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      ‘He supposed he’d had it coming, for his desultory ways. For that failure of perception which had allowed him to conceive of the extended

      party as a suitable response to life’s trials. He had meant no harm. He had failed to compensate, was all.’




      Kem Nunn ~ The Dogs of Winter




      ‘The danger of civilisation, of course, is that you will piss away your life on nonsense.’




      Jim Harrison ~ The Beast God Forgot to Invent


    


  




  

    

      

        

          ‘Yo ho ho and a bottle of rum




          Hoist the mainsail – here I come




          Ain’t no room on board for the insincere




          You’re my witness




          I’m your mutineer’




          Warren Zevon ~ Mutineer


        


      


    


  




  





  THE SEA ON FIRE




  





  Garland Rain has a golden cast in his grey right eye.




  ‘You still have the sun in your eye,’ my daughters tell him whenever he comes to see us in London. He jets in from somewhere hot without telling anyone but me, stays for a night or

  two in our house in Brixton, and then jets right out again. Where does he go? I don’t ask.




  ‘You know you’re welcome here any time, Garl,’ I say, ‘but if you care for us, don’t tell me where you’re going. If I don’t know, I can’t say.

  I’m thinking about my family now. My children.’




  ‘That’s good, Kim,’ he says, ‘that’s how it should be. It’s all about proving your love.’




  I know that’s the right thing for me to say to Garland, but he talked about this one place long enough when we were travelling together to get the name into my head: Raja Ampat, the

  islands of the Four Kings in the Coral Triangle, West Papua, Indonesia. The best wall diving in the world and more besides, Garland said to me once. You’ve got to see it, Kim. Proper inner

  space. Big pelagics and clean reefs. The schools of fish are so huge there that they block out the sunlight for minutes at a time.




  So deep down I believe I know where he is, that he finally got there, but then I have to think that maybe he just put the name out there for me to pick up. Because he doesn’t back me to

  take a beating even after all we’ve been through together. I can’t blame him. It’s like getting a free flow at forty metres down and watching the air you need to live disappearing

  fast in mercury-coloured bubbles up to the surface. You don’t know how you’ll behave until something like that happens, but you can look inside your heart and take a good guess. I just

  have to hope nobody comes here looking for us. That it’s all been forgotten.




  Suzy, the baby, comes up close to Garland. She sucks her thumb and plays with her belly button. She climbs Garland to stand in his lap. Garland is fudge-coloured, enormous. His brown feet are

  monumental, his home-made flip-flops big as canoes. Suzy licks his shoulder. She’s not really showing off. After all she’s known him all her life.




  ‘You taste like salt,’ she says.




  ‘Everybody does,’ Garland says.




  Their brown African noses touch. Suzy, Ghanaian from her mother. Garland, white South African. Suzy holds onto Garland by his long, sun-bleached hair like she’s holding the snowy mane of a

  Palomino horse she’s going to ride. With Garland’s hair bunched in her little fists, Suzy stares into the eye with the golden cast for a long time. Her mother and I wonder what

  continents, what worlds she sees. When her thick dark eyelashes tickle Garland’s face, he laughs.




  ‘Sing the meteor song,’ Suzy says.




  ‘Maybe in a little bit, Suze,’ Garland replies.




  Jay sits in her mother’s lap staring with wide, black, manga eyes. Jay wishes she was a boy, and sits chewing her fingers, consumed by what she wants to be but isn’t, wondering if

  she is the only girl who feels this way. She’s waiting for her little sister to do or say something she thinks is funny. Jay knows that if she laughs we will all join in – my daughter

  has a sweet giggle that you love to hear – and she will feel herself reconnected to the world by the shared laughter of our family. Afterwards she will go back to worrying and chewing in her

  mother’s lap.




  Holding Jay, Araba transmits love to her through hands that are never still, sending subtler messages than the declarative hand signals Garland and I once used to communicate underwater. Araba

  rubs Jay’s back, she smooths her short black hair. These gestures recognize Jay’s sense of herself as alien. It’s going to be all right baby, Araba’s hands promise, there

  are other girls that feel the same. They are waiting for you, and I will help you find them. Jay, her frayed fingers momentarily out of her mouth, leans into her mother’s strong hands.




  Araba’s hair is an Angela Davis explosion, as if my wife should be carrying a rifle and wearing a black leather jacket, not a soft red winceyette house dress faded to coral pink. The way

  she looks at Garland I can’t tell what she’s thinking, and I have learned that there is no future in assigning Araba motives she will never claim or recognize as her own. Still though,

  she’s not smiling.




  ‘I know you don’t really like Garland,’ I said when I called from work to tell her that he was coming.




  ‘You still don’t understand. It’s not that I don’t like him, I do. It’s what happens to you when you’re with him I don’t like.’




  I want my wife to believe that the terms of my long association with Garland Rain have changed for ever, but I can’t pretend I don’t know what she means. Araba thinks I’m just

  as restless as Garland, but I’d say ‘he’s out there and I’m not’, so that should tell her something. Still, there’s no denying that Garland will always have a

  hold on me. We’ve shared so many head- and heart-changing visions underwater, it truly is a wonder I’m not sitting next to him when he jets back to wherever he’s going.




  I can remember a stand of ancient and vast Gorgonian sea fans, coloured pinky gold, flaring out from a reef wall at right angles to catch plankton in the current, ninety feet down. Or thousands

  and thousands of tiny, beach-fire-bright anthia fish disappearing into hidey-holes in the coral as Garland and I swam to them through a shimmering thermocline, the shining fish reappearing in great

  expelled showers of coloured sparks as we looked back. Swimming one morning inside a giant, shape-shifting cloud of silver fish that suddenly detonated in a starburst under the hunting charge of a

  gang of barracudas and bonitos. On a shallow reef dive a fork-tailed dugong, backlit by sunlight, head down and feeding in the sea grass, fully eight feet long and hovering above the billows of

  sand it made like a radiant golden dirigible above the clouds. Most of all, I remember a glimmering thresher shark edged in light made by countless luminous marine algae. My wetsuited body and the

  bodies of my companions fringed by the same illuminations, the sea on fire.




  Sights that if my wife would ever put her head under the water to look would certainly confirm for her the existence of God. Instead, the things I saw promoted in me the maddening realization

  that there were endless variations of such wonders, that were both of an everyday brilliance and at the same time unaccountable and lunar strange. What was hard was accommodating the obvious truth

  that I would not live long enough to see even a fraction of them. Maybe it’s just that underwater you are always aware of how little time you have left down there: the finite and

  ever-decreasing number of breaths you carry with you in a twelve-litre steel tank are recorded and measured on your air gauge. As the needle passes from black numerals to red, you approach the end

  of your time in the blue world.




  It’s the same up here of course, we’re all running out of air, every second that passes, even if we’ve constructed a way of life that’s intended to distract us from ever

  thinking about the only thing that really matters. If you do think about it – the closeness of death – how wonderful everything appears! The swirling grooves in the wood of the table I

  sit at, with Araba at rest in the warming sun, her face to heaven. My daughters’ smiles. These things are equally the same magic details of my life that too often go by unnoticed.




  One of the kids, Jay, will say: ‘I wish I could fly, Daddy-Waddy.’ It’s likely we’ll be in Brockwell Park on a Saturday morning, standing on a rise near the empty

  basketball courts and looking down at the tropical blue field of the open-air pool. Bright green, ring-necked parakeets – jungle birds somehow transplanted to the city – fly above us,

  screeching from treetop to treetop. I will be dazed, no doubt, by the accumulation of another week at work – swinging a sledgehammer, carrying timber, running a heavy drill into brick and

  concrete – and Friday night’s beers. Looking north, we can see London’s gaudy wheel, her towers and skyscrapers, through and above the trees. ‘Delivered from gravity and

  buoyancy I flew around in space,’ Jacques Cousteau said after his first dive with the aqualung that Emil Gagnan had built to his design in 1943.




  ‘You fly underwater,’ I’ll say to Jay, ‘you’ll see,’ and immediately I am daydreaming about warm remembered seas when I should be listening to my daughter. I

  remember star-jumping with Garland down through endless blue water, free-falling through thick clouds of what to me were undifferentiated diatoms and protozoa, gliding down to the masts of a wreck

  which appeared out of the forest of the reef much like the towers that Jay and I can see ahead through the trees, but sunk and gone beneath the waves.




  In 1936 at Le Mourillon, near Toulon, Cousteau, his eyes protected by Fernez goggles, had looked below the Mediterranean’s surface for the first time. He had been meaning only to swim, and

  wore the goggles to protect his eyes from the stinging salt. ‘Sometimes we are lucky enough to know that our lives have been changed,’ he wrote. Astonished by wild gardens of silver

  algae and unknown fishes swimming in crystal water, Cousteau began his journey of exploration. ‘Standing up to breathe I saw a trolley-bus, people, electric street-lights. I put my eyes under

  again and civilization vanished with one last bow. I was in a jungle never seen by those who floated on the opaque roof.’




  Because she knows and loves me, every time Garland surfaces back in our lives Araba fears that I will be with him when he leaves, in flight once more from the family she has done so much to make

  and hold together. She believes my running away is made more likely because Garland and I have secrets that we keep from her. It’s a fact that every time I see him I am reminded that the life

  I live now, with Araba and our daughters, could fall in at any time. Araba might take a phone call that’s meant for me, somebody other than Garland could decide to get on a plane and come

  calling at my door. You’ve heard how people who want to hide something often choose water – rivers and seas are where we put the things we want to stay lost for ever. And years later

  the tell-tale thing – often a body of course: a rival, a faithless lover, sometimes a child – comes rising up from where it has refused to stay. I can’t speak for Garland, but

  I’m always waiting for the things we put there to come up out of the water.




  But that’s not the real reason why I might still run. Once before, I’d left behind a surface world I thought was rotten and looked for refuge under the water, only to find corruption

  there too, and a greater, final refuge in Araba’s love and the love of my children. On good days that’s all clear. At bad times, when the bills pile up and Araba and I fight, it’s

  impossible to forget that I was once a waterman – a free voyager in inner space – and here it’s a struggle just to put my feet on the floor in the morning. So that’s why

  I’d run and where I’d run. Back to those warm places where the sun came up each morning with what was for me a full and holy brightness, and illuminated the sea with the golden light I

  wanted to live in for ever. Under the brilliant surface of the water I could hide from a world I couldn’t believe in. Each dive a ritual challenge to the murderous insubstantiality in myself

  that I have otherwise never been able to get rid of for long enough to live well.




  For now, I am with my daughter Suzy. Her hair is in riot too, but lion-coloured, not peat-dark like Araba’s.




  ‘The sun’s behind a cloud,’ Suzy says, staring into Garland’s eye.




  Garland says, ‘Is the sun coming out or going in, Suze?’




  She looks at him for a long time. Like all of us, Garland’s face helps tell the story of the life he’s lived. It’s an outdoors face, as tough and as weathered as any of his

  Dutch-Calvinist pioneer ancestors, but rubbed smooth like a beach stone from all his time underwater.




  We wait for Suzy to answer, she’s thinking about it. Is Garland bringing her family sunshine or grey clouds? My daughter turns her tawny head to me. Her voice is grave, inevitable, a

  perfect copy of the way that she has heard grown-ups pitch their voices to tell one another bad news. Trying hard to hide her secret delight at being the centre of attention.




  ‘The sun’s going in, Daddy,’ Suzy says this time.




  Everybody’s sad, but Suzy gets to decide.




  





  WATERMEN




  





  When I first met Garland he was playing an mbira and singing a song about an asteroid hitting the earth. This was in late November, by a driftwood beach fire down in

  Al-Quseir, on the Red Sea, years ago now. I had been qualified as a dive guide for less than two months. Every day then was like the birthday that finally turns out the way you hoped it would. In

  those days there weren’t many places to stay in Al-Quseir, and there were not as many divers as at Sharm or Dahab further north, and these were things I liked about the place. That’s

  changed, of course, just like Garland said it would. There’s now a hotel where Garland’s camp was, and the last I heard the little beach at Mangrove Bay that we used for morning shore

  dives was a building site, but back then there wasn’t much there at all. Hans Hass, the first man to dive and photograph the Red Sea, had said that before he got there he’d learned

  everything he knew about the region from the journals of an Austrian naturalist named Klunzinger, who had worked as a quarantine medical officer at Al-Quseir from 1866 to, I think, 1875. So the

  place had that connection with Hass too.




  In my camp on the beach, I’d wake up to the building heat. As the sun rose, I’d make thick strong coffee on my fire and watch the sea turn from gunmetal grey to a shining lightness.

  I had worked as a labourer in England for years to pay for the diving courses I needed to qualify as a guide. Those first weeks in Al-Quseir I used to sit on the beach as the heat began to lean

  hard on my head and chest and work its way inside me. I believed that I had managed to escape the fate that every teacher or social worker I’d ever met had assigned to me and seemed to think

  I should be happy with.




  I was twenty-five then. Why did I invest so much hope in what lay beneath the surface of the blue water? Is it too neat to say that like my daughter Jay, I have always felt as though I come from

  another planet, and that when I first put my head underwater I thought, There it is? Maybe. I spent my boyhood in a small seaside town on the south coast of England. I’d guess that had

  something to do with how I felt – growing up in a three-sided world with the fourth open to light and water that went away into the distance for ever. Until I was sixteen, I loved the

  summers. I would spend all day on the beach, swimming and looking at the water, wondering what was out there beyond the horizon. I read a book about surfing once, where the writer had said how it

  was hard to imagine death when you danced across the water with a smile on your face and the sun in your hair. That’s how the summers were in our town. But there was trouble too. My brother

  Scott and I were wild, with a too-young mum and no dad.




  There must be boys who don’t miss a father so badly that the absence is transformed into a kind of interior malignancy you can’t get rid of except temporarily, with strong drugs and

  acts of destruction. Despite the differences between us, Scott wasn’t one of those boys, and neither was I. Of course I didn’t know that’s what it was. You only start to figure

  these things out when you’re older. Back then, I was a liar and a thief, and I got sent to a bunch of places they send boys like me to when they don’t know what else to do with us.

  Scott’s three years older, and he was, it seemed to me, everything I wasn’t: tough, brave and honest. My wife says that I blame myself for our dad not being there, because he’d

  left just before I was born, and so I would find ways to hurt myself. I’d cut words and marks into my skin, or let myself be caught stealing a new knife.




  Scott was so angry, he burned with it – although if you asked him if he remembered Dad he’d say he didn’t. You could see the anger in his shining eyes and his high cheekbones

  that went brick-red when he was getting ready to fight, but he didn’t hate himself. He had a compact certainty that came naturally to him, but that was precious to me because it seemed so far

  out of reach, and I loved him and wanted to be like him more than anything.




  The last place they sent me to was a Methodist-run school with barred windows looking out over the South Downs and the silver sea. I spent my time there gazing through the bars at the open

  horizon, and thinking about the difference between what I had and what I wanted, and when I got out, at sixteen, in the summer when the real trouble started, I came home to a town that was suddenly

  full of gangs: Punks and Teds, Rockabillies and Bikers. Scott had been a punk before I went away – punk was made for boys like us – but now he was the leader of a gang of skinheads who

  were the toughest kids in town. Scott’s cropped hair was lightened to gold and his skin was deeply tanned by the southern sun. Like me, Scott’s gang would follow him everywhere –

  we all wanted something to belong to – and we found ourselves in a fateful war with a group of rich young Persians. That’s what they called themselves then. Nobody I knew remembered a

  time when there weren’t Persians in our town, and with the help of a reclusive biker called Dug, they controlled the trade in hash and acid, speed and downers. But Scott wanted to change

  things, he wanted to get past Dug and the Persians and take over. It was a bloody summer that changed everything.




  When it was over, Scott went to prison and I ran away, leaving behind a handful of friends getting high on the cheap heroin that began to flood down from the north. There were some years lost to

  drink and drugs and more violence. I got tattooed from top to bottom with protective mantras and blessings, ships sailing homeward, tropical flowers and nautical stars. Discovering diving when I

  was twenty-one, it was as though I found myself returned to the summers when I was a boy, with no foreknowledge of harm.




  Diving also encouraged me to avoid any demands to grow up or settle down, which was good, because I wasn’t ready – not after what had happened and maybe not at all. This would cause

  its own problems later, when I met Araba and she wanted me to do just that – although, because she knew my story, Araba showed more patience than perhaps I deserved.




  Being underwater helped me understand that the surface world I mostly lived in was not the only reality, any more than the way that world was ordered, the death sentence of work and consumption,

  was either natural or inevitable. When I first reached Egypt all those years ago, it was as though I had finally made it across the border from some huge, cold dark-zone into a dream world, where

  every day the sunlight made rainbows in the moving water. Emphatically, I was on the run. From the pure poison of the only kind of life I believed I could expect in England, but also from a

  rottenness that had slowly flowered inside me. At last I felt that I had got away. I would live in the sun for ever, and let it burn out the corruption inside me. Like Cousteau and Hans Hass I

  would dive with manta rays and sharks, and welcome the reality of all the monsters of the deep. I counted on them to defeat the other monsters I often saw when I closed my eyes and tried to sleep.

  The people who made rules to try and govern my life couldn’t follow me down into the blue. But if I would like to believe that these different worlds – the onshore inland world where I

  am still often frightened, and the blue underwater world where I can fly – remain separate, then I know now that’s not true. Like Cousteau, I was delivered from gravity in inner space,

  but not from my character or my past.




  I found a job working as a guide off an old Nile steamer that was moored to a little cracked wooden pier and operated as a guest house for divers who were looking for something out of the way.

  Something less crowded than the famous sites at Abu Nahas, where it was not unusual to see fifteen or twenty dive boats all anchored over the Cousteau-discovered wreck of the

  Thistlegorm.




  The steamer was owned by an aristocratically mannered Austrian called Liselle. She was in her sixties, I’d guess. She had a lemon-coloured crew cut and was deeply tan, with thick patterns

  of freckles that made her brown skin look tooled. She employed a handful of Bedouins who cooked, pumped the air tanks and made running repairs to the ancient Beauchat regulators and buoyancy

  jackets which made up most of the dive gear. Liselle barked at the men who worked for her in a fluent, rough sounding Bedouin Arabic.




  The dive guide I was going to replace was a Swede named Lars, who was around forty or so, big-nosed and rangy, his brown skin marked by cancerous patches – the result of a life lived in

  the sun. Lars was headed to Mozambique, to Maputo, where the diving had recently opened up. In the days before he left, he took me through the local sites, shore diving along the coast at Maklouf,

  Mangrove Bay, and El Kaf, which we reached in rickety jeeps that the Bedouins drove through the dunes in bone-shuddering races against one another. Onshore winds were pretty constant. Most often

  you went into the water from a break or a small canyon in the reef, swimming along the wall of corals into what current there was and drifting back. When you’re in the water two or three

  hours a day you fall into a kind of dream life. And that, of course, was exactly what I wanted. I was counting on this dream world becoming my new reality, so that what I’d left behind would

  become as unfamiliar as the happiness I was feeling now still seemed.




  After I had rinsed off the sets of dive kit and hung them to dry at the end of each day, Lars would mix our sun-downers as Liselle smoked the first of many Nat Sherman Fantasias, fancy coloured

  cigarettes with a gold leaf filter.




  ‘She has them sent here,’ Lars told me, ‘thousands at a time.’




  My berth on the steamer was down below and it was hot and cramped, airless even with the little porthole open, and loud at night with the rackety sound of the ancient compressor pumping tanks.

  Plus, Liselle always wanted to sit up drinking gin and bitters and talking about the old days in Egypt when things were, of course, not only different but better. It was always late before I could

  get to my bunk and you’re up early in this game. So after a couple of weeks of not much sleep, I left my dive kit with the other stowed gear up on the bow deck and pitched a tent on the

  beach.




  A day or two before Lars headed north to fly out from Sharm, we were driving back to the steamer after a pretty dive at Maklouf where I had seen my first little reef shark. The party of four

  German divers we had guided were up ahead, buzzing after seeing the shark. Lars had taken the second jeep out himself. Through the sunglasses we wore against the whipped-up sand, the

  evening’s redness bled into the sea, into Lars’s melanin brown hand on the wheel and his free arm on the open window frame of the jeep, into the ruby dunes, into the still-warm air and

  the bucking sand spouts we passed through. Lars shouted over the sound of the jeep’s engine and the roaring wind we made.




  ‘Don’t hang around too long after I’ve gone, Kim. There’s no future with the steamer. The wild diving is finished here. For sure, you could make a good living guiding for

  one of the hotels that are going to be built on this beach, but I don’t think that’s what you want. I’ve told Liselle over and over to sell up and move on, but she wants to stay.

  She says she’s been here too long to move, and between us, she doesn’t need to make money. I need to get out. A man shouldn’t get used to living off a woman.’




  I looked at Lars. Liselle handed me worn US dollars at the end of every week. I thought it was all right to be diving every day and getting paid for it. In the lenses of Lars’s sunglasses

  I saw two of me. What Lars meant, I think, is that Liselle would pay us both to stay whether or not any divers came.




  ‘I will miss her, very much. We’ve been together nearly eight years and, I must admit, I entertained romantic thoughts about her before I even met her. I really came here because of

  who she was.’




  ‘Who is she?’




  ‘I thought you knew. I thought that’s why you were here. I couldn’t think of any other reason, unless you’re running away from something? Liselle dived with Hans and

  Lotte Hass in the fifties. On one of their first expeditions to the Red Sea. Can you imagine what it must have been like back then, when nobody had dived here? Can you picture the reefs? How

  unspoilt and beautiful they must have been. My God. Well, you’ve read the book Manta – Teufel Im Roten Mer: that was the first trip here, in 1949 I think, when Hans was

  completely on his own. What does he say about the coral fish? Something about the Almighty testing His whole palette on them. As you know, after that first trip Hans and Lotte made many more

  safaris here and Liselle met and dived with them.’




  Lotte Hass was the first woman to dive the Red Sea. I had read the book Lars mentioned. In English it had been called Under the Red Sea. I’d also read Hass’s first book,

  Diving to Adventure, published in England in 1952, a year before Cousteau’s Silent World. Hass and Cousteau are the most influential figures in the history and development of

  modern diving. Both men would become environmentalists, increasingly convinced of the need to protect the oceans, but in their early books the dominant images were of a sea where men hunted fish

  and killed sea monsters who would otherwise kill them – a wild unknown territory to be conquered. When I showed my kids the film of The Silent World, the sea was so often red with

  blood that Jay had nightmares and made me promise not to kill any animals when I went diving.




  ‘Of course, Liselle was a pioneer too,’ Lars said. ‘Very few women were diving then. Lotte was the best-known, and that American girl, Zale Parry. Liselle, I suppose, was

  fortunate – she didn’t need to make a media career from diving and she wasn’t interested, although she had the looks. So nobody knows about her. Fifteen years ago, one of the

  magazines published a story about her with lots of old photos. Dive mask pushed up in her wet blonde hair, drops of seawater on her brown skin, that kind of thing. I have a copy of it somewhere, I

  must show you, reading it was what made me want to come out here and find her. The thing is, Liselle fell in love with the Red Sea and stayed. Nobody knows more about this part of the world –

  everything I know about it I learned from her. But the life she has lived here is finished and the builders are coming. She’s already had offers from developers for the steamer. I asked her

  to come to Maputo with me, but she says it’s too late for her to start somewhere new.’




  That night the giant old headman, Abdul-Hadi, built a fire on the beach and cooked the snappers he had caught that afternoon on a hand line. I sat on a Pepsi-Cola crate. Lars and Liselle sat in

  picnic chairs. I asked Liselle about Hans and Lottie Hass. She waited for Lars to light her cigarette before talking.




  ‘They were so beautiful, both of them, they looked like movie stars,’ Liselle said, and seen through the smoke her face seemed to become lovely, and for a moment I could see her when

  she too had been young and beautiful. ‘I think the fact that they travelled and dived together was good for their marriage. Of course, he always said that she insisted on coming with him.

  That she learned to dive and took underwater pictures in the Danube to prove she’d be useful to him. But I just think they were in love, and anyway, he’d have been mad to leave her

  behind. She was such a lovely girl, all these blonde ringlets. And with the sun on her she was unmatched. Show Kim the picture.’




  Abdul-Hadi took out a small photograph from a worn, thin wallet and handed it to me. Recognizably, the photograph showed Hans and Lotte, fresh from the water, their bodies and faces sun-kissed,

  bright smiles in dark faces that were vibrant with youth and adventure, even if the photo was brown with age. Hass was bearded, his thick, sun-lightened, wet hair swept back, and smiling widely.

  Inhale and exhale hoses ran up over his shoulders into his air bag. Below the air bag the small oxygen cylinder was attached. He was holding up a large, indeterminate fish. Lotte wore the same dive

  rig, with her single-lens mask pushed up into her hair. Standing beside her, and lovely enough to be a sister, was the young Liselle. Behind all three divers, and towering possessively over them,

  was a white-robed Abdul-Hadi, his youth returned.




  After Lars left for Maputo, Liselle took down the faded dream catchers and wind chimes that danced above her sun-blistered cabin door. She seemed stricken. Some mornings she took off in one of

  the jeeps and you wouldn’t see her until it was time for her sun-downer. She ran out of Fantasia Lights and had to smoke rough Egyptian cigarettes. Day and night she walked all over the

  steamer muttering to herself. I guess I thought it was funny, a story to tell somewhere else down the line. I didn’t have the sense to know that I was looking at someone whose heart had been

  broken.




  If we had divers – and most days we didn’t – Abdul-Hadi and I would map out the day’s two dives; where we dived was dependent on wind and predicted currents, but also on

  whether we had enough fuel to get there. Divers in the Red Sea wanted clean reefs with good visibility, but of course most people also wanted to see the wrecks and the big pelagics – the

  oceanic whitetips, the hammerheads and thresher sharks – and we never went far out enough to see those. The tourists were mostly Germans and Austrians who wanted to hear Liselle’s

  stories about Hans and Lotte Hass, but there weren’t enough of them. Six divers would be a busy week. That’s when I realized that this new life was real. In not much more than a month I

  went from believing I had found paradise to thinking I might be able to get something better. I quizzed the divers who passed through and thought about making a move.
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  I’d heard stories about some wild divers who had taken over a half-finished and abandoned resort complex a mile or so up the beach, and one night I went along to see for

  myself. I walked for a while until I could see lights and a little column of smoke rising in the sky beyond the canted dunes.




  There were two floors of white boxy rooms with small balconies arranged in a horseshoe around a pool that had no water in it. The floor of the pool had little hills of sand in the corners and

  piles of empty bottles of Castle and Steinlager beer. Lights were showing in a couple of the rooms and faded wet-suits hung over some of the balconies. Through the lighted window of an empty room I

  could see a small, well-used submarine compressor and silver tanks lined up for pumping. In the lee of the half-circle of rooms there was a battered pick-up truck with a tarpaulin covering the

  engine against the sand and salt. A half-dozen tanks sat in the truck’s flatbed, mostly twelve-litre steel cylinders, but also a couple of fifteens rigged up as a twin-set. I wouldn’t

  have liked to carry anything that big on my back, and it made me wonder about the man who did.




  Men, some with long waving hair, some carrying red-light torches or wearing silver can headphones, moved in and out of the light made by the fire in an oil drum, like the strange creatures you

  see on a night dive. This was, I later realized, my first sighting of what was to become my tribe – the people who were like me. I had thought myself alone up to this point, so this was a

  thunderous realization. Some had travelled south from Dahab, others were guides who were passing through to jobs along the coast. Tanned, bearded, self-contained, they looked like men who had made

  the same kind of base camp on many other lunar shores. Staging posts for voyages to inner space. The sea was their home. I knew that they were looking for pure water; that they’d move to the

  next rumoured place, dreaming of an underwater paradise where the diving would be of a virgin majesty previously unencountered. This was the quiet determination of us all.




  By a driftwood fire, a man bigger and darker than the rest was playing an mbira and singing. The wooden bowl of the thumb piano looked tiny in his huge hands. He had a pair of sunglasses pushed

  up into his snowy hair. He was wearing an ancient, sun-faded denim shirt cut off at the shoulders, and old rugby shorts. His large feet were stuck into oversized, homemade, rope-soled flip-flops.

  His big head and huge shoulders were lit up by the beach-fire light as he sang:




  

    

      

        

          Deep down in their graves,




          the dinosaurs smile.




          No, there ain’t been nothin’ like this




          for a while.




          From one end to the other,




          it measures a mile.




          It’s 1997 XF11,




          and it’s comin’ around the bend.




          Your plastic is worthless.




          You’re credit ain’t shit.




          There’ll be no place to use it,




          when this sucker hits.




          So try to remember,




          I know that it’s hard,




          but 1997 XF11




          won’t take your Discover,




          your Visa or Gold MasterCard.




          For a while it’ll look like




          a star or a comet,




          but it’s a big badass rock




          with our name written on it.


        


      


    


  




  Garland’s singing voice was plaintive, surprisingly high for a man his size, and I was affected in a way that I didn’t understand. It turns out that there really is an asteroid

  called 1997 XF11, but it isn’t going to smash into the earth, although that’s the story that went around when it was discovered. It will pass within six hundred thousand miles of us on

  26 October 2028, which is a lot closer than you might think. So it was kind of a silly song, about something that isn’t going to happen. At least not this time, but the song still hit home.

  For some reason the words reminded me of a story an American astronaut had told about coming back from the moon and seeing the earth as a tiny blue pixel, just visible, in infinite black space. How

  insignificant and fragile and, of course, how precious.




  The astronaut had said that after this vision he had given up the story of God as an insufficient explanation for the world, believing instead that the chance existence of our planet and our own

  fleeting lives on it were the greater miracles. ‘That’s right,’ Garland said when I told him, ‘the earth’s our only boat, and look what we’re doing: punching

  holes in it. It’s like Cousteau said: we depend upon water and air to live, and we’ve turned them into global garbage cans.’




  While I couldn’t help but agree with Garland when he got onto the subject of what we had done to the planet, I was most often overwhelmed by the immensity of the damage caused. Which meant

  that when Garland brought further horrors to my attention, I didn’t want to hear him, not at first. What can you say when somebody tells you there’s a continent-sized island of plastic

  rubbish floating in the Pacific Ocean? I wanted to close my head to that kind of talk and drink a cold beer or go diving.




  It sounds strange, given the subject matter but, when I think about it now, what’s funny about the song is the evidence it suggested of the singer’s light-heartedness. I didn’t

  see a lot of that in the years after I got to know him. Garland has many qualities, but the ability to look on the funny side is not foremost among them.




  A tall man with a pointed face and pointed ears like a fox, and red hair sun-lightened to copper and hanging past his waist, gave a little whoop and holler and shouted, ‘That’s it,

  Garland, that’s great man!’




  He looked at me with eyes made yellow by the firelight.




  ‘Hey, Garland,’ he said. ‘Who’s this?’




  The big man stopped singing and looked at me across the driftwood fire.




  ‘Check the shirt, Rowdy,’ he said, and smiled at me. ‘He’s one of us, so give him a beer.’




  I was wearing a cave-diving T-shirt, which a friend had brought back for me from Ginnie Springs in Florida. I’d worn it on purpose, but as soon as I walked into the camp I wished I

  hadn’t played that game. I hadn’t been to Florida and I wasn’t a cave diver. Cave diving scared me, to put it plainly. I didn’t want anything over my head but water when I

  was diving. It was dark in the caves and I was scared of the dark and had been for a long time.




  Rowdy got a bottle of beer from a black plastic dustbin half-filled with seawater. Wiping his hands dry on his plain black T-shirt, he opened the beer with his lighter and handed me the bottle.

  With every movement he made, his long, penny-coloured hair waved like sea grass in the tide. His arms were slim and tan, corded with veins and muscle, and the hairs on his arms and legs had been

  burnt yellow by the sun.




  ‘You a cave diver?’ he said. ‘Good on yer. You blokes are hardcore.’




  He took a beer for himself, and held out his bottle to touch mine.




  ‘Not really,’ I said.




  The long-haired Australian pulled his bottle back.




  ‘You’re wearing the shirt though.’




  ‘I just grabbed it on the way over here,’ I said, ‘A mate of mine brought it back for me.’




  ‘Shit,’ the yellow-eyed man said, ‘next thing you’ll be telling me those tats aren’t real. Hey, Garl,’ he called, walking away, ‘I’m going to pump

  the rest of those tanks.’




  ‘All right. Hey, do me a favour? Get some of the blokes to clear up the rubbish in the pool.’




  Rowdy waved his hand to indicate he’d heard, and then he turned back to Garland, as if remembering something he’d meant to say.




  ‘Have you heard from Tyler yet?’ he said.




  ‘What did I tell you about that?’ Garland said, an edge to his voice that I would have done well to pay more attention to. Garland owned a familiarity with command and would resist

  any challenge to his self-appointed status as top man.




  ‘You don’t need to keep asking me. I haven’t checked my post for a day or two. I’ll get into Hurghada soon, maybe, and do that. I’ll tell you when I know

  something.’




  Even in the unreliable beach-fire light I saw Rowdy’s face redden. He walked away into the darkness without saying anything.




  The big man waved me over.




  ‘Don’t worry about Rowdy,’ he said. ‘He’s pretty full on and he can seem rough when you first meet him, but he’s OK.’




  ‘He’s right, though. I shouldn’t have worn the shirt.’




  ‘Maybe not if you haven’t been there, but I wouldn’t beat yourself up over it. What’s important is that you learn from mistakes like that.’




  He stuck out a big gnarly hand that was both rough and smooth, like a large pumice stone.




  ‘Garland Rain,’ he said.




  ‘I’m Kim,’ I said.




  Straightaway I was grateful to him. Years later I was talking to a surfer girl with a nose ring and getting up myself in a bar in Hana, Maui, when Garland mentioned the shirt again, and that was

  only, I thought at the time, because he wanted the girl for himself.




  ‘How’sit, Kim – good to meet you. You are a diver, though? I got that much right?’




  ‘Yes.’




  ‘Looking for work?’




  I told him about the steamer, about wanting to move on. I said that diving was all that I wanted to do. Garland nodded.




  ‘I can see you’ve got the fever for it,’ he said, ‘and I don’t want to burst your bubble, but this place will be dived out in a couple of years. Maybe less. I know

  that’s hard to hear. I guess you think you’ve rocked up in heaven, but somebody’s going to come and finish building this place soon, and they’ll build more like it up along

  here and you’ll wake up one morning and there’ll be a Hard Rock or a Burger King or a Dunkin’ Donuts where that big dune is right there. The sea will be thick with boats and

  overrun with people who dive one week a year. They’ll trash the reefs and frighten off the life like every other place somebody found and couldn’t keep quiet about. The thing to do is

  keep ahead of them. Go to work for small operators, and try and educate people about protecting the water and the life in it along the way. Do that before the reefs are gone. Some reports

  I’ve read reckon it’s already too late, that in less than fifty years we’ll lose them all. If the reefs go, that’s the way the world will go. Trouble is, it’s hard to

  find anybody who gives a shit, you know?’




  ‘Yeah,’ I said, ‘you’re right.’




  I looked at the fire and drank some beer.




  Garland was hoping to get out to Indonesia, where conservation and environmentalist groups were doing good work trying to protect the Coral Triangle. Forty per cent of the reefs and mangroves

  there had already gone just in his lifetime, he said, as a result of acidification, rising water temperature and pollution. For Garland it wasn’t just a question of getting out there: when he

  went he wanted to be gone for good, and for that he needed more money than he could raise by diving. Garland said that he was trying to save money so that he could get out to a place called Raja

  Ampat and maybe buy a share in an eco-friendly dive centre. You couldn’t make much money as a dive guide, I’d never had any illusions about that, and looking round the camp, with its

  makeshift vibe, I had the feeling that Garland’s dream was still far off.




  Garland became an almost mythical figure for me, and it’s hard to distinguish between what I believe about him and what I think I know. His biography is so uncertain as to be, for all

  practical purposes, untrustworthy. At times I wonder if I give him the qualities I do so that he can serve as an example of how to live my life. I would once have said that because I travelled with

  him for years I knew him as well as anyone, but now I know that there is at least one person who knows him better. About his family I know nothing except that, like me, he had grown up not knowing

  his father. He didn’t tell me about the circumstances. Whether his father had ever been around, or had left, or died when Garland was small. He was responding to something I’d said:

  ‘Oh yeah?’ I remember him saying. ‘Me too.’




  It was not something Garland ever felt the need to talk about. Not having a father was something he seemed to accept as a given – like being blond or having a cast in his eye –

  whereas I had obsessed about it for years and years. Garland’s view was that I may as well have spent my time obsessing about why there were no more dinosaurs. They were just gone, and had

  been for a long time. It wasn’t as though there was anything anybody could do about it. When he said that it was like a light going on inside me. I’d never considered that I could

  choose how I felt about things. Not that I really changed, but after I met Garland I was sometimes able to switch off the voice inside my head that was constantly telling me I was shit.
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