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			Bedford, England, October 1939


			For six days after Uncle Godfrey came to visit, Joan’s dad was patchwork. This was a term Joan herself had come up with herself, because he reminded her of her rag doll at such times – missing some stuffing, and with stitched crosses for eyes. Now Daniel used the term as well, though he was only five and didn’t really understand. Joan was seven, and didn’t really understand either. Their dad was usually a blur. He was almost always moving, or making noise; singing or proclaiming; juggling apples; tap-dancing on the chipped brown tiles of the kitchen floor. But when he was patchwork he was quiet – all but silent – and moved as though he’d forgotten where he was going. His shoulders slumped, his face went slack; he stopped shaving, and bathing, and wore the same pullover all week. It didn’t happen very often, and Joan hated it more than anything. It felt as though the world was ending.


			Joan’s dad, David, was a small, slight man. He had a long face with clear blue eyes behind wire-framed spectacles, deep creases in his cheeks from his smile, and mousy hair that he combed back with Brylcreem. He smelled of tobacco, shaving soap and menthol for his chest. Godfrey, his older brother, was tall and sharp. He arrived in the biggest car Joan had ever seen, as grey and sleek as wet penguins at the zoo; he wore a dark suit and a hat that he didn’t take off, gave their cramped hallway a swift, outraged glance, and smiled at the children in such a way that they were too shy to speak.


			‘It’s your own fault they won’t see you, you know that,’ Joan overheard Godfrey say to David. She knew she shouldn’t eavesdrop, but their house was so small, and the walls so thin, it was hard not to. ‘Christ, if they knew I’d come to visit you … It’s your own fault you’re cut off, David.’


			‘Why do you even come, Godfrey?’ David asked, his voice already starting to sound patchwork. Joan had also overheard her mother, another time, telling Mrs Banks from number 12 that David’s family were richer than Croesus. She had no idea how rich that might be.


			Joan’s parents weren’t rich – rich people lived in castles, and drove cars like Uncle Godfrey’s instead of taking the bus. Joan had only the mildest curiosity about what that might be like. Her dad was the manager of the local cinema, the Rex Theatre, with its musty curtains and red velvet ropes, and regularly took the children to watch films there – sitting on his knee in the projection booth. Afterwards he told them wonderful stories about the places they’d seen – all the different countries and cities and peoples of the world. Joan considered the Rex Theatre a far greater boon than any car or castle might have been. She was the envy of her classmates.


			‘You can’t join up, anyway,’ Mum said to her dad, after Godfrey’s visit, not looking up from the potatoes she was peeling. The words had clipped edges, and a loaded pause came after them. ‘Not with your chest. And your eyesight,’ she added. David sat at the kitchen table behind her, cleaning his spectacles with his handkerchief, saying nothing.


			Mum’s response to Dad being patchwork was to feed him – their meals became as huge and elaborate as the grocer’s shelves would allow, and there were gaudy, complicated cakes at teatime – like the strange, saggy one armoured with mandarin slices from a catering-sized tin, that had looked like the fillet of a giant goldfish. But the food had little effect other than to give Dad a pot belly. When Joan and Daniel asked him for a bedtime story, he smiled wanly and shook his head.


			‘Ask your mother, my loves. Your dad’s a bit spent this evening.’ But his stories were usually so much better than Mum’s. He brought them to life – he had a hundred voices and faces and gestures; he could be an old, old crone, or a wicked thief, or a tiny fairy. Joan wondered if it was the war. War had been declared with Germany just before Godfrey had come to call. Joan knew what a war was, in theory; she had no idea what one looked like or what it meant. She was a bit worried for a few days, because her teacher, Miss Keighley, dissolved into tears as she took the register one morning; but it soon seemed that being at war wasn’t going to be very different to normal.


			‘It’ll be all right, Daddy,’ she told him, meaning the war, but his smile faded and he didn’t reply, and Joan was more confused than ever.


			


			On the sixth day, she knew what she had to do. The One Thousand and One Nights. It was her talisman, her secret weapon, because it was her dad’s favourite, and hers too. She had the book in her hands when she went to ask him for a story, determined not to take no for an answer. She climbed into his lap so he couldn’t ignore her. When he looked down, he seemed to be looking at her from far away; she pressed the book into his hands, tense with the import of the moment. Daniel was at her heels with his blanket clamped under one arm and his thumb in his mouth.


			‘Please will you read us one? Please?’ She stared into her dad’s face, at the stubble on his cheeks and the shadows around his eyes. ‘Please?’ she said again. David took a deep breath, then reached down and lifted Daniel up beside Joan.


			‘All right then, urchins,’ he said quietly. Joan felt a little dizzy with relief.


			Daniel curled up under David’s arm, already glassy-eyed with sleep, listening more to his father’s voice than to the story, but Joan hung on every word. It didn’t really matter which story he chose, but he chose ‘Ali Baba’ and, as he began to read, Joan asked him where the places were and what they were like, even though she knew the answers, because with every description he gave, her father got a little better.


			‘Oh, but don’t you know, Joanie? Arabia is overflowing with magic! How else could anyone live in such a desert? Arabia is an ocean of sand, the biggest in the whole world. It stretches for hundreds and hundreds of miles in every direction – can you even imagine such a thing? Rolling hills and valleys, all made of golden sand as dry as bone.’


			‘And there’s nothing in it at all except sand?’ she asked.


			‘Well, why do you think the men who live there call it the “Empty Quarter”?’


			‘But how do the men live there? What do they eat?’


			‘Magic! Like I told you. Genies live there too, and they help the men. Genies can turn sand into gold, or water, or food, or anything else you want – so you’d better make sure you’ve got one on your side. But they’re tricksters, always striking bargains.’


			‘What kind of bargains, Dad?’


			‘Well, when I was there I met a genie called Dervish, and …’


			The more David read and the more Joan asked, the less patchwork he became. Happiness flooded her. She knew that by morning he wouldn’t smell of unwashed jumpers or stewed tea any more, he’d smell of shaving soap and menthol again. He’d be himself again – a moving blur, not quiet and lost. Joan knew, with complete conviction, that her dad was a magical man; that The One Thousand and One Nights was a magical book, and that Arabia was a magical place. She knew that one day her dad would take her there.


		


	

		

			Muscat, November 1958


			‘Ready?’ Rory reached up and straightened Joan’s hat, needlessly. ‘You look very pretty, very smart,’ he said. Preoccupied, Joan forgot to thank him. She took a deep breath and nodded. The air was hot and dry; the taste of the sea on it was unexpected, and oddly not at all refreshing. She was uncomfortable in the long sleeves of her shirt and the trousers she had to wear beneath her skirt, and was trying not to fidget.


			‘I’m as ready as I’ll ever be, I should think. Do go, won’t you – she said to come by myself and I don’t want her to see that you walked me here.’


			‘Of course I had to walk you; we’re not in Bedford any more. And you’re welcome, by the way.’


			‘Sorry, Rory. Thank you. I’m just …’ The hand she laid on his arm was slightly shaky. She shrugged one shoulder.


			‘I know. I know what this means to you. I just hope it’s not … Well, never mind. I hope it lives up to all your expectations. I hope she does.’ They spoke in hushed tones because the rest of the little street was empty, and the shadows between the buildings watched like censorious librarians.


			The sun shining behind Rory rendered him in partial silhouette; a dark, indistinct version of himself. He had a round face – a teddy-bear face, Joan had always thought of it – with soft cheeks, brown eyes, a slightly pouting mouth and curly dark hair very similar to her own. But the heat and several sleepless nights had given him pouches under his eyes, and a waxy look. He looked hardly like himself at all. Bothered, Joan squinted up at an ancient watchtower on the rocks above them, stout against the dazzling blue. They were standing outside a modest mud-brick house in Harat al-Henna, the district outside of the wall of Muscat, near the main gate. At sunset, an antique canon would fire from one of the ancient forts by the sea, and the gates would close for the night, shutting the district out. After that, nobody could get back into the city without an official permit.


			‘Of course she’ll live up to my expectations,’ Joan said, with a smile.


			‘Yes, but sometimes meeting our heroes can be … disappointing. When they turn out to be only human after all, I mean.’


			‘Nonsense; not somebody this remarkable. Anyway, I’ve read everything she’s ever written; I feel I know her already.’


			‘Well then. Have you a match for your lamp to come back again?’


			‘I’ve everything I need, Rory, really.’ She was suddenly impatient for him to leave. She wanted the moment all to herself, and the time and space to absorb it. And she didn’t want a witness to her apprehension – it always seemed to make the nerves worse.


			‘All right. Good luck. Don’t get locked out, will you?’ He leaned in to kiss her cheek but Joan moved away.


			‘Tut-tut, Rory – not in front of the Arabs, remember?’ she said.


			Joan waited until the sound of his footsteps had faded away completely, then she took a breath and turned to the unremarkable door beside her. It was made of ancient acacia wood, like all the others; parched and beaten by the Arabian sun to the texture and hardness of stone. The mud-brick walls had been painted white at some point, but were now patterned with a network of fissures like the veins of a leaf, through which the crumbling render showed. The house was only two storeys high, square and flat-roofed, with its shutters closed against the eastern sky. It nestled back against the feet of the mountains – there could be no back door. Those rusty-brown mountains reared up all around, like jagged hands, cradling the city with incongruous care. Everywhere was stone and rock and hard sun, hard shadows, and no softness anywhere. A minute passed, and Joan berated herself for cowardice – for standing there making observations, delaying a moment she had so longed for. With her heart in her throat, she knocked at the door.


			It was opened almost at once by a tall black man, dressed Omani-style in a grey dish-dash – the loose, long tunic men wore – belted, and with the curved dagger, a khanjar, worn at his middle. There were hollows in his cheeks; the whites of his eyes were stained brown, like milky coffee; the irises were entirely black. His beard was white, as were the few tufts of hair visible beneath a knotted turban. Joan couldn’t guess his age; his face was ancient but his back was straight, shoulders unbowed; he gazed down at Joan with the silent solemnity of a golem, and struck her dumb. The man’s hands hung loosely at his sides and Joan noticed the great size of them – long fingers like spiders’ legs. After a moment he spoke.


			‘You are Joan Seabrook.’ His voice was reedy.


			‘Yes,’ said Joan. She blushed, embarrassed by herself. ‘I’m Joan Seabrook,’ she reiterated pointlessly. ‘Is this Maude Vickery’s house? I think I’m expected.’ 


			‘You are expected, or I would not have opened the door to you,’ said the old man. He smiled slightly, twisting his wrinkled lips. His English was almost without accent, each word formed with deliberate care, as perfect as worked stone. ‘Go up the stairs. The lady is waiting.’ He stood back to admit her, and Joan stepped past.


			Inside, the house smelled like a stable. Before she could stop herself, Joan had put up a hand to cover her nose. It was stifling; no worse than the stables at home but so unexpected. The door closed behind her and she could hardly see in the sudden darkness; behind her she thought she heard the dry wheeze of a chuckle from the old man. She glanced at him but his face was in shadow; he neither moved nor spoke again, but she caught the gleam of his watchful eyes. Flustered, clumsy as a child, Joan carried on across the hallway to the foot of the stone staircase, and went up.


			The stairs turned halfway up; light spilled through an open window to reveal a crust of dung pellets like those of a sheep or a goat, and scatterings of hay. Joan frowned in confusion. At the top of the stairs were just two rooms, one to either side of a small landing. Here she paused, but a moment later a voice called from her right.


			‘Don’t dither there, whoever you are. I’m in here. You’ll have to forgive me for not getting up, but I can’t, you see.’ It was a hard voice with a querulous edge, the accent pure Home Counties, and it made Joan’s pulse leap up again. She couldn’t keep from smiling; for a moment she thought she might laugh. She followed the voice into a square room with white walls and arched windows low down in the front wall, closed off with wooden shutters. Only a single window that faced the steep rocks to the south was open, and the light from it spread softly through the room. There was an antique black bicycle propped against the end of a narrow bed, which was neatly made with faded blankets tucked tight beneath the mattress. To either side of the bed were large potted palms, and an elaborate metal lantern stood on the floor. There was a tidy desk and a long bookcase, the top shelves of which were empty – all the books were at a height of four feet or less, and piled up on the floor when there was no more space. Two wooden chairs faced a red chesterfield sofa on the thready carpet in the middle of the room, and by the sofa a large pile of Arabic and English journals had sagged sideways and slewed across the floor.


			Two blonde saluki dogs were asleep in a nest of blankets against the back wall, tangled together so that legs and ears and tails appeared communal. One opened an amber eye to watch Joan, and for a moment their gentle snoring was the only sound in the room; the smell of them was part of the general fug in the air. An inlaid wooden chest was serving as a coffee table, and beside that was a wheelchair – an old-fashioned one made of rattan – in which sat Maude Villette Vickery. Joan tried not to stare. She had the unsettling, almost surreal feeling of being face to face with a person so often imagined it seemed unlikely that they could actually exist in the real world.


			The first thing Joan noticed was Maude’s diminutive size. She looked almost childlike. Thin knees and elbows made sharp points through an old-fashioned, high-waisted skirt and a pin-tuck blouse with an upright collar; her ankles and feet, resting on the step of the chair, had a doll-like delicacy. She wore thick stockings, in spite of the heat; her hair was straight and iron grey, pulled into a severe knot at the back of her head, and her face, though sunken and lined, had strong bones beneath the skin. After a few seconds her features resolved themselves into the ones Joan knew from photos of her as a young woman – clear eyes, blue-grey, with a keen expression in them; a hooked beak of a nose. Joan kept her distance, not wanting to tower over her. ‘Come a bit closer, I shan’t bite,’ said Maude. Joan stepped forward obediently. Her feet lifted little clouds of dust from the carpet. Maude examined her, squinting up. ‘My, aren’t you tall? Or perhaps you aren’t. Everyone seems tall to me. Abdullah!’ she shouted suddenly, leaning towards the doorway and making Joan jump. ‘Tea, Abdullah!’ she added, though there’d been no answering shout.


			She turned back to Joan with a sketchy shrug. ‘I know he can hear me. He has the ears of a bat, that old man,’ she said. Then there was a pause.


			‘It’s so wonderful to meet you, Miss Vickery,’ said Joan. ‘It really is a tremendous thrill. I’ve been such a follower of yours for …’ She trailed off as a gazelle pottered into the room from across the hall. Joan stared. The animal paused to regard her with liquid eyes surrounded by bold black and white stripes like overdone make-up; then it huffed gently and pottered over to Maude, sniffing at her fingers. Maude smiled.


			‘You greedy beast. You shall have dates when we do – when Abdullah brings them, and not before,’ she said.


			‘You have a gazelle,’ Joan pointed out stupidly.


			‘Indeed I do. I found him in the souk, ready for the chop. Abdullah wanted to cook him but look at that divine face. Who could resist? And such ridiculously big ears. He seemed such a pathetic thing, I couldn’t quite bear to eat him.’ She glanced up at Joan ruefully. ‘Feeble, I know.’


			‘I didn’t think women were allowed in the souk?’ said Joan, at a loss.


			‘They aren’t,’ Maude agreed, rubbing the whorl of hair between the gazelle’s eyes and offering no further explanation. The animal’s golden hide looked as supple as silk.


			‘Well, at least that explains the—’ Joan pulled herself up short, on the verge of speaking far too freely. Maude looked up quickly.


			‘The muck? Yes. And I suppose it smells bad, does it? Well, my apologies. I’m so used to it, I don’t even notice it. I manage to rule in this room, but I’ve very little control over what happens to the rest of the house. I’ll have a word with Abdullah.’


			‘I’m sorry, Miss Vickery, I really didn’t mean to be rude,’ said Joan. Maude waved one tiny hand at her.


			‘You and I will get along far better if you speak your mind. I always have; it saves so much time.’


			‘Don’t the dogs chase him?’ Joan nodded at the sleeping salukis.


			‘Don’t be ridiculous. Look at them! They haven’t chased a thing in years; they were already past their prime when they were given to me by that wily old man, bin Himyar. The Lord of The Green Mountain. How’s that for a left-handed compliment? I used to have an oryx as well, you know. A personal gift from Sultan Taimur bin Faisal, after I regretted to him that I’d never managed to shoot one on my travels. I think he meant for me to shoot it, but it seemed jolly unsporting to do so, with it tied to a post. But it was a wild thing, really, and had to stay outside. Those horns they have! Potentially quite lethal. He soon escaped, my oryx. Never saw him again, and I had to lie and tell the sultan I’d shot it and eaten it and how delicious it had been. I even got those to prove my story.’ She pointed to a pair of dark, ridged oryx horns, mounted on the wall. ‘Waste of time. I doubt the man even remembered giving me the creature in the first place.’


			‘I’ve read that you had a close relationship with Sultan Taimur, unlike that of any other western woman.’


			‘His father, too. Well, you know,’ said Maude vaguely. ‘Back then, maybe – I was a novelty at the time, you understand. And he always did like new toys. Just like all men.’


			In silence, the tall, elderly servant who’d opened the door to Joan brought in a tray holding a pewter teapot and little glasses, a bowl of dates and another of sugar. He bent down slowly, put the tray on the chest without a clatter, and poured the tea without being asked.


			‘Do you remember that oryx Sultan Taimur gave me, Abdullah?’ Maude asked him.


			‘Yes, lady. I remember it.’


			‘What did I call it? Do you recall?’


			‘You called it Snowy, lady.’ Abdullah placed a glass of tea within her reach.


			‘Snowy! That was it. How imaginative of me.’ Maude sighed. ‘His coat was the purest white you ever saw. We ought to have coffee with dates, I know, but I’m afraid I can no longer stomach the stuff. What was your name again, young woman?’


			‘I’m … Joan Seabrook, Miss Vickery.’


			‘So you are. The one who wrote all those letters. Quite a blizzard of them. Thank you, Abdullah. I wonder what happened to Snowy? Perhaps he made it back to the desert, but I rather doubt it. I’m sure he’d have wanted to, as I do. Better off in the desert, the pair of us. But what is it that you want, Miss Seabrook?’ Suddenly Maude seemed agitated, almost cross. She brushed at her skirt, then clasped her hands together. ‘I’m at a loss to fathom it, in spite of all the letters.’ As he withdrew from the room, Joan felt Abdullah’s eyes sweep over her. She couldn’t help but turn to watch him leave. He moved with incredible grace.


			‘Well, I …’ she said, distracted.


			‘Draws the eye, doesn’t he?’ Maude interjected, fixing Joan with a beady gaze.


			‘Your servant is indeed a … striking man.’


			‘Oh, he’s not my servant, Miss Seabrook. He’s my slave. I own him. I bought him at an auction, in a cave in the hills near Nizwa. Now, what do you make of that?’


			‘I’d heard that the practice still continues here,’ Joan said carefully. She was thrown by this elderly version of her idol, unable to read her mood or her temperament. Maude sat back, looking disappointed.


			‘Well. I see I shall have to try harder if I want to shock you, Miss Seabrook.’


			‘I’m sure that once I’ve had a chance to reflect, I shall be very shocked, Miss Vickery. Only, I haven’t quite finished being shocked about the gazelle just yet.’ There was a pause; Maude’s eyes narrowed, and then she smiled a quick, impish smile.


			‘Ha,’ she said, in place of laughter. ‘Good girl. You’re not too polite; I approve of that.’


			Joan took a seat at one end of the red sofa, near the desk; they drank the tea, which was sweet with sugar and bitter with mint, and ate the dates. From outside came the clatter of donkey hooves and the slap of feet in leather sandals; the light began to mellow and a handful of flies buzzed in lazy circles around the room. The gap since Maude had asked Joan what she wanted had grown too wide for her to answer, and she let her eyes roam the room as she waited to be asked again. Maude chewed a date slowly; her eyes were far away but she seemed calm again, almost distant. There was a rosewood pencil tray on the desk, empty except for a ring – small but heavily made, with a twisted pewter band and a coarse lump of bright blue stone.


			‘That’s an interesting ring,’ said Joan, leaning closer towards it. ‘What stone—’


			‘Don’t touch it!’ Maude snapped, interrupting her loudly.


			‘No, no I …’ Joan shook her head; she hadn’t been reaching for it.


			‘Do not touch that thing,’ the old woman reiterated. Her glare was ferocious, and Joan realised that it was fixed on the ring, not on herself.


			She laced her hands in her lap and searched for a way to change the subject; she didn’t dare ask anything else about the ring.


			‘Was this house also a gift from Sultan Taimur, Miss Vickery? After he gave you the oryx?’ she said. Maude blinked several times, and then answered as though nothing had happened.


			‘Certainly not. I bought it – and dearly. Taimur’s father, Faisal, gave me permission to live in Oman the rest of my days, and that was generous enough – I think I may be the only one, you know. The only European living here simply because it pleases me to, and not for any official or commercial reason. This current sultan, Said, is Faisal’s grandson – every time one of them dies I wonder if I’ll be turned out by the successor, but so far, so good. He’s as conservative as they come, Said, but he has his quirks – like those American missionaries for example; I have no idea why he lets them stay. Sweet people; silly as geese. They actually seem to think they might be able to convert the Arabs to Christianity. But theirs is the only hospital in the whole country.’ She pointed a finger at Joan. ‘Don’t get typhoid while you’re out here, Miss Seabrook – or tuberculosis. The milk is riddled with tuberculosis. Be sure it’s boiled before you have any in your coffee. Once I had permission to remain in Muscat, this old house was all I could find to buy. The better houses were refused to me. I think the Governor of Muscat wanted to make sure I was kept in my place, you understand? Have you met him yet? Sayid Shahab? Fearsome chap, all but autonomous with Sultan Said away in Salalah. He made sure I was honoured, but not too much so.’ She smiled slightly.


			‘The government here certainly seems very strict.’


			‘Indeed. Which begs the question, how on earth did you manage to get permission to come, Miss Seabrook? Oman is not a place that welcomes foreign visitors, or the idly curious. Never has been.’ Maude fed a date to the gazelle, which took it delicately from her fingertips.


			‘No,’ said Joan uncomfortably. ‘My father was at school with the current wazir – the sultan’s foreign minister – which helped things along. We’re staying with him at the Residency – my fiancé, Rory, and I.’


			‘Do they still call the post wazir? Vizier? How quaint. But then, I suppose, Oman is still a British protectorate, isn’t it? Even if they don’t exactly call it that any more – not now everyone’s so embarrassed about appearing colonial.’


			‘And also, for the past six months, my brother Daniel has been over here. He’s a soldier, you see, seconded to the Sultan’s Armed Forces – the SAF. I was granted permission to come out and visit him.’


			‘But that’s not why you’ve actually come.’


			‘No. Well, yes, it is in part … I just …’ Joan paused, and for a second she felt the rise of something like desperation; she felt like she was grasping at something that was determined to slip away.


			The truth was, she didn’t know quite how to put her need to see Arabia into words. It had been rooted deep inside her for so long, she’d stopped questioning it; and when Daniel was posted to Oman, and Robert Gibson became wazir, and Joan got a little money in her father’s will, it had seemed as though everything was lining up to finally bring her here. To Oman – a small, far corner of Arabia, but Arabia nonetheless. And somehow, since his death, it felt as though something of her father might be here, too. It had taken almost a year for the paralysing shock of losing him to lessen, and then for the idea to form, but once it had she knew that nothing would shake it.


			It had been difficult telling her mother, Olive, how she intended to spend her small inheritance. She’d waited until Olive was cooking – which was when she was happiest – before mentioning it.


			‘Isn’t it enough I’ve one child out there in that godforsaken place?’ said Olive, pausing with cubes of bacon fat stuck to the blade of her big knife and that quaver in her voice that was becoming a permanent impediment. ‘You’re not up to it, Joanie. And how could you leave me all by myself?’ She’d pulled a rumpled hanky from the pocket of her apron to scrub at her eyes, and Joan had felt the stifling guilt that was becoming all too familiar, welling up, making her question her decision. Olive looked wretched, vulnerable, easy to wound. ‘Your father never even went there – you know that.’ Joan did know. She’d been incredulous to learn, once she was old enough to understand, that her father had never been further than France. In spite of all his tales; in spite of all his dreams and enthusiasm and plans. But he’d wanted Joan to travel, that much she knew; he’d wanted her to live out some of her dreams. And Joan had always dreamed of Arabia. She heard her father’s voice in her head; pictured his wide, exaggerated eyes. Land of Sinbad the Sailor and the Queen of Sheba, and frankincense and genies and wishes! Always over the top – deliberately so; always ready to bring magic and wonder into her world.


			Joan tried to swallow the desperate feeling down, but her audience with Maude Vickery was not going at all as she’d hoped or imagined. ‘You’ve been my heroine since I was only a girl, Miss Vickery. I want to go into the desert, just as you did. Into the Rub el Khali – the Empty Quarter. The largest sand desert in the world … I know a lot of people have crossed it now, but so much of it is still untouched. I want to go to Fort Jabrin, and do a survey; perhaps draw some elevations. I’m an archaeologist – perhaps you remember from my letters? Well – almost. I haven’t actually done any archaeology yet, but I have my degree. I’ve actually just applied for a post at a local museum – a very junior post, of course. It starts in the new year, that’s if I get it, which I ought to if I can show them some study I’ve made while I’m out here; and I really want to …’ She paused for a breath but Maude was looking at her in an unfriendly way, so she held her tongue.


			‘A goodly long list of wants, Miss Seabrook.’ Maude jabbed a finger at Joan, the nail ridged and stained. ‘And may I point out that you are still only a girl?’


			‘I’m almost as old as you were when you first crossed the desert. I’m twenty-six.


			Maude made a grudging sound.


			‘You seem younger. But be that as it may, I fear you’re chasing a dream. You want to follow in my footsteps but what good would it do you? That’s not exploration. That’s not adventure. And it is adventure you want, I think? You must find your own path – you must carve it out, all by yourself. Sultan Said himself crossed the Empty Quarter a few years ago – by motor car. There’s no mystery left there.’ She sounded bitter; she leaned forwards slowly, intently, shaking with the effort. ‘You must be the first. Or it means nothing.’


			‘But that can’t be true! You weren’t the first to cross the Empty Quarter – not the very first, but it still matters that you did it. The desert is vast … and no European has ever explored Fort Jabrin, let alone an archaeologist. The maps don’t even show clearly where it is. But you went there, didn’t you? You’ve seen it.’


			‘A ruin, infested with snakes.’ Maude waved a hand. She patted her clothes as if in search of something. Frowning, agitated. ‘It’s not even that old, only a few hundred years; and there’s no mystery as to where it is. Go down to Bahla and then turn left.’


			‘But it’s rumoured to hold great treasures …’


			‘Don’t be foolish. No Arab ever left abandoned treasure behind. You’re as bad as a Bedouin – they’re obsessed with the idea of buried treasure, you know. All that rubbish you read about desert people only valuing water, not gold. They value water, hospitality, grazing, guns and gold, that’s what they value.’ She counted them off on her fingers. ‘There is no buried treasure, Miss Seabrook.’


			‘But … the place itself is a treasure, don’t you see?’


			‘And how do you propose to travel there, in any case? Foreigners are not allowed east of the Residency in Muscat, or west of the army headquarters at Muttrah. Or outside the limits of the city into the mountains, let alone into the desert … That has always been the case. Sultan Said is a very private man, and he extends that privacy to his entire country. And, correct me if I’m wrong, but isn’t there something of a war going on?’ Maude’s voice had risen; she was almost shouting, though Joan couldn’t tell what had angered her.


			She took a nervous sip of her tea. ‘Not much of a war, really …’ she said. ‘Not compared to the real war; the World War. Mr Gibson calls it “an insurgency”. And it’s only in the mountains now, isn’t it?’ Maude glared at her for a moment and then sat forwards with that gnarled finger outstretched again.


			‘You, Miss Seabrook, are a tourist. Nothing more.’


			


			They sat together for a while, uneasily, and then Maude’s chin dropped onto her chest; she was silent, and Joan was stiff with embarrassment. When Abdullah came in to clear the tea tray he nodded to Joan.


			‘Come,’ he said quietly, as he returned to the top of the stairs. ‘The lady is not used to visitors. She must rest now.’ Gratefully, Joan followed him. Abdullah let her out without a word, but his watchfulness was hard to ignore. Somehow, Joan felt judged; she felt as though she’d fallen short. The sun had sunk towards the horizon but the sky was still light and the canons had not yet fired – the dum dum ceremony that marked the start of the nightly curfew.


			Joan put on her hat and walked the short distance back through the main gate, smiling shyly at the guards as they bobbed their heads and tried out a few words of mangled English on her.


			She stopped a short way into the city. She’d received no invitation to return to Maude Vickery’s home. The disappointment Rory had warned her about washed through her, but she was more disappointed with herself than with Maude. The old explorer was known to be difficult – even in her youth she’d been accused of being hard-headed, tactless and sometimes spectacularly rude; it was all there in her writings, her biographies and collected letters. Joan had been prepared for it, but she’d still been sure she would win her over; she’d been sure that Maude would recognise a kindred spirit. But Joan hadn’t said the right things. She hadn’t impressed her sincerity upon Maude – had not, in fact, impressed her at all. The scorn with which Maude had labelled her tourist had stung by being too close to the mark. Sad and agitated, Joan sat down on a step in the gathering twilight, and watched the passers-by as they hurried to be inside or outside the gate before it was locked. Omani women in their black robes and veils; Baluchi women from the sultan’s territory in northern Pakistan, unveiled, dressed as brightly as flowers; Indians and Persians and the black faces of slaves, like Abdullah. It seemed, in fact, as though there were more foreigners in Muscat than Omanis.


			Evening came early to Oman, just before six o’clock. Even late, the sun was strong, and the temperature, in the high nineties, felt roasting after the cool, wet year they’d had in England. Rory, in particular, had been suffering. His cheeks were constantly ruddy, and he yawned a lot. He was far better suited to winter – a crisp, blowy British winter, when the blush in his cheeks looked healthy rather than infectious. They’d only been in Muscat for three days, after a flight to Cairo with BOAC – Joan’s first ever – a connecting flight to Salalah and a slow chug up the coast by ship.


			‘I wasn’t sure we’d make it,’ said Rory, as they disembarked. ‘You know what they say about BOAC? You’d be Better On A Camel.’ Joan did know, but she also knew he’d been dying to say it. As far as she was concerned, the flight had been magical. She’d glimpsed the pyramids from the tiny window as they’d come in to land at Cairo, and the thrill had sent a shiver through her.


			They hadn’t yet been able to see Joan’s brother, Daniel, at the army base at Bait al Falaj in Muttrah, just around the headland from Muscat. They could either take a boat to get there, or the dirt road that picked a path up the rocky hillside, but either way they had to wait until Daniel was back at base. They’d had word from his commanding officer that he was currently at a post inland, leading mountain reconnaissance patrols. Daniel had explained the insurgency to Joan in a letter, after she’d written to say she was planning to come to Muscat. It had been the main, but not the only, way in which he’d tried to dissuade her.


			Even though Britain has recognised the sultan as the ruler of both Muscat and Oman for a long time, traditionally the sultan ruled Muscat and the coast, and let the imam govern ‘Oman’, the interior – the desert and the mountains. They got along fine like that for generations, but then there was talk of oil in the desert and Sultan Said started to enforce his sovereignty there. There was some serious trouble, but with a bit of help from us, in ’55 Imam Ghalib was forced to abdicate. But he was soon back, with his brother Talib egging him on. Now they’ve fallen back and holed up in the mountains with all their men, and the sultan won’t be happy until we’ve routed every last one of them. So it’s a prickly time, Joanie – and not a good time for you to come out here on holiday. I might not even be able to see you at all – it’s possible I won’t be back at base. There must be somewhere else you’d rather go? Or come next year, if you must, once it’s all over.


			The thought of war scared Joan; his letter had almost caused her to abandon her plan. War meant the feelings she remembered from childhood, of abject fear and constant dread; of a horrible jittering inside that she couldn’t control. But when she’d written to Robert Gibson, her father’s old friend, he’d assured her that the situation barely warranted the term war any more, and that Muscat itself was certainly in no danger. And, besides, Daniel would doubtless be posted elsewhere once the military action was over. Lastly, crucially, there was nowhere else Joan would rather go. Rory had been just as keen to come, and when they’d finally got official permission she hadn’t wanted to wait another day. Life at home had settled into a depressing trudge since her father’s death; the sudden pain of losing him had mellowed to a persistent listlessness, a sadness that made everything an effort. Coming here had been the only way she could think of to reignite life, and she was desperate to see her brother.


			Just then, the drums rolled and the canon sounded; a sudden, booming report that echoed back from the rocks, rumbling on like thunder. Joan picked up her paraffin lamp – it was the law that anyone out after dum dum had to carry one – opened the hatch and fumbled in her satchel for a match. She ought to hurry back; it wasn’t good for a woman to be out after dark, even with the requisite lamp. But she took a moment longer, with the lantern flame hissing faintly in the hush and the gates of Muscat looming up beside her, to remember where she was, and feel the wonder of it again. It was incredible that she was so far from home, in so strange a place; it was incredible that she had already gone farther than either of her parents ever had. Joan was in the place of her dreams, and she would make the best of it, even if that meant adjusting her expectations. Her father had often warned her against having pre-formed ideas of people, of places. Wait and see what you find; don’t go in with a yardstick ready to measure things against. She rose and breathed in the warm air, and a pair of gulls, near luminous white, sailed silently above her head as she set off across the city.


			


			The British Residency occupied one of the largest buildings in Muscat, right at the water’s edge in the far eastern corner of the city, along from the customs building and the sultan’s empty palace. Sultan Said preferred to remain in Salalah, hundreds of miles to the south-west; he hadn’t visited Muscat in years. Vast, pale and square, the Residency was two tall storeys high with a crenellated roof and covered verandas all around. From the separate guest rooms Joan and Rory had been allocated, the view was of the horseshoe-shaped harbour – its glittering green water jostling with boats, its steep rock walls inscribed with ships’ names, daubed there by their crews over the centuries in what the sultan called his visitors’ book.


			Two seventeenth-century forts, built by the Portuguese when they invaded, guarded the harbour entrance – Merani, from which the dum dum canons sounded, and Jalali, the prison fort. Huge and impregnable, gripping its rocky outcrop like a massive barnacle and accessed by a single set of steps carved into the stone, Jalali seemed to loom, overshadowing the Residency. On the first night of their visit Joan had stood at the window and seen a few lights burning inside the fort, reiterating the blackness of the rest. She’d thought she’d caught the stench of human suffering, carried across from it on the wind. One of the servants had said you could sometimes hear the prisoners rattling their chains.


			The Union Jack was hanging limply from the top of the towering flagpole outside the Residency as Joan approached, but when the sea breeze blew, it, and the other flags strung along the guy lines, made a guttering sound like flames. Joan went to the main door and one of the servants let her in with a sketchy bow. Joan blew out her lantern and handed it to him as she pulled off her hat and ran her fingers through her hair. The young man stared at her, and Joan gave him a stilted smile. She wasn’t used to servants, or certain how to speak to them.


			‘Good evening, Amit,’ she said, having made a point of remembering his name. ‘Would it be possible to send up some lemonade, please?’


			‘Lemonade, sahib,’ he echoed her, understanding the pertinent word. Joan crossed the hall and trotted up the stairs. The inside of the building was shaded and full of echoes. The clerks and secretaries who occupied the offices during the day, typing and sifting papers, had finished and gone home, and only those few in residence remained. Joan wished there was more noise to fill the space. It was like the house at home since her father’s death – quiet in a way that seemed stifling, somehow.


			Rory’s bedroom was at the top of the building – on an entirely different floor to Joan’s, which was next door to their hosts’, allowing no chance of illicit visits after lights out. He wasn’t in it, so she went along the corridor to the little bathroom at the end, checked that there was nobody around to see her, and knocked.


			‘Joan?’ Rory’s voice came through the door, so she let herself in. He was in the bath, eyes shut, lying back with his hair in wet, dark curls and a cigarette burning down between the first two fingers of his left hand. Joan knew that the water would be cool, blood temperature, an attempt to quench the heat. She would have locked the door if she was going to have a bath. Rory had never seen her undressed, but it somehow seemed less improper that she should see him. Perhaps because she’d run his bath for him when he’d first come to stay with them, aged eleven; perhaps because he was so comfortable to be seen, even though they wouldn’t sleep together until they were married. Rory was simply comfortable to be naked. They often joked about it, given that he was shy and diffident in other ways. She wished she could be as entirely comfortable with his naked body as he was.


			Joan crossed to Rory and took the cigarette, knocking the ash out of the window before taking a long pull on it. Through the smoke in her eyes her fiancé turned hazy and grey. Her mother hated her smoking, and she hardly ever did; usually only when she needed to feel stronger, or more capable.


			‘Don’t nod off and drown will you, darling? Or set the place on fire,’ she said, smiling as Rory opened one eye.


			‘I wasn’t sleeping, only resting my eyes, and enjoying not feeling as though I’m about to combust. So, how did it go?’ He rolled his head towards her and took back the cigarette when she proffered it. She kissed his damp forehead; he tasted of soap and the hard spring water of Muscat. She dried her mouth on the back of her hand rather than licking her lips. They were being careful only to drink water which had been boiled, but it felt like wiping the kiss away.


			‘It was … difficult.’ She went back to the window and leaned against the sill, with the mauve sky behind her and the sea hoarding the last fragments of light.


			‘Difficult? Oh, bother – not what you’d hoped?’


			‘No, I suppose it wasn’t.’ Joan sighed, feeling her disappointment, her sense of failure. Tourist. She didn’t feel quite up to repeating Maude’s withering assessment of her to Rory. ‘She seemed older than her years, somehow. She seemed to get … confused. And then she fell asleep.’


			‘How old is she?’


			‘Seventy-six.’ Joan knew exactly. She knew Maude Vickery’s birthday, the 25 May, 1882; knew who her parents were and what her schooling had been; her Oxford degree, her travels and writings; all the salient points of her life. Just not how to talk to her, she reflected unhappily. That soft, subtle sadness was back. She gnawed at the skin beside one thumbnail, a bad habit of hers from childhood, searching inside herself for a spark. ‘You should hear the way she speaks … the elocution. So very plummy. Mum would be most impressed, if she heard.’


			‘Come here.’ Rory stood up, water streaming from him. He let the cigarette drop into the bath, stepped out and wrapped a linen towel around his hips. ‘Come here and hug me. You’ve gone flat over it, haven’t you, my darling?’ Joan nodded as he put his arms around her, crushing her cheek to the damp hair on his chest, surrounding her with the wonderful, washed smell of him. This physical intimacy was still new, and half forbidden; a fascinating mixture of comfort and danger.


			‘I’ll rally,’ she said, her voice muffled.


			‘Of course you will.’ He tipped her chin up and kissed her lightly. A chaste but affectionate press of closed lips. ‘You always do.’


			‘You’ll have to put on some clothes before cocktail hour, Rory.’ Joan turned her back as he dried himself, and twisted her engagement ring on her finger. It had been Rory’s grandmother’s – a square topaz and two tiny diamonds on a worn gold band; it fitted her like it had been meant for her all along.


			


			The post of foreign minister had been held by a British man for generations, ever since the first treaties had been signed between Britain and the sultan at the turn of the nineteenth century. Known as wazir, his job was to guide the sultan in all matters of foreign relations and trade; to advise and to counsel, but never to command. And, of course, to keep the British government appraised of it all. Dinner was served at eight o’clock sharp at the Residency, but they gathered at a quarter past seven on the first-floor terrace, where the current wazir, Robert Gibson, poured generous gins topped off with tonic. The terrace was a huge space with potted oleanders six feet high, laden with pink blossom, and a purple bougainvillea cascading from the sloping roof. From it, the view was of a forbidden land, a line none of them could cross without the sultan’s express permission: into the east, beyond the city, past the cape of Ras al Hadd where the coast turned to the south and stretched for hundreds of miles, all the way to Aden by the mouth of the Red Sea. Mountains and desert, dust dry; a salty coastal plain where a brief monsoon touched, every year, and caused flowers to bloom and grass to grow; a land with an ancient heart so foreign and strange that Joan felt hungry staring out at it from the confines of the terrace. Hungry to know it; reluctant to admit that she probably never would.


			She looked across at Rory as he chatted to their hosts, dressed in his summer suit with his damp hair combed back and set; she smiled. He’d surprised her by agreeing to come to Arabia with her so readily. Arabia? Sounds terrific. He knew how long she’d dreamed of making the trip, and how impossible it had always seemed, until that moment. Then they’d joked that the honeymoon usually came after the wedding, but that they were going to do things differently. Rory worked for his father at the modest auction rooms his family had run for generations – selling off unfashionable furniture and clunky bits of silver from the parlours of people’s dead relatives – so it was simple enough for him to ask for time off. And Joan hadn’t worked since she’d lost her job as a secretary at a printing works a month before, for repeatedly being caught reading the books instead of typing up invoices. She and her mother had been living off Olive’s widow’s pension since then, and one of Olive’s objections to her spending her inheritance on an overseas trip was the profligacy of it. That’s six months’ food and heating for the pair of us, gone on a folly! Joan felt guilty whenever she pictured the frightened way her mother fingered each bill that arrived, some of them with ominous red lettering: For Your Urgent Attention. Her father had always handled the family finances; Olive studied the figures intently, with her pen hovering over her chequebook, as if terrified of failing a test of some kind. But, however imprudent it seemed, Joan knew she’d needed to make this trip.


			Rory had asked her before why Arabia – why, of all the many places in the world she hadn’t been, she most wanted to go there. It had been six years ago, before they’d become an item; Rory had come into their cramped front room to sit with Joan while Daniel got changed to go out; she’d been reading Freya Stark’s The Southern Gates of Arabia while some very British rain hit the window in spiteful flurries, with the smell of vinegar and mustard seeds hanging in the air. In the kitchen, where her mother was bottling up the chutney they’d spent all morning making, it was almost too pungent to breathe. When she wasn’t at the riding school, helping out in the hope of a free lesson, Joan spent a lot of time reading about Arabia. On her bedroom walls were a portrait of T. E. Lawrence and pictures of desert sheiks she’d found in old books, instead of magazine clippings of Johnnie Ray. But when Rory asked her why, she’d had to think for a while before she could answer.


			Her father had started it, of course, by reading her tales from The One Thousand and One Nights; but that rainy afternoon, it seemed easier to tell Rory about Aladdin. Aladdin was a horse like none Joan had ever seen before. She and the other muddy stable girls had stood, slack-jawed in awe, as he clattered out of the trailer onto the yard, every muscle fluttering with tension and his tail kinked high over his back as he looked around. His little feet seemed to dance over the concrete. His owner, a neat, haughty girl called Annabelle, made it very clear that Broadbrook Stables was just a stop-gap until she could find more suitable accommodation for her horse – somewhere with less barbed wire and baler twine; fewer puddles; fewer ponies that nipped.


			Aladdin’s coat was bright chestnut – the colour of fire; he had a long mane, a white stripe down his sculpted face and crescent-shaped ears that nearly touched at the tips when he pricked them up. He was by far the most beautiful creature Joan had ever seen, and when Annabelle told her that he was a pure-bred Arabian, she knew that Arabia had to be every bit as wonderful as she’d ever imagined it. It was a place where you galloped towards a shimmering horizon, rather than trotted in circles in a soggy field with a view of the hairy rump in front of you; a place where you wore silk next to your skin instead of a damp, itchy jumper; where there was no mud, no rain, no slumped grey skies or snoozing suburban streets. Clean, warm, beautiful; entirely wholly other than life as she knew it. And Joan was just beginning to realise how very much she wanted life to be other than she knew it.


			A loud laugh from Robert Gibson brought her out of the past. At his request Joan had put aside the slacks she preferred and changed into a dress for the evening – a simple linen shift with a green plastic belt. Her leather sandals had a thick strap and buckle that reminded her of school days, and were hardly elegant, but her mother had chosen them for her as a going-away present and she hadn’t had the heart to protest. Here in Oman they seemed more fitting, somehow, and a little less graceless. And she always felt rather like a schoolgirl next to the man she called Uncle Bobby, anyway. Robert Gibson was a huge man, always immaculate; leonine, with light green eyes and a moustache of extravagant blonde bristles going up into the nostrils of a broad nose that barely narrowed at the bridge. His hair was thinning and turning white, and he combed it back close to his scalp. The only reason he wasn’t her godfather was because David Seabrook had been a devout atheist, and hadn’t wanted either Joan or Daniel christened.


			Robert had a habit of standing by Joan’s side, putting one huge arm around her shoulders and squeezing until she felt her joints creak in protest. He’d done it just the other night, when they’d first been reunited. Her earliest memory of him was of just such a hug, and how alarming it had been – she’d only been five, and her father had laughed at the shocked expression on her face. If Robert had had three or more drinks he would straighten up to his full height as he did it, so that Joan’s feet dangled off the floor. It was a hug better suited to a child than to a woman, but Joan still enjoyed it. She didn’t like to think that there was no trace of her father left in the universe, which is what he’d believed happened after death. Perhaps there were a few dusty elements in the ash that her mother kept on the mantelpiece at home, in a maudlin ebony box flanked by candles, but there was nothing of his essence there, nothing of his soul. Somehow, it felt as though something of him remained in his oldest friend, Robert, and the rough hugs he gave.


			Robert’s wife, Marian, was tall and square-shouldered, with a strong face marred by horsey teeth. She always wore her fair hair back in an Alice band; always wore pink lipstick and shoes every bit as sensible as Joan’s sandals. She was so entirely respectable, so very much as expected, that Joan sometimes didn’t notice whether she was in the room or not. They each took a brimming glass from Robert, who moved his large form with exaggerated care so as not to slop, and settled themselves into patio chairs.


			‘Chin-chin,’ said Robert, raising his glass. Beyond the weak electric light of the terrace, the night was navy blue, not yet black. The sea was tame and drowsy down in the harbour, and the soft wash of it was a constant sound. The first sip of the gin made Joan shudder slightly, and numbed her tongue. Then it went down very easily. Marian’s sip was more of a swig, and there was a visible melting of tension in her shoulders as she swallowed.


			‘Now, Joan, let’s hear it. How was the great Maude Vickery?’ said Robert.


			‘Well …’ Joan paused, considering what and what not to say. ‘She was tiny. Quite the smallest woman I’ve ever seen. A little testy. Rather … eccentric perhaps. But no less great for all that, I’m sure.’ She took another sip of her gin during the expectant pause that followed.


			‘But … that can’t be it, surely?’ Robert sounded incredulous. ‘Joan, we’ve heard nothing but Maude Vickery this and Maude Vickery that since you got here! Now you’ve finally met her and all you have to say about it is that she’s small and bad-tempered?’ He laughed.


			‘What was her house like?’ said Marian.


			‘Not as grand as I’d thought it might be … Well, it was filthy, actually.’ Joan took another mouthful of gin. It was already cantering through her bloodstream, bringing a feeling of warmth and courage. ‘She has a pet gazelle, and two salukis, and … well, there was an awful lot of muck everywhere.’


			‘Oh, good gracious, not really?’ said Marian. ‘Surely she has people to clean up? And who on earth keeps a pet gazelle?’


			‘And she has a slave,’ Joan continued.


			‘Does she now?’ Robert raised his blonde brows. ‘Well, slavery here is not quite as we know it – not these days anyway. Those slaves that remain here were generally born into it, and often they’re a part of the family. But, next time you go, tell the chap he’s only to nip along and touch the flagpole in the courtyard out there, and he’s a free man. That’s the law.’


			‘Well, Maude’s in a wheelchair, so there’d be nothing stopping him.’


			‘Oh dear, poor woman,’ said Marian vaguely.


			‘I didn’t realise she’d got so frail,’ said Robert. ‘Perhaps I ought to inform the sultan. I know he was rather interested in her, at one time. Then again, perhaps I oughtn’t to interfere; clearly the woman likes her privacy. She’s turned down every dinner invite I’ve ever sent, and every one my predecessor sent, as I understand it.’


			‘Well, she didn’t seem the overly social sort,’ said Joan.


			


			When they rose to decamp to the dinner table, Robert fell into step beside Joan, touching her arm lightly to draw her back. In spite of his size, or perhaps because of it, he had a great delicacy about him, though he was ripe with citronella oil to keep the flies away.


			‘My dear girl,’ he said softly. ‘I have no wish to upset you, but I’ve wanted to ask how you are. How you’re … coping, I mean. You were so close to dear David. The past year must have been a very difficult one.’


			‘Yes.’ Instantly, Joan switched her attention to her sense of loss. It was a bit like a dense lump in her gut that never went away, or shrank; it felt more or less the same size and shape now as it had just a week after his death, when she’d finally accepted he was gone. She thought of it as a kind of handicap that she was learning to function around, and found that if she focused her thoughts on other things, she could ignore it. She was getting so good at it that she sometimes forgot he was gone until, for whatever reason, the knowledge reasserted itself with a sudden shock of pain. She shrugged slightly, feeling ill-equipped to explain all that. ‘I’m all right, I suppose. I miss him horribly. We all do. But one must …’


			‘Mosey on?’ Robert smiled kindly. It had been one of her father’s favourite expressions.


			‘What choice is there, really?’ said Joan. She thought of her mother, who’d cracked when her husband died, and had seemed ready to fly apart ever since. She seemed to be getting progressively fainter in the world, when she’d been at best a tentative presence in the first place. ‘I find it helps to try to think what Dad would have wanted us to do.’


			‘Yes, very good. That’s just the ticket. And what about your mother? You’ve a good dose of your father’s resilience in you, which I fear Olive lacks.’


			‘Yes. She’s still not herself,’ was all Joan could say. She pictured the watery smile her mother had worn – a poor facsimile of stoicism – as Joan had packed her things to come to Muscat. Try as she might, Joan couldn’t help feeling a faint, guilty flare of exasperation. Her mother’s pain had begun to feel like chains, marooning her at home and in childhood when the rest of the world was carrying on around her. Robert patted her shoulder with his huge paw.


			‘Time is a great healer, but such a loss will leave a permanent scar. All you can do is try to help her heal. And to forgive her for it,’ he said. Joan glanced at him with the unsettling notion that he’d read her thoughts. His look was steady and knowing, but offered no judgement. Joan felt her face grow hot.


			‘Yes. Of course,’ she said.


			‘And you’re quite right. Onwards. You’ve a wedding to plan, and we must take comfort in remembering your father as he was. Did I ever tell you about the time he and I sneaked into the master’s wine cellar at school?’


			‘Yes,’ Joan said, smiling. ‘But tell me again.’


			


			Maude returned as the topic of conversation during dinner, and as they talked about her past glories Joan started to forget how strange and awkward the actual meeting had been, and began to remember how important Maude had always been to her. She’d first heard about her in a short chapter in a book about pioneering women – alongside Gertrude Bell and Amelia Edwards and Alexandra David-Neel. She’d been drawn to the photographs of her – a tiny, plain woman with a hooked nose and a fierce expression, posing for a studio portrait with obvious impatience. From a young age, Maude Vickery had travelled alone in some of the wildest parts of the Middle East, to sites of ancient civilisation. She’d published books of her travels, and become a respected classicist and translator in both Persian and Arabic. She was the first woman ever to cross the Empty Quarter of Arabia, via one the hardest routes imaginable, through the dunes of Uruq al Shaiba; but the achievement had been forgotten about because she’d come in second, by a matter of weeks, to her friend and rival Nathaniel Elliot, who was far more famous – he was male, after all, and his career had spanned a lifetime. After being pipped at the post, Maude Vickery had disappeared into obscurity for a number of years, before emerging in Muscat and publishing some translations of classical Persian poetry again. She never wrote about her crossing of the desert, beyond a short article for the Royal Geographical Society, published years after the event.


			Joan had wanted to ask Maude about that – why she hadn’t written a book about her greatest journey. She’d wanted to ask her about being a woman in a man’s world, in an era when that was even truer than now; she’d wanted to ask how Maude had ever managed to convince the Bedouin to take her into the desert. There was so much she’d wanted to ask but hadn’t. She ate a plate of roast lamb chops and leathery roast potatoes, an ersatz English dish that hadn’t translated well into Arabic, and decided that she could choose. She could choose to be defeated and disappointed; to eat fake European food, to stay close to the Residency under Uncle Bobby’s wing – and until recently that was probably exactly what she would have done – or she could choose to do it differently. Be brave, her father would have told her. He’s said it on her first day of school; and when she hadn’t wanted to go to a birthday party; and when they’d moved her onto a bigger pony for her riding lessons; and when she’d left home for university. Be brave; when on each occasion she’d been fearful of the change, afraid of putting herself forward. She would go back to Maude’s house, perhaps in a day or two so as not to seem too pushy. She would go back and try again; she felt she had to, if things were going to change. If the way she felt was going to change, if life was. The last shreds of her despondency burned away like early morning mist.


			Robert interrupted her thoughts, tapping the tip of his knife on the edge of her plate.


			‘By the way, little Joan, I had some news today that might interest you.’


			‘Yes?’


			‘Yes. It seems that brother of yours is back at the base. We can go along tomorrow, if you’d like.’ He smiled, pleased by her sharp intake of breath and dawning smile.


			‘You’ve had a message from him? And you waited until dessert to tell me, you wicked man!’


			‘Well, I didn’t want the excitement to ruin your appetite.’


			‘Uncle Bobby, I’m not twelve any more.’


			‘So you aren’t excited? How disappointing.’


			‘Oh, stop it; of course I’m excited! It’s wonderful news. And we’ll go tomorrow – you promise?’ She couldn’t help smiling, even though a knot of unease appeared in her gut, and sent a strange tingle over her skin.


			Under the table, Rory squeezed her hand. He knew how much her brother meant to her, especially now. He knew she feared Daniel’s long absences, and the dangers he faced in the line of duty. Daniel had gone straight into Sandhurst at the age of eighteen, and straight from there to Malaya to fight the communists, where he’d remained until he was posted to the Suez War in 1956, and to Oman in ’57. Joan and her parents had been delighted to know he was that much closer to home, but still. To Joan, he always seemed horribly far away, and even Rory didn’t know about the dreams she had, of Daniel shot, Daniel blown up by a mine, Daniel crushed by a rolling jeep; or that when she woke from these dreams the pain that lingered, just for a minute, was the most frightening thing she’d ever known.


			‘Promises aren’t necessary; we’ll go,’ said Robert. ‘I have meetings in the morning, but then we’ll head over for lunch. The food’s jolly good in the officers’ mess – delicacies unimagined around here.’ Robert poked disconsolately at the hard-centred potatoes on his plate. ‘Marian, you really must stop trying to turn the kitchens here into the Dog and Duck in Putney. It just won’t wash.’


			‘I just get so sick of those spices all the time … all that flavour,’ said Marian wanly.


			‘I’d go if they only served bread and water, if Dan will be there,’ said Joan.


			‘Of course you would. As would we all.’ Marian patted her hand. Her eyes were a little pink, as were her cheeks; her whole face had coloured to match her lipstick, which made her look a bit blurred. But she was all surface, it seemed to Joan; she had a hard varnish, and it was difficult to imagine scratching that surface to get at what was underneath – at what it was that made her drink. Joan suspected boredom.


			‘Poor Dan. I’m going to hug him madly in front of all the men, and they’ll chaff him for it afterwards. But I’ll do it anyway,’ she said.


			


			She and Rory sat up later than Robert and Marian, with a servant by the door to chaperone them even though they sat tactfully at either end of a sofa. The room was lit by dim electric bulbs which dipped and flickered now and then, with the vagaries of the generator, and there was an oil lamp on the table in front of them as a precaution. The Residency was of a style typical in Oman, the rooms laid out as a square around a central space that reached all the way up to the roof, into which the heat could rise and dispel so that the lower floors were bearably cool. The decor, however, was pure England. The same kind of Oriental rug Joan was used to seeing at home, dotted with polished mahogany furniture from before the war. There was even a drinks cabinet disguised as a huge globe, and unflattering portraits of Queen Elizabeth and Prince Philip, and of sultans old and new, flanked by rifles on the walls. Ceremonial Omani rifles, perhaps, but the effect was much the same. The sofas were Ercol; the bed and wardrobe in Joan’s room were Waring & Gillow. If it weren’t for the high white walls, the oil lamps and the taste and feel of the air, they could have been in Bedford. Again, Joan felt the tug of all the places she could not go, out there, almost within reach; she had the nagging feeling that she wasn’t trying hard enough.


			Rory was happier in the cool of the evening; he lost the waxy sheen of sweat, though there were still deep shadows under his eyes. In an effort to sleep better he hadn’t had any of the strong Omani coffee all day, even though he loved it.


			‘I hope you get some proper rest tonight, Rory,’ said Joan. She wanted to take his hand, and had to keep reminding herself not to. The feel of his wide, solid palm beneath her fingers was instantly reassuring, like holding onto the bannister at the top of steep stairs. They had been together for five years, and engaged for two – long enough for it to have bedded in as a constant state, rather than as a prelude to something further. Now and then Joan fretted about the delay in setting a wedding date, and worried at it, but it had hardened off just like Marian, and it was difficult to get to the root cause of it. Part of her didn’t want to dig too deeply, in case she found out, and didn’t like the reason.


			‘I hope you sleep at all. You must be desperate for tomorrow to come,’ he said.


			‘Yes.’ She smiled. ‘I can’t wait. Dear Dan. He’ll be in army mode, you know, all efficient and proper. And he’ll get cross with me when I over-enthuse but I won’t be able to help it.’


			‘He’ll expect nothing less from you. But he’ll probably be exhausted; he’s been on active duty, don’t forget.’


			‘I know,’ said Joan, stung to be reminded. ‘Of course I know. But we haven’t seen each other in five months. Five months! It’s far too long.’


			‘Well, at least it’ll be one meeting that can’t possibly disappoint,’ said Rory, smiling.


			‘Yes, Daniel never disappoints me,’ said Joan, and only in the pause afterwards heard the criticism that could be construed there, though she hadn’t intended it. Or she didn’t think she had. Rory reached forwards for his teacup, though he’d drained it minutes before, and Joan sat silent, caught between reassuring him and letting the comment pass, paralysed by indecision. In the end Rory took a breath and stood up.


			‘Well, the sooner to bed the sooner it’ll be morning. Just like Christmas,’ he said, smiling again, with only the slightest trace of reserve in his eyes. Relieved, Joan stood as well. She felt the dazzle of her dreams of Arabia, not yet extinguished, still within her reach if she stretched for them; she felt the presence of her brother close by, safe and alive, and she let herself be happy about that, even though she was worried too. Even though there was something she knew she must ask Daniel, and she was dreading having to.


		


	

		

			Lyndhurst, Hampshire, 1890


			It was the regular, hollow tick of the clock that Maude really couldn’t stand. She’d tried every far corner of Marsh House – from the vaulted wine cellars to the warren of servants’ rooms up under the eaves – but, however impossible it should have been, it seemed she could always hear it. It interrupted her games and daydreams with a nagging reminder of piano scales and interminable maths lessons, and the way time could thicken and become dismally long and slow. Time was long and slow that day, too. The ticking made the very air heavy; it made her itch like gnat bites, impossible to be rid of. She tugged crossly at her clothes now and then, where they pinched under her arms and pulled across her shoulders. It was June, but outside the world dripped beneath a sagging grey sky. It had rained steadily since breakfast; all the windows were closed and the smell of toast and kippers lingered on the stairs and in the hall, and everything was hushed and subdued. Maude had been forbidden to go outside, even to play in the greenhouses or to ride her pony. Now and then she heard the burbling peal of a blackbird attempting to be merry out in the drenched lilacs, but it only seemed to make the stillness inside worse.


			Her father was up in London – doing something important at the Foreign Office, Maude wasn’t sure exactly what – and her mother was sitting in the parlour, running her fingers through her silks and pricking out her next piece of needlepoint. Maude guessed there must be days when her mother didn’t feel like doing needlepoint, but she couldn’t remember when that had last been. The gravity of a piece of news, the importance of a particular guest, the severity of a child’s misdemeanour – all of these were measured by whether or not they could induce Antoinette Vickery to put aside her needle and frame. Antoinette’s eyes were so often cast down at her work, focused upon it, that their direct gaze was a startling thing. Those eyes were unsettling in a way that made Maude want to study them and hide from them at the same time. They were like polished stones, or something glimpsed at the bottom of a rock pool; there was something beautiful but odd about them. Their gaze was always fleeting, but they gave Maude the worrying feeling that her mother was made of entirely different stuff to her. She sometimes dawdled on the threshold of whatever room Antoinette was in, fidgeting, shifting her weight, tortured by the need to be noticed but too uncertain to make a sound.


			At eight years of age Maude remained the size of a child of six, which was useful for hide and seek but far less so for climbing trees or being taken seriously by her brothers, Francis and John, who were four and five years older than her respectively. They called her Scrap, and liked to put things out of her reach, throw things to and fro above her head, and sling her across their shoulders to spin her until she turned green. You’re not going to cry, are you, Scrap? But their father, if he overheard, would often say: Nonsense; Maude’s tougher than the pair of you, which made her thrill inside. The boys were coming home from school for the summer that very day, and Maude could hardly keep a lid on her excitement. Their imminent arrival, as much as the quiet and the rain, was what was slowing down time. Maude began to feel nervous. After their long absences from her life she always felt shy and afraid to be reunited with John and Francis. Their faces always changed during term time, and they got taller, so that at first they seemed like a pair of strange boys and not her brothers at all. It didn’t usually last for long – within half an hour or so they’d have pulled the ribbons out of her hair and hidden her shoes, and made everything entirely normal again.


			At two fifteen, Maude heard Thorpe go out in the trap to collect the boys from their train. Her stomach gave a twist and she ran to the hallway window to watch him disappear beneath the willows by the front gate, which trailed their sodden branches right down to the ground. Maude wondered how long it would take for the gardens to consume Marsh House; for the house to be invaded by trees and vines, and covered, and forgotten about – like she and everyone in it seemed forgotten about. Quite a long time, she decided. It was a very large house. The sound of hooves and cartwheels soon faded. Then, at a loss as to what to do with herself in the forty minutes or so it might take Thorpe to return, Maude quickly rehearsed her starting position – how she would receive the boys. She decided to stand at the foot of the stairs with a book in her hand and her face neatly composed, with the portraits of all their ancestors peering down from the walls behind her. She might wear an absent smile, like a grown-up, as though she’d forgotten they were due and wasn’t in the least bit excited or afraid.


			Next she went into the library, took her father’s copy of the Fortnightly Review from his desk and climbed the ladder to the narrow mezzanine that ran around three sides of the room. In one corner was a flattened old cushion where Maude often brought herself to read. She flung herself down inelegantly, sneezing on the rising dust, and blocked out the sound of the clock by humming the tune to ‘Greensleeves’, which her piano tutor had been doggedly attempting to teach her. She studied her nerves, which her father had taught her was the best way to conquer them, and was honest enough with herself to admit that what she feared most about the boys’ arrival was that it meant the countdown had begun to them leaving again – to Maude being left behind again. She hated it with a kind of futile desperation that made her gouge her fingernails into the heels of her hands.


			Chewing one thumbnail, she opened the Fortnightly Review and concentrated on reading. Her father approved when she read things that should have been far too difficult for her, so Maude practised diligently in his absence. She sometimes needed the dictionary open next to the book itself, but once she’d learned a word she never forgot it. It was the same with French and German and Latin, and she couldn’t understand why her brothers struggled so with the conjugation of verbs. ‘Of all the places in the world,’ she read, ‘Muscat has the reputation of being the hottest, facing as it does the Indian Ocean, and protected from every cooling breeze by rugged volcanic hills without a blade of cultivation upon them …’ The article was full of odd-sounding names, of both people and places, and words she had to look up, like autocratic, and condign. She read of masked women and thronging bazaars full of strange peoples and things; she read of exotic diseases and wondered what they might look and smell like – guinea worm and Gulf fever, and button boils. Gradually, as she read, the ticking stopped. The rain receded, and she stopped smelling kippers and smelled attar of roses instead, and incense, and the raw stink of blood on a butcher’s block in a hot, dusty place. She was so wholly transported that the slamming of the front door caused her heart to flap wildly in her chest. Her brothers were home, and she’d missed her chance to pose at the foot of the stairs as they came in. Disappointment and panic rushed in and tightened her throat.


			Maude waited, ears craned as the boys clattered into the parlour and were greeted with a vague noise of pleasure by Antoinette; as they thundered up the stairs, briefly, and then into the kitchens – always hungry, always impatient. They seemed to make more noise than two boys alone ought to have been able to make. Faintly, she heard cook’s raucous laugh – she loved the boys’ cheek and their greediness, though she pretended not to. Unable to keep reading, Maude stared at the page in front of her, listening and waiting; hoping her brothers would come to find her and not just disappear into the billiards room, or stay and sit with their mother to tell her, one talking over the other, everything they’d seen and heard and done; to make plans for the holidays, pointlessly, since nothing would be decided until their father was home. But whatever it was they were doing, they weren’t coming to find their little sister. Maude hated to feel sorry for herself. She refused to, and chewed her lower lip instead, until it started to swell up and she could taste a little blood, and thought she’d better stop. The minutes passed and became a long, torturous half-hour, and she decided she would just have to stay up on the mezzanine for ever because she was too hurt and angry to ever go down and remind John and Francis of her existence.


			


			Some time later she heard the parlour maid, Clara, calling her to have tea. Her stomach rumbled in response but she still couldn’t go down. Her legs were stiff and tired from sitting on the floor, and she had pins and needles in her left foot, but she huddled back against the shelves in misery, nurturing her wounded pride. She couldn’t possibly see her brothers again. She tried to imagine a way: she would have to be as entirely aloof, as wholly indifferent to them as they had proved themselves to be to her. It wouldn’t be so hard – just then, she hated them both. The summer holidays would be long and boring and lonely if she refused to play with them, or if they refused to include her in their adventures. Despair made her start chewing her lip again, and then the library door opened with its faint groan, and hope flooded her. She picked up the journal and buried her face in it. Her cheeks began to burn as she heard the ladder creak, and footsteps on the mezzanine. Someone had finally come to get her, and had known where to look. She was desperate to know if it was Francis, her youngest brother, or John, the eldest, but she couldn’t look. Somehow, for reasons that were now too complex for her to unpick, she didn’t dare.


			The boy sat down beside her with a slight sigh, bashing his knee against hers. From the corner of her eye she saw long black socks smudged with dust; short, grey flannel school trousers and scuffed shoes. Without needing to see more she knew it was neither of her brothers. Nathaniel Elliot, who was twelve, the same as Francis, somehow occupied his space in the world differently to the Vickery boys. He was the son of her father’s good friend, Colonel Henry Thomas Elliot, who’d been killed in Africa by naked, spear-wielding savages – a fact that Maude found so wildly interesting she had trouble remembering that it was in fact a tragedy and a terrible crime. Nathaniel’s mother was frail and had retired to Nice for her health, and Nathaniel’s visits to her seafront apartment there were generally brief. She fed him lobster, oysters and champagne and let him sit up until the early hours with her friends as they drank and smoked and played cards; then, after a handful of days, she told him she was exhausted with him and sent him back to England. He had an aunt in London, but he often came to stay at Marsh House instead of troubling her or haunting the barren corridors of the empty school. Maude never knew he was coming until he arrived. When he came from his mother he was pink-eyed and puffy and restlessly argumentative, as though he was sickening for something. When he came from school he was calmer and looked healthier, but was quieter too – more self-contained.


			Maude felt herself relax. Nathaniel owed her nothing, and vice versa. They were regulated by the decorum of being unrelated; he was closer to being a friend to her, albeit a distant one, since their four-year age difference was an almost insurmountable gulf and he was, after all, a boy. He smelled faintly of shoe polish, stale socks and mint. There was a pause, and then Maude said: ‘You’d better not be too late for tea, or my brothers will have eaten everything.’ She still hadn’t looked up from the journal so she snatched a glance now. Nathaniel was smaller than both of her brothers; he was narrow and supple and his feet looked too big for the rest of him because his shins were razor sharp. His face was pale and nondescript, and thin like the rest of him – especially his nose – but his eyes had something keen about them, some quality that seemed to see more, and reveal less, than other people’s eyes. They were dark brown like his hair.


			‘Hello, Maude,’ he said.


			‘Hello.’


			‘I thought I might find you here, stuck in a book. Or a very serious journal.’ He gave the corner of the page a flick. Maude shrugged.


			‘There wasn’t much else to do today,’ she said, in an offhand manner.


			‘Don’t you want to say hello to John and Francis?’ he asked. Maude shrugged again, not quite trusting herself to speak. ‘Besides, you’re just as likely to miss out on tea as I am. And there are crumpets.’ All the impossibility of her situation dawned on Maude again, and a tremor went through the journal she was holding before she could stop it. She felt Nathaniel’s scrutiny and the slight pressure of his puzzlement. ‘What are you reading about, anyway?’


			‘I’m reading about the British Protectorate of Muscat and Oman,’ she said, a touch haughtily.
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