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    The picture was scratched, and the soundtrack intermittently distorting on the bass notes, but all technical shortcomings were overridden by the sheer horror of the image that flickered there. Before us a woman writhed and howled, while between her splayed legs spilled liquid – more liquid than I’d ever imagined the human body could possibly contain. Convulsing and bellowing, she appeared to have no face, her features engulfed by the howling yawn of mouth. Then something crumpled and purple was at last expelled from her, slippery with blood and mucus, its goblin face also contorted by a high-pitched wail, its repellent appearance quite as alarming as the excruciating torments that had produced it.




    As the fluorescent lights fizzed and guttered into life again, Mrs Tanner stood with her hand at the switch, surveying the faces of the class, apparently amused at the dazed hush that had fallen across the room.




    ‘Any questions, 3R?’ she called cheerily, her voice coming from far away on the winds of whistling faintness. Her mumsy smile seemed sinister now, her very womanliness to embody treachery.




    Around me my classmates – thirty teenage girls contemplating their biological destiny. After all those years of shy allusions and giggling playground whispers, this then was what awaited us.
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    We might be children again as we sit here side by side, filled with anxious humility before this stranger, this infertility specialist, as he rests his pious gaze upon us. And now that we’re here, if we have to be here – I’m rather hoping he can write us out a prescription which could have it all sorted out without further ado. But it’s increasingly apparent from his melancholy patter, that our quest for a child will be an expensive and, quite possibly, a prolonged one. That the treatment will be invasive and the long-term health consequences unknown. That above all, there are no guarantees that we will have anything to show for all our trouble and expense at the end. Somehow the thing I had spent so much of my adult life fearing, has become the very thing I now sought in vain.




    In adversity, we quite naturally try to construct a narrative. To trace the underlying cause and effect that brought us to this sad and sorry place. And often I puzzle over how it was that the problems of infertile couples outlined so frequently and touchingly in news and human-interest stories somehow became our problem.




    My work as a photographer has always involved a total immersion in other people’s lives. Perhaps the time had come to give some consideration to my own.




    If this story began in that classroom, and reached crisis point in the doctor’s consulting room, what of the intervening twenty years? I see now that a perfectly pleasant, if uneventful, childhood was quickly overturned by a fierce adolescent hunger for life to begin. When I reached the age of eighteen, my parents gave me a Nikon camera. And after leaving college, I set off for India with the camera around my neck. Quite randomly and, as it was to turn out, fortuitously, I passed through Bhopal, where I spent some time documenting a family still struggling for survival after the Union Carbide disaster. The pictures I brought home had won a young photographers’ prize and, intoxicated by the notion of photo-journalism, I set forth on this new career without a backward glance. I wanted to be the next Cartier-Bresson. To take my place beside Salgado.




    But, though it pains me to confess it, the passing years have brought little but disappointment. Despite this promising beginning, I have languished almost entirely at the margins and learned to my cost how very hard it is, in a world awash with images, to make your mark.




    Yet I remain forever hopeful of a change of fortunes, ambition still burning undimmed. Absorbed in a commission, it’s as if everything else recedes. Ambient noise falls away. Peripheral vision closes down. On long assignments, I tumble exhausted into sleep, only to find I am struggling to frame my dreams. Sometimes, it is as if a tropical fever is running in my veins. Possessed, on fire, I am helpless in the face of its tyranny. And it’s tough on relationships. Tough in particular on Johnny.




    Johnny. The second great love of my life. It had been mutual friends, Tamsin and Pete, who introduced us, and my first impression was of someone long-limbed and stylishly dishevelled in a manner that for some reason struck me as rather French. But it was the whimsy of his smile that caught the heart, seeming to reveal an irreverence of spirit that continued, even all these years on, to disarm. I quickly learned that he was a man as easygoing as I was earnest. Certainly his job in advertising indicated someone entirely untroubled by the kind of high-minded ambition that so bedevilled me.




    Initially our differences in temperament had amused us. Then, when we began living together, they had become a source of conflict for a while. But over time, a mutual if sometimes grudging admiration had grown again between us. I always knew that it was the security of our relationship that freed me to pursue my career with such commitment, and was grateful for the safe port he offered once the fever receded.




    Until one day, quite without warning, everything changed.




    *    *    *




    Along and particularly absorbing job had just come to an end. An inner London council had commissioned me to document their new pilot project, ‘Working for a Better Environment and Healthier Lifestyle’. And somewhat to my surprise, though I’d taken the liberty of broadening it into a rather more controversial and cutting-edge essay on inner-city alienation, they’d remained surprisingly accommodating. After much discussion we’d agreed a final portfolio. There’d even been talk of an exhibition that could tour local libraries and community centres. Privately I’d harboured a secret hope that the project might lead to a book of some kind. That at long last my career might actually be amounting to something of substance.




    So there I was, waking as if from a dream, stretching and blinking in the light of day. Focusing at last on my own surroundings. The house was a tip. Piles of paperwork that needed sorting. Bills that must be paid without delay. Unanswered messages from friends. I noticed for the first time there was a chill in the air, that the trees were bare. That winter had crept upon us.




    And there, I discovered anew, was Johnny. Beloved Johnny. Boyish of face and long of limb. I was present now in our conversations, ready to take up my share of domestic duties again, eager to resume all social engagements. I remember expressing surprise at how long his hair had grown, to which he had laughed in an unpleasant and puzzlingly sardonic manner. He had seemed quite uncharacteristically out of sorts that morning. But it was only later, when the terrible realisation came to me that I had forgotten it was his birthday, that the panic had set in. Of course I rang immediately in an attempt to make amends, and that evening was sincerely contrite. I was midway through cooking a conciliatory supper when he came in, and an assortment of hastily selected presents were wrapped and waiting on the side. But his manner was abrupt, and nothing I could say appeared to soothe him. He dismissed my abject apologies impatiently. It wasn’t that that he particularly cared about. It wasn’t any one thing, he said. The birthday incident was just indicative of a much bigger issue.




    ‘I mean, tell me something, Rose,’ he said suddenly. ‘Have you any idea what it is I’m working on at the moment?’




    He observed me intently, waiting.




    ‘Working on?’




    And though I’d rifled quickly through the flotsam and jetsam of recent information relating to his working life, it was undeniably true that shamefully little had come to mind. There’d been that soft drinks campaign. Though that had surely been and gone some time ago.




    ‘There. You see!’ The ease of his victory merely serving to further inflame him. ‘I was trying to tell you. Just the other day. Only it was perfectly obvious you weren’t taking a word of it in.’




    I remember being galled to have put up such a feeble performance. I remember suggesting sarcastically that perhaps he should find someone with a nice nine-to-five job. A dentist maybe. Or an accountant. And he had stared at me in silence for some moments. Certainly I remember a feeling of relief at having clawed back a little ground.




    ‘I suppose . . .’ He had run a trembling hand through his hair, before rising in confusion to his feet, an inner agitation appearing to quite overwhelm him. ‘I suppose . . .’ he had said again, the extent of his disarray quite perplexing me. Then he had turned quickly, distress giving him the face of a stranger. ‘I suppose what I’m trying to say is that I’ve had enough.’




    The shock had snapped my head back, as if I’d been dealt a physical blow.




    ‘I see.’




    ‘And I think we should go away somewhere and try and sort it out. Just spend some time together. Either that . . .’ he had said with a ferocity I’d never heard in him before, ‘. . . either that, or call it a day.’




    ‘I see,’ I said again, giving him my full and undivided attention now. Listening not just to the words, but to the intonation and even the pauses in between. Outside, the winter winds shrieked a loud lament.




    ‘I’m thirty-six now. You’ve just turned thirty. We’re not kids any more. I mean, where’s this relationship actually heading?’




    And to my astonishment, I saw that I’d been waiting for this question to be posed for some time now. Here it was at last then. My wake-up call.
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    Ladakh, Cuba, Uruguay. The world at our feet. We pooled our money. I cleared my diary. Johnny’s agency gave him a month’s unpaid leave. Feeling suddenly free as birds, we agreed, finally, on Vietnam.




    In my rucksack somewhere was a postcard Tamsin had given us at a dinner party they gave shortly before we left. She had run after us, urgently waving it to and fro, while behind her a group of old friends had gathered tipsily at the open door, raising glasses and calling last farewells.




    ‘I completely forgot. This came the other day for Pete and me . . .’




    Dear friends, it read in a scrawling hand. Have found Paradise on Earth and may be some time. It bore a Vietnamese stamp, a name, Xin Chao, and was signed simply ‘Bill’.




    ‘You remember him, don’t you?’




    Johnny had laughed, nodding. ‘Guess he had to cut and run. Too many women baying for his blood in this town.’




    Though I said nothing, the truth was I also remembered him only too well. I’d first encountered him at one of Tamsin and Pete’s famous Christmas parties. Pushing through the crush of guests in a low-backed dress, I’d felt the caress of a stranger’s fingers trace my spine, and turned quickly to find a man of striking beauty smiling boldly upon me. Up until then I’d known him by reputation only. He was an actor whose prolific and complex entanglements had become a favourite source of dinner party anecdote amongst our group. And despite the heart leap that he had startled in me – or perhaps because of it – I’d made a point of entirely ignoring him when our paths subsequently crossed, hoping to make it quite clear I was amongst a minority entirely indifferent to his charms.




    ‘Well keep an eye out for him will you?’ Tamsin had said. ‘He’s been gone a while now.’ We were huddled close, squinting against the fine drizzle blowing down the street. ‘And if you ever get as far as Xin Chao, send him home. We miss him . . .’




    I held the card out to her, but she shook her head, already retreating through the rain.




    ‘No, no, take it. You never know when you may need an inside tip.’




    Beyond the hotel windows, the traffic noise of Hanoi hummed like tinnitus on the humid, diesel-choked air. Punch-drunk from the long flight, and felled now by heat, I could do no more than loll languidly. For some time I had watched the pallid geckos flick across the ceiling in staccato bursts, half-hypnotised by the blurred wheel of the ceiling fan, and its cool slipstream of displaced air. But Johnny sat at the rickety table, flicking determinedly through guidebooks and unfolding crisp new maps. The elation of arranging the trip had unaccountably waned. Our exchanges were irritably brittle, the unresolved resentments that had brought us here beginning to fester again. He rejected my suggestions, then I in turn rejected his. And the more brisk and purposeful he became, the more inertia paralysed me. With my eyes closed, I listened to the singsong fragments of conversation from the street and the frenzied din of traffic, the weeks before us stretching like a life sentence. We should never have come, I thought, humming tunelessly.




    ‘What about Tamsin and Pete’s friend?’ I opened my eyes again. ‘That “paradise on earth” place.’




    He sighed. ‘Don’t be ridiculous.’ He hadn’t even bothered looking up. ‘We don’t know anything about it.’




    ‘Exactly.’ It took all my reserves of energy to roll over and address him directly, an earthy scent of mildew rising up from the mattress. ‘We’re on an adventure, Johnny. Isn’t that what you do when you’re on an adventure?’




    He made no reply, absorbed in his pedantic search through the guidebooks. He began to read a passage on the sights of Hanoi, but he’d scarcely begun before I was shaking my head. It sounded everything I wanted to escape. And looking exasperated, he had hunted out the postcard, smoothing it flat, turning to cross-reference it with the guidebook.




    ‘“Designated a National Park in 1993, Xin Chao is an island of quite spectacular natural beauty, boasting unspoilt sandy beaches and dramatic forested inlands. The island has no mains electricity and limited water supplies, which combined with its sheer remoteness and protected status means that tourist facilities remain, for the time being at least, scanty.” ’ He picked up the postcard again, taking this in.




    ‘Are you really serious? It seems so random.’




    ‘Why not?’ I shrugged.




    There was a pause while he considered this, then to my surprise he had laughed, the idea seeming to catch him.




    ‘I suppose that’s right.’ He glanced at me appreciatively, the old recognition at last sparking. ‘Why not?’




    We took a night train to the south, waking to waterlogged paddy fields, then a cab to the coast, where we found ourselves standing, feeling a little foolish, at the water’s edge. Confused by our fumbling attempts at Vietnamese, the motorbike taxi had apparently abandoned us in the middle of nowhere. In the shade of beached fishing boats, three fishermen sat cross-legged, mending their nets.




    ‘Xin Chao?’ I said tentatively, addressing the eldest member of the group. But he had only shaken his head, looking puzzled.




    ‘Xin Chao?’ Johnny repeated. And this time the faces of all three men had instantly lit up, ‘Ah, Xin Chao!’ they chorused, nodding and smiling, responding with an animated explanation in Vietnamese. When we shook our heads uncomprehendingly, the old man mimed the motion of a boat, and appeared to be urging us to make haste. Then the three men had risen as one, pointing urgently away down the coastline, making encouraging gestures, as if to small children.




    So we set off briskly, swinging our rucksacks across our backs, each pressing the other to hurry, though neither of us were sure quite what it was we were hurrying for. Very soon we rounded the headland and came upon a small fishing port. And there, amongst the clustered fishing boats, a ferry – laden with animals and people and preparing to set sail.




    ‘Xin Chao?’ Johnny called out, and with much noisy shouting the smiling passengers beckoned us to join them, creating a flurry of good-humoured commotion as they rose to make space on the crowded deck. We’d scarcely taken our places before the anchor was hauled from the sea, and the boat had set sail.




    As the island came at last into view, I took a photograph of Johnny squeezed between a tethered goat and a wicker cage of chickens, a glimpse of the looming harbour just beyond his right shoulder.




    ‘One day you’ll look at this, and remember our grand adventure.’ I was struggling to find focus, the deck shifting treacherously beneath my feet.




    ‘I think it’s more likely,’ he said, eyeing my battered old Nikon, ‘that I’ll look at it and remember there were three of us in this relationship.’




    At the rickety pier, people and animals had streamed on to dry land as if from a disembarking Noah’s Ark. We bought pineapples from a small stall and headed out of town, following the dusty dirt track past mangrove trees, whose exposed roots made it appear they were wrenching themselves free.




    After a short while, we came to a clearing and stopped abruptly, finding ourselves gazing along the length of a beach where fine white sand shelved gently into clear turquoise water. Windblown palm trees skirted its length, and between them the thatched roofs of scattered huts on stilts. It seemed a paradise so absurdly Platonic in its perfection that we turned to one another laughing at its preposterous implausibility.




    An elderly man approached through the trees speaking eagerly, his elfin face alight with expectation.




    ‘I think he’s trying to sell you a massage.’




    ‘Maybe later,’ I tried to mime, but the man stood his ground, smiling hopefully.




    ‘Listen, you have a massage and I’ll go and sort out a room.’ Johnny lifted the rucksacks one across each shoulder and set off slowly up the beach, while the old man shook out a mat for me and I lay down.




    Under his strong hands, the little bones had rolled and ached, the tendons singing out as if flesh were being moulded into clay. The clamour of sensations shut out the external world, time moving in strange cycles of pain, until there came an unpleasant sensation of fingers pressing into my ears. I raised an arm as the pressure became intolerable, but still his fingers bore in. My eardrums felt huge in my head, great bulbous balloons that pressed against my skull. Then a burst of light as the pressure was released and I opened my eyes and sat up. Before me the translucent sea and distant mountains sprung newly minted, and all about me the fine song of birds whistled a hallelujah chorus.




    I was heading, rubber limbed, towards the huts, when Johnny’s angry shout brought me to an abrupt halt.




    ‘Fuck! Fuck! Fuck!’ His distraught figure appeared on the veranda of one of the huts close by. ‘Someone’s stolen all our money! Everything! Gone! Passports! Plane tickets!’




    I scanned wildly, expecting to see robbers running away through the trees.




    ‘I went to unpack our stuff and the whole lot had just completely vanished . . .’




    ‘My camera?’




    ‘No,’ he said tersely, swinging it towards me. ‘That’s the only thing of value left.’




    I seized it, holding it gratefully.




    ‘It must have been on the ferry. Somehow, amongst all the people and animals . . .’ He was pacing up and down, a hand shielding his brow as he tried to puzzle it out. ‘Fuckers!’ He slammed the wall.




    ‘Well . . . We’ll just have to . . . We’ll just have to call home. See if my parents can send some money as soon as possible.’ His face expressed incredulity at my slow-wittedness.




    ‘We’re in a national park. Remember?’




    I shook my head, smiling stupidly.




    ‘No telephone masts. No reception.’




    ‘Okay . . .’ My thoughts turned sluggishly, the massage seeming to have loosened key neural connections.




    He stood with hands on hips. ‘No phone service,’ he said in a strained voice. ‘No bank for anyone to send anything to anyway. So no money to pay for our room. Or to get us off the island. I mean, maybe the British consulate would bail us out, but since we can’t get back to the mainland to ask, it’s entirely academic really . . .’ He shrugged.




    ‘Christ . . .’ I closed my eyes, and sat down heavily, my legs folding of their own accord.




    ‘So much for your great adventure then . . .’ He walked away down the beach, kicking up angry sprays of sand.




    Though the water was still limpid and the sun undimmed, I had the oddest sensation we’d just dropped in free fall off the edge of the world.




    We reported the theft to the lone policeman who inhabited a corrugated iron hut not far from the jetty; he had expressed surprise at the theft, promising to look into it as a matter of some urgency. At least we hoped, in the elaborate gesticulations and nods that passed between us, that that was what had been said. In particular we had been at pains to impress on him that we had international flights to catch in just over three weeks’ time. And though there was nothing to do but wait, apprehension now cast a long shadow over the loveliness of our surroundings. At least, we tried to comfort one another, our room remained secure for the time being, and our handful of change would buy food and drink for a few days yet. And there was always the camera. If all else failed, we would have to sell it. Though it was a long shot, there was also an outside chance that Bill might remain somewhere on the island. In the afternoon we went for a stroll, hopefully scanning the travellers who scattered the beaches, or hung out in the bar by the harbour. It was a small place. If he were still here, it could only be a matter of time before we stumbled upon him.




    The sky was a bluer blue here. Even the cloud formations were different. We lay side by side in mute contemplation. Then Johnny began to laugh in disbelief.




    ‘What?’




    ‘Us . . . shipwrecked. How are we ever going to get out of this one?’ He covered his face. ‘Jesus wept. If Bill doesn’t turn up soon, or this policeman can’t help us, we are going to have to do something, you know.’




    An international flight to catch, jobs to get back to, a whole life waiting to be resumed. We both lie in solemn contemplation. A micro hum of insect wings. The intermittent notes of tropical birdsong. The dilemma hanging unanswerably. I reached for my book, my only desire to lose myself amongst its pages. But claustrophobia pressed upon me now, the blue sea and sky seeming to contain us like a gilded cage.




    Yet as the first day flowed into the next, the heat soon produced an anaesthetising torpor in us both. As the temperatures climbed, the fleshy smell of the earth would rise up to scent the felty air, and all anxieties would recede before the sun’s onslaught. The hours would vanish in a daze of reading, swimming and dozing. In this limbo of waiting, perhaps because of this limbo, an undeniably easeful drifting was stealing upon us; an indolent unfurling of night into day, of day back into night. And like a dislocated joint resuming its socket, we found we were once again united. We had lost everything except each other. And in this newly congenial spirit, somehow it seemed that though one day might be closing behind without resolution, another would shortly be dawning in its stead, filled anew with hope.




    One evening, we visited the local temple and lit incense. The shadows were comforting and we sat for a while in silence, watching the fragrant smoke spiral upwards. Already it was hard to remember quite how our days had been so urgently and meaningfully structured in that old life so far away across the globe.




    Every day we went to visit the policeman. Often we found him fast asleep, with his legs propped up on the desk and his peaked cap covering his face. When Johnny cleared his throat, he would wake with a start, leaping to his feet, and fumbling to return the cap to his head with a hasty formality. But he never had any new developments to report. We might have requested he contact the mainland for us. We might have thrown ourselves upon his mercy. There were all manner of things we would like to have asked of him. But he spoke not a word of English and we no Vietnamese. Days passed. Almost a week. We were well and truly adrift.




    All that week, we’d haunted the harbour bar, hopeful that our luck might change and we would stumble across Bill. I had a vision of him turning from his table to greet us. Laughing incredulously as we explained our plight. Reaching unhesitatingly into his pockets for generous fistfuls of money.




    One night we fell into conversation with a group of travellers. Fuelled by rice wine, the evening had grown progressively more exuberant as rounds were ordered and newcomers drifted over to join our table. An amusing conversation with Voon Wong, a student from Hong Kong, had given way to a heated debate with Yuri, an Israeli lecturer in history, only to be interrupted by an eccentric monologue from Brad, an Australian marine biologist on sabbatical for a year. There was an instant kinship in having journeyed from different corners of the world, leaving behind modern lives, to find ourselves washed up together on a remote and primitive island. And this spirit of kinship cast an enchantment on the evening, firing all of us with a buccaneering swagger at our fearlessness. The conversation had turned to a night dive that was taking place the following evening, and at some stage, amidst the gales of laughter and drifting smoke, Johnny and I had made an impetuous decision to spend the last of our money and join them. After all, we had agreed airily, who could possibly know what solutions tomorrow might bring?




    Late in the swirl and press of people, I’d fallen into conversation with Eugenia. I’d noticed her earlier, sitting at the outskirts of the group, looking on with a gravely beautiful face. She was nursing a broken heart, she confided in a husky Spanish accent. A brief love affair with a fellow traveller had just come to an untimely and unexpected end. ‘He was English like you,’ she said. I was nodding sympathetically, when it dawned on me exactly what she was about to tell me. His name was Bill, she continued sorrowfully. But he had left the island at the beginning of the week and now she would never see him again. Then we’d both lapsed into a pensive silence and Eugenia had wiped away a furtive tear.




    I’d broken the news of Bill’s departure to Johnny as we made our way home through the darkened mangrove swamp. ‘Bang goes that rescue plan then,’ he’d said, staggering a little unsteadily on his feet. ‘Thoughtless bugger . . . Look’s like we’ll have to sell that bloody camera of yours then.’




    On the easterly breeze I felt the sea’s great billowing expanse hidden by the night. It’s hard to account for what possessed me now, but in a few bounds I had crossed the springy sands and flung the camera far into the darkness beyond. Moments later came a subdued and satisfying splash. The last sustaining thread from which we dangled had been severed. Perhaps it was the rice wine burning in our bellies, but the odd thing was that our laughter was the laughter of a quite unexpected and soaring elation.




    That night Johnny came to me, looming out of the darkness, with the torch glowing in one hand.




    ‘I’ve crossed the wild seas to ravish you, fair maiden,’ he growled in a gruff pirate’s voice, his mouth so close that his breath burnt the inside of my ear. He nuzzled my neck, pinning my arms, as I struggled to escape, the unbearable writhing belly laughter of being tickled overtaking me.




    ‘Get OFF me, you horrible great oaf,’ I wrenched myself free, falling to the floor, where my head lodged awkwardly, too weak to move.




    ‘For I want you to be the mother of my child. What say you, lady? Hey? What say you?’ The torch clattered away across the pitted floor, casting Halloween shadows beyond the bright cone of its illumination.




    ‘Never,’ I cried, limp-limbed, wiping away the tears that had run across my cheeks and into my hair.




    ‘Ahh, you coward,’ he scoffed in his pantomime voice. ‘You modern women are a lily-livered bunch.’




    My voice rising indignantly. ‘You’re so full of bullshit.’




    ‘Oh, you think so, do you?’




    ‘Yes! Yes, I do actually.’




    ‘Try me then,’ he said, unexpectedly resuming his own voice.




    In the darkness, just the catch of our breath and the glitter of eyes and teeth. The air between us quite still. I felt for the packet of condoms that lay beneath the bed.




    ‘Well, you see these?’ I held them in the torchlight. ‘And you see this?’ I reached out towards the gleam of the penknife lying close by, prising open the little scissors hidden inside and snipping each little foil packet in two, the fragments falling away into the velvety darkness. ‘Who’s the coward now?’




    He said nothing, eyes blazing in the half-light.




    ‘You’re all talk, Johnny Mitchell.’




    In his astonishment he appeared to have entirely forgotten our game. I shrugged the straps of my dress from my shoulders.




    ‘It’s up to you. Take it or leave it . . .’




    And as we tumbled, entwined, skin against skin, we were serious now and intent.




    ‘Scared?’ he asked afterwards, watching me move softly about the room. I leaned down to untangle the discarded clothes, but stopped to hold his gaze for a moment before I had to look away, heart skittering. ‘What’s to be scared of?’ I said lightly.




    *    *    *




    The birds were squabbling over scraps from the morning catch, and already a heat haze was rippling at the end of the pier. Jacques, the French-Canadian dive master sat at our centre, writing down names and taking money, his bracelets clattering and sliding against his sunburnt arms. There was a great show of carelessness and joie de vivre amongst us all as we assembled again; backs were slapped, cigarettes lobbed into outstretched hands, a teasing and flirtatious banter thrown breezily to and fro.




    Then a clatter of squawks brought all conversation to an abrupt halt as a cockerel burst from the kitchen, pursued by a young girl who clapped her hands as he lopped comically between the tables, splayed claws beating the earth, beak stretched wide in frantic alarm. We raised our feet as he charged beneath the long trestle table, but Jacques, with a cigarette burning nonchalantly in the corner of his mouth, had coolly leaned down and seized him up by the scruff of the neck. ‘You want to eat here – first you must catch.’ He was brandishing the poor creature aloft, his words half drowned by the wild whistling and clucking chicken imitations.




    Jacques had dropped out of merchant banking to travel the world, picking up work here and there, before moving on. But he had been on Xin Chao for a while now, he said. ‘Too long, man . . . Lots of people come, everything change. Every time, the same thing.’ He drawled his words, the torpid intonation suggesting a man enviably untrammelled. In a few weeks he planned to move on again, probably heading for Cambodia, to a series of remote islands off the coast of Sihanoukville. ‘People keep telling me they’re worth checking out. Nothing there apparently. You pick up a vibe, you know. Makes you curious.’ He shrugged. There was something in this gypsy insouciance that triggered a desire in each of us to impress, vying with one another for his approbation. Even Eugenia was newly vivacious in his presence, while Johnny set forth his best travel stories, acting out the bits that might be hard to follow in English. At the head of the table, Jacques listened while he counted the money, nodding sagely, rewarding him sometimes with a guffaw of laughter.




    Yet despite the good humour of the gathering, I was troubled by a creeping trepidation. Perhaps it was concern that we were so rashly spending the last of our money in this way. Almost certainly it was regret at having so impetuously disposed of my camera. Last night we had been carried on a spirit of reckless abandon, that today had shrunk away without trace. Behind the counter, the wife of the bar’s proprietor was feeding her small son, talking to him all the while in a lilting singsong. For some reason the two of them kept drawing my eye, and though the conversation at our table was boisterous, increasingly I let it break about me. There was something in the woman’s delight I was trying to fathom. Seeing me staring at her son, she smiled proudly and nodded quizzically. You too?




    No! I shook my head hastily, emphatically – no children.




    She cocked her head. ‘Soon,’ she offered sympathetically in broken English. She thinks my time is running out, I realised, amused. It wouldn’t cross her mind that I would have chosen to have reached thirty without having had children. There’d be little point in trying to tell her about my demanding career as a photographer, even if my skills at sign language stretched that far.
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