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Chapter One


There were times when he thought he could see the light – or at least sense it – a faint blur amidst the general darkness. He knew it was there, for each morning when he shuffled across the bare boards of his room and threw open the shutters to let in the day he remembered how it would come flooding in, great long shafts of it slicing into the space between the window and his bed, the covers turned back, the sheet still warm from whatever rest he had managed the night before. Then he would feel it too, the heat of it on his hands and feet, and for a minute or two he would bathe his face in it, slanting his chin upwards toward the sun which even at that hour still had the capacity to burn. It would strike him how pleasurable this was, and rather than go to the bathroom and take the risk of boiling a kettle and pouring scalding water into a sink, he would remain by the window and wash himself in a brightness he knew but could not see. And so another day would slowly but surely begin.


On this particular morning he had woken with a jolt. The dream which had continually afflicted his sleep had returned and was plaguing him once more. He had thought himself free of it, but it was back and with it the suspicion that it would never truly leave him.


And yet it always began so well. He would find himself running in the midst of a large crowd, almost like a herd of buffalo charging across an open plain. He was filled with a feeling of joy and light-headedness and he imagined he was carrying something in his hand (a flag perhaps?) which he seemed to hold aloft as if in triumph. Then he would become aware of the noise, the raised voices of the tumult surrounding him, the shouts and cries of the crowd and the deep rumble of stones landing on corrugated sheeting. And somewhere at the back of his throat he could taste the bitterness of gunsmoke.


Then the dreaded moment would arrive, preceded as if it were a herald’s trumpet by the loud whinnying of a horse. The massive beast and its rider would suddenly appear out of the confusion and rear up before him. He would find himself staring at its hooves and a moment would pass in which he could hear nothing save a strange rattle as though a tin can were being kicked down the street. Then it would fall silent again for a second before everything erupted in a deafening roar and the searing pain would begin.


Here he would jerk himself awake and sit bolt upright in the bed, his upper body drenched in sweat and his breath coming in short, sharp gasps like those of a panting dog. He would stay there, his arms pushed back against the sheets behind him until he had calmed down and told himself it was only a dream. But after a while, as if hoping that all life since had been part of his imagination too, he would gradually prise his eyelids apart to test the reality. Yet still there would be nothing…


Eventually he would swing his legs over the edge of the bed and instead of trying to fall back to sleep and risk a repeat of the same painful journey, he would make his way across to the window where he would open the shutters once more.


It was as well that he’d already stopped working. Had he still been at the Embassy he could imagine what his colleagues would have said about it. Ever the butt of their humour, they would doubtless have joked at his expense.


What? A blind man who shutters his windows at night? That’s a bit pointless isn’t it? He must be crazy.


And they’d have been right – in a sense it was pointless. But they’d never understood him any more than they’d understood the country they worked in. To them Egypt was just another paragraph on their CV, Cairo another dot on the map that charted their progress to better things. Although there was probably some truth in their gripe – it was not the glamorous and sought-after posting it had once been. It no longer ranked with Paris, Washington or Rome, places where diplomacy was conducted in an atmosphere of wealth and style. These days, there was no comfort in Cairo, what with the heat and the dust and the flies.


The politics had moved on too. For many years Egypt had been a country of continuous change and excitement. After declaring itself a Republic there’d been Nasser, the Suez crisis, the patronage of the Russians and then their expulsion. Prior to his assassination Sadat had taken the country to war and although Arab-Israeli relations would always be an issue, under the prolonged regime of Mubarak things appeared to have quietened down. Beyond its boundaries no-one seemed to take much notice of Egypt anymore.


If you want to get on, I wouldn’t get too settled if I were you, said Carpenter. Nothing much happens here these days.


How wrong they’d been! Even without the revolution Egypt was still a country whose history was to be treasured, a place where everything happened – all manner of human life was there. It was all on their doorstep if only they’d taken the trouble to look. Then they might have discovered the real Egypt, the Egypt that he knew rather than the stifling confines of the social round and the inevitable ex-pat’s clubs. Yes, it was a crazy country and the Egyptians were a crazy people – but that was what made it so beautiful.


And so when the time came and his tour of duty was over, rather than seek the promotion and move on as he could so easily have done, he’d deliberately flunked his exams. He’d no desire to leave. Those with ambition deserted him, taking coveted posts elsewhere. Others elected to go back to ‘the old country’ but he’d stayed on and chosen to see out his service there, much to his colleagues’ derision.


Michael Blake? He’s a strange one. I think the heat must have got to him – the bugger’s gone native, if you ask me.


But there’d really been nothing for him to go back for. He had no ties.


Over the years the shuttering of windows had become a habit. And now he’d grown older and sightless such habits were important. This simple daily ceremony was ingrained in his routine and for him it marked the moment that separated night from day, rest from consciousness. In his diminished condition how else was he to know the difference? How else could he keep track of time?


Sometimes he’d reach the openness of the balcony and find himself grasping at the solid metal rail as a means of reassurance. It was something he could cling to, something he could count on in the darkness. There was comfort in the touch of such objects. But he needed more than that and in the absence of sight he’d come to rely heavily on sound and smell to guide him through each day. And in truth, things would begin much earlier than his habitual trip to the window. At 6am the call to dawn prayers, delivered from a dozen different mosques around the city, would ring through the room. With their summons to remind him he’d no need of an alarm and yet he would still lie there, slowly coming round, before getting up out of bed.


Once the first buzz of traffic had subsided, the smell of fresh bread from Mr Sayeed’s shop on the corner opposite and fuul, cooked at the kiosk outside, would excite his appetite and tell him it was time to take breakfast. He’d retreat into the room, carefully fold back his covers and slowly get dressed, then find his way into the small galley kitchen. There he’d find something to eat and return to the window where he’d measure out his waking hours with the cries of the street vendors and the honks of passing taxis.


As time progressed he learnt to distinguish every noise. He could tell the bark of a car from the growl of a truck or the roar of a lorry and soon he could identify each vehicle just by sound –the laundry van, the baker’s cart. In the concert of the street they each played their part.


You’ll find that you’ll develop your other senses to compensate, said Dr. Aziz. In time, they’ll come to replace most of what you’ve lost.


What I’ve lost? So what are you saying? said Blake. Are you telling me I’m never going to see again?


I’m afraid so, Mr. Blake. The nerve endings are completely burnt away. There’s no chance of recovery.


And it was true – there was so much you could discover through the use of your nose and your ears. If you paid enough attention they could tell you everything. For instance, he knew for a fact that the lady in the next apartment, Mrs Ibrahim, regularly went out to meet her lover at three o’clock in the afternoon. The sharp scent of her perfume and the throaty cough of the waiting car engine told him as much – he didn’t need eyes to see that. All it wanted was focus and a little imagination.


He found himself particularly blessed in this way and he had an unerring ability to ascribe an action to a sound. He attributed this happy knack to his lifelong study of birds. He’d known them ever since he was a child. At first, in the garden of his parents’ home there had been robins, blackbirds and dunnocks. Then, as he’d grown and roamed further afield, he’d discovered the birds of the countryside – pigeons, larks, crows and finches. Over the years he’d come to know them all – their size, their shape, their colours and most importantly, their call.


To define a bird by its song was to him the most satisfying of skills – and as he’d come to realise, the most efficient. He’d soon learnt it was far easier to come to judgement as to species by spending a few moments listening rather than thrashing around in the base of a thicket in the hopes of a sighting. So even if he’d caught no more than a glimpse of the bird, he’d still know he was right. By the age of eleven he could tell a hawk from a falcon purely on sound, never mind flight, and no longer needed to look.


But all that had been before the darkness had come and his sight had been taken, so now it was only the hearing. The tragedy was that, after a lifetime of freedom to explore the world and its avian life, with his movements restricted to the confines of his flat all that was left was the plaintive coo of Palm Doves and the incessant chirruping of sparrows.


In the street outside there was a lull in the traffic – it must be nearing ten. Soon, his visitor would arrive. He would know her coming by the creak of the street door and the scrape of an upturned crate as Abdu, the ancient doorkeeper, would rise from his makeshift seat and nod his greeting. Then he would hear their voices echo in the hollow of the stairwell.


Good morning.


Good morning, Abdu.


Blessings be upon you.


And upon you…


By way of preparation he’d have already cleared the small occasional table that stood between the two wicker chairs facing into the room. He always dressed for this appointment – a clean white shirt, a light linen jacket. With the addition of a tie, this had been his uniform at the Embassy. Then he’d take his place in the seat he’d defined as his own, its shape rounded to his form. This was his domain, the point from which he surveyed the world and all that lay within it. He’d no need of going out and facing all its dangers for as he’d already discovered, he’d only to open the shutters and he let all of Cairo in. And if that were not enough to occupy him and fill up his time, then there was always memory and the studied recollection of what he already knew.


Day by day, hour by hour, he relived his life, each moment treasured or reviled according to its worth. But this next hour, this coming hour, of all of them was now the most precious. This was what he lived for, this was what he valued most, for in this next hour he would revisit a world beyond anything he could find in his room, a world beyond the social round and the expat’s clubs, a world beyond even Cairo. For in this next hour there would come to him a world he had once thought lost to him forever as, with the help of Lee Yong, he would once again see the fabulous birds of the Nile.










Chapter Two


She’d been coming to him for just over a month now. Her visits had been sporadic at first but as their relationship had gradually re-established itself, they’d become more regular. She’d only ever meant to call the once, just to say hello and to see if he had news, but she’d immediately taken pity on him and felt compelled to return. When it became clear that they shared a mutual interest, she would make the journey daily if there was something to report. Even if not, he knew that she’d not leave it long before boarding a cross-town bus and mounting the stairs to his flat to give that precious hour that meant so much to him.


Their first meeting was filled with emotion. She’d turned up entirely unannounced and that was a surprise in itself. Even before he’d left the Embassy he’d been unused to receiving visitors. True, Carpenter would occasionally drop by, lumbering up the stairway armed with his usual bottle of whisky (‘the quinine of the desert’ as he called it) and insist on a couple of drinks – but beyond the routine calls of the cleaner and the laundryman, he passed his days alone. Who wanted to spend time with him, now he’d so little offer? The fact that it was her of all people to break the mould only seemed to heighten his strength of feeling.


I never thought I’d see you again…


Strictly speaking, he couldn’t, but what he meant was her presence, her touch, her feel. He could tell that she’d changed. She no longer wore jeans (he could hear the swish of her skirt as she came in at the door) and the clump of her Cuban heels had been replaced by the scuff of soft-soled shoes. Her voice had mellowed as if in the year since they’d last met, her youthful confidence had been squeezed out of her and the girl he remembered (she’d been no more than that at the time) had become a woman. Her hair would be different now and he imagined she’d let it grow long. Sometimes, all he wanted was to reach out and touch it…


His condition had come as a shock to her. She wasn’t prepared for it and there had been tears, hot on her cheek and the back of his hand.


She’d brushed them off saying, “Sorry, I had no idea…”


“…that I was blind? Did no-one tell you?”


You’d have thought someone at the Embassy would have made her aware and explained it to her (why hadn’t Carpenter done so for God’s sake?) – but apparently not, so she’d been forced to find out for herself. To see him so reduced had brought out an overwhelming sense of compassion in her. So despite her intention to make just the one visit, when that first meeting ended and she began to take her leave, she’d accepted his invitation straight away.


“You will come back, won’t you?” he’d said.


“Yes, yes, I will,” she’d responded instead of a perfunctory Of course.


A few days later she’d returned and their newfound friendship began.


At first they’d filled their time with small talk. There’d been much to catch up on – his enforced retirement and loss of sight, her experiences in America and the reasons for her return – all had to be talked through. But he knew there’d come a point when these topics would be exhausted, there’d be a lull in the conversation and she’d ask the inevitable question. Although when she did, it was couched in the most general of terms.


“I don’t suppose you’ve seen any of the others, since?”


He braced himself for her reaction, knowing he’d have to contend with her disappointment when he told her, no, she’d been the first. There’d been a protracted silence while she’d digested the news, then they’d resumed where they’d left off, politely, as if to cover over the point.


After two or three of these get-togethers she made a suggestion. She’d clearly thought about it in advance as she introduced it carefully into the conversation. She must have felt that she wanted to be of service to him in some way and had realised how inappropriate it would be for her to offer to cook or clean or wash his shirts. Besides, these were matters that were already taken care of.


“Why don’t you let me read to you?”


“I’d be pleased if you would,” he’d replied.


As opposed to chores, this was a pleasure she could readily provide.


To begin with, she came armed with a newspaper and gave him snippets of the latest events. But he was already up to date with affairs, the small radio in the corner of the room tuned permanently to the BBC. He clearly wanted more than that and when she’d gone on to ask him his favourite author so she could bring a copy on her next visit, he’d immediately pushed himself up out of his wicker chair and tapped his way across to the bookcase on the other side of the room (he used a thin cane in the flat rather than the stout white stick he took outdoors). He reached up and took down a small volume before returning to his seat and handing it to her.


“Here, this will be fine.”


She’d expected something classical, Dickens perhaps, or Austen – or in the case of poetry, Shelley or Keats, but she was presented with a complete surprise. The work he’d given her was a small reference book, filled with a mixture of text and coloured plates. On closer inspection she could see it was worn and well-thumbed, but even then she thought that in his blindness he’d made a mistake. She read out the title to confirm his choice.


“‘A Photographic Guide to Birds of Egypt and the Middle East’ by Cottridge and Porter. Is that really what you meant?”


“Exactly.”


Then, still puzzled, but somewhat reassured, “So where should I start?”


“At the beginning…”


He didn’t want to sound facetious, but neither did he want to miss a single word.


So she simply turned to the first page and began.


“‘In terms of its birdlife, Egypt is one of the better-studied countries in the Middle East. A large number of species have been recorded, and the country list stands at over 470. Because of its strategic geographical position…’”


He took a long, slow breath as he heard the words he’d read himself so often before. She was not yet halfway through the opening paragraph and the memories were flooding back – and she’d not even got to the birds!


She paused, thinking there was something wrong.


“Are you alright?”


“Yes, absolutely fine. Please continue.”


Now that he’d got her started, he’d no thought of stopping her.


At their next meeting, after she’d completed the preface and the introductory chapter, they moved on to the catalogue of species with its individual descriptions and coloured plates. It was divided into sections, beginning with ostriches and grebes, and at first he allowed her to read right through, letting each description illuminate the picture in his mind. It was when she reached herons, egrets and storks that he asked her to adopt a different approach, omitting the title at the top of each page so he could make a guess from her verbal depiction. In her desire to please him, she was happy to comply.


“‘A plump heron, which is much smaller than Grey Heron, and in adult plumage is easily distinguished by its grey plumage with black crown and back. In flight the bird’s appearance is largely grey…’”


It sat on the stern rail of an old felucca moored beneath the steps at the back of Elephantine Island. Stock still, it stared at him, its long white crest plumes fluttering in the breeze.


“Night Heron.”


“Yes, well done.”


She nodded and moved on.


“‘A small, dark, coastal heron. The adult is identified by its black crown, bluish-grey upperparts, paler greyish neck and under-parts. At close range, note its rather marked facial pattern…’”


The boat had come to a halt next to a mangrove swamp. Crouched beneath the overhanging branches he’d seen the bird before it had suddenly taken fright and rushed for cover, extending its long yellow legs.


“Striated Heron.”


She soon came to understand the depth of his knowledge and the reading of the book became like a game to them. She’d try to disguise the descriptions as much as she could, challenging him to reach his conclusions. From time to time she’d skip a section and move to something new and out of context with a view to catching him off guard.


“‘A large waterbird, as big as a chicken, and easily told by its stout bright red bill, pinkish red legs and bluish-green plumage. Those occurring in Egypt are of the green-backed form…’”


Her attempt at deception had made him laugh.


“That’s unfair! It’s Purple Gallinule, by the way.”


He could see it now just as clearly as he had then, a great fat bird, strutting through the reedbed, tugging at the vegetation.


After she’d failed repeatedly to catch him out, she asked the obvious question.


“You know these birds?”


“Yes, of course.”


“You’ve seen them all?”


He nodded. He had – and so could she have done if she’d only taken the trouble to look but she’d had no interest in such things at the time. Her mind had been engaged elsewhere, as far from the study of birds as it was possible to be, and they’d had no meaning for her. They had no meaning for her now, but for him they were everything – they were the world in his head, the world beyond Cairo, the world he could no longer see. And besides, they served to remind him of the trip they’d taken in each other’s company just over twelve months before…










Chapter Three


It had begun amidst the smog and sultry heat of a late November morning at the Embassy building in Cairo. The pile of papers which had been steadily accumulating on Blake’s desk during the previous fortnight had finally started to annoy him. His in-tray was full to overflowing. God knew what was in there – memos from the First Secretary, the quarterly report of The Council, there might even be something on the Trade Exhibition he was organising in Alexandria. But whatever it was, there was far too much of it. Soon he’d have to have a blitz and get rid of it all – otherwise he wouldn’t be able to function.


It amazed him how much paper there was for him to deal with. In this age of computers and electronic communication you’d have thought there’d have been less of it, but the reality was quite to the contrary. Computers meant protection, encryption and the constant need to avoid hacking – so in the end it was simpler just to send someone a piece of paper. There was something solid and dependable about paper, you could rely on it being in no more than one place at any one time – unlike an email, which once you’d committed it to cyberspace could simultaneously be anywhere and everywhere.


The Diplomatic Service was an empire built on paper, a position it was not going to give up lightly. Procedures, manuals, circulars – tome by mighty tome it was an edifice studiously erected over the years. Minions in Whitehall depended on it, minions the world over depended on it – you couldn’t simply dismantle it at the touch of a keyboard. Like so much else in the organisation, paper was both a strength and a weakness.


The Service was full of contradictions. Blake felt it was like Marmite – you either loved it or you hated it. Yesterday, when he’d walked to work through the busy streets of Cairo and had entered the building, cool and elegant despite the heat, he’d loved it. Today, faced with a mound of meaningless paper he’d somehow have to plough through, he hated it. And yet, for the sake of his job he would manage it. As Oscar Wilde would have said – there was only one thing worse than being in the Diplomatic Service and that was being out of it. If you wanted to survive, you just couldn’t have it both ways.


In the end he decided to delegate – Carpenter could be called on to assist. For the moment, his colleague had excused himself from the room and Blake took the opportunity to split the accumulated pile and pass half across to the other’s tray. To solve the problem it would have to be shared – and in this respect, Carpenter was your man. Carpenter had a strange and enviable way of dealing with paperwork – a way which, given his own inherent sense of responsibility, Blake could not bring himself to employ. His in-tray was invariably empty and his desk perpetually clear, although he himself never seemed to do any work. Carpenter, it seemed, was not the working kind.


Large, shambolic and untidily dressed, it occurred to Blake that if Carpenter were an animal, by appearance he resembled a bear. But by nature he was quite the opposite and rather than grump and growl, he would amble cheerily about the building dispensing his particular brand of bonhomie. A constant optimist, he could be relied on to see the upside of any situation and was always supportive – but when it came to work, he was a sloth. Nevertheless, he had his advantages and dealing with paperwork was one of them.


Having relieved himself of half his load, there was no time for it to dwell on Blake’s conscience as he’d hardly completed the move before Carpenter reappeared.


“I see the postman’s been while I was away.”


“Indeed he has,” said Blake, unrepentant.


“No problem,” said Carpenter, surveying the burgeoning contents of his in-tray on an otherwise empty desk. “I’ll soon get rid of that. Oh, and by the way, the First Secretary wants a word.”


“What, now?”


“Now, later, whenever you’ve got a moment.”


Carpenter was typically vague – precision was not one of his strong points.


Blake opted for now. Audiences with the First Secretary were not often granted and it paid to respond straight away. And if it meant he could defer tackling the paper…


“Sit down.” The First Secretary motioned toward the empty chair on the other side of his polished mahogany desk. “Take a seat.”


There was something about the repeated invitation that suggested to Blake this was not going to be an ordinary conversation. What else did the man expect him to do, other than sit down? He was not so revered that you felt obliged to stand in his presence. Blake still thought it best to comply. To be truthful, he needed the rest.


The First Secretary shuffled his papers as he prepared himself for whatever was to come. It felt like a five-minute wait at the least and Blake noticed that he coughed twice during the course of it as if he were reluctant to start things off. Eventually Blake decided to help him with what was obviously a burden.


“I suppose this is to do with my note about the Brotherhood.”


“Well, no, actually. But now you come to mention it, it did raise a few eyebrows.” This was clearly a diversion, although the First Secretary seemed glad of the opportunity to expound. “I thought your comments were rather ill-judged, quite frankly.”


A few years ago, Blake would have bristled. Now such responses were like water off a duck’s back. Truth was a commodity in short supply in diplomatic circles – but if they didn’t want to listen when it was on offer, so be it.


The First Secretary warmed to his theme.


“As I’m sure you’re aware, the last thing HMG wants is for Egypt to become The People’s Republic of Islam. It’ll turn into another Iran and God knows where that will lead. There’ll be state-sponsored terrorism and we can’t afford for al-Qaeda to gain a stronghold in North Africa. The Americans will be horrified, the Israelis will see themselves surrounded and they’ll think the West has abandoned them – then it won’t be long before somebody presses a button.”


Blake sighed with frustration. He could always rely on the First Secretary to peddle the official line, but it was still a disappointment. The situation as he saw it was somewhat different.


“It may interest you to know that in Egypt, the Brotherhood has nothing to do with al-Qaeda. I thought I’d made that absolutely clear.”


“You may be right, but it isn’t the sort of thing HMG wants to hear. Anyway, I don’t know where you get this kind of nonsense.”


The First Secretary waved his hand toward his pile of papers as if he were warding off a fly.


Blake took umbrage.


“I mix with people. I hear things. Something’s been going on and it’s coming to a head. What would you have me do? Leave it unreported?”


The First Secretary leant purposefully forward and put both arms on the polished mahogany desk. In Blake’s experience this was usually a sign of irritation.


“Look, Blake, I don’t care what you get up to in your spare time but while you’re here as a member of the Trade Section, you shouldn’t concern yourself with these political issues.”


That old chestnut – the Trade Section, commerce and the grubby business of making money. For Blake it was as dry and as dusty as the desert beyond Giza. He’d left Cambridge with a degree in Ancient History yet he’d been reduced to organising trade missions in a back office in Cairo.


“You don’t do yourself any credit with these constant excursions off message,” the First Secretary continued. “You’re seen as something of a sympathiser, you know.”


And thereby a threat. That was the clear implication, although it came as no surprise to Blake – he’d heard it countless times before. It probably helped to explain his current position in the Trade Section.


“But that wasn’t why I asked you here.” The First Secretary deliberately cleared his throat. “I’ve been looking at your file. I see you’ve an important birthday coming up.”


He gave a wry smile of expectation which to Blake looked distinctly like a smirk.


So that was it – that damned birthday! Blake had tried to deny its existence and had done his best to put it out of his mind. Secretly, he’d hoped they’d do the same and fail to notice so it would somehow slip by without comment. Apparently not.


“We’ll be sorry to see you go, of course.”


Somehow Blake doubted it – on the contrary, they couldn’t get rid of him quick enough. It was frightening how easily such words could slip off a diplomat’s tongue. Old habits died hard. Fortunately, Blake had already prepared a response in case of such eventualities.


“Actually, I was hoping for an extension. I thought perhaps I could stay on for a while – at least until the Alexandria project’s been concluded. I’d like to see it through if I could.”


“Impossible, I’m afraid.” The First Secretary shook his head. “As you know, London’s in a complete flap over these budget cuts. We daren’t spend a penny more than we have to, and to be frank,” (he looked around as if he were about to divulge some great national secret) “we’re going to have to lose a few people. So as much as I’d like to keep you on…Anyway, Carpenter can take care of Alexandria – he’s not got much on at the minute.”


Carpenter never did have much on…


Blake digested the news.


“So that’s it then?”


“I’m dreadfully sorry, but there’s no choice. Rules are rules, I’m afraid.”


Blake did not need reminding – a lifetime of drafting agreements and protocols was never going to convince him otherwise. Yes, rules were rules, but that was the thing about bureaucracies – decisions were made by people who didn’t know what they were doing and carried out by people who didn’t care. And there was no bigger bureaucracy than Her Majesty’s Foreign and Commonwealth Office.


Having dropped his bombshell, the First Secretary was keen to move on.


“Done anything about your pension?”


“No, I thought I’d wait…”


Now Blake shook his head. Of course he hadn’t. It would only have attracted attention and the last thing he wanted was to advertise the fact he was nearing retirement.


“Speak to the Management Section, they’ll help you sort it out. I’ll give them a ring and let them know you’re coming.”


The First Secretary’s offer was followed by a protracted silence. The interview was over and all he wanted now was for Blake to take his leave. But Blake was not in the mood to comply so easily and sat with his arms folded, looking defiantly out of the window. Two or three storeys below them, at the end of the manicured lawn, the Nile flowed sluggishly by, brown and muddy, while the sails of the feluccas moored next to the Corniche shivered in a gust of winter wind.


Suddenly, the First Secretary was standing up. He cleared his throat once more and extended his hand.


“I’ll see you before you go, naturally.”


Naturally…


The First Secretary had achieved his objective and so tried being jolly – which, under the circumstances, was weak and always doomed to failure.


“Well, what do you plan to do with your retirement? You must be looking forward to it.”


“I don’t know,” Blake mumbled in the direction of the lavishly carpeted floor. “I’ll find something, I suppose.”


Although in reality, he wasn’t looking forward to it at all.


He went straight back to the office. Carpenter was sitting in his customary position, his hands clasped together behind his head, staring out at the same view Blake had been contemplating just a few moments before. While he’d been away, the in-tray on Carpenter’s desk had been completely cleared and the wastepaper basket next to it was now full.


“God knows how anyone makes a living in this wretched country,” said Carpenter, scathingly. “I’ve been watching those boat johnnies down on the quayside. I don’t believe they’ve moved a muscle in the last twenty minutes. For the life of me I can’t see how they get by.”


Blake elected to let this blatant piece of hypocrisy pass without comment. To point it out now would have served no useful purpose.


“Anyway,” said Carpenter, turning to face his visitor. “So how was the Old Man?”


“I wouldn’t go there if I were you,” said Blake, trying to warn him off. It was a touchy subject.


Carpenter ignored the message and remained curious.


“Oh, really? Why’s that?”


“Well it seems that I’m the one who’s old. I didn’t tell you, but I’ll be sixty in a couple of weeks.”


He’d learnt not to trust Carpenter with all his secrets. He was old school tie and a ‘good sort’, but in his desire to be affable, prone to indiscretions.


“Good Lord! I’d never have guessed. You’ve kept that pretty quiet, old boy. This calls for a celebration.”


He reached for the bottom drawer of his desk where he kept the bottle and two glasses he used for ‘office emergencies’. Blake held up a restraining hand.


“I’d rather not, if you don’t mind. There’s really nothing to celebrate. They’re making me retire early and it’s something I’d hoped to avoid.”


“Retire? You lucky dog! If they made me an offer like that I’d be off out of here like a shot, I don’t mind telling you.”


Carpenter had a wife and two children and the comfort of a fireside somewhere in England to go home to. Blake, on the other hand, did not.


“So what are you going to do with yourself, old boy, now that you’ll have all this time on your hands?”


Exactly… What was he going to do with himself? It was the second time he’d been asked that question in the last half an hour and as yet, he still had no sensible answer.


He looked hopefully at the clock hanging above the row of filing cabinets. There were another forty-five minutes before he could reasonably take lunch and, unable to settle, he spent the time fidgeting at his desk, ruminating. Why was it, he asked himself, that whenever you reached the bottom of the cup, the dregs always tasted so bitter?


His birthday was actually in the second week of December. The natural thing would have been to work through to the Christmas break, but his request for this was denied and with its age-old propensity for being exact, the Civil Service insisted on his immediate departure. As a result he was obliged to forego access to the seasonal round of parties and receptions – a right which in previous years he would have scorned, but whose loss he now resented. But that was the point – when something you didn’t value was taken away, it merely made things all the more galling.


On reflection, he would still not have attended – and it was not sour grapes that made him think so. The prospect of saying goodbye so many times over was unappealing and he had no intention of becoming the object of disdainful comment.


Well, well, look who’s here. And I thought they’d given Blake the bullet…


So instead, he moped about his apartment for the best part of a month, feeling aggrieved at his enforced condition of idleness. Finally, almost in a fit of pique, he decided to book himself a holiday and found a place on a cruise ship going up the Nile.


It was a journey he’d been intending to take for some time. He’d already visited most of the other bird-watching sites in the country – Lake Qarun, Wadi El Rayan and even the Hurghada Archipelago. He’d been on an exploration of the Delta whilst on secondment to Alexandria but for some reason the upper reaches of the Nile had always eluded him. He’d told himself then that if he wanted to find more of the real Egypt and learn of the culture and origins of the Upper Kingdom, he’d have to go south to Aswan and experience its reportedly African feel – the birds that inhabited the First Cataract and its surroundings were supposed to be worth the trip alone.


The voyage was to begin at Luxor. It had once been the ancient city of Thebes, the capital of the New Kingdom, and was in itself a place of considerable historical and archaeological renown. Here were the Valley of the Kings and the Temple at Karnak, recognised sites of international importance. Then the tour would progress upriver, visiting temples and sites of interest en route until it eventually arrived in Aswan. As to exactly what birds he might discover, he couldn’t be certain, but that was part of the excitement of the trip.


And so, with his telescope and its supporting tripod stashed in his luggage and feeling marginally better about his future, in the third week of January he found himself on an aeroplane, heading south.










Chapter Four


He had decided to fly from Cairo, an hour in all, rather than risk the long and laborious road journey. That would have taken him through territory where it was best for people of Western appearance not to be seen, even those of his extensive experience. Armed gangs were rumoured to roam the area between Assyut and Luxor, and there had been robberies, beatings and even deaths. Some said the gangs were simply bandits, others that they were terrorists – in either event they were to be avoided. Horrific though it might sound, it was probably better to be blown up in the air than be captured and shot on the ground.


Despite these concerns he arrived safely in the early evening, the lights of the airport lounge glowing gently in the dusk as he cleared the terminal and was guided to his shuttle bus. He clambered aboard, stowed his backpack and found himself a seat. Soon, they were speeding through the city of Luxor and after half an hour or so, the slab-white outline of a cruise ship appeared against the night sky.


The bus turned off into a car park adjacent to the mooring and the slow but necessary process of embarkation began. First, the luggage had to be off-loaded. Half a dozen local porters had been engaged for the purpose and were standing on the quayside, dressed in their long galabeyas and turbans. As if they’d been waiting for their cue, a squabble immediately broke out amongst them as to who had the right to begin. Blake descended from the bus and took the opportunity to stretch his legs. The driver had already got out and was loafing on the tarmac, smoking a cigarette. In Egypt, this kind of operation could take a while.


It was something the management had foreseen, and to amuse the passengers during their unavoidable wait they’d engaged a pair of whirling dervishes to perform. Beneath the street lights at the edge of the car park, their coloured costumes flared like a rainbow.


It was while he was studying their technique that he became conscious of a second altercation which had just broken out behind him. The luggage compartments of the bus had been swung open and various sets of suitcases had been pulled out onto the car park. Nearby, a middle-aged woman dressed in a cream-coloured top and matching slacks, a Westerner, was becoming agitated as two of the local porters began badgering her for money.


“Baksheesh! Baksheesh!” they were crying. They had doubtless provided some small service for her and were demanding what they thought was their due.


It would have been unfair to say she was dripping with jewellery, but there were at least two rings on each hand and it was evident she was not short of a few bob. But even if she’d been plain and unadorned, to Egyptians such as these the mere fact that she could afford to ride in a bus was proof enough that she was wealthy. Although just at the moment, she looked far from in control of affairs as her ringed hands fluttered about her head as if she were trying to shoo away a wasp.


“Go away! Imshi! Imshi!”


It sounded like the one word she’d made sure she’d learned from the phrasebook before setting off in order to protect herself – now she was being called upon to use it at the first time of asking. If she’d studied her guide a little more thoroughly, a better choice might have been ‘la, shukran’ (no, thank you) which, although meaningless in the current context, might have been a little more calming. Instead of allowing the porters to get on with their job, she’d made the mistake of becoming involved. Perhaps her luggage was not being treated with the care she thought it deserved – or perhaps she’d simply made some chance remark. Whatever the reason, she’d put herself under pressure and it had induced an inappropriate reaction. What she failed to realise was that she need only give her besiegers a few small coppers and the matter could easily be settled.


Blake fingered the coins in his own pocket, kept there for that very purpose. In Egypt someone invariably wanted tipping. There was always a door to be opened, a bag to be carried, a way to be pointed, some small service to be performed – it was part of the custom of the country. And to help the lady out, all he had to do…


But it was not in his nature to interfere and his hand stayed firmly in his pocket. He had long since convinced himself that he was not responsible for the problems of others – people should be left to resolve their own affairs. Such matters could take their course without him. It was not that he was a mean man, either with money or in spirit, but it was rather a question of belief. And like so much else in his life, it stemmed from his love of birds.


Birds were a part of nature – and nature was a force to be reckoned with. You altered nature at your peril and it seemed to Blake that every attempt to do so had met with disaster. The loss of rainforests, the melting of polar ice-caps, global warming – they were all the large-scale results of human tinkering. On a personal level, he took the view that birds were to be observed and enjoyed but most importantly, they should be left in peace to get on with their lives. However they’d arrived on earth, be it through the hand of God or through the natural process of evolution, they were not intended to be played with like toys. And as with birds, so with man – or in this case, woman.


As it happened, there was no need for him to become involved. The thought of assisting her had barely crossed his mind when a third party intervened and came to the lady’s rescue. A small crowd of onlookers had gathered round the door of the bus. One of them, an Egyptian, heard the fracas and broke away, walking smartly across. He was a young man in his late twenties, clean-shaven and heavily built. He had a soft round face, and although he lacked the aquiline features that accompanied some form of nobility, his bearing suggested he was still of good family. Dressed in Western clothes, he wore a dark suit over his white shirt and tie – a sure sign he was part of ‘the management’. He spoke in a dialect Blake did not understand, barked a few sharp words at the porters then, with a distinct motion of his head, signalled they should leave. They immediately backed off, a hand reached out and a small note was discreetly passed across. Their palms had been greased and all would be well. With this resolved, the young man could now turn to the lady and give her reassurance.


“You must excuse my countrymen. They do not always understand Western ways.”


Nor she theirs, thought Blake.


But if the young man had the same idea, he was far too polite to express it.


“Your bags will be taken up to your cabin,” he continued. “Everything has been clearly marked. It is all arranged.” His English was perfectly phrased although delivered with an accent that marked him out as of Middle Eastern origin. “You have nothing to worry about, I assure you.”


“But my jewellery box is missing,” the woman protested. “I should never have let it out of my sight.”


“It will be found, I’m certain. The loading of the bus has been most carefully supervised.”


“Well I certainly hope you’re right. It contains some valuable pieces.”


“I’m sure of it. It will be delivered to you immediately. I will see to it personally. Now, what is the number of your cabin?”


“Wait a moment. Here…”


She fumbled in her shoulder bag for her travel documents and produced a booking confirmation which the young Egyptian inspected.


“Aha! Number 12. The upper deck. An excellent choice. I will have the box brought up to you straight away.”


“Oh thank you, thank you so much.” An emotion in the woman’s voice presaged tears. In addition to the paperwork she had also fished out from her bag a small handkerchief and proceeded to dab at her nose. “My husband would never forgive me.”


Her eyelids fluttered a little more quickly than the situation demanded and Blake noticed a distinct lack of moisture. To the practised observer, she was clearly more artful than upset.


But this feigned show of distress did not deter the young Egyptian from his duty.


“Please do not concern yourself. This will soon be resolved, I promise you. Now, if you would like to follow this gentleman…”


He guided her gently toward the gangplank onto the ship where a member of the crew stood waiting.


Blake struggled to suppress a wry smile at the lady’s pantomime of concern. And as for the young Egyptian, you could not deny he had a certain adult charm, despite his boyish looks. As an exercise in mollification, he had to admit it had been expertly done.


The lady in cream was now halfway across the gangplank and casting an anxious glance over her shoulder. Back on the shore, the young Egyptian bowed his head and smiled politely. He waited until she had disappeared on board, then turned smartly on his heel and marched briskly over to the bus where he began to snap out his commands.


Blake’s attention returned to the whirling dervishes. For the time being the incident was over and the steady, if prolonged, process of embarkation could be resumed.










Chapter Five


Blake’s cabin was on the lower deck. It was not as prestigious as the one accorded to the lady in cream but that didn’t concern him – he wasn’t planning to spend a lot of time in it. There were twin beds (he’d asked not to have a double) and he chose one to sleep in and laid his birding gear out on the other – his telescope, tripod, binoculars and the illustrated guide he’d bought especially for the trip. Against the far wall was a small dressing table (somewhere to write up his notes, he thought) and in the corner by the plate-glass window, a chair faced out toward the river, a position from which he could view sunrise or sunset. Although personally, he’d have preferred to have been up on the sun-deck, out in the fresh air…


He’d hoped to get in an hour’s birding before dinner. There were sandbanks close to the moorings and they should have provided a good selection of waders – godwits, sandpipers and stints etc. But it was gone half past six and the light was against him. The conditions would make viewing impossible and it meant he would have to wait until the morning for his first sighting.


He still had to unpack his bags so it was not until after seven that he was able to get changed and go down for the evening meal. Outside the dining room, a seating plan showed he had been placed at a table for eight in the far corner. As he approached, a familiar voice could be heard as the infamous lady in cream was holding forth in a loud and belligerent tone in stark contrast to the deferential manner she had employed earlier on.


“…but do you know, he was as good as his word because as soon as I got to the cabin, there it was on the dressing table. I couldn’t believe it after all those goings-on with the bus. I was relieved, I don’t mind telling you. It’s nice to find someone in this damned country you can trust.”


Her companion was an older man whom Blake took to be her husband. Both his hair and his moustache were of the same silvery colour – as were his eyebrows which he was in the process of raising as if in protest.


“Look, dear, I’m sure it would have turned up eventually. I know these people, they’re really not that bad.”


“Don’t you believe it, David. They had their eye on it from the moment we got off the plane. Mark my words, they’re a shifty lot, if you ask me.”


Blake pulled out one of the two remaining chairs and sat down. His arrival seemed to come as a welcome relief as the other two couples looked up and gave him a weak smile of welcome. Up until then they’d presumably been forced to sit and suffer in silence as the argument raged back and forth between the lady and her husband (whom he’d already christened Mr & Mrs White). But if the others had hoped that his incursion would put an end to the discussion they were disappointed. The conversation continued in the same vein for some while with Mrs White continually attacking their hosts and Mr White continually defending them.


“Look, dear, I was stationed here for eighteen months, remember. I do know what I’m talking about.


“Yes, but that was years ago – things have changed since then.”


“I don’t see that it’s changed that much. It’s still the same country – and it’s still the same people.”


“But it’s different now. When you were here we were in charge – today we’re just visitors and they think they can treat us how they like. Anyway, I don’t care what you say, I still don’t trust them.”


It was a debate Blake had heard before, both within the Embassy and beyond it. Either diplomatically or on a personal basis, were the Egyptians to be trusted? Or anyone else from the Middle East for that matter. These apprehensions arose from a fear of the unknown – what you didn’t understand, you treated with suspicion. The first barrier was the language – because if you couldn’t understand the language, how could you understand the people that spoke it? Which was why, unlike so many of his colleagues, he’d taken such trouble over it himself. The British were notoriously bad at talking in other people’s tongues and it was not just the Egyptians who were vilified, it was the world that existed beyond the English Channel. Johnny Foreigner was a rum lot and had to be treated as such.


His thoughts were confirmed when the lady seated immediately to Mrs White’s right suddenly chimed in. She’d been anxious to break into the conversation for the last few minutes and had only managed to contain herself by continually fiddling with her napkin ring. Finally, as Mrs White’s tirade against their hosts came to an end, she was able to interject. Blake had expected a British voice but it was an American who cut in. Its owner was older, although not elderly, and if the fleshy condition of her upper arms and shoulders were a clue, seriously overweight. Based on what he could see of her above the table Blake surmised that like an iceberg, there would be a lot more of her below it. Her mousy hair was kept short and she wore a shapeless green top which did nothing to counteract the impression she gave as to size. You could hardly say she was a victim of fashion since fashion had ignored her as if it did not consider her a suitable case for treatment. But despite her unprepossessing appearance, once she’d managed to break in all heads were turned in her direction and she held the floor and spoke without a shred of self-consciousness as though she naturally expected everyone to listen.


“You know what, honey? You’re so right. It’s the same the whole world over. The Italians are just as bad. Why, only last year, Ira and me – that’s Ira, my husband.” She indicated the man sitting at the end of the table. He was of roughly the same age but as thin as she was plump – to the extent that Blake wondered whether he suffered from some sort of consumptive disease. And whereas she gloried in the occupation of space, he seemed to apologise for using it and sat with his arms folded in front of him, either in an attempt to make himself appear smaller or as a means of defence. Had she not pointed him out, he might never have been noticed at all. “Ira and me,” she continued, “we were in Rome. We’d gone there for our wedding anniversary. We usually go to my sister’s in Oregon but this year we decided to go to Rome because it was a special anniversary. What anniversary was it, Ira?”


Ira’s reaction was to tighten his grip on himself. And before he’d had chance to respond, his wife had answered her own question.


“Our 30th. That’s right, I remember now, it was our 30th. It’s pearl you see and my daughter gave me pearls and I don’t wear them – but that’s another story. Anyways, we’d gone to Rome and we were staying in a little hotel – where was that hotel, Ira?” She turned toward her husband again but just as soon as he’d opened his mouth to speak, she cut him short again. “Well I guess it doesn’t matter where the hotel was, but I wanted to go to the Trevi Fountain. My sister went to Rome the year before and she said, ‘Whatever you do, honey, make sure you go to the Trevi Fountain.’ So Ira took me, didn’t you, Ira?”


“Yup.”


This time Ira managed an abbreviated reply.


“And when we got there, I went to throw a coin in – because that’s what you do at the Trevi Fountain, you throw a coin in and make a wish. Anyways, I went to throw a coin in and I couldn’t find my purse. I looked everywhere, on the side, on the floor, but I just didn’t have it.”


“Lost the darned thing,” chirped Ira, this time without prompting.


“No, Ira, I didn’t lose it. I left it at the hotel. I know I did, so don’t you go saying different. It was on the clerk’s desk before we set off and I must have walked out without it. So we went back…”


“Took a taxi. Cost me darned near twenty dollars.”


“…we went back and they said they didn’t have it. I said, ‘You must have it because I left it right here on the desk’ but they said no they didn’t. Well I knew from the look on their faces they weren’t telling the truth. And do you know what? Two days later it turned up in a downstairs trashcan, empty, not a thing left in it. They’d taken the lot.”


“Yup,” said Ira. “Clean as a whistle.”


“Well, we went straight to the American Embassy. The guy we spoke to was awful nice but he said he couldn’t do a thing about it.”


“Nope. Not a darned thing. Said anybody could have taken it.”


“But it wasn’t anybody, Ira. It was them, I know it.”


“Darned near spoiled our holiday.”


Ira’s final comment seemed to encapsulate the point of the tale so well that his wife was content to let him have the last word and she sat looking smugly round at the others as if to say There! What do you think of that?


Blake’s heart sank. He was concerned that the conversation would develop into a competition to see who could tell the best ‘I was hard done by a foreigner’ story. It was not a happy prospect. All eyes now turned to the couple next to him as though they were expected to respond – but this was a game they had no intention of playing and they thankfully held their tongues. An embarrassed silence fell over the table.


Finally the man on Blake’s right, a gentleman in his late sixties with a craggy face, succumbed to the pressure.


“Well, as we’re obviously going to be spending some time together, I suppose we ought to introduce ourselves. I’m Keith and this is my wife Janet.” Janet dutifully nodded. “We’re from Coventry.”


They went round the table in turn. Mr and Mrs White were David and Joan from West Berkshire while the large American lady referred to herself simply as Mrs Biltmore.


“You’ve already met Ira.”


They certainly had.


“We come from Baltimore,” she explained. “We’re the Biltmores from Baltimore! Ain’t that a hoot? It sure makes it easy to remember – you won’t forget us in a hurry!”


Blake had an inkling they would not be allowed to – although her joke was successful in that it provoked some welcome laughter.


He was the last to speak, and when his turn came he sensed the others looking at him with a degree of anticipation and he became self-conscious. He was not used to, and nor did he want, such attention and his inclination was to keep things short and simple.


“It’s Blake, Michael Blake. I’m from Cairo.”


With Mrs White’s eyes fixed firmly on him, he would have given anything to add And I’m also an Egyptian. But he could not and the opportunity to counter her prejudice was lost.


“Cairo?” said Keith, raising a wispy eyebrow. “You’ll know your way around then. You’re British though, I take it?”


Blake nodded – there was no point in denying it.


“Will your wife be joining us?” Keith probed gently, glancing at the eighth and empty seat.


“I’m not married.”


Blake’s reply was short and to the point. He knew full well it did not answer the intended question, and given what had gone before it gave him some pleasure to see them confused. Why should he bother to enlighten them?


As to the other member of their party, he had no idea and neither, it seemed, did anyone else. Someone would eventually arrive, that was certain – a place had been laid, a napkin provided and there was a room card with a number on it such as they all had. But who it belonged to and when they might appear remained a mystery.


“In that case,” said Keith. “I think we should all go and get something to eat.”


He rose, and led the way across the dining room.


Once they’d queued, their selections provided them with an ideal topic for discussion. Keith, who’d already appointed himself as the elder statesman of the group, started them off.


“I’ve really been looking forward to the food on this trip. I’ve never eaten Middle Eastern cuisine and I quite fancy trying it.”


“You’ll need to watch out for the sheep’s eyes,” joked David.


“Sheep’s eyes!” exclaimed Mrs Biltmore. “Oh my, I don’t think I could cope with sheep’s eyes.”


“Just kidding,” said David.


“Well I sure hope you are,” said Mrs Biltmore, her hand at her throat. “Why, I feel quite ill just at the mention of sheep’s eyes. I don’t see how anyone could eat such a thing. We don’t do that back home, do we, Ira?”


“Nope,” said Ira, tucking into a second helping of fruit cocktail. “We sure don’t.”


Although whether he meant this for better or for worse wasn’t clear and much to everyone’s relief the subject of what they did eat at home, like anything else that resembled sheep’s eyes, was left untouched.
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