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1988


It began with Anna Melville, nineteen years old and defiantly alone, clinging to the rusting roll-bar of a Bedouin jeep a hundred miles down Sinai. The desert road was straight and featureless, strewn with boulders and humped by the earth-cracking heat. When the jeep hit a bump particularly hard she was flung against the juddering frames of the front seats; bracing herself with a damp hand, she would clutch at the yellow foam rubber which snaked out through jagged tears in the upholstery.


Once, stricken with guilt at having done damage to the tool of Ari and Muhammad’s trade, she bent to try and stuff the padding back in through the hole. As she did, the jeep hit another bump and her head collided with the metal frame. Defeated, she sat up again and concentrated on survival. The driver and his aged, straight-backed father in the front seat exchanged staccato remarks in their own language, oblivious of their passenger’s panting dismay. This unawareness did not bother Anna; for one thing, in her present confusion one kind word might well have made her cry. For another, after two weeks in Egypt she had accepted the double lowliness of being a foreigner and a young woman. Coming as she did from a nation, class and generation where pretty young women had little doubt about their own status, she found it interesting and even piquant to be discounted thus. At last she was sharing the experience of most of the world’s women; slumming it for a while in the sisterhood of ignored females. It would be something to remember, like the pyramids.


And the driving. The jeep hit a particularly deep pothole, bounced out of it and skidded before accelerating furiously onward with a force which flung her backwards until she could feel the sweat-slicked plastic of the seat through her cotton shirt. The old man in the front seat yawned and fell asleep. Perhaps, she thought, Bedouin phlegm in the face of this wild ride could be explained by early familiarity with the dreadful jolting paces of a trotting camel. She had ridden one with Rob and the others in Upper Egypt, clinging on as the creature jerked along the track on feet spongier than rubber tyres. Perhaps the dark men around her, cool as cats with their shamaghs wound carelessly round their heads, considered this horrible jeep a comparatively smooth and gentle way to travel.


Or perhaps – she looked out at the yellow mountains stretching immeasurably in the hot haze – it was simply that they were so grateful to be motorized that no discomfort could reach them. Speed must still seem wonderful to a race which had survived for centuries by crossing vast tracts of pitiless rock and rubble on long, slow camel journeys. There had been a camel train on the skyline an hour ago when the jeep stopped for the men to pray. Against the afternoon sun it was a line of black silhouettes, paper cut-outs from the set of a Nativity play. Anna, sore and tired and frightened by her own temerity in being here alone, had drawn obscure comfort from the sight of it and from the bowing, murmuring men. She was doing what she had meant to do: travelling in wild places, seeing immemorial sights, making her own way. Without Rob. For all she cared, Rob could stay forever on Al Daha beach, flirting with his stupid new friends and smoking himself silly. She, Anna, had not saved up for two years in order to sit around on kilims smoking hash and listening to bad guitarists. As she had forcefully told Rob, she could do those things back at college.


‘There wouldn’t be such good sunsets back in Keele, though, would there, babe?’ he had said idly. She could see him now as he said it: cross-legged on the concrete porch of the squalid bungalow, his pale dirty hair glowing in the pink evening light, rolling a Rizla paper round its crumbly, gritty contents. As she finally left him, after a year of coupledom, he could hardly even be bothered to raise his eyes and watch her go.


Anna blinked, furious at her own tears. It was nearly sunset again now, and the light in the west took on miraculous colours as it filtered through the dust of the spiky mountains. Anna spoke, as steadily as she could through the juddering of her body, to the driver.


‘Ari. How far now? To Manta Bay camp?’


‘Very soon now, miss,’ said the driver. ‘See?’


Taking one hand off the wheel, he gestured to the left. Anna could see nothing but the distant blue prospect of the Gulf of Aqaba and a dusty yellow moonscape of rocks and sand. In a few moments, though, Ari pulled the wheel hard and left the main road for what she could now see was a faint but usable track towards the sea.


‘Are you sure I will be able to get a room here? Without booking? Wouldn’t it be better to go on with you to Sharm?’


‘This very good place. It is my uncle. He is Sheikh Al Arak, this his camp. Very good room. Very beautiful coral reef. Very many rays. No bad shark.’ Terrifyingly, Ari swivelled right round to grin at her, one hand resting on the wheel.


Anna saw no building between the road and the sea. A cold nervousness invaded her; she had been rash and petulant in taking a long lift into nowhere. She knew nothing of Ari. She had a flash of longing for Rob, for his sheer size and maleness. But what use would these things be, given that he did not care what became of her?


Tears pricked behind her eyes, not because she had been in love with Rob but because she had not. A new sense of shame overwhelmed her as she recognized that only convenient friendship had ever bound them, with sex as an occasional shared pastime. At college this had not seemed ignoble; against the desert and the sea it somehow did. It shamed her that she had made do with so little, so lightly. During the whole Rob year she had avoided the songs and poetry of passion because she knew that their idle mating had nothing to do with the vast incomprehensible feelings others sang of. She had left the party at Al Daha on a surge of bravado and romanticism; now the romance was jolted out of her and there was nobody to see the bravado, so two lonely tears cut rivulets through the desert dust on her cheeks.


Ari braked the jeep, throwing up a shower of sand and small stones, and said simply, ‘Here. You speak to this man, he give you room.’


The man stood at a desk in a long, low, open-fronted stone building, the size of a seaside bungalow. It had the familiar Moorish arches and slapdash white paint and a handwritten sign saying ‘RESEPTION’. Further along the stony shore was another building, this time with a palm thatch shelter in front of it, marked ‘DIVE CENTER’. Racks of scuba tanks, their paint peeling, stood out in the sun, fins and masks lay on flat boulders and rubber suits swung on rope clotheslines between the pillars of the shelter. There were a number of thatched beach umbrellas, some with windbreaks, and a ragged cluster of red-and-white striped tents whose guy ropes were held down by rocks. A goat wandered among them, ripping occasionally at the ropes with big yellow teeth.


Anna, fighting back panic, went to RESEPTION where the man stood at the counter, studiously ignoring her, his cotton robe fluttering white in the sea breeze.


‘Is it possible,’ she began, ‘to have a room? A single room?’


The man looked at her. Another crazy yellow-haired foreign woman, all alone with a great burden on her back.


‘You with diving?’ he asked abruptly. ‘Coral Scuba? Or Oxforuniversity?’


‘No,’ said Anna. ‘I’m on my own. Ari said you’d have a room.’


He sniffed. ‘Oxforuniversity has got one hut, empty, no people. This is booked but not paid. They say they do not pay.’ He looked as if he wanted to spit on the ground, but did not. ‘You sleep there, you pay. One week, two?’


‘Just a couple of nights. I’m taking the bus down the coast to Ras Muhammad on Wednesday,’ said Anna.


‘One week. Bus is not good,’ said the man, still abruptly. ‘One week, mi-ni-mum stay. You give me passport, Mustaf will show you.’


After some argument, Anna reluctantly gave up her passport and followed a lithe boy in cotton robes who showed no inclination to help with her rucksack. She had time to glance sideways and notice some young men lounging on rugs in a big tent, before the boy began to climb to the left away from it. Sweating, she followed as he bounded up uneven rocky steps to a higher level of the seafront cliff. At the top, on the red-brown plateau, she now saw that there were more beach umbrellas, this time with makeshift walls of bamboo sticks. Pushing aside a veil of palm leaves across the doorway of the nearest one, the guide ducked his head and jerked it towards the low, dim interior.


Anna bent and peered in. Most of the floor space was occupied by an ancient double divan mattress, its cover peeling at the corner to show rusted springs. On it was a folded sheet, surprisingly clean, and an old and felted blanket. The last of the light filtered in through the bamboo walls. Behind her, the guide said, ‘Shower, toilet,’ and when she turned she saw that he was pointing at another blockhouse a hundred yards away along the clifftop. Then he was gone, bounding down the slope, his headdress streaming in the wind from the sea. Anna eased off her rucksack, put it on the small patch of floor beside the mattress, took a long shuddering breath and flung herself face downward on the mattress, alone. It was her twentieth birthday.


It was an hour before she felt sufficiently composed to climb back down the steps and look for food. It was dark now, with a few stars over the jagged horizon. She moved towards the red glow of a fire and the yellow light of lanterns and found herself at the big tent. There were six young men there, lounging on rugs on the sand. They looked curiously at her, and one motioned towards a counter in the far corner, placed in front of a dark opening. Emerging from this, presumably from some kind of inner tent, was the wiry youth who had led her to the hut. He said abruptly, ‘You eat now?’


‘Yes please. Is there a menu? Do I sit, er . . .’


Behind her, one of the young men sniggered. She stiffened and swung round, her fit of misery turned suddenly into healing rage.


‘Is something funny?’


‘No,’ said the boy hastily. ‘Just the idea of Mustaf offering anybody a menu. Come and sit down.’ He had a soft, Midwest twang.


Gingerly, Anna sat down on the rug, to find the surface surprisingly soft. She leaned her back against a mound, equally soft.


The American boy said, ‘More comfy ’n it looks, huh? Ten layers of rug under here. When it gets worn out, they whap another layer on. We call it home.’ He stretched out a foot and kicked a piece of wood further onto the fire which burned, low and smoky, on a heap of stones in front of them.


‘Are you on holiday?’ asked Anna.


‘Coral Scuba. One week at Sharm el Sheikh, one week in the desert. It’s the last night here. We’re going to some oasis tomorrow. All the other guys are German.’ He gestured to the rest of the group who sat a little apart from him, smoking and talking quietly. ‘I’m studying in Freibourg, so I came along. Name’s Eddie. You here for the diving?’


‘No,’ said Anna. Mustaf appeared silently beside her, and put down a wooden dish with a pool of tahini on it, a salad, and a bowl of chips with a few strips of cold fried chicken on the top. She glanced up, smiling at the dark impassive face. ‘Thanks. I’m sorry to be late. I see everybody else ate long ago.’


‘No problem,’ said the boy, and turned away, not smiling back.


The American grinned and said, ‘It really is no problem, not tonight. You’re lucky. The Oxford lot are night-diving, so they aren’t in yet.’


‘Oxford?’ said Anna, then remembered. ‘Oh, the man said Oxford University. It’s one of their booked huts I’ve been put in.’


‘Jeez, they’ll be thrilled,’ said the American. ‘There’s been a row going on for two days about that. They turned up one guy short, and the camp says they have to pay for the hut.’


‘Well, so they should,’ said Anna, dipping a chip in the tahini and finding, as she ate it, that the combination of flavours and textures worked strangely well. ‘If they booked it.’


‘That’s what their boss Kit said. But his other guys didn’t want to. They’re all students, he’s a bit older. He’s their instructor. There was a row. Two rows. First the one between Kit and his guys, with him threatening to cut the dives if they didn’t fall in line. Then another one, when he wasn’t looking, with the young guys going on at the Bedus and calling them stupid towelheads.’


Anna frowned. ‘That’s terrible. They sound like a shower.’


‘They’re not so bad really,’ said the American boy. ‘They’re just big kids. They’ve been pissed off ever since they found out Muslims don’t sell beer.’ He looked up at the sound of heavy footfalls on the coarse sand and rubble beyond the tent. ‘You’ll see. Here they come. The Empire strikes back.’


Anna followed his gaze and saw a shadowy group of young men, swaggering and laughing as they walked up from the dive shelter. A snatch of ‘Food, glorious food!’ was taken up by two or three of them in rough, ragged, adolescent voices and there was a cry of ‘Feed us, Mustaf baby!’ From behind them came a deeper, steadier voice, and Anna noticed a tall man following a few paces after the main group.


‘Say please,’ the voice said.


‘Food pleeeese!’ said the voices together.


‘And say sorry,’ said the voice from the darkness again.


‘Aw, we’re sorry, Mustaf.’


‘Mr Mustaf.’


‘Sorry we were rude foreign yobs.’


‘Sorry we have no manners’


‘And we’ll pay for the hut.’


‘And this is a superb camp. World class. The huts are palatial. Anything else I may have said, disregard it. That was nitrogen narcosis speaking. My veins are clear of toxic bubbles now, and I see it for the architectural triumph it is.’


‘Cut it, Jeremy,’ said the deep voice again. ‘Enough’s enough.’


‘Sorry. Last toxic bubble now dispersed. Promise.’


The group were in sight now, under the paraffin lanterns which swung from the bamboo frame at the edge of the tent. Anna saw six young men, whose ragged shorts and T-shirts could not disguise the unmistakable loose-limbed loping arrogance of the British public schoolboy. She rose stiffly to her feet, and said awkwardly to the American, ‘I’d better go and get some sleep.’


From the back of the group the older man said, ‘I’m sorry. Don’t let this rabble drive you away.’


‘They’re not. I’m tired.’


‘We deserve this,’ mourned one of the boys. ‘No beer, no women, then the first girl all week turns out to be a mirage.’


‘Hey, beautiful, you coming diving?’


‘Need a buddy?’


‘She doesn’t need your heavy breathing. Don’t go with him, ducky. He’s so susceptible he’ll use up all his air in ten minutes.’


She smiled down, less tensely, at the boys who had flopped with careless grace on the mats nearest to the fire. For all their noisy arrogance they struck her now as harmless, a litter of romping puppies.


The older man said, ‘Have you got a torch for getting up the hill?’


‘No,’ said Anna. ‘I hadn’t realized quite what a camping sort of camp it was. Camp-hotel, it said. I suppose I read the hotel bit and censored out the camp.’


‘You’ll be glad it’s a camp,’ said the tall man, ‘when you see the moonlight coming through the hut walls. No sodium lights to spoil it. Let me light you up there. We’ve got spare dive torches in the truck. I’ll give you one tomorrow.’


‘Thanks.’


Half embarrassed, half pleased to be the object of chivalry after days of disregard from Egyptians and months of egalitarian mateyness from Rob, Anna followed the man and his torch. There was a light, cool breeze on the hillside and the sharp mountains were black shapes carved out of a jewelling of cold white stars. The man moved surely, agilely over the stones and up the rough stairway, holding the torch back to light her more uncertain footsteps.


At the hut he politely inquired whether she had matches for the lantern, and produced some. When the wick flared into life, she saw his face: hard with fresh air and exercise, dark-browed, energetic, the mouth in a quirky, crooked half-smile. But his eyes were soft and wide, and looked at her in the lamplight with equal surprise.


‘Kit Milcourt,’ he said. He handed her the box of matches, smiling again.


And Anna knew, all of a sudden, what the poems had been about.
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Kit, or so he always claimed, saw his future in the same moment of lamplight as Anna. Plenty of girls had thrown themselves at him but he had reached the age of twenty-eight uncaptured. He had a name for chill asceticism among his peers in the bank, and among the young men and women who followed him underwater and on the mountainsides.


In another milieu he might have been the subject of irreverent whispering, but when a man is an expert diver, daring free-climber and marathon finisher, some compensatory law of machismo makes his peers overlook the romantic shortfall of his life. To question Kit’s credentials as a real man when he was fresh up from a fifty-metre blue hole or fresh down from an Alp would have been out of place.


‘No time for girls,’ the men would say, but with respect rather than curiosity. They had girlfriends and wives of their own, after all; they knew all too well how easy it is for women to prevent a man going for the highest peaks and deepest caverns. Not to mention the most expensive equipment. However essential women were to them personally, Kit’s outdoor companions could see quite easily that if you could somehow learn to manage without them, life would be a lot simpler.


As for the girls Kit taught to dive and climb, it generally took them time to realize, as one crudely put it, that they were never going to undress this particular Action Man. But one by one they came to understand the hopelessness of sighing after him and gave up, some with their dignity intact and some without. All the same, Kit – who had a kind heart and hated to disappoint – preferred to lead all-male groups. So when his old college contacted him at short notice to replace the divemaster instructor on a Red Sea fortnight, he thankfully remembered that this particular citadel had not yet fallen to women, and rearranged his holiday dates at work.


‘Another free holiday?’ they said in the bank. ‘Lucky for some.’


With his very heavy diving bag and very light backpack he duly met six undergraduates at Gatwick Airport, each armed with a club diving qualification and the kind of baseless confidence which helps young men believe that a brief immersion in a Midlands reservoir makes them natural-born kings of the coral. And that is how, worn down by four days of exercising steady, good-humoured discipline on his rubber-clad rabble, Kit Milcourt met Anna Melville and had his life transformed.


He escorted her up the hill that first night as a courtesy, a counterweight to the boys’ teasing. In the flare of the lamp, though, he saw her face as he had never seen a woman’s face before. As he turned away from her to walk down under the stars to his supper, Kit felt a pang of loss which made him gasp. It was as if he was down on the reef and his air bottle had run out. Shocked, staring into the smoky campfire, he ate hardly any of his food. When the boys had stolen his last few chips and dispersed to their messy huts, he sat for a long while, watching the glimmer of starlight on the calm black sea and thinking.


‘You can come on the dive boat,’ said the boy Jeremy coaxingly to Anna in the morning. She was at the dive shelter, hiring a mask and fins to snorkel the reef by the beach. The Oxford party had clustered round her. ‘You can come down to the Ras Muhammad, the reserve. There’ll be shallow bits. The coral’s brilliant down there. You can snorkel while we dive. Oh, go on.’


‘We need civilizing,’ said another, seriously. ‘Kit says we’re a disgrace to Britain. If we had female influence—’


‘You could be a mother to us, Wendy!’ squeaked a third in Disneyesque tones. ‘We’re the Lost Boys. You could give us thimbles.’


‘I’m not sure,’ began Anna a little stiffly, but a third boy interrupted.


‘Say yes, quick. Here comes Cap’n Hook. We’ll tell him.’


Kit was approaching, dive bag in his hand, wearing nothing but a faded pair of blue denim shorts and some ancient leather sandals. He smiled tentatively at Anna.


‘Are they pestering you?’


‘No, no, I’m just going snorkelling.’


Kit hesitated. ‘We have the dive boat on charter. You could come down to the Ras with it, if you like.’


‘That’s what we keep telling her!’ howled the boys.


‘They cook us lunch on board,’ said Kit. ‘Fish stew. There’s always too much. And the patch we’re diving today has got a high reef table. You could snorkel there. Ahmed will keep an eye on you from the boat. You’re really welcome. It’s cooler out on the water.’ He heard himself rattling on, sounding so unlike his normal self that he fell abruptly silent.


‘Come on,’ said the boys, severally and together.


So Anna, still tired, went along with the tide of goodwill and soon found herself moving steadily southward across the waves on a battered, workmanlike converted fishing boat. She sat for a while on the lower rail, fending off boisterous flirtation from the boys and admiring the golden desert coast. After a time, a heated discussion about equipment broke out among her admirers, and she took advantage of the distraction to climb the ladder to the upper deck.


The skipper Ahmed stood barefoot at the wheel, looking ahead at the horizon. The wind was from the south, dead on the bow, so that his long white robe was blown flat against his thin chest and legs and streamed raggedly behind him. Anna saw rolled mattresses and blankets under the benches beside the helm, and realized that he and the boy Aziz who was chopping fish down in the galley must sleep permanently aboard the boat. Walking down that morning from the hut she had seen them on the upper deck praying towards Mecca.


Ahmed turned slightly when he heard her and inclined his head with dignity. Anna bowed her head back, glad that she was wearing a modest cotton sarong and shirt. She had given up shorts and bare midriffs in Al Taba, after dressing on the first day as the other tourist girls did and noticing a look in the desert men’s eyes which was neither lust nor contempt, but a kind of shocked sorrow. After that, pleading her pale skin, she made a point of covering her body almost as thoroughly as an Egyptian woman.


Away from the lower deck, far from the engine noise and the boys’ commotion and the clanking of dive tanks and the swaying of the rubber suits on hangers, this small high platform moved across the face of the waters with the timeless quiet of a sailing ship. Anna looked ahead and thought about the point where the two horns of the Red Sea would meet: the Gulfs of Aqaba and Suez, merging in the rocky coralline chaos of the Ras Muhammad reefs. She took a deep breath and smiled. She was travelling. Travelling on, alone, with Rob and the others fading into the banality of beach life far behind her.


She tilted her chin to the wind, and felt her hair lift and flutter like a banner. Kit Milcourt, his long legs sprawled on the deck and his back against a reel of cable, sat reading a few feet away from her. He glanced up, amused at her Valkyrie pose, and said, ‘Glad you came?’


‘Yes.’ She could not look away. The silence grew. She had to say something. ‘What are you reading?’ His book was old, and thin, in dark-green cloth binding stained with much travelling.


‘Hassan. James Elroy Flecker.’


‘I don’t know it.’


‘Sit down, then. I’ll read to you.’ The command came so naturally from him that Anna, without thinking it odd, sank down next to him on the hot wood. Kit did not look at her again but picked up the book and began to read.




Away, for we are ready to a man!


Our camels sniff the evening and are glad.


Lead on, O Master of the Caravan,


Lead on the Merchant-Princes of Bagdad . . .





She leaned inward to look over his shoulder as he read, and saw that it was a play. Kit, however, read it on as poetry, not naming separate speakers and ignoring any illogicality this might produce in the verse. Anna decided not to try and make sense of who was persuading who, and who was going where, but leaned back with her eyes closed, letting the images flow past her: rose-candy and spikenard, Indian carpets dark as wine, terebinth and oil and spice, swords engraved with storks and apes and crocodiles, ragged dirty-bearded pilgrims walking through it all into wilderness. She abandoned herself to the swooning exoticism of the verse.




We are the Pilgrims, master; we shall go


Always a little further: it may be


Beyond that last blue mountain barred with snow


Across that angry or that glimmering sea.





Anna shivered suddenly. Kit paused, and glanced at her.


‘I half know it,’ she said. ‘So many lines borrowed. Like bits of music you recognize and don’t know why, but you want to cry. Who was he?’


‘A late Victorian,’ said Kit. ‘Killed off by overseas service in Beirut, died at thirty-one. Never even had the play published in his lifetime.’ He looked down at Anna, his eyes narrowed with amusement at her emotion, and dropped his voice to a soupy, comic reverence. ‘But his moosic still lives on.’


‘Oh, don’t!’ said Anna, in real distress. ‘You’ve spoilt it.’


‘I won’t,’ he said. ‘I don’t think so. It’s not that easy to spoil.’ And they stared into one another’s eyes, mooncalves for a moment.


Then Kit picked up the shabby green book again and said briskly, ‘It isn’t very feminist, you know. The women get dumped. They keep calling “O, Turn your eyes to where your children stand. O Stay!” and the men still go off, and never mind the children.’ He read:




What would ye, ladies? It was ever thus.


Men are unwise and curiously planned


They have their dreams and do not think of us



But take the Golden Road to Samarkand.





Anna said nothing. Rob had had no dreams.


Kit continued lightly, ‘Poor women, left behind while the men walk off to find a prophet who might not even be there. Bet they don’t pay child maintenance.’


Anna looked at his profile and said steadily, ‘It isn’t only men who can walk off into the desert. I did. Yesterday. I did exactly that. It was my boyfriend who decided to stay put and sit around smoking dope on the beach.’


‘Then I dedicate it to you,’ said Kit, and read:




Sweet to ride forth at evening from the wells,


When shadows pass gigantic on the sand


And softly through the silence beat the bells



Along the Golden Road to Samarkand.





He looked towards her and for a crazy moment, her heart hammering, Anna thought he would kiss her. Involuntarily she closed her eyes. She breathed the exhalation of his breath and her chest constricted, painfully, as it never had in all her twenty years. But in a moment his voice read on, measured as before:




We travel not for trafficking alone;


By hotter winds our fiery hearts are fanned;


For lust of knowing what should not be known


We take the Golden Road to Samarkand.





The next days passed in a haze of heightened feeling. Kit and Anna sat together undisturbed for long hours on the upper deck as the boat ploughed along the coast to each new diving site. Sometimes he read aloud but mostly they talked, laying their lives and hopes out before one another like precious carpets.


‘I’ve got a sister who’s just married,’ Anna would say. ‘Mary. She’s sweet, she’s really funny, she’s my favourite person. And I’ve got a brother who’s terribly noisy and boisterous and lives for cars, you’d hate him. My parents live in Richmond, which was a pretty good reason to go to college in Staffordshire.’


‘I’ve just got my parents.’ Kit frowned, fiddling with the book which, as always, lay on his lap. ‘My dad used to be a prep school headmaster in a windswept barracks called Priory Shore. Right down in Cornwall. They still live there, but Ma is very frail. I live in a horrible chi-chi flat in Docklands. Handy for work.’


The banalities of what they told one another were belied by the looks they gave; Keele and Richmond, Docklands and Cert. Ed exams and the Institute of Bankers became words as glittering as spikenard and terebinth, caliph and scimitar.


Other hours were spent with the boat bobbing quietly in coves and under headlands while Kit led his party to the dive sites. Anna put on a mask and snorkel, and as the diving party submerged in the glittering water she would fly above them on the surface, looking down at the towers and gardens of bright coral as the dark slow-moving figures vanished into the depths. While they were away she would swim gently around, stretching her hands through skeins of bright fish, and often treading water for a long time with her mask half-submerged. That way she could see two worlds at once: the pale, arid, mountainous desert coast of Sinai above the waterline, and below it the moving kaleidoscope of colour in the living sea.


When she climbed back alone onto the boat to wait for the divers, Aziz would bring her a mug of hot sweet black tea, and she would sit huddled in her towel until the first pair broke surface with loud hissing breaths, then the next pair and the next and finally Kit himself with his distinctive sharp-green snorkel tube, glancing keenly round to check his charges. Only when he had counted them and seen each grasp the boat’s ladder safely would he look up from the water, see Anna silhouetted against the sunshine, and smile beneath his mask.


She loved more than anything to swim above him when he first sank into the darkness of each dive. Great wobbling, glittering bubbles came up from each diver’s mouthpiece like bright jellyfish, rising with a stream of smaller bubbles to burst on the surface or against her body. Sometimes, as Kit led the group from a short distance ahead, she would dive a little way down as if to follow them, and swim deliberately through the shining stream of his bubbles, stretching her limbs as they burst around her, his life’s breath tickling and fizzing on her bare skin like champagne.


Each evening after the communal meal Kit and Anna would move aside to the corner of the big carpet, away from the lanterns and the fire. There they sat with their backs against the padded rock, side by side. Sometimes they were quiet for a whole hour together, regarding the dark sky and darker sea, their fingers just touching as the starry universe tilted around them and the white moon rose. Sometimes they would talk, for the keen pleasure of having their ordinary lives transformed by the loving attentiveness of such a listener.


‘I don’t want to be in the bank forever,’ Kit said once. ‘I went in after university because my uncle pulled some string or other. I was more interested in climbing and diving than in whatever my job was. My parents were just relieved I had a job at all. And now it’s been nine years, and I’m nearly thirty. A thirty-year-old banker. Christ, how do these things happen?’


‘I suppose I’m lucky. I always knew I wanted to be a teacher,’ said Anna thoughtfully. ‘Since I was ten. I really liked school. My sister and brother hated it, but I thought it was magic to be somewhere where people were learning new things every day. My parents’ world never changes. Year after year they say exactly the same things. If you told my dad or my brother you were taking the golden road to Samarkand, they’d pull out the road atlas and start telling you how to avoid the M3 interchange on the way.’


‘Useful, though,’ said Kit. ‘My father can hardly find his way round the house now Mum’s ill. God knows how he managed when he was a headmaster.’


‘Did you go to the school he ran?’


‘Yes,’ said Kit shortly. Then, changing the subject, ‘What will you teach?’


‘Modern languages. French and Italian. Then if I have children I can do it part-time, for adults.’


‘All sorted out, aren’t you?’ said Kit teasingly. ‘Everything planned and labelled.’


Anna turned to him. ‘I was,’ she said. ‘I was. Now . . .’


Again, she thought he would bend and kiss her. It was dark enough away from the fire, and cold enough now for her to long for closer contact. Instead, he lifted her hand and gravely kissed it, then held it and looked into her face.


‘I know. Now, everything’s up for review.’


The Oxford boys caught their flight home at the end of the week, but Kit missed it, pledging himself to go north on the bus with Anna. They spent their last days swimming and talking in companionable peace. When it grew too hot for activity they would lie side by side on Anna’s mattress in her hut, to read and doze in the filtered sunlight through the bamboo.


They did not make love. Anna was glad; she felt too much, and feared too much. On the final afternoon they went down to the beach and swam out with snorkels and fins to the Manta reef. After a few moments Kit jacknifed down and stretched his hand out underneath the overhang of rock and coral, as if he was feeling for something on the sand. Anna, on the surface above him, hung idly gazing at a school of small, brightly-coloured parrotfish which were feeding on a purple cauliflower cluster. Kit swam to the surface and, turning to see him, she knocked her hand against a razor-sharp protuberance of fan coral. Dismayed, spitting out her snorkel tube, Anna looked at the blood on her knuckles, sucked them and swore.


‘Bugger! That’s going to be sore. My first coral cut.’


She expected sympathy and chivalry and an escort to the shore. Instead Kit cut short her sucking and swearing and said abruptly, ‘Ssh. It’s coming up, near the surface. Look. It’s an old one. It must have known people. Some of the local boys dive with them.’


Anna pulled her stung knuckles from her mouth, bit down on her tube again and dipped her mask into the water to follow his pointing hand. Shock ran through her. An enormous turtle was approaching upward from the sea bed, moving towards them, its comic flippers graceful and purposeful as it swam. Kit took her arm and pulled her towards it, stretching out his other hand to touch the creature’s neck.


It did not pull its head in, but stretched it with apparent pleasure to his hand, letting him scratch the soft wrinkled skin near the edge of its shell and chuck it familiarly under the chin. After a moment Kit left off tickling it to pull the hovering Anna closer. Firmly, he placed her hand on its great neck. As she touched it, Anna forgot Kit for a moment in a rush of new feeling; an indescribable, almost mystical sense of connection. It was, she said to him later, ‘Like meeting a dinosaur and being – forgiven. It felt as if everything in the world was all right.’


‘As if we’d never left Eden,’ said Kit. ‘That’s just it.’


At the time she made no attempt to express the fullness of the moment’s feeling. When the turtle finally turned and swam majestically away, she raised her head from the water, shook her soaking hair and turned to Kit, who was treading water beside her. All she said then was, ‘Why aren’t you a teacher?’


Kit began finning back towards the shore, his head twisted to see her behind him.


‘Why do you say that?’


‘Because,’ less fit than he was, she puffed slightly, ‘because you were so determined I should meet the turtle and touch it. You were so set on it that you didn’t care about being nice to me over my poor hand.’


‘Is that how teachers are?’


‘I think they should be,’ said Anna seriously. ‘I think good teachers should be very like you.’


Later, obscurely cured of their mutual terror by the turtle, they did at last make love.


Anna wept, moved by his gentleness and by an aching dread of losing it. Kit wept too. Into the warm darkness of the hut he said, ‘Will you marry me? Please?’


Much later, when that was agreed between them, he said something else.


‘I think you might be right. Perhaps we’ll both be teachers together.’
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1997


‘Saint Agnes Eve,’ said Mr Milcourt to Year 7. ‘Ah, bitter chill it was! The owl, for all his feathers, was a-cold!’


He paused, the book loose in his hand, and dropped his chin to glare at them from beneath dark eyebrows. Then, half reading, half remembering the lines, he went on, his strong voice cutting through the stuffy sleepy air of the classroom.


To one boy in the front row it seemed that the voice blew away the shoddy room: the thin, shabby, kick-marked walls, the curling maps, the plate glass windows and the warped plywood doors in primary colours which should have been cheerful but which, some years away from their last repaint, merely added to the general dispiriting look of the place. The boy leaned forward on his elbows, fixing the teacher with big brown eyes. Kit read:




The hare limp’d trembling through the frozen grass


And silent was the flock in woolly fold:


Numb were the Beadsman’s fingers, while he told


His rosary, and while his frosted breath


Like pious incense from a censer old,


Seem’d taking flight for heaven, without a death,


Past the sweet Virgin’s picture, while his prayer he saith—





A stifled, bubbling giggle travelled along the further rows of the classroom. It had its origin and epicentre among the seats near the big blank windows, seats which were generally favoured by those Year 7s who preferred to ignore the succession of jaded individuals who stood, peddling their knowledge, in front of the smeared whiteboard. Kit sighed. ‘Virgin’ had been too much for Josh and Darren, as he might have guessed it would be. Now Leanne and Kara, Kylie and Sara were joining in and shaking with silent embarrassed mirth. He passed the back of his hand across his brow, theatrically, then put the book down.


‘How cold? Darren? How cold was it?’


‘Who, sir?’


‘How cold was it, on the eve of Saint Agnes?’


‘Was she the virgin, like?’


Leanne and Josh exploded, louder this time. Kit ignored them and looked down at the big-eyed child in the front row, the only one he could be entirely sure had been listening. ‘How cold was it, Andrew?’


‘He said it was so cold that even the owl was cold. In spite of his fevvers.’


‘Right. Excellent. What else?’


‘An’ the beadman’s breath got frozen, an’ the grass. An’ the hare was trembling. That’s sad, that bit.’


‘How did the verse make you feel?’


The child shrugged, and grinned. ‘Cold.’ The teacher grinned back. ‘Good. What else? Let’s hear from Josh. How did it make you feel?’


The lumpen mass of the class, the uncommitted whose attitude to English lessons fell somewhere between the keen wimpish sensitivity of Andrew and the rump of hopeless philistines led by Josh, waited expectantly for entertainment.


‘I dunno,’ said Josh slowly. ‘How do I feel? Bored. Yeah. Bored.’ A wide smirk split his face, the expression of one well-accustomed to experimenting on the fringes of permissible insolence. But it faded under Kit Milcourt’s cool, steady look until he found himself adding, to temper the impertinence, ‘I s’pose it’s because I don’t understand those old words.’


‘Which words?’ said Kit, silkily. ‘Frozen? Grass? Trembling? Numb? Death? Frosted? Surely you know frosted. Like your breakfast cereal.’


‘He dun’t eat breakfast,’ volunteered Leanne. ‘His mum says that’s why his brain don’t work till after lunch’.


‘Far more likely,’ said the teacher, ‘to be overheating. The curse of modern education, overheated schools.’ The children tittered dully. He looked at them for a moment, part exasperated, part speculative, as if they were an interesting and not unwelcome problem to be solved. They were new to him since September, but he knew which primary schools this group had emerged from; in fact, the same two local schools fed in most of each year’s new intake for Sandmarsh High. One, on the grey outskirts of the dead little town, abutted onto an estate long used for housing the depressed overspill of the East End of London thirty miles away. If parents on the Meadowbrook estate got their children to school at all the system considered itself to be winning.


The other familiar feeder primary school served a tangle of older, more established streets to the north of the town; but it was still an area where parents lacked the determination or the desire to wangle and nag until their children got places at schools higher up the examination league table. Anna had worked at both primary schools as a supply teacher before she got the Sandmarsh job, and reported on them to her husband with her usual frankness.


Kit, as a connoisseur of first-year pupils, knew only that on the rare occasions when he got a child who was not formed by either of those two schools, it was as if a peacock had suddenly appeared in a hen coop. Little Andrew, in the front row, had just moved down from Suffolk, and when term began he had plainly been the only one who knew what a poem was. Certainly the only one who cared. Never mind, thought Kit. He would wake them up. Shake them awake, if necessary.


‘Start again. Saint Agnes’s feast day is in January. Imagine how cold. “Saint Agnes Eve – ah, bitter chill it was. The owl—”’ he strode to the window and, without pausing, unclipped the latch and slid it open, ‘“—for all his feathers, was a-cold. The hare limp’d trembling through the frozen grass . . .”’


An icy north-easter was blowing in across the grey marshes, a deathly blast straight from the Steppes, presaging winter. The children were suddenly awake, indignant, shuddering exaggeratedly.


‘Oh, sir, s’freezing.’


‘I got a bad chest, sir.’


‘Gor, s’cold, Mis’Milcourt, s’horrible . . .’


Implacably, Kit read on. In the front row Andrew listened wide-eyed, accepting the raw fingers of cold around the neck of his shirt as part of the poem. Once or twice Kit glanced directly at him, a look of unreadable amusement warming his eyes. The rest of the class, with the usual exceptions, was slowly kindling to the poem. The temperature in the room dropped until even the teacher in his thick, navy, cable-knit sweater began to feel threatened by the darts and squalls of icy air. After seven verses he paused, went to the window and closed it to a chorus of groaning relief. He began reading again as he crossed the room, mincing slightly, making the children laugh: ‘“She danc’d along with vague, regardless eyes . . .”’ Reaching the end of the stanza, he paused again to fling questions into the corners of the room. ‘What’s going on? Mick? Josh? Marianne? What’s happening?’


‘What’s “amort” mean, sir?’ asked a dough-faced, earnest girl.


‘Don’t worry about it. We’ll do a word list later. Just get the story. Tell me the story.’


‘She’s gonna have a vision,’ said a mop-headed boy with bright black eyes. ‘Girls do that sort of thing. Like, my Nan gets my sister to put wedding cake under the pillow to dream about her husband.’


‘Or orange peel,’ said his neighbour. ‘My sister throws orange peel over her shoulder to see the initial. Of her beloved. It’s always S.’


‘Apple peel,’ chimed in a red-haired boy scornfully. ‘You use apple peel.’


‘Orange!’


‘Apple!’


‘Banana?’ said the teacher. ‘All right, on we go. Will she dream? Or will something better happen?’


The class settled to listen, not discontentedly, to the charged and sensual poem. At least Mr Milcourt read it well. More like an actor than a teacher really. He sounded so keen, thought Leanne McDougall, that anyone would think he read that sort of stuff for fun, even when he wasn’t at work being a teacher.


When the old crone Angela hobbled into the story, Andrew, in the front row, shivered in pleasure, his eyes enormous. ‘S’a witch,’ he murmured to his neighbour.


There were still hurdles: when Porphyro promised the old woman he would not harm Madeline ‘or look with ruffian passion in her face’, Leanne and Kara broke into muffled salacious giggles. Kit paused, only for a second but enough to make them subside. Then, verse after ornate verse, he read on through the feast, the wooing and the escape.


The College of Education had advised him to take long narrative poems in short sections, preferably on successive days. It was one of the many axioms of his training that he regularly ignored.


Once, a couple of boys began to yawn and fidget, and Kit glanced at them and moved, still reading, towards the window catch. Outside, wet grey sleet was blowing sideways on the wind, spattering the pane. They stopped. At last he reached the final stanza: ‘“And they are gone; Aye, ages long ago, those lovers fled away into the storm . . .”’
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