foreign powers, like the Russians who fought here covertly in the 1980s. And you British, who were the biggest failures of all, firing on the natives with cannons from ships two hundred years before.’


‘I’m Irish,’ she’d told him – playfully, she hoped – as they’d stood on the parapet outside the bar, watching the sun track down over the desert landscape beyond. The truth was that she felt no great connection to her nation, but abroad her sense of being Irish was amplified. Especially when someone accused her of being British. On the contrary … Within that resistance, too, folded within its Irishness, was a sense of always wanting instead to bring her own self into focus.


‘My apologies,’ Xin had said with a smile. ‘Anyway, from a Chinese point of view, the British are irrelevant now. All that backward focus on empire has worn them out! There are new empires of which they seem oblivious.’


‘What do you mean?’


‘The Americans running the other side of the mining territory here. Us too, in our own sector.’


‘I’m just trying to find an aquifer that will help people survive, ideally Namibian people.’


‘Do you not think your aquifer would have been found before, given that the Portuguese, British and South Africans, the Russians and now the Americans and also my own people have been looking for it for so long?’


‘I guess – but that does not, in itself, mean the aquifer isn’t there. And it seems from the stories that some Namibian tribes might actually have found it. Or found it sometime in the past.’


‘You just want to believe that to confirm your science. Science is only another kind of story, after all.’


‘It could be important if we found it – it could improve people’s lives. Why are you always so negative?’


‘I’m not. It’s just, well … the same as it always was. This whole business. I could never say so to my superiors back in Beijing, but wherever invasions happen, local populations eventually take back control. Become dominant themselves. Rightly. So there is not much point in us outsiders being here at all. And long after humans, when evolution has its way in the future, who knows? New forms of domination – I’d put my money on spiders surviving us all!’


‘What?’


Xin had chuckled, seeming distant (back then she had experienced the same annoyance she felt now in the jeep), looking into her eyes over the rim of his whisky glass. ‘No … how’s it said in English? … I’m pulling your legs.’


‘Leg,’ and she had laughed, despite it all. ‘But about that permit?’


He’d shaken his head at the time. ‘I’m sorry.’


Now, with his hands on the steering wheel, the hands that had touched her last night, he didn’t seem sorry at all – more like he was ignoring her.


It was late in the afternoon when they pulled up in front of her bungalow in Dekmantel. Often during the journey, leaning her head on her hand, her elbow on the sill of Xin’s jeep, Catherine had begun to feel very sleepy. The excursion into the desert had taken the better part of two days. It seemed somehow longer, this abortive attempt to find an aquifer that remained, despite all her efforts, half fable.


At Dekmantel, even the setting sun seemed different. No romantic vibes arose, as Xin ratcheted back the handbrake. The passion she’d sensed, and thought he’d sensed too, now seemed like a convulsive fit.


Passing her the Soviet hat, Xin said, ‘Here, a souvenir.’


He leaned across and pecked her on the cheek. But he did not look at her, not properly. By the time she had shut the door of the jeep and turned back in hope, he was already moving away.


Feeling melancholy as Xin drove off, Catherine looked up and saw a curl of fog in the sky. Smoking downwards, its tongue began licking the roof of the bungalow.
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The years after


2014–2039


After a bitter further couple of weeks in Namibia, Catherine returned to Ireland. Within another six weeks of her return, following a visit to the university medical clinic, unwelcome news came.


News that Catherine put down to Xin having ripped the condom packet with his teeth, or the condom being past its sell-by date, or maybe degraded by the harsh climate. Or something.


After more time, still bitter but longer, she lost her academic job in Dublin, on the basis of brutal research-power metrics. The aquifer project in Namibia was deemed a dismal failure by the university authorities.


She went back home to live with her brother Tony.


The Brosnan family occupied a deceptively imposing Edwardian-era farmhouse, on the front field of which Tony raised calves, just one part of a broad dairy-related enterprise. Deceptive because there was never, had never been, much money in the family. The farm lay in a townland of north Kerry, near where the lordly River Shannon bounds that county and neighbouring Clare. Here, Tony maintained a thirty-strong herd of Friesian milkers on boggy ground. And a single bull, nicknamed Big Business.


A tall, taciturn individual, never coupled never mind married (perhaps on account of his hairy face and grumpy manner), Tony soon began treating Catherine like a servant. He expected her to do the shopping, compile the farm accounts, and now and then help with the cows. These tasks lessened a little after she finally shared the fact of her pregnancy.


Tony remained remarkably incurious about his sister’s experiences in Africa. Beyond the most cursory enquiry, it was as if he didn’t care how she had ended up back home and expecting. He did note to himself, in his costive and querulous and almost entirely self-absorbed manner, that as well as an embryo Catherine had brought back from the desert a strange item of headgear.


That absurdly large cap with metal grommets and airholes and an internal leather headband. With a Soviet red star above the brim and a plastic chin-strap, from which it now hung from the hook on the door of his sister’s bedroom, next to a tatty woollen dressing gown nominally hers since she was a teenager.


She had never worn that dressing gown, getting another one, silky and floral, from Shein online. It had arrived from China in what seemed like minutes, delivered long before she’d met Xin and the baby that had developed inside her, even if the effect of that now seemed just as sudden as the arrival of the parcel.
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