

[image: ]





Iain Banks sprang to widespread and controversial public notice with the publication of his first novel, The Wasp Factory, in 1984. Since then he has gained enormous and popular critical acclaim with further works of both fiction and science fiction, all of which are available in either Abacus or Orbit paperbacks. In 1993 he was acknowledged as one of the Best of Young British Writers. In 1996 his number one bestseller, The Crow Road was adapted for television. The Times has acclaimed Iain Banks ‘the most imaginative British novelist of his generation’.

Iain Banks lives in Fife, Scotland




By Iain Banks

THE WASP FACTORY
WALKING ON GLASS
THE BRIDGE
ESPEDAIR STREET
CANAL DREAMS
THE CROW ROAD
COMPLICITY
WHIT
A SONG OF STONE
THE BUSINESS
DEAD AIR
THE STEEP APPROACH TO GARBADALE
 



And as Iain M. Banks

CONSIDER PHLEBAS
THE PLAYER OF GAMES
USE OF WEAPONS
THE STATE OF THE ART
AGAINST A DARK BACKGROUND
FEERSUM ENDJINN
EXCESSION
INVERSIONS
LOOK TO WINDWARD
THE ALGEBRAIST
MATTER 






 
 
 

 
Canal Dreams

 

 
IAIN BANKS

 
 
Hachette Digital

www.littlebrown.co.uk






 
Published by Hachette Digital 2008


 
Copyright © Iain Banks 1989


 
The moral right of the author has been asserted.


 
All characters in this publication are fictitious  
and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead,  
is purely coincidental.



 
All rights reserved. 
No part of this publication may be reproduced, 
stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any 
form or by any means, without the prior 
permission in writing of the publisher, nor be 
otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover 
other than that in which it is published and 
without a similar condition including this 
condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.


 
A CIP catalogue record for this book 
is available from the British Library.


 
ISBN 978 0 7481 0987 6


 
This ebook produced by JOUVE, FRANCE


 
Hachette Digital
An imprint of
Little, Brown Book Group
100 Victoria Embankment
London EC4Y 0DY


 




 
An Hachette UK Company





For Ken Macleod




DEMURRAGE


demŭ’rrage n. Rate or amount payable to shipowner by charterer for failure to load or discharge ship within time allowed; similar charge on railway trucks or goods; such detention, delay. [f. OF demo(u)rage (demorer, as DEMUR see -AGE)]
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1: Fantasia del Mer


tic tic tic tic . . . Tiny noises of compression, sounding through her skull.

She’d been alarmed, the first time she’d heard them, over the noise of her breathing and the tinny wheezes of the scuba gear which sat on her back, wrapping its plastic limbs round her and jamming rubber and metal into her mouth. Now she just listened to the ticking noises, imagining they were the signature of some erratic internal metronome; the unsteady beats of a tiny, bony heart.

The noises were her skull’s reaction to the increasing weight of water above her as she dived, descending from the unsteady mirror of the surface, through the warm waters of the lake, to the muddy floor and the stumps of the long-dead trees.

She had held a skull once, and seen the minute fissures marking its surface; tiny hairline cracks stretching from side to side and end to end, jagged valleys on an ivory planet. They were called sutures. Plates of bone grew and met while the baby was still in the womb. The bones jammed together and locked, but left one area free so that the infant’s head could pass through its mother’s pelvis, producing the spot on a baby’s head which remained soft and vulnerable until the  bones had clasped there too, and the brain was safe, locked in behind its wall.

When she’d first heard the noises in her head, she’d thought it was caused by those bone-plates in her skull pressing harder in against each other, and the noise travelling through those bones to her ears . . . but then Philippe had disillusioned her; it was the sinuses which produced the faint, irregular clicking sounds.

It came again, like some slow abacus. tic tic tic . . .

She pinched her nose and blew, equalising the pressure on either side of her eardrums.

Deeper; she followed Philippe down, keeping his slowly stroking flippers a couple of metres in front of her, conscious of her rhythm matching his, her legs moving through the water in time to Philippe’s. His white legs looked like stocky, strangely graceful worms; she laughed into the mouthpiece. The mask pressed harder into her face as they continued down. tic tic . . .


Philippe began to level out. She could see the lake floor clearly now; a crumpled, grey landscape fading slowly away into the gloom. The old tree stumps poked up through the mud, flat eruptions of drowned life. Philippe looked round briefly at her, and she waved, then levelled out too, to follow him along the water-buried surface of the land, over the sliced trunks and the slow bursts of mud produced by his flippers. tic.


The pressures equalised, the column of water above her and the fluids and gases of her body achieving a temporary equilibrium. The warm water moved against her skin in silky folds, and her hair ruffled behind her in the slipstream of her body, stroking the nape of her neck.

Settled into the pace of swimming, balanced and lulled, flying slowly over the slow settlement of a near-century,  following the just-tangible turbulence of the man’s wake, she let her mind wander.

She felt - as she always did, down here - untied from the commonality of breath that was the air above. Here, however briefly, she was free. It was a freedom with its own many and precise rules - of times and depths, atmospheres and experience, maintained equipment and weights of air - and it was a freedom purchased through surrender to the technology that was strapped to her back (clicking and hissing and burbling) but it was freedom. The air in the mouthpiece tasted of it.

Under the waves, with the skull adjusted. Headlong through the warm waters, like an easy and continual birth. Swimming like flying; the one buoyant image of her fear she could accept.

This had been rainforest; the trees had grown in the wind and the sunlight, and trawled the air for clouds and mist. Now they were gone, long turned to planks and rafters and ribs and seats. Perhaps some of the great trees were pulped, and became paper; perhaps some were turned into sleepers for the railways that helped the canal be built; perhaps some formed the buildings in the Zone, and perhaps some became small ships; boats that had plied the lakes. Sunk, their waterlogged timbers would nestle in these shaded depths, rejoined.

Maybe some became musical instruments; a cello, even! She laughed to herself again.

She listened for more tics, but heard none.

She followed the man. In a few strokes and kicks, she knew, she could pass and out-distance him. She was stronger than he knew, perhaps she was even stronger than he was . . . but he was younger; he was a man, and proud. So she let him lead.

In a few minutes, hypnotically over the drowned forest,  they came to what had once been a road. Philippe stopped briefly, treading water over the muddied track, raising clouds of soft grime beneath him while he studied the plastic-wrapped map. She drifted near by, watching his bubbles wobble their way to the surface. His breath.

He put the map back under his T-shirt, nodded down the road and set off. She kept pace. She knew the gesture he’d just made, and knew the sort of grunt that accompanied it; she imagined she’d heard it translated through the water. She followed him, thinking dreamily of whale songs.

Before they found the village, they heard the noise of an engine. She heard it first, and hardly thought about it, though some part of her was trying to analyse the noise, put a name and a key to it. She realised it was engine noise just as Philippe stopped in front of her, looking around and up, and holding his breath. He gestured to his ears, looking at her; she nodded. They stared up.

The shadow of the boat’s hull went past, not overhead but a few tens of metres to their right; a long dark shape dragging a twisted thread of bubbles after it. The noise of its passing grew, peaked, then fell away. She looked at Philippe once the boat had passed, and he shrugged; he pointed down the road again. She hesitated, then nodded.

She followed Philippe, but the mood was different now. Something in her wanted to go back to the Gemini. The inflatable they’d set out from was moored a hundred metres away, in roughly the direction the boat had been heading. She had wondered if the noise of the boat would alter after they’d passed, telling her it had slowed and stopped at the Gemini - after all, it might look as though it had been abandoned - but the boat seemed to have continued on beyond that, heading for the middle of the lake and the ships anchored there.

She wanted to go back, to return to the Gemini and then  to the ships; to find out what that boat was doing, and who was on it.

She didn’t know why she felt so nervous, so suddenly full of a low, nagging dread. But the feeling was there. The war might be coming to touch them at last.

The drowned road dipped, and they followed it. tic tic she heard, diving deeper. tic tic, as they swam towards the ruins.

 
When Hisako Onoda was six her mother took her to a concert in Sapporo; the NHK Orchestra playing works by Haydn and Handel. Hisako Onoda was a restless, occasionally recalcitrant child and her weary mother suspected she’d have to remove the squirming, wriggling, and quietly but insistently complaining child before the end of the first piece, but she didn’t. Hisako Onoda sat still, looked straight ahead at the stage, didn’t rustle her bag of taka rabukoro, and - instead, incredibly - listened.

When the concert was over she didn’t clap with everybody else, but started eating the deep-fried tofu in the bag instead. Meanwhile her mother stood up with everybody else, clapping brightly and happily with small, fast movements of her hands, blinking furiously and gesturing to Hisako to stand and applaud too. The child did not stand, but sat looking around at the politely enthusiastic adults towering everywhere about her with an expression somewhere between mystification and annoyance. When the applause faded at last, Hisako Onoda pointed to the stage and told her mother, ‘I would like one, please.’

Her mother thought - for one confused moment - that her seemingly gifted but undeniably troublesome and disobedient daughter wanted a Western symphony orchestra of her own. It was some time before she was able, through patient questioning, to discover that what the child wanted was a cello.

The drowned village was wrapped in weeds and mud, like tendrils of some solid, cloying mist. The roofs had all collapsed, caved in on their timbers, tiles lying scattered and ruffled-looking under the wrapping of grey mud. She thought the houses looked small and pathetic. Floating over a broken street, she was reminded of a row of rotten teeth.

The church was the largest building. Its roof seemed to have been removed; there was no wreckage inside the shell. Philippe swam down into it, and trod water above the flat stone table that had been the altar, raising lazy clouds of dust about him like slow smoke. She swam through a narrow window and rubbed one of the walls, wondering if there were any paintings under the film of mud. The wall was dull white, though, unmarked.

She watched Philippe investigate the niches in the wall behind the altar, and tried to imagine the church full of people. The sunlight must have shone on its roof and through the windows, and the people in their Sunday best must have trooped in here, and sung, and listened to the priest, and filed out again, and the place must have been cool in the summer heat, and white and clean. But it was difficult to imagine. The thickness of the underwater light, the monotonous ubiquity of the grey mud, the enfolding quietness of the place, somehow denied the past that had brought the village and the church into existence; it was as though it had always been like this, was always meant to be like this, and the chatter and light of the village - when only the wind had flowed down these streets and around these walls - had been a dream; a brief, breezy, immature little life, before the burying permanence of the water extinguished it.

The noise of an engine drilled through her thoughts. The sound was far away, just audible, and soon faded. She imagined the faint grumble echoing off the muddy walls of the  drowned church’s shell, the only vestige of music left to the place.

Philippe swam over to her and gestured at his watch; they both struck up for the surface, flippers waving down at the wrecked church beneath them, as though saying goodbye.

 
The Gemini bounced across Gatún Lake beneath a bright overcast sky, heading for the moored ships. She sat in the bows, slowly drying her hair, watching the three vessels coming closer.

‘Perhaps it was the National Guard.’ She turned round to look at Philippe. ‘But it sounded bigger than a Gemini.’

‘Perhaps.’ Philippe nodded slowly. ‘But it did not come from the direction of Gatún. Frijoles, perhaps.’

‘The Fantasia?’ She smiled back at him, watching his brown tanned face, looking at the small lines around his eyes which made him look older than he was.

A frown crossed the man’s face. ‘I think it is not to come until tomorrow.’ He shrugged.

She smiled again. ‘We’ll know soon, when we get to the ships.’

He nodded, but the frown resurfaced briefly. He was gazing past her, watching their course. There were old logs floating in the lake, almost waterlogged, that could turn a Gemini over or break its outboard prop. Hisako Onoda studied the man’s face for a while, and found herself thinking she ought to write again to her mother; perhaps that evening. Maybe she would mention Philippe this time, but maybe not. She felt a little warmth rise to her face, and then felt foolish.


I am forty-four years old, she told herself, and still I feel embarrassed to tell my mother I have a lover. Dear Mother, Here I am in Panama in the middle of the war. I dive, we have parties, we see  artillery battles and missile streaks, and planes scream over us sometimes. Food good, weather warm mostly. Love, Hisako. P.S. I have a  boyfriend.


A French boyfriend. A married French boyfriend who was younger than she was. Ah well.

She looked at her fingertips, crinkled from the water as though after a long bath. Maybe I should have flown, she thought, rubbing at the corrugated flesh.

 
‘Hisako, Hisako, it’s only a few hours!’

‘To Europe?’

Mr Moriya looked exasperated. He waved his pudgy fingers around. ‘Not much more. What am I? An airport information place?’ He heaved himself out of his chair and went over to the window, where a repairman was kneeling, fixing the office air-conditioning unit. Moriya wiped his brow with a white handkerchief, and stood watching the young engineer as he stripped the faulty unit and laid the pieces on a white sheet spread over the fawn carpet.

Hisako folded her hands on her lap and said nothing.

‘It will mean weeks at sea.’

‘Yes,’ she said. She used the word ‘Hai’, which was almost like saying, ‘Yes, sir!’

Mr Moriya shook his head, stuffed the sweaty handkerchief away in the breast pocket of his short-sleeved jacket. ‘Your cello!’ He looked suddenly pleased with himself.

‘Yes?’

‘Won’t it . . . warp, or something? All that sea air; the salt.’

‘Moriya-san, I did not mean to go . . . “steerage”.’

‘What?’

‘I think the ship will have ventilation; air-conditioning.’

‘Air-conditioning breaks down!’ Mr Moriya said victoriously, pointing at the dismantled unit spread out on the white  sheet like some dead machine being prepared for interment. The young engineer glanced up for a moment.

Hisako looked dutifully at the defunct unit. She could see the glittering towers of downtown Tokyo through the gap under the window where the unit normally sat. She shrugged.

‘Don’t they?’ Mr Moriya was talking to the engineer now. He had to repeat his question before the young man realised he was being addressed. When he did he jumped up.

‘Hai?’

‘Air-conditioning machines break down, don’t they?’ Mr Moriya asked him. Hisako thought it would be a tricky question to answer in the negative, given that the young man was standing surrounded by bits of a machine that had done just that.

‘Yes, sir, sometimes.’ The engineer was practically standing at attention, gaze fixed at a point over Mr Moriya’s head.

‘Thank you,’ Mr Moriya said, nodding. ‘What can I do?’ he said loudly, gesturing widely with his arms and walking past the engineer to look out of the window. The young man’s gaze followed him; he seemed to be uncertain whether this was a rhetorical question or not. ‘Eh?’ Mr Moriya said. He tapped the young man on the shoulder, then pointed at Hisako. ‘What would you do? This lady is one of the finest cellists in the world. The world! Finally, after years . . . decades almost of invitations, she decides to go to Europe; do concerts, give classes . . . but she won’t fly.’

The young engineer was looking embarrassed, smiling.

‘Planes crash,’ Hisako said.

‘Ships sink,’ retorted Mr Moriya.

‘They have lifeboats.’

‘Well, planes have parachutes!’ Moriya spluttered.

‘I don’t think so, Moriya-san.’

Mr Moriya turned to the engineer. ‘I’m sorry; forgive me; go back to your work.’

The young man looked grateful, and knelt down again.

‘Perhaps the situation in Russia will change,’ Mr Moriya said, shaking his head. ‘They might open up the railway again.’ He wiped his neck with the handkerchief.

‘Perhaps.’

‘Soviets, ha!’ Mr Moriya said, angrily, shaking his head at the Tokyo cityscape.

Hisako raised one hand to her brow, traced the line of a bead of perspiration. She put her hands back on her lap.

‘There will be storms around the Cape!’ Mr Moriya said, trying to sound knowledgeable.

‘There is a canal through Panama, I believe,’ Hisako said, tiring of the argument.

‘Is that still working?’

‘It is.’

‘There’s a war there!’

‘Not officially.’

‘What? Officially? What is to be official about in a war?’ Mr Moriya sounded incredulous.

‘It has not been declared,’ she told him. ‘It is a local dispute; bandits in the hills. A police operation.’

‘And all those American Marines at . . . at . . . last year, at—’

‘Limón.’

Mr Moriya looked confused. ‘I thought it was Cosa . . . Costal . . .’

‘Costa Rica,’ Hisako told him. She pronounced the ‘r’ sound in the gaijin manner, even exaggerated it a little.

‘That was police?’

‘No, a rescue mission.’ Hisako smiled faintly. The air conditioning engineer was scratching the back of his head. He  sucked air through his clenched teeth and looked up at Mr Moriya, who wasn’t noticing him.

‘Hisako; if it looks like a war, sounds like a war—’

‘The Americans will keep the canal safe.’

‘Like this Rimón place?’

‘Moriya-san,’ Hisako said, looking up at him. ‘I would like to fly, but I cannot. I go by ship or I do not go. I could go to California and then by train to New York and another ship, or through Suez, which I would also like to see, but I would prefer to come back that way.’

Mr Moriya sighed and sat down heavily in his seat, behind his desk, ‘Couldn’t you do what I do?’ he suggested. ‘Get very drunk the night before the flight - beer, sake, whisky and young Australian red wine always works, I find - so that you have such a bad hangover you feel death would come as a welcome release?’

‘No.’

‘Yes?’ Mr Moriya said to the young engineer.

‘Sir; may I use your phone? I will order a replacement unit.’

‘Yes, yes, of course.’ Mr Moriya waved the man to the phone. ‘Hisako . . .’ He leant his smooth, bulky forearms on the desktop. The engineer chattered down the phone to his office. ‘Couldn’t you try? Take some sedatives . . .?’

‘I did, Moriya-san. I went out to Narita last week with a friend whose brother is a senior pilot for JAL, but I could not even sit on the plane with the doors closed.’ She shook her head. ‘It must be by ship.’ She tried to look reassuring.

Mr Moriya sat back disconsolately in his seat and gently slapped his forehead with one palm. ‘I give in,’ he sighed.

‘It will only be a few weeks,’ she told him. ‘Then I will be in Europe, in London, Paris, Berlin, Rome, Madrid, Stockholm; all the places we have agreed.’

‘And Prague, and Edinburgh,’ Mr Moriya said, sounding sad but looking a little more hopeful.

‘It will be worth the time. I will practise on the journey.’

‘And Florence and Venice.’

‘I need a break from so many recitals and classes, anyway.’

‘Not to mention Barcelona, and I think Bern want you, too.’ Mr Moriya watched the young engineer, who was still talking to his office. ‘And Athens, and Amsterdam.’

‘I’ll arrive refreshed. So much sea air; it will be good for me.’

‘It must be your choice,’ Mr Moriya said, glancing at his watch. ‘I’m just your agent; I just want to see you use your talent to the full. You don’t have to listen to me.’

‘I always do, Moriya-san. But I cannot fly. A few weeks; that’s all it will take.’

Mr Moriya looked glum again. The young engineer put the phone down and said a new unit was on its way. He packed his tools away and then started wrapping up the pieces of the broken air-conditioner in the large white sheet.

 
Now it was more than two months later, and half those dates had been cancelled or postponed; her visits to those magically named cities - cities she had never seen before, and only ever dreamed about - had become casualties of an undeclared war, the list of their names growing every few days, like a slow accretion of the dead.

‘Là,’ Philippe said. ‘The Fantasia.’

She followed his gaze, and just beyond the stem of the ship they were heading for - Philippe’s ship, the tanker Le Cercle -  she could see the small white shape of the Fantasia del Mer, heading for Gatún Port, pushing away from the three ships anchored in the centre of the lake.

‘So it was her,’ she said. ‘Must have gone to Frijoles first,  then.’ She looked back to him. ‘Perhaps we’ll get some mail now.’

‘Some real beer, even.’ Philippe grinned.

‘You be rucky,’ she laughed, putting on a thick Japanese accent. He laughed too, and she felt, as she always did at such moments, about a third of her real age.

The warm, humid air blew about her as she turned to face the bows again, still trying to dry her hair.

The line of hills on the far side of the broad lake, beyond the trapped ships, looked like a towering dark wave somehow frozen against the steel-grey sky.

 
‘Calvados! Rémy Martin! Fresh bananas! And two sides of meat! And Metaxa seven star!’ Lekkas, the cook on Le Cercle, shouted down to Hisako and Philippe as they moored the Gemini to the small pontoon at the foot of the companionway and started up the steps, scuba gear hoisted over their shoulders. The Fantasia del Mer had delivered the first supplies for two weeks. ‘I have olives!’ Lekkas shouted, waving his arms about in circles. ‘Flour for pitta! Bulgar! Feta! Tonight I make you meze! We’ll have Greek meal! Much garlic!’ He reached down and took Hisako’s cylinders from her as she reached deck level. ‘Ms Onoda; sounds good, yes?’

‘Yes,’ she said. ‘Any mail?’

‘No mail,’ Lekkas said.

‘Any news, George?’ Philippe asked.

‘Nothing on the radio, sir. Two editions of Colón News come with the supplies; Channel 8 . . . well, is just as usual.’

Philippe glanced at his watch. ‘News in a few minutes anyway.’ He clapped the cook on the shoulder. ‘Greek tonight, eh?’

The three of them started walking along the deck; Hisako went to take her own gear, but Lekkas lifted it as he nodded  to Philippe. ‘And I have a bottle of ouzo and some of retsina I been saving. We have one good meal.’

They put the scuba gear in a storeroom on the main deck level; Lekkas went to the galley while Hisako and Philippe went up to the officers’ quarters, aft of the bridge. Philippe’s cabin was a smaller version of the captain’s, across the corridor; a modest stateroom, a double-bed cabin with three portholes facing astern, a closet and a shower room. Philippe switched the TV on as soon as they got in. Hisako decided to take a shower. She could hear some game show on the TV over the noise of the water.

When she came out, Philippe was lying naked on a towel on the bed, watching Channel 8 news. A uniformed woman of the US Southern Command read out the latest releases from the Pentagon, Cuba, Panama City, San José, Bogotá and Managua, then detailed guerrilla and government losses in Costa Rica, western and eastern Panama, and Columbia.

Hisako lay down on the bed beside him, stroking one hand through the black hair on his chest. Philippe took her hand and held it, still watching the screen.

‘. . . for the peace conference in Salinas, Ecuador next week. Representative Buckman, spokesman for the congressional group, said they hoped to overfly Gatún Lake, in the Panama Canal, where three ships are at present trapped by the conflict.

‘South Africa; and the increasingly beleaguered white regime in Johannesburg has again threatened to use—’ Philippe clicked the set to standby and rolled over to take her in his arms.

‘So we can wave to the yanquis when they fly over us, eh? We should be grateful, yes?’

She smiled and said nothing, but put one fingertip on the end of his nose, wiggling it, feeling the cartilage under the  skin. He moved his head up, softly biting her finger. He kissed her, moved against her, then looked at his watch again. He took it off.

‘Ah, we have enough time then,’ she said, conspiratorially. She knew he was due to talk over the radio to the shipping line’s agent in Caracas soon.

‘Just about; they’ll wait.’

‘What if they replace you?’ she whispered, sliding one arm under his body. ‘What would I do then?’

Philippe shrugged. ‘If they can replace me, they can get you out too.’

It wasn’t what she meant, and she wondered if he knew that. But he moved his arms down her spine - making her shiver - to the small of her back, and she didn’t feel inclined to pursue the point.

 
She walked down the muddy highway. She wondered where all the traffic had gone. The highway looked broad enough for enormous trucks and vehicles, like the scrapers you saw constructing new roads, or the huge dump trucks in open-cast mines. She looked behind her, shivering, but saw nothing. The sky was dark but the ground was bright; corn swept back and forth on either side of her, like weeds in a stream. The corn was grey, like the sky and the ground and the road. Her feet raised slow clouds of dust from the road, and the clouds floated in the sky behind her. The road wound round the sides of low grey hills, twisting this way and that through the silent landscape. Away in the distance, through the slow-swaying weeds, men fought, swinging sparkling swords at each other. She had to jump up and down to see the faraway figures; the weeds were crowding in around her.

Once, when she jumped up to see the warriors, she couldn’t see them at all but instead, over the field of swaying  grey crops, glimpsed another landscape entirely, far below and far away, with a great dark stretch of water lying among mountains; but when she jumped after that all she saw were the samurai again, swords striking sparks off each other, while the sky beyond boiled blackly, like smoke.

The track entered a dark forest where the bright leaves fluttered against the starless sky. Finally the path became twisty and narrow and she had to force her way through the wet foliage to the city.

The city was deserted, and she was surprised and angry that her footsteps made no sound; they ought to echo off the tall sides of the great buildings. Her boots were clean now, but when she looked back she saw that she was leaving a line of silvery footprints along the street; they glittered and wobbled where they lay on the paving stones, as though they were alive. It was growing darker in the town, and the alley had no lights; she was frightened of tripping on something. At last she came to the temple.

The temple was long and thin and tall; buttresses and the ribs of its roof made lines against the dull, orange-black sky. She heard something at last; metal ringing, and raised voices, so she started looking for a way into the temple. She couldn’t find any doors, and began to hit the stone walls, then she noticed a great window, set low down in the wall, with no glass in it. She climbed through.

Inside it was like a factory, but the machines sat on the grass. At the far end of the building, on a stage raised a little off the grass, the samurai were fighting. She went up to tell them to stop, and saw that the two warriors weren’t fighting each other; they were both fighting Philippe. She cried out to him, and he heard, and stopped to wave, putting his sword down.

One of the samurai pulled his sword arm back behind him, and then swung forward and down; the thin, slightly  curved sword bit into Philippe’s white dress uniform at the neck, and cut him in half, coming out at his waist. Philippe looked surprised; she tried to scream but no sound came out. The samurai bowed slowly, and put his sword back carefully into its scabbard; his left arm jutted out like a triangle from his side, and his thumb slid up the blunt side of the sword as it went back into its sheath; she saw a little bead of blood wiped off the edge of metal; it collected on the warrior’s thumb.

Then the sword burst out of the scabbard again and started jumping about the altar like a firecracker, jumping and unravelling and making a noise like a flexible metal tape measure as it leapt and expanded and unfolded over Philippe’s white and red body.

Philippe was weeping and so was the warrior, and so was she.

 
Philippe woke her, pulling her to his side. Her jerking legs had kicked him, and he’d heard her breathing oddly. She wasn’t crying when she woke up, but she sighed deeply when she realised none of it had been real.

She buried her face in his shoulder and clung to him like some terrified monkey to its mother, while he gently stroked her hair and she fell gradually back to sleep again, and relaxed once more, breath slackening and slowing and shallowing.
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2: Bridge of the World

She was promised a cello for her birthday, but she was impatient, so she made her own. Pocket money bought an old violin from a junk shop, and she discovered a large nail on a building site. She glued the nail on to the bottom of the violin to make the spike. ‘Don’t ever forget it’s not a violin,’ her mother told her, amused. ‘You’ll stab yourself in the neck!’ She made a bow from a piece of wood salvaged from a broken screen an aunt in Tomakomai was throwing out, and some elastic bought in a Sapporo market.

The stretched elastic broke the wooden bow before she even had a chance to play the violin/cello, so she made another from a branch she found in the woods. She thought you were supposed to put chalk on the bow, so the violin/cello ended up covered in white each time she played it, as did her hands. She shook the chalk dust out of the holes in the instrument afterwards. Hisako and her mother lived in a tiny flat in the Susukino district, and the sound Hisako made was so terrible her mother raided her savings and bought the child a real cello in October, three months before Hisako’s birthday.

Hisako had to wrestle with the huge instrument (and, much to her consternation, throw away a great deal of  assiduously ground-up chalk begged from school), but finally succeeded in producing tunes her mother could recognise, and by her birthday the following January was clamouring for lessons. Mrs Onoda discovered - only a little to her dismay - that there was a gentleman in Sapporo able and willing to give cello lessons; a lecturer in the university music department who championed Western music in general and the string quartet in particular. Mrs Onoda made another resigned trip to the bank and paid for a six-month course of lessons with Mr Kawamitsu.

 
Panamá Puente del Monde said the taxi’s number plate.

‘Bridge of the world!’ Mr Mandamus translated, though Hisako had guessed what it meant. This was one of the names they called the country. The other was ‘The Heart of the Universe’.

‘Ah,’ she said, politely.

It was eight o’clock in the evening on Pier 18 in Balboa on the day the Nakado had docked after its Pacific crossing. They were taking a taxi into Panama City, which was lighting up the overcast sky beyond the orange-necklaced dark bulk of Balboa Heights.

‘Oh, get in here, Mandamus, I’m hungry,’ Broekman said from inside the cab. It had taken them longer than they’d expected to clear Customs.

‘Puente del Monde!’ Mandamus said, and with a clumsy flourish opened the passenger’s door for Hisako, narrowly avoided jamming her ankle in the door as he closed it again, and got into the back seat beside Broekman.

‘Panama City, por favor!’ Mandamus shouted at the driver, a young man in a vest.

‘Panama,’ the driver said, shaking his head. ‘Yeah, OK. Any particular bit?’

‘Via Brasil,’ Mandamus told him.

Hisako laughed, covering her mouth with her hand.

‘Via Brasil,’ the driver nodded. He stuffed the copy of  Newsweek he’d been reading between the dash and the windscreen and put the auto into drive. The cab bumped over the rail tracks sunk into the rough concrete of the dock.

There was a brightly lit checkpoint where they left the Canal Area at the junction of Avenida A and Avenida de los Martires. The driver cursed and spat out of the window as they approached the short line of cars and light trucks, though they were soon waved through by the US and Panamanian troops. The queue of vehicles waiting on the far side of the barrier was much longer.

They drove through the city, through the stink of traffic fumes and sudden oases of flower-scent. ‘Frangipani,’ Mr Mandamus said, sniffing deeply, and nodding.

Hisako rolled her window down, letting the hairdryer-hot moist air spill round her as they sped and lurched their way down the crowded avenues. The city was just waking up; it was bright and busy and full of cars with their windows down and their music turned up. Even the troop-filled jeeps they encountered usually had a ghetto-blaster perched on the rear or taped to the T-bar, beside the machine-gun. The population made the biggest impression, though. The streets swarmed with riotously different people; every colour and race she thought she’d ever heard of.

She had gone ashore in Honolulu for a day, while changing ships, and been surprised at how odd it felt to be surrounded by so many gaijin (though the Hawaiian natives hadn’t looked all that unusual to her). Then, on the Nakodo, due to take her from Honolulu to Rotterdam via Panama and New Orleans, she’d been surrounded mostly by foreigners; the Korean crew; Broekman, the second engineer; and Mr  Mandamus, the one other passenger. Only the three senior officers on the ship, and the steward, were Japanese. So she thought she’d adjusted, but the extravagance of the racial mix, and the sheer numbers of people in Panama, amazed her.

She wondered how Broekman felt. A South African, he professed, and seemed, to despise the white state, but he’d been brought up in it, and she thought Panama must still come as something of a shock to the system.

They drove to the Juji, on the Via Brasil. It was a Japanese restaurant; Mr Mandamus’s idea of a surprise. She had wanted to eat local cuisine, but didn’t let her disappointment show. The restaurant had a Japanese chef, a skiing fan from Niigata who knew Sapporo well, and they talked for a while (‘Only water skiing in Panama!’). The shabu-shabu was good, and the tempura. Broekman grumbled about steaks, but seemed content enough after that. Mr Mandamus, having checked with Hisako that slurping was still quite in order, proceeded enthusiastically to slurp his way through every dish presented, even the dry ones, half-gargling with Kirin beer. On the other side of a screen a noisy group of Japanese bankers easily outdid Mandamus in volume and spent most of the time making elaborate toasts to each other and ordering more sake. She felt she might almost as well be at home.

When they left, the city was still waking up; the nightclubs and casinos opening for trade. They went to a couple of bars on Avenue Robeno Duran; Mr Mandamus didn’t like the look of the first one because most of the men were GIs. ‘I have nothing against our American cousins,’ he explained to Hisako as they walked away. She thought he wasn’t going to say anything else, but then he leant close and hissed, ‘Danger of bombs!’ and ducked into another bar. Broekman shook his head.

In the Marriott Casino they gambled, strolling among the green-felt tables and the stunning local women and the men in their white tuxedos. She felt small and dowdy in comparison, like a raggedly dressed child, but with a child’s delight at the glitter and buzz of the place, too. The roulette wheels clicked, dice clattered across the baize, cards flicked from manicured hands. Guards the size of sumo wrestlers tried to lumber inconspicuously between the white jackets and long dresses, or stood impassively against the walls, hands behind their backs, displaying tailored bulges under their jackets, only their eyes moving.

Mr. Mandamus lost little and often on the tranganiquel, stuffing quarters into the flashing machines and claiming he had an infallible system. Broekman won two hundred dollars at  vingt-et-un and ordered champagne for Hisako, who gambled without much enthusiasm or luck at dado.


They took a taxi back into the centre and walked along the Avenue Balboa, by the side of the bay, where the Pacific broke whitely and patrol boats grumbled in the distance, then finished up in Bacchus II, where Mandamus found (‘Ah! Surprise!’) the karaoke room and spent an embarrassingly long time singing along with the Japanese backing tracks, trying to get Hisako to join in, and making noisy friends with the same group of bankers they’d encountered in the Juji.

She was falling asleep in the taxi back to Pier 18.

‘. . . virgins at the shrine would take mouthfuls of rice, and chew it to a pulp and then spit it into the casks, and—’

‘You’re making this up, you crazy man!’

‘No, no, really; that is how the fermentation was started. An ensign in their saliva—’

‘A what?’

‘An ensign in their saliva; their spit.’

‘I know—’ Broekman broke off. Hisako jerked her chin off  her chest. She yawned. Her head hurt. ‘Did you hear that?’ Broekman said.

‘What?’ Mandamus said. ‘Hear what?’

‘Explosion.’

The driver - fat, silver-haired, watching a tiny colour Watchman stuck to the dash when he wasn’t overtaking - turned and said something in Spanish. Hisako wondered if Broekman had really said ‘explosion’.

She wasn’t exactly sure how long afterwards the taxi stopped somewhere on Balboa Heights, the Puente de las Americas to their left, straddling the canal entrance and ablaze with lights. Mandamus helped her from the car, and the three of them and the driver stood at the roadside and looked back down into the bay-cupping city, where a huge fire near the centre was surrounded by a hundred flashing blue and red lights, and a thick column of smoke, like a black cauliflower, climbed towards the orange-smudged clouds.

The crackling of small-arms fire sounded like logs sparking in a grate.

 
Shaped like an S lying on its side, it was the only place on earth where the sun could rise over the Pacific and set over the Atlantic. One day in 1513 a Spaniard from the province of Extremadura called Vasco Nunez de Balboa - who’d started out as a stowaway on somebody else’s expedition, then taken over in a mutiny - climbed a hill in Darien and saw what no European had ever seen before; the Pacific.

Then, they called it the Southern Ocean.

Balboa made friends with the people who already lived in that stretch of land, and an enemy of the man who governed most of the isthmus, which the Spanish called the Castilla del Oro. The governor took his anger out on Balboa’s own  isthmus; he had him beheaded. The fact that Balboa had become his son-in-law did not stay the blade.

The governor, called Pedrarias the Cruel by history, founded a town on the Pacific coast, near a little fishing village called Panamá. In the local language, panamá meant ‘lots of fish’. The Spanish called the trail between it and the Caribbean the Camino Real; the Royal Road. Down that road the looted wealth of the Inca empire went by slave and donkey. The slaves were brought in from Africa to replace the locals, who’d been slaughtered. The donkeys were better treated, and so the slaves escaped into the jungle whenever they could. They were called cimarrones. They formed their own settlements and raised their own armed forces, and sometimes went in league with the English, French and Dutch pirates attracted to the area by the intense concentration of vast wealth; looting the looters.
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