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      Enter the SF Gateway …


      In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), Gollancz, Britain’s oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing the English language’s finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were languishing out of print at the time, they were – and remain – landmark lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement:


      

      ‘SF MASTERWORKS is a library of the greatest SF ever written, chosen with the help of today’s leading SF writers and editors. These books show that genuinely innovative SF is as exciting today as when it was first written.’


      


      Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.


      The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.


      Welcome to the new home of Science Fiction & Fantasy. Welcome to the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled.


      Welcome to the SF Gateway.


      




 


 


Note


On Jonson’s Atoll, the word carpenter is synonymous with creator, since there was a time when all artefacts on the islands were made of wood. If you created anything at all, you were a kapenta. Thus, in the pidgin (the beauty of which is in its simplicity) just as every living plant, tree or blade of grass is stick, and every living animal form, whether bee or elephant, is beef, so a Japanese painter, a boatbuilder, a man who carves coral heads, and even the Christian God, are all kapentas: those who create pictures, sailing ships, tombstones and waves upon the sea.




One


The girl lay motionless on the white coral dust. Beyond the rainforest, on the beaches, dancing was still in progress, the drums beating out a rhythm conceived in another age. Close by, the waves tore relentlessly at the fringing reef. There was a bright moon, above him.


The teacher wiped away the sweat from his forehead with the back of his hand and noticed that he clutched a rock in his fingers. It was stained with the girl’s blood. He let it fall from his grasp. He realised, now, that he was trembling violently, and he steadied himself against a palm tree.


Panic concerning his own safety was held at bay with great difficulty. He knew what he had done: he had raped and killed a young girl, a child of fifteen. If the islanders found him, they would cut him down where he stood. Normally a placid race, they had the Asiatic temperament and would act before their blood cooled. He knew he had to get away, but where could he run to? He was on a coral island, surrounded by thousands of square miles of ocean.


He gathered some dead palm leaves and threw them over the girl’s body in an untidy heap. If only she had not started screaming! It was the screaming that had made him panic. Then she had sunk her teeth into him, under his left armpit. The pain had been incredible. He had not been able to make her let go, even when his other hand had found the lump of coral and he had begun beating her with it. Only when he had struck her temple had she finally released him. The torn flap of skin beneath his arm was still excruciatingly painful.


The teacher turned and began running towards the reef. There was an idea in his head that he could take the reef path and cross to Short Island, where the priest lived. He was the only other European on the atoll.


Would Father Maurer help him? Did the Church provide sanctuary in this day and age? Why should it? He was a murderer. Father Maurer would be just as horrified, just as enraged, as the islanders themselves. The teacher slowed to a walk again as these doubts entered his mind.


On reaching a certain path, he changed his direction, and ran instead towards his house. He avoided going through the centre of the village and entered the dwelling from the rear, without being seen. He changed his clothes and strapped on his money belt. He had remembered the Arab boom, anchored just off the islands. The thing to do, he decided, was to swim out to it and ask them to take him with them on the tide. It was his only chance.


The dhow was anchored between Jorka and Tubb Islands. He waded out towards it, as far as he could, then began swimming. For the first time since he had landed on the islands, he did not consider the sharks as he splashed through the water. There were worse nightmares to consider back there in the rainforest.


Along the reef, the waves clawed to get at him. He allowed himself to be taken by the current, towards the heavy-looking wooden craft, with its big-bellied hull and patched sail. When he reached it, the teacher grabbed the anchor chain and yelled, ‘Hey? Anybody there?’


After a minute some of the crew appeared at the side.


‘Can I come on board?’ cried the teacher.


They stared at him blankly, their dark faces almost black with shadow.


‘The captain,’ he shouted. ‘Fetch me the captain.’ Still no movement amongst them, yet he knew some of them spoke the island pidgin he was using. A Somali grinned at him.


The teacher struggled with his money belt and eventually unclasped it, waving it over his head while still clinging to the chain with his other hand.


‘Money!’ he cried.


They threw him a rope and hauled him on board. A few minutes later the boom set sail for the coast of Africa.


Two


To coral islanders, the sea is a loving mother and a mass murderer in one. We love it, and we hate it. It provides for us, fills our tables and our pockets, yet it snatches victims from amongst us, sometimes by the handful. When I lived in England, I stayed in Brighton. I used to watch visitors go down to the shore and inevitably they would begin throwing stones at the water. At first, I sympathised with this activity. I had often felt like punishing the sea myself.


It was some time before I realised that I had endowed the stone-throwers with the wrong motives. The act was too subconscious to be a deliberate chastisement of the waters. There was a faraway look on the faces of the throwers. They hardly thought about what they were doing. The ocean was there, vast and awesome, and they were drawn to its edge, automatically stooping to find a pebble to toss into its waves.


Then I knew what it was!


They were trying to fill the waters with stones, to bury the sea beneath them. They had, even those who were used to living by it, a deep-rooted fear of the ocean. It was too big, too mighty, too un-contained.


Coral islanders know there is only one way to treat the sea: as an old-fashioned, bountiful god with occasional irrational bouts of savage temper. Once in a while such gods need a sacrifice.


The school teacher was typical of most European and American visitors to the atoll. He came armed with the intention of penetrating our culture as quickly as possible, and of giving us the benefit of his experience and knowledge during the two years he intended staying amongst us. In a way these are quite laudable goals, except that they presuppose areas of ignorance on our part and a rather high opinion of outside values on his.


He arrived by ship from Sri Lanka. I had been waiting for him for several days and had passed the time line-fishing in the lagoon. When the rusty old cargo vessel had appeared over the horizon, I had asked Uncle Letushim if he would ferry the teacher to me in a dhoni canoe, before helping to offload the supplies with the other small craft.


I watched the teacher walk down the short quay made of driftwood: slow, unsteady steps after the rolling deck of the ship. He carried two canvas bags and was overdressed. He was a handsome man: tall, lean and athletic-looking. Although he had a blond moustache, he appeared younger than his twenty-six years.


He stopped when he reached the sand and looked at me a little uncertainly. Some of his confidence had no doubt been drained by the voyage in that unstable tub now moored in the lagoon. The fact that there was no welcoming committee had probably shattered another illusion.


I retrieved my line, laid it on the beach and then picked up my golfing umbrella. Under its shade, I went to meet the new man. ‘Can I help you with your things?’ I asked.


He gave me a sort of pallid, weary smile and said, ‘Thanks,’ handing one of the bags to me. I had spoken in my own language; a mixture of our own form of English and Divehi spoken in the Maldive Islands, Jonson’s Atoll being part of the same archipelago as the better-known Maldives. No language is pure these days, but ours is probably stranger than most. Spoken slowly, it sounds like the pidgin English of nineteenth-century boys’ adventure books, but the several Divehi words and phrases injected into it make it a difficult tongue to understand.


‘That’s very good of you … are you alone? I expect all the others are helping to unload the ship?’


His diction and accent were good. The language professor at Cambridge, Millicent Wilson, had obviously taught him well.


‘Welcome to Jonson’s Atoll. My name is Nathan.’


He stared at me curiously, and he nodded. They would have told him about me, in England, at his interview.


‘You’re the one they sent to be trained. Didn’t you want to take up the teaching post here?’


‘No,’ I said, then added, ‘you look as though you don’t approve.’


He frowned. ‘It seems a waste — all that time and expense for nothing. Still, I expect you have your reasons. I wouldn’t be here if you had decided to take over from Peter Goodwright, so I should be thankful you didn’t.’


‘I think you’ll enjoy it here,’ I told him. ‘Plenty of sun, sea and sand. It’s what most of us want, isn’t it? A place in the sun-paradise isle. This isn’t far short of it. I never used to think that way as a boy, but since I’ve been abroad …’


He held up his hand as if my chatter were painful to him. I was showing off, speaking in English, and it was this he wished to call a halt to. He remained with the pidgin as he said, ‘You speak English very well. I suppose I shouldn’t be surprised.’


‘I went to an English School in the Maldives — a school for the children of service families when the Royal Air Force had a base on Gan Island. Then my teacher training, of course. Anyway, most of us speak some English. We are the descendants of Englishmen, after all.’


A mutiny on a British ship, similar to that which took place on the Bounty, supplemented our meagre population in the early part of the nineteenth century. The mutineers were never caught and exist within us today. Recently, as this fact has become more widely known, we were given the nickname, ‘The Other Pitcairn’.


‘I’ll show you to your house,’ I said. ‘You’re on the leeward side of the island — a little place out of the wind. One of the privileges accorded to the school teacher.’


He stared at the coral-dust path that disappeared into the trees. Then he glanced down the deserted beaches, with their palms bowing to the lagoon. Finally, he turned to me again.


‘Isn’t anyone else coming to meet me?’


I smiled and said rather cruelly, ‘We don’t go in for things like that. No garlands or songs of welcome.’ He looked a little piqued.


‘But aren’t they just a little curious? I would have thought that a new teacher …’


‘They’ve already seen you in your predecessor, Peter Goodwright. Any curiosity they had has been satisfied by him. You may look on yourself as a unique individual — but to them you’re just the teacher. Not even the new teacher. Just the teacher.’


I thought he would question me on the strangeness of my reply, but he must have been weary and probably the whole thing was becoming too much for him to absorb in one day. He shrugged and looked back at the ship, which was now moving away towards the horizon. Ringed by a constantly changing wall of white surf foaming over the reef, he was trapped in our circle of islands. I felt sorry for him. I knew how he felt: a stranger in a strange land. I had once experienced the same feeling, in an exotic place called Brighton — a place which had terrified me at first. At least the islands were not frightening to someone like him: not on the surface. If he ever cared to look a little deeper he might have cause for some concern, but it seemed he was not going to do that.


‘The breakers,’ he said, ‘they look higher than the island.’


‘I know. It bothers me, too.’


‘Really?’ He regarded me thoughtfully for a few moments. Then he said, ‘I suppose I’d better see where I’m going to live, and started along the coral path, wisely removing his jacket as he walked.


We passed beneath the frangipani trees, some of them over thirty feet high, with their multi-coloured blossoms. He studied them as if he approved of their presence. They were, no doubt, the kind of exotic touch he had been hoping for. When we reached the village the tall, coarse alang grass on either side of the path gave way to hard-packed earth.


We crossed the village, the teacher looking curiously into wood-and-thatch houses, presumably for signs of people. Most were down at the shore, helping unload supplies from the small craft.


There was another short path on the far side of the village which led to the teacher’s house.


Of course, he was delighted with it, small as it is. It is the only stone-built establishment on the atoll. We had the bricks imported. The design is simple — square and squat-but it has a veranda and a small garden in the front. Waste shower water is channelled through small irrigation ditches between the shrubs, and the white, ancient residue of soap still clings to the banks. The plants do not seem to mind detergents.


I left his bag on the veranda and opened the screen door for him. It was cooler inside, though the ceiling fan was not working. He noticed the switches on the wall and tried one.


‘Electricity?’


I explained that while we had a large generator for the island, it was only used during the evening hours, to conserve fuel.


‘The supply ship only comes once every six months,’ I said. ‘What about cooking?’


‘Charcoal. We make it ourselves. I’ll see you get a good supply of that.’


He nodded, without thanking me, and strolled around the house peering into corners and cupboards. I saw him stare hard at the British Army surplus bedstead, standing like an iron beast with its legs in four cans of water.


‘Why the boots?’ he asked, pointing at the bedlegs.


‘Bugs. The cans stop them crawling up the legs — so the teacher said. I told him that they drop from the ceiling anyway, but he took no notice. Best to drag the mattress out into the sun once a week. They hate the sunlight.’


His face was blank of expression.


‘What do they look like?’


I went to the bed and peeled back the mattress seam. They were there, in a neat red-black row, like flat beads. Taking one, I put it on the floor and stamped on it with my bare heel. It staggered away into a crack in the floorboards.


‘Can’t do anything to them, while they’re empty,’ I said, ‘but once they’re full of blood you can burst them with your nails.’


‘Blood?’ He stared at the mattress in revulsion. ‘Maybe I’ll sleep on the veranda until I get rid of those. Anything else?’


‘No. One or two snakes, but harmless. All the really dangerous things are in the sea-coral snakes, stone fish, sharks…’


‘Yes, yes, sting rays, lion fish — I did some homework. I was just making sure.’


‘Big spiders.’ I spread my fingers and scuttled them over a chair arm. ‘Hairy too.’


Suddenly he grinned at me. There was a boyish slant to his mouth.


‘You’re enjoying this, aren’t you? Where did you do your training? In England, I mean?’


‘Brighton by the sea. They thought it would make me feel less homesick.’


‘Others students give you a hard time?’


‘No.’


‘Oh — I thought maybe you were paying me back for something.’ I realised what he was talking about and said, ‘We don’t work like that here. At least, not in such a crude fashion. We’ve refined the art.’ ‘What art?’ It was his turn to look puzzled.


‘The art of revenge. What you’re saying is that because your countrymen treated me badly, I might be using you as a scapegoat.’ ‘It’s been known.’


I did not reply. I had already said too much. I left him then, to get on with his unpacking, and went back to my fishing. Looking back over my shoulder, just before I left the village on the far side, I saw that he was dragging the mattress out on to the veranda.


The red snappers were biting well and I found the solitude of the beach good for my soul after talking with the Englishman. I made a small bet with myself, as I sat on the hot sands, watching the land crabs build their cones, their stalk eyes forever twitching. I made a bet with myself that the Englishman would be by very soon.


Just before noon he came trotting along, under the palms that formed a half-arch over the beach, wearing running shorts and T-shirt. He had been for a jog, a circuit around the island. They were so predictable, these Europeans. An Arab or an Indian would take weeks to embark upon such a tour, and then it would be a stately walk.


The sweat was pouring from his face and the back of his shirt was soaked. The temperature was in the thirties.


‘Two miles long and a mile wide,’ I called to him. ‘You’ll know every inch of it after three weeks.’


‘I intend to,’ he grunted, walking on. Then he turned. ‘When do I get to meet the others?’


‘You could meet some of them now — or this evening, after you’ve rested.’


‘I’ll wait until this evening.’


I thought he was going to continue his run, but he came back to me then, and waved his arm at the circle of islands.


‘Can you give me a quick rundown,’ he asked, ‘on the atoll? I know this is Tubb Island — and that’s Long Island to our left. What’s the one on the right?’


He pointed to Jorka Island, where stood the giant coral heads of my ancestors. The white monoliths glinted in the sunlight. My own father was amongst them — and my grandparents — and their grandparents. It was where we were buried after death, the heavy coral heads protecting our souls from midnight walkers.


‘You would call that Ghost Island. Then comes Pork, and over on the far side of the lagoon is Short Island — that’s where the church is … and the priest lives there too.’


‘Father Maurer, isn’t it? Does he come over here, to Tubb?’


‘Of course, when he feels it’s necessary. He visits all five islands.’


‘How does he travel? By canoe?’


‘Sometimes, but it’s possible to walk around the reef at low tide. It forms a circle, joining all the islands. Just remember to wear something on your feet and to make sure you know the state of the tide, that’s all. Otherwise, it’s not a dangerous route.’


Jonson’s Atoll is on the lip of an extinct, submerged volcano, overgrown with coral. The ring of coral around the wide mouth of the cone pokes above the surface of the sea in five places and these exposed pieces are the islands. They stand about four feet above sea level, although the rainforest makes them seem higher than this. We are like five fragments of a single town, separated by narrow stretches of water.


The teacher left me to my fishing and further contemplation.


I am proud of the islands — more so since I have been away to foreign lands. This is a beautiful part of the earth. At sunset, a sudden event in equatorial regions, the fruit bats glide between the palms and the only sound is that of the waves breaking on the fringing reef. Then, as darkness descends, the chorus of rainforest creatures, the frogs and crickets, fills the night air. They sing until the dawn’s rays fall on the frangipanis, which cover the coral paths with blossoms.


There are insects like flowers here, and birds like blown blooms. Nature merges its living things, until it is difficult to tell them apart. The lagoon and waters outside the fringing reef abound with fish that were created by some mad artist with a flair for the grotesque. Colour is everywhere. We eat and drink colour every day of our lives.


The Indian Ocean, a forever of blue water, ensures our isolation from the outside world. I have a circular horizon, beyond which are hundreds of miles of deep ocean. Sri Lanka, to the north, is the nearest country.


We lie at nought degrees latitude. We are the people of the zero. Our only strong fear is that a great wave will someday sweep across the island, drowning us all. At four feet above the level of the sea, we are at the mercy of the ocean. On my living-room wall hangs Hokusai’s print of a monstrous deep-sea wave. I purchased it from a shop in England. The Japanese picture-one of several views of Mount Fuji-shows a rigid wave, a wave cast from iron, with a wicked-looking crest bearing claws.


I keep it there to remind me how vulnerable these islands are, even to smaller waves than Hokusai’s. We have a fragile homeland, and we must ensure its defences remain adequate, intact. Unfortunately, we are destroying those defences, and consequently are ourselves heading towards destruction.


Shortly before noon, I decided to visit my father’s grave on Jorka Island. I waded across the shallows which separate Tubb from Jorka and made my way through the forest of giant coral heads which stare over the lagoon. Their faces are roughly hewn representations of the people buried beneath them. I found my father’s face with its high, narrow brow and sensual mouth, and the small hooked nose which was a legacy from his English ancestors. In life my father had always had a kind of urgent expression, as though there were something he had to do immediately, or the world would erupt in chaos. I had asked the fandita man to try to capture that look, on carving the head, but the result had been a wistful air of expectancy rather than urgency; almost the opposite of that which should have appeared.


‘Pappy,’ I told him, ‘the English school teacher is here. The poor man has no idea of the situation he has inherited.’


—You call that news?-said pappy. — I’m more interested in what’s going to happen to me. When are you going to bring me my grandchild? And what about your mother? Does she miss her husband weaving his limbs through hers? Or has she found a lover? Whose warm body nestles close to hers at night, now that I’m gone?—


Unfortunately, the dead are always preoccupied with the more basic aspects of life and it is difficult to engage their attention when it comes to politics or the fate of an unsuspecting teacher of school children. Pappy will listen for hours on the subject of eating freshly cooked sea turtle, stuffed with sorghum. Pappy will talk for hours about procreation. Getting him away from those two areas takes a great deal of effort on my part.


—Well?—he said.—How many babies have you brought into the world? Ten? Five? One? None. That’s how many. Not one. Go away from me — he said in a miserable tone-until you have a little replica of myself to gaze upon —


I left him there, grumbling: a sad, old spirit passing on the gloomy news to the long line of my ancestors. No doubt they were as condemning of me as he was, and spent many an eternal hour discussing the weakness of my loins. The dead can be very unreasonable.


However, I did have a plan which I hoped would satisfy all concerned. It wasn’t the perfect solution, but it was the only answer I could come up with.


The school teacher.


The day turned sultry. This is the doldrums, the region which crews of sailing ships fear and hate. This is the nothing zone, so often empty of winds, where sailors have drifted in their wooden prisons and died of thirst. The Ancient Mariner was here, along our circle, and experienced its madness, its lethargy, its heavy days. We live within the zero, the number that is not a number, the O, the magic ring. I feel this makes us special, though I could not say why. Towards evening, the fishing boats began drifting across the lagoon. Islanders were crossing from Long and Jorka, our two immediate neighbours, using the reef as a path. I wound my line around the empty beer can that I use as a reel and made tracks back to my house. On the way I stopped at my mother’s home and left her one of the three red snappers I had caught. She was in an irritable mood, so I did not stay long. Since my father had been attacked by a shark and left to bleed to death, she had often slipped into depressions which bore the outward signs of bad temper. It is hard for a woman who waits all day long for someone who will never come home.


When I reached my own home, in the main clearing which holds the cluster of wooden houses raised on short stilts, my wife Ruth greeted me, touching my cheeks with her soft fingertips. I handed her the fish and sat on one of the woven palm mats by the door, so that I could watch the swift descent of darkness.


‘The school teacher is here,’ I said. ‘I met him at the quay.’


‘How shall I cook the fish?’ she asked.


‘On the charcoal.’ I hate boiled food.


She began grinding nuts to sprinkle on the white flesh and I took a knife and gutted the fish. The intestinal smell was sharp in my nostrils. I liked the feel of the blade though, slicing keenly through the white underside. It is a satisfying task, cleaning something destined for the plate and the palate. There is a sense of anticipation which one knows will be fulfilled.


I watched my wife at work, preparing the food. She is a delicate woman, with a small face and narrow nose. I like being with her. When we were much younger I used to tease her mercilessly. Then, at about the age of sixteen, on my return from Male, I found myself leaving small presents—a coconut, or fruit on a broad leaf—on the path where she would walk. I would hide in the undergrowth and watch her pick it up, looking around her with a shy expression on her face. She knew someone was courting her and it pleased her. But I did not dare show myself, because I thought she hated me. I thought if she knew it was me leaving the gifts she would have thrown them away in disgust.


I was in a fever over her, in those days. Everything I did, everywhere I went, I had no thought for anyone but Ruth. I still teased her because I did not know what else to do. I used to push her into the sea when we all went swimming. I would try to duck her, or splash water in her face. She used to get very angry and tell me there was someone who would punish me — someone who thought highly of her.


‘Who could think highly of you? I would scorn, my heart in agony over the words. I wanted to blurt out my feelings for her; tell her that it was me who admired her so much; ask her to forgive me.


But I was afraid. I knew she would reject me. I hurt inside, every time I looked at her, but could not stop looking. It was a terrible time. I hope I am never that way again. I was so miserable.


Two years passed, and then one day I came across her alone, as she walked along the sands. She said nothing as we confronted one another and I wanted to run and hide from her. I felt afraid, and guilty.


Then she held out her hand and I saw that she had some spines of a sea anemone in her fingertips. I took the hand and sucked at the spines so that I could pull them out with my teeth. When that was done, she stroked my cheeks, the way she does now.


‘I knew all the time,’ she said. ‘All the time’


‘Knew what?’ I demanded, belligerently.


She just smiled and I collapsed inside.


‘But you thought I hated you,’ I cried.


‘If you had started teasing one of the other girls, I would have been very jealous,’ she said. ‘I would have scratched her face and cried all night. But you never did. It was always me’


I felt very humble. I wanted to lick the salt away from her eyebrows. I wanted to press her warm hand to my belly. I wanted to kiss her brown knees that I thought were so fine and smooth. She was like a cowrie, fresh from the lagoon. She had all the beauty of the sea and sky in her form.


‘Shall I see your father?’ I said.


She nodded happily. It was her turn to be shy, but how much was acting, because it was expected of her, and how much genuine feeling I was never to know. She was like that sometimes, in those days. She wanted to please and at the same time satisfy womanly convention.


We held hands and walked back along the shore and I felt as though I had the whole world inside me. Later she told me, ‘I did it on purpose. The anemone. I followed you to the beach and put my hand under a rock to get stung. I wanted you to feel sorry for me. Otherwise, it might have gone on forever — until I was twenty or something.’


Now she is my wife, married to me by the priest in the church on Short Island. We get along very well. The three and a half years spent in England only hurt us for the time. There are no children, but that is my fault, not hers. I had devised a plan to change that, which I hoped would fool my father. It involved the teacher. I was going to use the older man to save my family.


Three


John Trencher woke in his little brick-built house with a sense of delight overwhelming him. He was on a coral island in the middle of the Indian Ocean, far from those heavy and wearing responsibilities of home. Home? He could hear the cocks crowing, the children calling their mothers, the booming surf. Perhaps, in time, he would come to regard the island as his home? That would be a very pleasant situation.


He climbed out from under the mosquito netting and noticed one or two smears of blood on his sheets. The bed bugs! He had been too tired the previous evening to worry about anything but climbing into bed. Oh, well, they had feasted, but he would get his own back. Nothing was going to spoil his first day, he would make sure of that.


He washed and dressed before eating some biscuits he had brought with him for breakfast. It was nice to be able to throw on a pair of shorts and T-shirt, rather than a suit, before going to work. Although it was his first day he still intended teaching school. He had a job to do here, in educating the young, and he wasn’t going to neglect that for a moment. He had neglected too many things in his life so far.


Out on the porch, the sun struck him forcibly. He stood for a few moments in thought. He’d intended going for a short run, but changed his mind. Best to become acclimatised first, or he might find himself with heat exhaustion or something. Better to take things a little easy in the beginning.


When he was ready, he picked up his briefcase (a bit incongruous, he realised) and strode off towards the school in sandals, white socks, shorts and a crisp white shirt. He had thrown off the T-shirt at the last minute, thinking he should put up some show of formality, at least for a while. The islanders might not respect too casual an approach, before they knew him to be a good teacher.


Nathan had promised him the previous evening that the parents would be informed of school opening.


‘We can get news from one end of the atoll to the other in less than an hour, don’t you worry about that, Mr Trencher …’


‘John — call me John,’ he had said.


‘OK—John.’ And Nathan had given him a broad islander’s smile.


Walking along the beach was magical. The lagoon glistened in the sunlight and he watched the frigate birds-large creatures that harassed the gulls into dropping food and then caught it for themselves before it hit the water. Out on the water dhoni canoes skipped over the wavelets, probably bringing some of his pupils to the school house. It was all too beautiful, too colourful to take in at once. His heart felt light and easy.


Before he had reached the teak-built school house, standing on stilts and shining with preservative vegetable oil, the shirt that had been laundered and starched on the ship was limp with sweat. He climbed the steps and entered the room.


Inside, it consisted of one large hall-like room with mats on the floor for the pupils. There was a desk for him and a very old-fashioned blackboard complete with chalks and rubber. The windows had been opened and the smell of the rainforest filled every corner. Magical. Everything was magical. And most wonderful of all, a small belltower with a school bell! He fingered the rope, and then on impulse, pulled it several times, charging the air with the sound of the clapper striking the brass.


Before he had finished ringing it, an elderly woman entered and took a mat to a corner of the room. There she sat, cross-legged, and began working on some sewing she had brought with her.


‘Hello,’ said John, ‘are you one of the mothers? I’m going to take class soon.’


She said nothing in reply, not even looking up from her work, so he shrugged, thinking to deal with the matter later. Perhaps she was there to see that all the pupils arrived and that there were no truants? That made some sense. He was as yet unfamiliar with the customs of the islanders and they knew better who should be there and who shouldn’t. He decided to ride the waves for a while.


The children began arriving and he greeted them as they came through the door, asking them their names, knowing it would be some time before he was able to hold all of them in his head. The old woman took little notice of proceedings, but John detected something slightly odd about her behaviour. Whenever he moved amongst the children, she would put down her sewing and regard him closely. It was unnerving, to say the least.


By the end of the day his mood had changed.


He wrote in his diary: I think they hold me in contempt.


John studied the words for a moment in the dim light of the twenty-five-watt bulb. The statement was not quite accurate. Indifferently? Yes, that was it. They treated him indifferently. Did such a word deserve to go into his official diary, a document that might be read by others, later, when he returned to England? Perhaps that was still the wrong word. I can’t write: They treat me as if I were one of them. That would sound as if I’m racist or something, he thought.


What he actually wanted to put across was that the islanders showed not the slightest curiosity about him, despite the fact that he was their new school teacher. They spoke to him, if he addressed them first, and some even called a greeting without any prompting, but apart from that he aroused very little visible interest. He was disappointed. He had to admit that to himself. What he had hoped for was warmth and respect, and certainly the former was a long way off mark. He would have received more warmth from a close-knit English country village community.


He was sitting in his small, sparsely furnished living room, with its bamboo chair and table imported from Sri Lanka. It was evening. He could hear the waves grumbling along the reef, and the frogs and cicadas filling the night air with their own particular messages.


Outside, the waxy fronds and vine-covered trees surged forwards, towards the house, in a tidal wave of dark green. Plants grew so fast in these regions, and held all the seasons at once. Some trees were shedding their leaves, while others were producing new shoots. It did strange things with his sense of time. On the one hand it seemed as though time were racing, hurrying through the cycles, encompassing a normal year within a single day. On the other, it was if it were standing still, going nowhere, offering no overall change.


He put down his pen. He was weary. The heat and humidity sapped his energy, and while he was normally very active, he found himself moving quite slowly here.


On the whole, he liked the environment. The islands were certainly very pretty and for the most part the people were a nice-looking race. Their skin was light brown and their features European. Some of them had blue eyes and light-coloured hair, inherited from their mutineer ancestors. A fish and fruit diet kept their bodies slim and attractive.


One or two of them had limbs missing. He had been told these were shark wounds. The only thing that really horrified him was the elephantiasis suffered by a couple of the elderly fishermen. The huge tree-trunk legs and grotesquely swollen testicles revolted and appalled him. There were other diseases on the islands, but the visible disfigurements caused by elephantiasis brought a shock wave with them which rocked him on his heels. He had been worried at first that it might be contagious, but on consulting his dictionary found, to his relief, that it was caused by the multiplication of worms in the body, which once they had died blocked the lymphatic ducts and glands.


The disease was carried by mosquitoes, and while that was alarming, it was not as bad as having a virus on the loose. Presumably not all mosquitoes carried the worms, because so very few of the islanders had the disease, and he intended to make sure he was bitten as infrequently as possible. Mosquitoes were nasty little bastards, he decided. They carried malaria, yellow fever and elephantiasis and he couldn’t understand why there hadn’t been a concentrated effort to wipe them off the face of the earth altogether. He made a resolution to sleep under a net at all times and to burn tiger coils in his rooms.


He put aside his diary and took out some writing paper. Dhonis sailed regularly between the atoll and up the chain of the Maldive Islands, to Male, the capital of that group. From there his letters would be taken to Sri Lanka and flown home.


So he had no excuse for not writing to Julia.


He wrote:




What I feel I have done by leaving is to give you and our son both space in which to explore each other, thoroughly, without me there as a constant reminder of where the fault lay. I am sure Benjamin will benefit from my absence.





He stared at these words for a long time, willing truth into them, but their falsity screamed at him and eventually he broke down and wept. When it was over, he tried again, having gathered enough strength to put down his real feelings.




The fact is, Julia, I couldn’t bear to look at him. I hated him near me. He made me feel revolting to myself. I’m sorry, if you feel abandoned, perhaps even betrayed, but I couldn’t help you. I was an unwelcome guest in the house. The two of you are so wrapped up in each other and I couldn’t reach either of you. It’s better this way, believe me. I would have come to loathe you both and you would have returned that loathing. I wish I could say more than ‘sorry’, but that’s the only word we have. I’ll send you money of course. You won’t go short, I promise. I just couldn’t spend a lifetime with someone crippled in mind and body — someone I had created that way …





He finished the letter quickly, before it became a pathetic litany of self-pity. He didn’t expect an answer anyway. He didn’t want one. This was a new life: he was a different man. If he started to try to justify that other man — the man who used the excuse that Julia no longer loved him, in order to escape from his own retarded child — if he did that he would find himself in a pit of self-hatred which would rob him of his sanity.


After a while he regained his composure and went out on to the veranda to smoke a cigarette. There were still some lights on in the village, about three hundred yards away, but no sounds reached him from the people within. Somehow they had managed to isolate him. People were always doing that to him. Even his own family … He thought of his father: rich, powerful, unapproachable. Virtually a stranger, since John had been sent away to school very young, his father not even fulfilling the minimum of visits that most parents felt obliged to make. The old man had rarely been at home, his business interests frequently taking him abroad, so summer holidays had often been spent with friends. Then, university, and Julia. She had persuaded him to reject his father’s values and go into teaching. The old man had never forgiven her for that-never forgiven either of them. Damn him.


He looked up into the night sky. The stars were very bright and the Southern Cross, a constellation quite new to him, was visible on the edge of the heavens. Perhaps if he had found some kind of comfort there? But the Church was made up of men — and men had limited understanding. If only one could actually talk to God, talk with him, explain to him and receive omniscient therapy, but he had tried prayer and it was like speaking to an empty room. The only sound was that of one’s own voice; hollow, false and inadequate. Nothing came back. There was no communication. No soothing thoughts, no sudden revelations, no answer to the questions.


Contact was one-way and try as he might, he couldn’t imagine anyone listening. He could express little of the agony of his heart and mind. Language cannot adequately express emotions and thoughts. His words were always rejected by the cold stone of the church, thrown back at him like blunt instruments to further dull his understanding and increase his confusion.


Perhaps there were no answers? Talking to a priest would have been less productive than talking with himself. If he, John Trencher, the man at the centre of the affair, did not understand, why then should a stranger comprehend? When all was said and done, a priest was only a man who formed judgements with inadequate tools: the human heart and mind.


John tossed his cigarette on to the coral path where it glowed for some time. When he had been with Julia, who was a non-smoker and a vegetarian, he had pretended to give up cigarettes. Pretended. In fact he used to sneak downstairs in the middle of the night, or take an evening walk alone, in order to smoke. She knew he still smoked. He knew that she knew. It was a game they maintained as a sort of compromise. Now that he could smoke all he wanted, he had little interest in cigarettes.


There is the sound of the reef and the noises of the jungle, which tend to emphasise tranquillity rather than detract from it. The smell of damp foliage drifts over from the backs of the houses and there is an odour of dried fish wafting from the village. The stars are painfully out of reach. The night has closed down the feeling of horizontal space and opened the vertical.


Suddenly John felt very calm and not the least afraid of anything. The nameless fear that he carried with him much of the time was gone, and an easy strength filled its place. There was a house lizard — a pale and large-eyed gecko — on the veranda rail. John could see its heart pulsing rapidly beneath the taut skin. Was it afraid? Or did its heart beat at that pace all the time? He reached out and gently touched the point where its tail met its body. At least, he thought he was being gentle, but the lizard darted forward, leaving its tail beneath John’s finger.


‘Damn,’ said John, annoyed with himself. Why did everything, even living creatures, come to pieces in his hands? The lizard was now on the wall and looked not in the least discomfited. Perhaps the tail was supposed to come away like that? Like a snake, sloughing its skin?


John took one last look at the night sky, with its blaze of white sparks, and then went inside again. He wondered whether he should lock the door, but on inspecting the frame could find no catch or bolt anywhere. He shrugged and made his way to the bed, forgetting about the bugs that were waiting to share his blankets with him.


The following morning he found one or two marks on his skin and knew that the small, disgusting creatures had feasted on his blood again. He dragged the mattress out on to the veranda to give it the full blast of the morning sun.


He heaved the mattress over the rail and left it with the underside exposed, thinking that this was where the main legions of the undesirable insects would be camped.


The morning sun hit him in the chest like the blow from a giant felt hammer. It surprised him. He looked up and had to shade his eyes as he stared into a blue sky that harboured not a wisp of cloud. It was certainly a very fine day. He hoped all days were this good.


As he turned to go back into the house, he almost tripped over some objects lying on the veranda. He hadn’t noticed them on the way out, since the mattress had been in his line of sight. There were some coconuts and some fruit. Someone had left him his breakfast. Nathan? He gathered them up and took them inside.


Shortly afterwards, there was a tentative knock on the screen door and an islander stood there. He was a small man, about middle-age, with a slight squint. Heavily favouring his right leg, he stood and regarded John dourly.


‘Yes?’ John said.


‘I come for my money,’ said the man.


Immediately, John thought of the fruit and felt very irritated. He had supposed that the goods on his veranda were a gift. This man was taking advantage of him. He did not like that.


‘Money? What money?’


‘So. Two pounds sterling.’ This could be used to purchase goods on Male. John had already seen, in the film his employers had shown him and in subsequent observations, that the islanders were fond of gaily coloured golfing umbrellas and sunglasses.


He was not going to give in that easily. He could play games too.


‘I still don’t understand.’ He spoke the pidgin slowly and clearly, so there should be no doubt in the other man’s mind that he was annoyed at being disturbed. ‘I’m just about to begin my breakfast. Can’t you come back later, at a more convenient time?’


The islander looked impatient and half turned, gesturing for some reason towards the reef.


‘Teacher asked me for some seashells and I brought them to him. That was a long time ago. I still haven’t been paid. I want my money. Two pounds sterling, please.’


The use of the word sterling rankled for some reason. Why did he have to keep repeating it? John was also more than a little perplexed. Shells? He had seen no shells. Certainly there had been nothing else amongst the fruit. He wondered whether the man might not be a little simple. They struck him as an inbred group.


‘Listen — what’s your name?’


‘John. My name is John,’ said the islander. ‘I want…’


‘Yes, yes, I know. Two pounds for the shells.’ A man with the same name as himself. Although not an uncommon experience, it seemed so, here on an atoll severed by the equator. You could travel halfway around the earth and meet yourself when you arrived. It wasn’t the money — that was little enough — it was the situation that annoyed him. Why should he pay anything at all, when he had received nothing from the man? Perhaps this was a test: one they tried on all visitors from the outside? He didn’t want to show weakness, but at the same time he desperately wanted to be liked and accepted. He could rebuff the man, out of hand, but that might be taken as an insult. What the hell was he supposed to do?


‘Look, I’m sorry but I haven’t received any shells from you. I only arrived


He stopped because the islander was looking indignant and aggrieved. What on earth was the matter with the man? John was feeling out of his depth.


‘Look, I brought the shells and now you have to pay for them.’ He was shaking with contained rage, gesturing again towards the ocean with his slim hand. ‘This is not good — not good at all.’ He shook his head and gazed at the ground. ‘The teacher asked me for the shells, and I brought them. He said he would pay me later. Two pounds sterling. I waited. I waited for a long time. The teacher has the shells but I don’t have the money. All I want is fair payment — two pounds sterling. This is…


‘Look here, when was this?’ asked John, some light beginning to break through. ‘Two months.’


John smiled and ran a hand through his hair. Now he understood. Perhaps the islander came from a remote part of the atoll and had only seen Peter Goodwright, the previous school teacher, for the period of the transaction? Maybe — a cliché no doubt — but maybe he had difficulty in telling Europeans apart? He did look just a little bit simple.


John said, ‘But that wasn’t me. That was the last school teacher. I’m the new man.’


‘You are the teacher.’ The words were spoken emphatically, as if there could be no argument. ‘Yes, but…’


‘Then you must pay me the money for the shells. I brought the shells, now you pay for them.’ John gave up.


‘Oh, for heaven’s sake, I’ll get the damn two pounds sterling. Just don’t come round here bothering me again.’


He went inside and searched through his luggage for his wallet. The islander, John, followed him, watching his every move, as if he expected John to abscond once he was out of sight. The whole situation was ludicrous, but it seemed the only way he was going to get rid of the man was if he paid him what he was owed. He found the wallet and handed over a five-pound note. The islander studied it, then opened a pouch on his belt. Incredibly, he had three pounds in change.


‘Thank you … John,’ said John. ‘Are you happy now?’


The man smiled. ‘Very happy.’


He tucked the note into his money belt and immediately left, banging the screen door behind him.


Later that day, John Trencher had another unpleasant experience. He was sitting, quietly, enjoying a book, when he heard the sound of a soft splash coming from somewhere beneath the house. Although the building was brick-built, it was raised on pillars to allow flood water to run underneath. He knew also, from his research before arriving, that rainwater tanks were situated beneath the houses on the atoll. He got up and went to the corner of the room where the trapdoor to the tank was situated. Lifting this, he peered inside. It was dark. He could see nothing.
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