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‘There are three great rivers with which sinners purify themselves in this world: a river of sincere repentance; a river of good deeds that drowns the sins that surround it; and a river of great calamities that expiate sins . . . So swim . . . and have patience.’

Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyya, Madārij al-Sālikin (Stages of the Wayfarer)


 

Two men are taking Nicholas away. I see them through the police-car window. One takes his shoulder, one his arm. They swallow his skin, like mouths.

Nagodeallah, she fears them. She wriggles and cries on my knees. She grows heavy as a goat. Goggo says I hold Nagode too tight. She says: ‘Eh, boy, let her loose. Let her cry like she should.’ But Goggo knows nothing. Her mouth has no teeth. All she does is cry for us and lick the water from her gums. But Nagodeallah is mine now. So I squeeze her. I say shush, like Mama would.

Nicholas has not seen us yet. He looks back, towards the runway. At the end is the aeroplane, waiting. Big, like a beast. Like the horse from Mama’s stories, the white horse with wings. A knight’s horse for Nicholas, to fly away from us.

Those men have angry faces. I know it. Because I am angry too. They tell me that in the special lessons. They ask me to draw everything that happened. But I could only draw the well. Your well, Nicholas. The one you stole like Robin Hood, that you said would save us all. I drew how it was when I looked down inside it – big, and black. These men are big and white.

I hear one man speak. He says Nicholas is lucky. He says it like this: ‘You don’t know how lucky you are, mate.’ Mate. Nicholas uses this word too. It means ‘my friend’.

But these men are not his friends. They have locked his hands together. And his face is white, white as the spirits. When he came to us, he was pink. Mama, she used to laugh at him. But the fires burned him away. They burned us all away and left only bones.

When the policewoman came to tell us about Nicholas, Goggo said: ‘Praise Allah. Good riddance.’ She has not forgiven him. She wants blood in her mouth not tears. Sometimes, I see the blood in my dreams. I see them, Mama, Nagode and Adeya and the others, and their cheeks are running red.

It was Adeya who made me come. The police lady said: ‘He asks for you, JoJo, every day. Will you not see him?’

Goggo spat. But Adeya, she came to stand by me. She grew so tall, as tall as Mama. After the fires I told her: ‘You can come to live with us, like you are our sister. And I will care for you the same as Nagode.’ And Adeya, she said: ‘Yes, JoJo. But when we are grown, remember that I am not your sister.’

So I said yes to the policewoman, for Adeya. The word in my mouth was no but yes came rolling past my teeth. So the police car fetched us at first light. It had electric windows. I wound them down, so the wind could feel Nagode’s hair.

Now the policewoman stands by my window, waiting. The car door is closed. And I am afraid to open it. Doors are tests, Baba said. We choose to pass or stay. I do not know if the right way is through or back. But I am a man now. So I must choose.

I lift my hand and open the door. Nagode holds me as we climb into the light. The policewoman steps back. And then Nicholas, he sees me.

He says: ‘JoJo.’

I want to say: No way, Nicholas. No, mate. We have nothing for you, Nagode and me. We came only to see you go.

But my throat hurts and the words are stuck in it. My arms shake, and I cannot hold Nagode. I give her to the police lady. One day, my arms will be stronger. One day, Nagode will speak. On that day, I will tell her our stories. I will tell her about Mama and Baba. I will tell her about you, Nicholas, and The Boys, about the fires and the well. When we are grown, we will still remember. That is what I have to say to you, Nicholas. We will remember.

Will you remember, too? When they take you from here, will you think of us, and the things we did together? Like when we built our castle. It was great, that castle. Strong, with a moat, and towers, and the flag Mama made for it. You taught me how to make it strong. Each wall pushes and pulls against the others, you said. If even the smallest falls, then all become weaker. But together they are balanced. This is how the building finds its strength.

I want to tell you, Nicholas, that I understand this now. I do not need your lessons any more. I go to a good school. I am the best student. Each night I sit with Adeya and we study your language of numbers. Adeya, she says the numbers speak to us. Like the spirits, Nicholas. Sometimes the spirits speak to me still. They push and pull me inside. It hurts and I cry when Adeya cannot see. But I, too, will become strong one day.

‘Please,’ you say. ‘Please.’ And now I am crying. Because I am not ready for you to go. I do not forgive you yet, Nicholas. I have important things to tell you.

But now there is no time, they are pulling you away from us. So it must be my turn, Nicholas, it must be me who saves us. I will stop these men with their strong hands. Because we promised, Nicholas. We promised we would stay together.

I open my mouth to call you. But the words are stones and my heart is deep water. The police lady pulls my shoulder back as I put my hand out to you, and I pull forward with all my strength.

And then I feel it, the balance inside. I can speak your name. And you look around one more time; you are turning from the big men and the jet plane back to us.

Do we see each other, you and me? Do you see my hand, and what I have there? Because I know, Nicholas. I know what I must do. I know how to finish it.


Dry Season

The airport terminal doors swung open; Nick stepped through tempered glass into blinding daylight. Two porters reached for his suitcase as he passed through, palms sand-dry, their eyes dark with need.

He rested his back against cool brick, breathing in the afternoon’s ragged clamour. The porters had moved on, drawn away by richer opportunities, their skinny forms swallowed in a heated blur of bodies. A woman brushed past him on the narrow pavement, shoulders swelling from a tight jungle-green dress, matching fabric crowning her temples, arms opened wide like a carnivorous flower. She squealed as she reached into the melée of expectant faces and trundling baggage, pulling someone into a strong embrace – a mother perhaps, or a sister. Nick watched, transfixed by their joy, the fierce press of skin against skin, the careless flow of tears.

Ahead, the airport road curved away from him. Cars flowed along it bumper-to-bumper, a slow-moving river under a bottomless sky. Exhaust fumes circled lazily over nameless trees, their dark flowers collapsing onto the roadside.

Purple cloudbanks curled and deepened on the horizon, over jammed clusters of houses, red-roofed and low. The city centre was just visible beyond them, a blurred shimmer of glass and steel reflecting the coming storm. The sky seemed to grow as Nick looked up, becoming vaster and heavier. Waves of wet heat pulsed downwards, soaking through his shirt. He felt his skin rejoicing, drinking them in, as if quenching a lifetime of thirst.

Nine hours earlier, he’d been cushioned by the soft ascent from Heathrow, the sky racing soundlessly from grey to blue. It was the longest trip he’d ever taken, and when they’d first burst through the clouds into the bright void above it had taken Nick’s breath away, filling him with awe. Here at last was the feeling he’d been hoping for: an old chain finally snapping, clear air opening between his past and future. 

The jolt of touchdown had woken him from sleep, catapulting him into an altogether different world. They had lowered steps onto the runway and he’d walked out, dazed under the curdling sky, through the confident jostle of bodies at the baggage carousel and out through customs into this new daylight, with its miasma of car fumes, cigarettes, perfume and sweat. Loud smiles and bright voices overshadowed him on every side. What are you doing here? they seemed to demand. He had no easy answer to give, even to himself; it made him feel young, insignificant, and above all not ready. 

He closed his eyes, shaky, suddenly grateful for the wall at his back, sensing people rushing by on their way to the taxi ranks. He felt the sky’s heat spreading inside him, the dense closeness of rain overhead, probably sweeping in from warm ocean waters just beyond the city. Their rhythm pounded in his temples, green waves beating onto a wide, white shore. But then a tiny, cooling thought blew into him: he knew that ocean. He’d watched it countless times as a small boy, four thousand miles away on its northerly edge, under a sky grey as marbles, digging clams out of the sand between stinging rocks, the cold a blue knife raking bare feet. Somehow even then, before he was old enough to imagine what lay beyond the horizon, or that there could be a beyond, the hidden arc between that moment and this one had started to form. 

The memory steadied his breathing. A sign, he thought – a turning point in the story, a straight road glimpsed through the haze. His excitement woke again, a warm rush. Look out of the window at exactly noon, he’d told Kate, at their goodbye. I’ll be waving right above you, au revoir at thirty-five thousand feet. Her face had been pale in the flicker of the departure board, one fist outlined against the blue wool of her pocket. Like Superman, she’d replied with a strained smile, as his lips touched the almond-scented skin of her cheek. 

That kiss lingered in his mouth; the taste of guilt. When he’d first confessed his plan to her, her laughter had been sympathetic, the compassion of the sane for the deluded. But under the departure board, her hand had clutched his arm in a last, anxious appeal. It’s not too late, you know.

Too late for what? he’d asked gently, torn between admiration for her determined composure, self-reproach for the hurt it concealed and desperation to be gone. He’d felt her fingers pressing through his shirt, as if she could penetrate his skin to reach the many doubts still lurking beneath. The curtain of dark hair he’d parted on their first night together a year ago, falling shining and straight across her face, was swept up tight into a ponytail, betraying a tremble of mouth and chin. Her engagement ring winked up at him like a third eye. To change your mind, she’d replied. To stay here with me, where you belong.

‘Nicholas? Hey! Pardon – you’re Nicholas?’

Nick opened his eyes into a present full of warm light. A hand was reaching out to him; he followed it up to a stranger’s face, vaguely familiar from a grainy snapshot in his deployment folder. Steel-rimmed glasses beneath an anxiously receding hairline, the forehead a worn pink over watery eyes. Pale lashes blinked rapidly against the glare, like a burrowing creature’s. Nick had a sudden memory of moles ripping through his mother’s lawn, their pointed noses testing the air as she sat motionless by her easel.

‘Jean-Philippe?’

‘J.P., please. Welcome! At last. No problems with the visa? They can be devils, you know.’ He glanced sideways at Nick. ‘But look at you! You’re not like I imagined. No offence.’

Nick laughed. ‘None taken. It’s Nick, by the way.’

J.P. dragged the suitcase through the melée of waiting taxis. Bodies buffeted Nick, warm and bright with sweat. His senses were jumbled: corn roasting on a roadside stall filled his mouth with the taste of mellow gold; the air was smoky green at the back of his throat – with something else, darkly sweet, like sewage.

They reached a brown sedan among the chaos of double-parked cars, exhausts belching fumes. Behind the dust-smeared windscreen a crucifix dangled off coloured beads – strings of chocolate, grass, gold and blood.

‘I mean, you’re younger than I thought,’ J.P. said as he opened the boot, hoisting Nick’s suitcase inside. ‘Twenty-seven? Twenty-eight?’

‘Thirty.’

‘They usually send them older. The mid-career crisis, you know. Ha!’

The car’s seats were stripped bare, metal bones shining through. Nick cranked down the window to let in the sluggish air. Small children wandered through the traffic, clutching packs of gum and rotting baskets piled with fruit and flies. Most scattered at the blare of car horns. But some pressed in, thin fists hammering on the glass.

J.P. started the engine. ‘But anyway, here you are.’ Buildings loomed ahead, black-streaked and crumbling. ‘Young blood.’ Music crackled to life from the radio cassette player – a full-throated wail over sax and drums that pulsed through Nick like wingbeats. J.P.’s hands tapped its rhythm on the wheel. ‘Femi – you like him? He’s a god round here, so say yes if they ask. It’s his latest. Mind Your Own Business. Good advice for our nice new nineties, no? Personally I prefer Ali Farka Touré. The greatest blues man on earth – but from a few borders north of here. Oh, they’ll tell you: this is all West Africa, borders are just colonial importations, like French and English – and they have a point, mind you. But when it comes to music, football – the important things in life – the patriotism here is crazier than Europe. So I keep my opinions to myself.’

The lyrics were English, Nick could tell – and yet he couldn’t quite catch their meaning as they slipped past, sucked through the window into the whirlwind of street noise: the cry of hawkers over a boom-box’s tinny pulse, long-tailed birds piping from a passing tree, the dark rumbling sky overhead. He took a deep breath, conscious of J.P.’s briskly tapping thumbs, of the importance of first impressions. Don’t look so overwhelmed, idiot. This has to work out.

‘I don’t know much about music, I’m afraid,’ he replied, taking refuge in honesty. ‘Catholic mother – I was brought up on hymns.’

‘No Geldof? No Live Aid? I thought that was a basic requirement for you British.’

‘I missed the Live Aid thing. Too busy studying for the second stage of my architecture qualification. My girlfriend loves U2, if that qualifies?’

‘U2, my god. They grow up on hymns here, too. In the south, anyway. Not in the north, where you’ll be. There, it’s mostly allahu akbar. Well, by the time you go home, you’ll know what to sing where. And what do you think of this warm welcome you’re getting? Femi . . . all this sunshine. Nice for the swimming pool. But not so nice for the farmers.’ Sweat pooled on the Frenchman’s temples. ‘The rains failed.’

 

Nick’s hotel, booked for one night before his journey north, was fronted in mottled colonial brick. Black birds squatted on its casements around a central swimming pool. J.P. went across to the bar, to negotiate with the waitress for a drink.

Nick waited for him by the water. Red flowers fell from overhanging trees onto the listless surface. He watched, hypnotised, as the water swallowed them, petal by petal. His pale reflection swam between them. Such a sad little fellow, his mother used to say. That was in the early days, when her arms would still wrap around him, baptising him in warmth. He caught the ghost scent of paint on her hand as she stroked his hair. Don’t give the boy these ridiculous ideas, Mary, his father would tell her, back turned to them as he worked on patient records, his disdain cold as a knife. For a moment Nick imagined a grey figure materialising beneath the water’s cloudy surface, before he wiped his hands over his eyes.

J.P. came back with two cold beers and Nick’s recruitment papers. He flicked through them with a whistle. ‘You did a lot already, eh? Engineer, architect?’

‘Structural engineer.’ His voice sounded thin in the heavy air. The beer was malty, with a metallic aftertaste. ‘My firm built public spaces and infrastructure in London.’

‘That’s great. Working for the Iron Lady. Vive le capitalisme! Lots of money for that, I bet. Happy mama, happy papa, happy wife.’

‘Fiancée. And my father wasn’t so happy.’ Talking of him felt bold, like an exorcism. ‘He wanted me to be a doctor, like him.’

‘Even more money.’

‘Not in his practice. He was a local GP, a country doctor.’ Now Nick regretted the conversation. The subject was still too sharp – a splinter buried deep.

‘So you give it all up to come here?’ J.P. raised his eyebrows. ‘Is the fiancée a pain in the ass?’

Nick laughed despite himself. ‘It’s just a sabbatical. A year, that’s it. Then I head back home.’

He remembered saying the same thing to the recruitment panel, after all the exams and application essays. We need to know you can last the year, they’d said. That you’re not going to drop out because you’re too lonely, or it’s too hot, or the sky is too strange and you can’t sleep.

And he’d given them his too-plausible assurances – the same ones he’d served to Kate, as she stood frozen in their kitchen, a cork pulled halfway out of the bottle of Saint-Émilion. I want to do something meaningful, he’d said. Before I settle down – before we start our whole life together. It was meant to reassure, but he felt the unsayable truth hovering just beneath – that he could feel that life solidifying around him, trapping him into one of a billion diligent, purposeless existences that faded in the living.

He’d taken Kate’s hand, her engagement ring cold and solid between them as she tried to pull him back to her. But everything’s already organized – I ordered stationery for the invites – we’ve started writing our vows. The argument had run on into the small hours, exhausting them both. She knew he was afraid, she’d said; a lifetime is a lifetime after all, and she was scared too – but running away to another continent was no solution. He’d countered that he wasn’t running away but preparing himself; he’d be back in just a few months, ready to make good on every promise, more able to be the man she wanted him to be. Finally, she’d asked, bewildered: Is this all because of your father? She’d thought that his father’s death had filled him with the helium of wild ideas, that he risked floating off unless she could pull him back to their safe, defined spaces; evening meals and weekend escapes, the wedding plans taking shape with colour schemes and honeymoon brochures.

A treacherous voice in his head had whispered: maybe she’s right. Maybe this is just fear – the coward all over again, afraid to step up when it counts. It had all happened so fast – a race from first kiss to engagement in a year, a proposal coming straight after his father’s funeral. She’d been an object of desire in his office for months before he’d dared to ask her out – an icon of self-assurance and faultless lines, deftly presenting communication strategies to senior management, her hair a dark banner sweeping down her back. You’re a natural persuader, he’d told her. You make people want to do what you tell them. It was the clumsiest pick-up line. 

She’d absorbed his compliment with a wry shrug. That’s what everyone thinks about women in PR. Other people have talent, we just talk. I should put it on my business card. Communi-Kate.

He’d felt for her then. Compli-Kate. They’d laughed – and again later on, during a dim evening in the flush of alcohol, Nick feeling a voyeur’s thrill as she unbuttoned her professional confidence, exposing the hidden fears beneath. She could never smile at a man without wondering if he’d one day resent her for not sleeping with him. She despised herself for playing on her looks, but her face looked so awful without make-up – like a mannequin without its paint. Her mother had been a QC; Kate worried her own life was trivial by comparison. She wanted too much from people, so maybe she was doomed to be alone. They’d been so tantalising, those half glimpses of weakness, like sensing deeper currents under a lake’s still surface. And then at a spring party, in the middle of some forgotten conversation, his awareness had drifted slowly from light office jokes to the pale ridge of goose bumps pricking the flawless white of her arms, her silk camisole too thin, clinging to the stubborn swell of stomach that gym sessions couldn’t flatten. As she’d turned her face up to him, the wine was still sharp on her breath, lips pale and cool as a swan’s wing. Later she would claim he’d kissed her first – but he remembered nothing except that taste of wine and almonds, the mix of thrill and alarm.

If his father hadn’t had a heart attack, the old man would probably have sat grudgingly at the back of Kate’s family’s Anglican church watching his only child take his wedding vows, disdain spreading in a poisonous wave over the muted Christ pinned up behind the vicar, the neat peony bouquets, their two corporate incomes and aspirational house hunting. This flight across continents would have taken the two of them on their honeymoon. 

But the telephone call had come six months ago. And when Kate found Nick frozen in their hallway, the receiver humming a flat dial tone in his hand, they’d both felt the tremble of a hidden rudder, a subtle shift of course. I know you weren’t exactly close, she’d said as he walked dry-eyed from the synagogue. Even so, you’re handling it well. 

But in the night watches he’d quietly filled in applications for volunteer work abroad, listening to Kate’s even breathing. She claimed never to remember her dreams, but he could imagine them. They’d flickered through his mind as he wrote: happy dreams – dappled sunlight on an ivory dress, kites soaring over parkland, small wellington boots outside a townhouse, family holidays in the Alps. His own dreams could not be shared with anyone: a playground filled with screams and shattered glass, his father’s half-moon spectacles staring him down, the pale wash of his mother’s landscapes on silent, sunny walls.

‘Well,’ J.P. said, ‘you did the training so I won’t bore you with everything again. This project will be easy for you, perfect. The north is tough and the governor is a piece of work. But Dr Ahmed is a great host. Ten years working together and never a problem. His place is just outside the Town – but you’ll see it’s better that way. Our consultant, Eric, will be your liaison. He has a team of locals, but not one who can reach the same total twice.’

J.P.’s beer was already gone. He shouted to the bar for another. ‘I went to university too. I could have been a lawyer. But then I followed a girl, the usual story.’ The second round of beers came, one for Nick, as well. ‘The main thing I learned here is not to try too hard. Many things can’t be helped. Many people, too.’

Nick smiled. He’d heard the same thing countless times, at farewell dinners over glasses of chilled wine.

‘That’s a great recruiting line,’ he teased. ‘Sign up, it’s hard and hopeless!’ A worthy life should be hard work, his father used to say. He’d been fond of quoting what he liked to call the only sensible part of the Talmud: no man should rely on shortcuts and miracles.

J.P. shrugged. ‘Perhaps for your British charities. So Victorian. And the Americans are worse, by the way. Quakers and Evangelicals. Too many rules, too many virtues. Just be a human being, Nick, that’s my advice. Someone who can keep a spreadsheet and knows how to build a hospital.’

Nick offered to buy their third round, peeling dollar bills out of his wallet as he headed to the bar. The waitress serving drinks had woven her hair into a maze of braids, her orange T-shirt pulled tight across a dark slash of cleavage. Her eyes were young and wary as she took his money, pulling two beers from the refrigerator and handing him change from a wad in her jeans.

After a quick mental tally, Nick said quietly to her: ‘Twenty dollars.’

Her face was blank in incomprehension. ‘Twenty dollars,’ he repeated. ‘I gave you twenty dollars.’

‘You gave me ten.’

‘No,’ he said. ‘I gave you twenty, you gave me change for ten.’

She waved her finger at him, mouth set in a stubborn pout, her head turned deliberately away.

‘Hey.’ Alarm turned to annoyance. ‘Please give me my money.’

J.P. wandered over.

‘What’s the problem?’

‘Nothing. She didn’t give me enough change.’ He dumped his notes on the bar.

J.P. poked them. ‘Give the man his money,’ he said to the girl. She looked at the floor and shook her head, wordless.

A man in a hectic floral shirt came over. ‘Can I help you?’ His voice was a pleasant baritone. Nick saw the girl’s head come up like a fallow deer’s, fear surfacing.

‘I’m so sorry, sir,’ the manager said, once J.P. had explained. He turned to the girl and spoke softly. Tears came to her eyes. ‘He gave me ten.’ Her voice was very quiet. She looked sideways at Nick, in shame or appeal. Patches of sweat were visible under her arms.

Frustration wilted in a sudden rush of doubt. He pulled out his wallet; the notes stared blankly back at him. The humidity was oppressive. Nick’s chest hitched as he breathed, panic twining around it like prickly shoots.

‘It doesn’t matter.’ He reached out to touch the manager’s sleeve. ‘It may have been my mistake.’

‘These beers are on the house,’ the big man said.

Nick took them. ‘I’m sorry,’ he told the girl. She didn’t respond, her eyes falling to the notes as J.P. scooped them off the bar top. Reluctant to leave, Nick followed J.P. towards the table.

‘Will she be OK?’ He was fighting the urge to run back, to halt the unknown dance of consequences.

J.P. shrugged. ‘They’ll sort it out themselves. These things happen all the time. You did right, don’t worry.’

They agreed to meet again the next morning, to see Nick off. When they left the table, he looked around for the waitress. The bar was deserted except for the hum of the refrigerator, his empty beer bottle still standing on the warm counter.

That night, under the hiss of the air-conditioning, he dreamed once again of Madi. They were sitting together as they’d always done, after school on his mother’s kissing gate at the end of the garden. How did you find me here? he asked, panic rising inside him, his mouth still fizzing from swigs of Dr Pepper as the older boy looked up at him, a sad smile on his face. I’m always here. Blood brother. Then Madi jumped down, running ahead towards the hotel swimming pool, thin arms flung out like jackdaw wings. Please! Nick wanted to scream. I’m sorry! But the words flew out of his mouth in silence. And Madi was laughing as he tumbled in to the dark water, as the red flowers pulled him under and he vanished into black.

 

The long drive north began at dawn. Somewhere beyond the capital’s outskirts Nick realised they’d crossed an invisible boundary between living world and desert. Lush greens faded to gold, the rolling fields flattened into plains of yellow earth. The land became vast and encircling, cast out to a remote horizon, pathless and bright with a parched sweetness that moved him. It was like sailing alone into unchartered seas.

Nine bone-shaking hours later, a single jacaranda tree broke the landscape’s pale palette. Red-tipped buds were pushing through dark branches, ready to burst into brilliant bloom.

The tree marked the end of the northward ride; their car swung off the highway onto a smaller road. The village appeared over a rise, swift as a mirage. The road narrowed towards a central square where a mosque lofted its white minaret. Beyond that, the road disintegrated into a sand track leading around low houses of coloured stone. Market stalls and mud-brick houses were scattered unevenly beyond these, closer to the lowering sun.

The car swung west, trundling over dirt. Families strolled home in the late afternoon. The men wore pants and shirts, or light robes of peach and blue. Some bore the black-checked keffiyeh he’d only seen in news reports from the Middle East. The women’s heads were wrapped in vivid scarves, dark orange and sherbet-pink. Dust rose as the car passed by, blurring them into a weary haze. One old woman sat on her porch, rolls of skin clinging to a shrinking, orange-wreathed frame. She leaned forward, baleful eyes following Nick around the final bend.

Dr Ahmed’s clinic stood at the edge of the village, behind a low wall enclosing a garden. Yellow fronds of flowering sennas climbed over whitewashed brick. A trellised gate marked the house’s boundary. Inside, a path framed by sprouting vegetables led up to a wooden porch. Its neatness was dwarfed by the wild sweep of the desert beyond. Something about the scene struck Nick as poignant, an out-of-place sense of familiarity.

The driver sounded his horn. Nick climbed out of the car, limbs aching. Earthy smells filled the air – soil, smoke and somewhere the deep rot of decomposition.

A man came striding down the garden path. ‘My dear fellow!’ he called, his faded jacket swinging from an angular frame, a slight limp in his gait. His hair curled grey at the temples like an aging scarecrow’s. All his vitality had been sucked into the smile beaming from under half-moon spectacles.

He took Nick’s hand and pumped it. Nick was taken aback; this was not the conservative village healer he’d been expecting. For him it’s not just the money, J.P. had said. He’s a good guy; he likes to have us around.

‘You must be Dr Ahmed,’ said Nick.

The old man’s face creased in delight. ‘And you must be Nicholas! Come in, come in! What a long journey you’ve had, my goodness. How can we refresh you? Some tea? My wife has already put on the kettle.’

The living room was small and dingy, dominated by a vast grandfather clock. It shone from its corner, rich walnut and gilding topped by a white-faced procession of roman numerals. Its elegance was slightly marred by a gaping side panel – exposing melancholy cogs and a still pendulum. A large wooden box lay open at its feet, filled with odd tools.

Dr Ahmed laughed at Nick’s expression. ‘Yes, I’m afraid I’m a terrible tinkerer.’ He ducked under the low doorway as they entered the kitchen.

A young woman stood at the sink peeling vegetables, head bent and hair knotted behind her. Light from the window framed a long neck and slender shoulders.

‘Margaret, my dear. Here is our guest.’

She did not turn immediately. When she did look up, the movement was quick, almost reluctant. Her skin was lighter than Dr Ahmed’s with sharp planes and pale hollows under her eyes. Something in her expression disconcerted him, an echo of his mother’s unreachable distance.

‘Thank you very much for having me,’ he said, his awkwardness returning.

‘It is our pleasure,’ she replied, her quiet English precise but deep with the fullness of African vowels. Her hands worked continuously, pausing only to wipe themselves on an apron over the blue cotton of her dress. A circle of stillness seemed to spread from her, causing even Dr Ahmed to moderate his jovial tone.

‘Where are the children, my dear?’ he asked.

‘Nagodeallah sleeps,’ she said. ‘JoJo is out, I don’t know where.’

‘Boys,’ he said to Nick. ‘What can you do with them? But tonight at least we will give you a proper welcome. To us Muslims, a stranger is sacred. The Prophet, peace be upon him, advised even his brother-in-law to be like a stranger. I know how it is to be far from home. Margaret too, isn’t that so?’ He put his arm around his wife, dwarfing her.

‘That’s so,’ she said, looking into his face with an odd smile. Her throat gleamed in the dim light as she turned; her skin seemed luminous, as if lit from a source within.

A tour of the house followed: Nick’s office and bedroom were next to Dr Ahmed’s clinic, both doors opening onto the main porch. Dr Ahmed was proud to display his surgery: a desk, examining table and small cupboard of medical supplies. On discovering that Nick was a doctor’s son, his enthusiasm knew no bounds. ‘Indeed!’ he cried. ‘A London doctor?’

‘Country doctor. A small village on the southwest coast. We didn’t see many outsiders. A bit like here, I suppose.’

‘Outsiders are the lifeblood of humanity,’ Dr Ahmed said. ‘Every man should experience another culture. I myself was lucky enough to train for two years in London, at University College Hospital. Every Saturday I would go to Portobello Road. Do you know it?’

‘Of course.’

Dr Ahmed sighed. ‘Now, there was a place to teach us things. A mix of old and new, East and West. The latest music and fashions, too. I was quite the dashing fellow back then!’ He chuckled, and Nick grinned back.

‘But also they restored such wonderful antique pieces.’ Dr Ahmed was lost in reminiscence. ‘Those grandfather clocks – they were perfection. All the little parts working together, in such a delicate balance. Too much tension here, too little there, and the whole will collapse. Even as a young man I saw the similarity with the human body and also the human spirit.’

Nick looked around at the bare little room and found his heart strangely warmed. ‘So your clock is a souvenir?’

Dr Ahmed smiled sadly. ‘A tribute. I bought it when they sent word my father had died. He never wanted me to leave home, you see. But he would have loved those old clocks. He was an accountant, very fond of balances. I brought it back – but it has never worked properly since. The folly of youth!’

Nick heard himself saying, ‘My father died recently too. He would have been glad to see me here. This was the kind of service he believed in. We used to argue about my choices.’ He felt the familiar swelling in his throat, painfully harsh, and swallowed. I didn’t cry when they buried you; you won’t get tears from me now.

Dr Ahmed put his hand on Nick’s shoulder. ‘I am sorry for your loss. But time is the best judge of our choices, more than men – more even than fathers. Like I tell my son: never decide things are broken while there is still time to fix them.’

Margaret’s voice sounded from inside, calling them in for dinner. Guests were arriving soon; Dr Ahmed, distraught at his lapse in politeness, hurried to show Nick to his room.

As Nick followed him through the falling dusk, something jarred, diverting his attention to the garden’s edge. It was a makeshift cross – two small pieces of wood tied together and pushed into the earth by the wall. A fading bunch of yellow blossoms lay at its base. It was unassuming, like memorials to the nameless fallen. But something about it filled Nick with disquiet; it reminded him of an English grave.

 

Today I join The Boys. Everything is fixed at last, and no one can stop it – not even Baba. A man is coming to see him from the capital – some English man. So Baba will be busy all day and Mama will be with Nagode.

We waited for one year already, Akim and me. Since Juma joined The Boys. He is sixteen and big. You could not know they are brothers, Akim and Juma. Akim had a sickness when he was small. Baba says this is why his arms are like dry sticks. They break so easily. He tries push-ups after school. We tried it together one day. Juma saw us, and he laughed. ‘You two look like you’re fucking the sand,’ he told us. But when we are in The Boys, no one will laugh any more.

When we sit in the classroom for the first lesson Akim whispers: ‘After the last bell Juma will come for us. Then he will take us to Mister, and he will give us the test.’

I ask Akim: ‘What is the test? Is it hard?’ Akim says: ‘Wait, JoJo. You will see.’ Then the teacher shouts, ‘Stop this noise.’ And I bend to my books.

I see the nervousness in Akim’s eyes then. He pretends he is not afraid. But Akim just turned twelve last month. I will reach thirteen before the next rains. I am more nearly a man than he is.

I told him and Juma: ‘It must be after school.’ Baba takes me there every day and watches when I go in. He says: Be a good student, Yahya. Listen well, Yahya. No one calls me Yahya except Baba.

When the bell goes at last, I feel my heart start to beat fast. We run outside. Juma is waiting for us by the school gate. I still have my uniform shirt on.

‘Take it off,’ Juma tells me. The buttons catch and my arms get stuck. Akim laughs until I tear it free. I want to push him. But not with Juma here. He fixes cars and motorcycles in the shop with Mister. No one will trouble Akim because Juma is his big brother. I was a big brother once. Until Bako died. Now there is only Nagode. But she is still a baby. She only needs Mama. She doesn’t need me.

Juma takes us to the square. They’ve finished prayers already. I see Juma’s father Mr Kamil, speaking with Imam Abdi. He looks so fat and clean. Juma pinches Akim’s arm. ‘Quick,’ he says. He does not want Mr Kamil to see him. We bend low behind the cars. I see black birds sleeping on the mosque roof.

The cars have too much dust on them. Juma drags his finger across one. ‘Bad rains are good for business,’ he says. ‘All the engines in the village will stop working soon.’

Two years before, we had good rains. The ground was heavy and the lake was green. There was mud as far as the village. Akim and me, we painted ourselves red. How Baba howled! One day it rained so much the lake came to the square and made Baba’s car into a boat. We pretended that I was the captain and on the top was a big sail. Even Mama laughed at us.

Today, Akim is complaining: ‘Man, it’s too hot. I want some Fanta. Let’s stop at Tuesday’s place.’ But Tuesday is not in his shop. Instead there is one of Tuesday’s ladies. The refrigerator is not fixed, she says. There is no Fanta. I smell the hot glass when I put my hands on it. Juma asks her: ‘Where are the magazines, darling? You know the ones?’ He leans close to her and she hits him on the side of his head. I take some stickers from the shelf and put them under my shirt, into my trousers. They are shaped like flowers. Later I will give them to Adeya for her schoolbag. Her bag is very ugly.

‘Get out,’ Tuesday’s lady says. ‘You are only trouble, you boys.’

When we leave the shop, Juma’s face is red where she hit him. But he is still laughing. He says: ‘How many times has Tuesday fucked that one? Maybe she’s tired of him now. Maybe she wants a change, eh?’

Akim is giggling like a donkey: eeheeheehee. Juma punches him, and he gets tears in his eyes. I do not want Juma to hit him again. So I say, ‘How do you know about Tuesday’s ladies?’ Juma, he laughs. ‘I know all of Tuesday’s ladies,’ he says. ‘I fucked some of them, too.’

Akim has his stupid smile again. Juma pinches my arm. He says: ‘That is how you get a big dick, JoJo. You give it lots of exercise.’ Then he pulls down his pants so we can see it. His dick is not so big.

We walk through the garden of the mosque. Akim wants to go another way. He whines, ‘Maybe Father will see us,’ he holds onto Juma’s arm, but Juma, he pushes his brother away. ‘Leave me be,’ he says. ‘Father went home with the imam. Men will come to the Town to speak with them about the election.’

Akim’s eyes go wide. He says: ‘The governor’s men?’

‘Fuck the governor,’ Juma says.

I say nothing. But I think. My baba does not like Mr Kamil or Imam Abdi. When Jalloh brings the meat to our house after Friday prayers, he tells Baba: ‘Good sermon, eh, Dr Ahmed?’ And Baba just smiles and says: ‘Thank you, sir, for the best cuts as usual.’ But sometimes he says to Jalloh: ‘We must all be very careful.’

Baba is an old man. He is not strong like Juma, like Mr Kamil, like Mister. He does nothing. Instead he stands, like a tree. The winds here are too strong, they take down the trees. This is what Juma says. He says: ‘Mister teaches boys how to be strong.’

We reach the shop where Juma works. I can smell burning inside. Suddenly I do not want to go in. But Juma pushes me. He says: ‘Hurry, yallah. Mister is at the back. He waits for you.’

A radio is playing Michael Jackson. ‘Beat It’. Now Akim’s eyes are down. He is afraid.

But I will not be afraid. I want to look at Mister. I never saw him close. So I turn my eyes up – and there he is, looking straight at me. And he smiles.

At first I think – but he is smaller than Juma. Just a boy, like us. He sits so still, on a box under the shelf where the radio is. He has bare feet. His toes are long, like white fingers. One tooth is gone. There is a scar from his shoulder down to his hand. His eyes are not brown. I never saw such eyes. They are white. His hair is white, too. Like Baba’s. Baba’s is old-man-white. Mister, he is spirit-white.

Juma says: ‘So here is my brother Akim. And Lady JoJo, too.’

‘I’m no lady,’ I say back fast. But my heart is beating.

Juma says: ‘Your mama and baba treat you like a girl. Drive you to school, JoJo. Don’t be in trouble, JoJo. Dress nice, JoJo.’

Akim is laughing too. If we were at school, I would hit him. But here I swallow the words. They feel hot in my stomach.

‘So, boss.’ Mister is talking. Juma and Akim, they go quiet. ‘How old are you?’

I say: ‘Thirteen. Soon.’

Mister smiles: ‘Almost grown, eh? I know your father. And your mama, she’s a pretty one.’

Mister stands up and comes close. I can smell him. He smells of burning. He asks me: ‘Do you know who we are?’

I answer: ‘Yes, I know.’

‘We are the knights of the village,’ he says. ‘You know what a knight is?’

‘Yes,’ I say. His eyes make me cold inside. So I try again. I tell him: ‘The knights fight to protect the weak ones.’

He puts out his hand to squeeze my arm. It hurts. I hear the music behind and the dogs barking in the field. He is so close. In his belt is a knife. Its shape is long and slim. He opens his shirt for me. I could touch it.

Then he lets me go. I rub my arm where he has marked it. He turns to take an oil can from the shelf beside the radio with Michael Jackson singing. Akim moves back, away from me.

‘You want to be a knight, boss?’ Mister asks me. ‘You want to join us?’ His eyes are white, white as his knife. I feel like they cut me.

‘Yes,’ I whisper.

He smiles. Then he tips the oil can. I see it pour out onto my school shoes. They go yellow where it touches them.

He says: ‘Your brother died. Your mama can’t have strong sons. You are one of the weak. How do I know you will even live to be a man?’

He is close to me, so close. I know what he is telling me. I know what he wants. He wants me to take the knife from him, right now. I must show no fear.

Inside I shout: ‘Now, JoJo, now!’ Behind me the dogs have caught a bird. I can hear it screaming. When they cut Mister’s arm, did he scream? Is his blood red, like mine? Or white as his skin?

Mister, he waits. With every breath I think: Now! Now! But I do nothing.

Then Mister, he smiles.

‘Go home, boss,’ he tells me. ‘Be good. There’s no place for you with us.’

I run.

 

Margaret had laid the table, fire-roasted meat filling the room with its warm thyme smell. Beside it lay a bowl of maize porridge, dumplings made of groundnut, rice and lime soaked with strong yogurt. There was a salad of tomatoes and a green, viscous soup. The meat was paler than lamb and darker than chicken. A plump man with scarred hands and a vast belly nodded gratefully when Nick complimented its flavor.

‘I bring the best cuts for Dr Ahmed,’ he said. ‘They are always tender because the animal is never afraid when I slaughter it. I hypnotise it with my voice.’

‘He really does.’ Another man spoke from the table’s end. ‘I’ve seen him at it. One minute they struggle and then Jalloh here whispers in their ears. I don’t think they even see the knife.’ His beard looked thin and small against the splendour of his peacock robe. He had been introduced to Nick as Mr Kamil. His wife, Aisha, wore a full emerald abaya with dark embroidery and a towering hairpiece. Her nails glinted like beetles as she waved her husband’s remark away. ‘Oh, Kamil, please. At dinner it’s disgusting.’

Across the table sat the hunched old woman Nick had seen on the porch of the house opposite – Miss Amina. No English, according to Dr Ahmed. But she nodded vigorously, saying, ‘Eh, eh.’

‘It’s my personality,’ Jalloh continued unperturbed. ‘The animal knows its master. Once it knows, it forgets its fear. Fear sours the meat. The best butchers have strong personalities.’

Dr Ahmed leaned over to Nick and whispered, ‘Jalloh is a great hypnotist. He thinks he has hypnotised me into imagining his goats get thinner every month. I don’t mind making my little contribution to his Friday supper, though.’

Margaret served the food, her hair covered in a pale scarf. It slipped as she bent to spoon rice onto Nick’s plate, her wrists fragrant with thyme. The carelessness of her dress seemed almost disdainful; he saw Miss Amina’s frown and Aisha’s pursed lips as their hostess placed the bony meat on the table. She met Nick’s eyes, her own coolly deliberate.

‘This is the wrong lesson, Jalloh,’ another man said – the village imam, wrapped almost to vanishing in a heavy white shawl. His narrow mouth worked even when empty, as if in permanent argument. A thin hand burrowed into the folds over his lap, the other plucked at the meat like a hungry stork. He had more to say, but in a language Nick did not understand, waving his finger at the butcher. A slick of grease shone on his knuckle.

Dr Ahmed listened with intent politeness. Margaret came through from the kitchen and took a seat behind Nick, a plate of food on her lap. He looked back at her. ‘They’re upset about something.’

‘It’s an old argument,’ she replied. ‘The imam says no death is ordained except by Allah, and any man who challenges Allah’s authority is the pawn of Shaitan. Now they are talking about politics, not goats.’

‘Forgive us, Nicholas,’ Mr Kamil broke in. ‘Our village is like a house of many rooms, a different family in each one. Allah is the rightful master of the whole house. But some men place themselves above Allah. And wherever men challenge Allah’s authority, the poor and weak suffer first.’

Jalloh’s broad face was creased into a dark frown. He moved to answer, but Dr Ahmed spoke over him. ‘Another time, Kamil. Let’s enjoy our dinner.’ Mr Kamil leaned closer to Nick.

‘Let me ask you something. In England, if a man takes the food and fuel from a house and makes the family inside beg to take back what is rightfully theirs – what would you call such a man? Master or thief?’

‘Politician,’ answered Nick, and Mr Kamil laughed, slapping the table with puffy fingers. Yellow grains of rice flew from his beard like flies.

‘That’s right! Politicians are the biggest thieves. We will have elections here soon. There must be a return to the rule of law. Allah’s law is a fair law. Man’s law is easily corrupted.’

‘You are a Christian?’ the imam interrupted in halting English.

Nick sensed Margaret stirring behind him. She picked up her plate and walked into the kitchen.

‘My mother was a Catholic,’ he said carefully. ‘She had her faith. My father wasn’t a religious man.’

It had been one of Kate’s wilder efforts to talk him out of coming here, an uncharacteristic resort to terror tactics. They hate Jews, you know, she’d said. They could find out and kidnap you. I’m not Jewish, he’d reminded her, gently. Only my father is – and he hates Jews more than anyone. She’d snorted at that. Like they’ll know the difference.

But he’d thought about it later, about the strange compulsions that drove his father to marry a fervent believer despite his contempt for faith. He remembered the tense day of his grandmother’s burial – feeling cowed by the sight of his father in a long black coat, singing in an unknown tongue that transformed him into a stranger. The women were eerily alike: the same hard black shoes, the same shiny hair emerging from caps, curling around their chins. Wigs, his mother had whispered. The men wore fringed tallits, stringy curls jerking as they bobbed over their prayer books. There had been dark knots of silence under the falling rain and shouting behind closed doors while his mother cringed, then a silent drive home. Later Nick made a hesitant pilgrimage to his father’s study to find him hunched over a thick book, strange letters slanting across its pages like fine strokes of a paintbrush. Is that Grandma’s book? he’d asked in a whisper. His father looked up at him, gaunt, deep lines scored down his cheeks by the grey light. For a split second Nick had a wild urge to run to him, to bury his face in his chest and feel the constant, steady thud of his heart. But his father turned away, closing the book with a snap. God is for people who can’t find the right road without a map, he’d replied.

‘Many good men do not practise a faith,’ Dr Ahmed said. Nick had seen passages of Arabic script framed on his wall, presumably from the Qur’an.

‘He would say the same thing.’ Margaret’s eyes were lowered, but he sensed the light touch of her attention. ‘He believed the only important values were human ones. Honesty. Honour. Valour.’

‘And here you are following his teachings,’ Mr Ahmed said. ‘Like a good son.’

Before Nick could reply, the group turned at the sound of the door opening. A reedy boy slipped into the room, heading for the kitchen.

Dr Ahmed stood up. ‘Yahya? Yahya, come here. Where have you been? Your mother is angry with you.’

His father’s voice pulled the boy back – shoulders set in tense unwillingness. He said something quietly to his father.

‘Speak in English,’ said Dr Ahmed. ‘We speak in English to the children, you know. It’s better for their education.’

The boy cleared his throat and turned his eyes to the kitchen doorway. Margaret stood there, her face the troubled mirror of her son’s.

‘I was out with Akim,’ he said, spacing each word carefully, speaking to the floor. ‘I forgot the time.’

‘It is impolite to be late, Yahya.’ Dr Ahmed sounded pained. Mr Kamil was nodding sagely. ‘You know we have a guest here.’ The old man seemed to notice his son’s disarray for the first time – the white shirt dirty and torn, his shoes leaving oily prints on the tiled floor. ‘And what happened to your clothes? What kind of state is this?’

The boy looked over at Nick, disturbance plainly written on his face. Their eyes met. And Nick remembered a kindred moment, standing in front of his own father after one of many nameless failures, his chest filling up with the old man’s disappointment. It was the first feeling of real comradeship since his arrival.

‘I don’t feel well, Baba,’ the boy was saying. ‘I need to sleep.’ His father walked over and felt his forehead – love plainly wrestling with irritation in him. ‘Nonsense, Yahya. Please wash and come sit with us.’

The boy looked into his father’s eyes, and Nick felt the strain between them. Then the boy turned and ran back through the door into the night.

Margaret reached out an arm, calling, ‘JoJo!’ But the door slammed behind him. The boy had left a dark trail on the floor that stank of oil.

 

I am not afraid of the dark. I am fast. If I run, nothing can catch me. Not even the dogs. Dogs will try, if they are hungry. Hyenas will take even big children. A boy was taken two years before.

But I will not go home. Baba, he shames me. Mr Kamil will tell Akim and Juma. Tomorrow they will laugh at me.

Akim is stupid. Mister, too. What does he know? My brother was the weak one, not me. He could not fight the fever. And Baba was weak – he could not save him.

Baba lies, too. He says we must study to lead a good life. But look at him. His books, they are useless. He could not even save his own boy. Only the poor people go to him, like Miss Amina. Or Tuesday, for the sickness in his dick. Everybody knows. If you are sick and you have money, you go to the Town. If Baba had taken Bako to the Town, he would be well now. I would be his big brother still.

The houses look different in the dark. The road is awake, and the houses sleep. There are lights on the road. Oil and water, Baba says, cost more than blood here. But I like to hear the generators. They sing after dark. They beat, like hearts.

The lights make everything white. The houses are white. The road is white. Only the desert is black and the lake. We don’t go there at night. There are witches there. But I will not be afraid of them. I am not afraid of Mister. I am a man, too.

I am still running, away from the mosque and the generators. There are no lights here. Here the sky is bright. The wall of the school is low. I can cross it, easy. We used to play catch here, Adeya and me. She is fast. For a girl. But that game is for children.

My shoes hurt. So I take them off. Baba bought them for me. Good leather and a buckle. Shoes show respect, Baba says. Respect for learning. But the oil is inside the soles. Now they stink.

I want shoes like that white man’s. I saw pictures of men wearing shoes like that in Tuesday’s magazines.

There is my classroom. I see the window near my desk. The teacher says I am smart. She says: Smart boys don’t stare out of the window, JoJo. They look at their books. But what is in those books? Stories and numbers. They are not real. Mama used to read me stories, sometimes. Dragons and castles and knights from long ago.

But not any more. Now I know what is real. The fevers are real. The dogs are real. Mister, his knife is real. His scar is real.

I drop one shoe. The other one is heavy in my hand. Like a stone. It pulls me down into the ground.

I can see the window of my classroom. I think: knights do not take classes from the school. Knights fight the wicked. They fear nothing.

So I reach back my arm and I throw. I throw the shoe with all my strength, far away from me. Then the glass breaks, and I feel my heart still running. But beneath my feet the ground is sharp as knives.


October

Light floated down through high, yellow curtains, stirring behind Nick’s eyelids. He lay still in the early heat, each new breath tugging him gently up towards consciousness. Senses returned one by one – the sweat filming his skin, the cool whir of a fan, the mattress wire-thin against his back, the taste of last night’s meal still warm and bitter in his mouth. For once, he couldn’t remember his dreams.

He sat up, feet tentative on the floor’s bare tiles. They were cool to the touch, soothing his heated skin as he looked around him. My new home. His suitcase was wedged against the door separating the small bedroom from his office beyond. A plastic curtain divided the bed from a sink, a squat toilet and a shower hose attached to the wall. Outside, he thought he could hear birdsong.

After a cool rinse and a rudimentary shave, Nick stepped into his office. The filing-cabinet drawers were rusted. A bulky Codan HF radio was connected to a portable generator. His desk was chipped, sporting a telephone and a walkie-talkie, with a worn plastic chair to sit on. Nick thought of his London office – all plush carpets and artwork, wide windows sweeping down onto a world of bustle and steel.

Soft human sounds were audible from Dr Ahmed’s clinic on the other side of the wall. Already at his morning rounds. Nick’s watch read 9:30. J.P.’s fixer, Eric, would pick him up in half an hour to take him into the Town – to view the hospital project site and meet the region’s governor. Our partner in crime.

Kate’s stationery set and fountain pen lay on the filing cabinet where Nick had placed them before he slept. Light deepened the watermark into swirls, glossing the twinned embossed initials. N&K. Those letters sent a rush of unexpected fondness through him. The stationery had been intended for use in their wedding announcement; it had arrived the week before his departure. Take it with you, she’d said. It’ll remind you of what’s here to come back to. She’d given him the pen at their last meal together, over braised chicken and chablis. He’d kissed his thanks, their lips numbed by the chill of alcohol. I’ll miss you, he’d whispered, willing it to be true.

Now he sat at the desk, resting his fingers on the crisp white of the top sheet. Picking up the pen, he wrote:

 

Hello from deepest darkest etcetera. I’ve survived so far. It’s not so bad. Actually, it’s quite beautiful. I’ve spent so much time filling spaces with shapes that I forgot how stunning empty space can be. Driving up here through miles and miles of nothing, I had this bizarre feeling that it wasn’t really empty at all – but part of something bigger, too big to see from the ground. Very disorientating. Or maybe it was just the jetlag . . .! My hosts are interesting. The doctor’s an Victorian gentleman – Dickens in the desert. I thought he was putting me on at first. But he seems genuine enough. He even hauled a grandfather clock here all the way from Portobello Road. He worships it, like an idol. His wife is much younger than him. She seems out of place here – a closed book. 

 

He paused at a sudden, disconcerting flash of recall – her laying down dinner plates in silence, a long arm brushing against his sleeve; that shared flicker of contempt, separating them briefly from the table’s chatter.

 

Anyway, today I’ll find out what I’m supposed to be doing and hopefully not make a complete mess of things. Wish you were here.

A bubble of ink burst from the nib, staining the white sheet. Nick cursed, watching the words smudge under the spreading purple. He scrunched the paper into a tight ball. Now he’d have to start again.

Outside, the world was wrapped in easy stillness. He stood in the doorway, his rucksack on his shoulder, shielding his eyes from the daylight’s brilliant surge. Dr Ahmed’s vegetable garden rolled away to the gate, dotted with dark green shoots. Miss Amina sat on her porch in her tangerine-coloured wrap. Nick raised his hand; chicken fat wobbled under her chin as she replied with a wary jerk of the head. A car’s engine pulsed far away; closer, Nick heard the bleating of unseen goats.

He walked to the corner of the porch, looking around it and into the garden. A flash of colour made him draw back – Margaret, tall and oblivious, came out of the kitchen with a basket full of wet clothes. Nick watched from his hidden corner, the long line of her back twisting as she reached up to her neck, wiping beads of sweat from under her hair’s dark knot. He pulled his eyes away, feeling the furtive guilt of a thief.

Dr Ahmed’s surgery door was open a crack, an antiseptic reek slicing into the soft outdoor smells. Nick could see the outline of shapes: the frail curve of a limb stretched out, a white rectangle obscuring part of it – and then suddenly a sharp line of steel.

As he stepped backwards, the voices inside hushed. Steps crossed the floor. A moment later, Dr Ahmed’s beaming face was framed in the doorway. One gloved hand was visible in the morning sunlight, the pale latex streaked with blood.

‘Nicholas! You slept well?’

‘Very well.’ He averted his eyes from the bloody glove, looking over the doctor’s shoulder to where two other pairs of eyes glowed white in the dimness. A girl stood by the examination table, her face bird-thin, barely emerging from a clinging circle of black fabric. One pale hand clutched the folds of her abaya, drowning her small frame in its dark waves.

Beside her, a little boy lay on the table – legs poking from his dirty shorts. A pink-stained cotton pad covered his right shin. His eyes flicked towards the sudden light, and Nick saw the clouded whiteness at their centre.

‘Just in time,’ Dr Ahmed was saying, gesturing for Nick to enter. ‘I need a surgical assistant.’

He stepped reluctantly inside, feeling the clench in his stomach. The girl drew her robes around her, fingers dark yellow against the cloth.

‘Hello.’ Nick bent his head to her. She looked to Dr Ahmed, bewildered. He spoke to her quietly, his large hand dwarfing her shoulder.
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