
DWINDLING 

 

The tip of the island was so narrow she could stretch across from side to side with ease. Here, at the limit of her 

world, the sun was fierce, the sand radiated heat and the tiny Gulf waves quivered at the shoreline. Crabs 

popped from sandholes and tickled her outstretched feet and she lay back flat to contemplate the horizon. 

 

She picked idly at the elastic crimping on her swimsuit and unravelled a strand or two. In the rush of departure, 

she hadn’t found her flip-flops so her Clark’s sandals were now at the water’s edge, just close enough for the 

crepe soles to start soaking up that salt, salt water. She didn’t care a bit.  

 

Her head pushed backward into the sand and she could feel each little ridge of her back mould itself into the 

welcoming warm sand. With a small sigh she closed her eyes and held her two hands over her mouth to whisper 

a few words. Then she closed her hands into a cupshape and transferred the words to her ear, saving the moment 

in her brain. This method always worked for her and somehow it allowed her to let go, to relax altogether. 

 

 

An hour passed. 

 

Her parents were furious. 

 

How could she just wander off, just disappear from view and just forget all about the rest of the family? With 

ease, she wanted to say, but luckily knew this was not a clever response so just ummed and aahed instead. It was 

hard to feel anything at all after such a moment of peace and rest, her whole body was weighted down to the 

sand in a perfect balance, nothing could affect that feeling. 

 

It was like dwindling to nothing, the way she felt. Like the last trace of the plane’s vapour trail, the last sight of 

the palm frond as it floated away on the metallic sea, her body had a sensation of disappearing into its 

surrounds, just blending with the sand. 

 



Of course, she had sunstroke. Much later that evening, her head would throb and her throat would tighten as she 

sipped at hot lemon and honey and let a junior aspirin fizz on her tongue. Without a sunhat, of course she had 

sunstroke and that would account for the strange weighted/weightless feeling, her mother said. But she knew 

that wasn’t all there was to it. She knew she had experienced something limitless, something hard to find on 

ordinary days. It was a sensation worth suffering for. 

 

 

As soon as she returned to the adults and their barbecue, there was a general sense that the day was no longer 

going well. The coals smouldered on the sand, the food looked appetising enough yet the atmosphere was not 

quite right.  

 

 

‘Come along, Lyn, have a toasted marshmallow’, said Ted Wainwright, with exaggerated American bonhomie. 

He handed her a stick with a perfectly grilled sugary mass at the tip. She took it automatically, smiling at this 

man she knew so well and trusted to be the ‘entertainer’ on any occasion.  

 

 

Her mother, after the first moments of drama and accusation over her daughter’s apparent disappearance, had 

returned to sit with a small cluster of friends. Lyn could see Ted’s wife Sally, dressed in brilliant red gingham 

with a matching scarf, bending toward Paul Marlow, their family doctor, as he lit a cigarette for her. Paul’s 

distinctive deep laugh launched itself across the beach – he was a tall man who sometimes seemed a little like a 

fairytale giant to Lyn. His legs were stretched far  

in front of him and he leant back on his elbows, yet even from a distance Lyn could see that he didn’t look really 

comfortable or relaxed, more like Gulliver with the Lilliputians on the island. 

 

Next to Paul sat Lars and Anna Jensen, the beautiful couple, back to back with their bare toes pushed deep into 

the sand. He seemed to be watching the others, while she gazed into the water’s distance, but as ever, their 

bodies were close. If Paul was the Giant, then here were the Fairy Princess and her Prince, thought Lyn.  

 

Who was missing? Of course, it was her father. 



 

Lyn stared about her, beyond the small cluster of children playing with their buckets under a single palm tree, 

over toward the cars. Squinting, she could just make out a recumbent figure near their own car, a Singer Gazelle. 

Was he asleep? Or was he fiddling around, mending the car? It hadn’t behaved very well on the way here, but 

Lyn still loved it because it was a cheery shade of blue and named after her favourite island creature, the delicate 

gazelle that lived in the wadis and feared all human contact. 

 

It didn’t seem quite right to go up and speak to him. He didn’t know she’d gone missing, so why draw attention 

to the incident? Yet somehow she wanted to know why he had separated himself from the others. He rarely 

acted impulsively, so there must have been a definite reason. 

 

Perhaps he was just fed up after a long hot day, with lots of arguing in the car about directions, about the picnic, 

about the reliability of the car. Going for a ‘rally’ across the island sounded a great idea in theory, but in fact 

took lots of effort. Lyn had been so excited about coming to the limit of her current universe, but it seemed like 

forever before they got there, what with cars stopping, sticking in the sand, and having to travel very slowly. Her 

mother seemed to have lost interest in the whole project before they even arrived – but now she looked OK. She 

was smiling at Paul Marlow and turning to pat Lars on the arm, as if to break his spell. 

 

‘But I don’t want to go home’, wailed Andy, youngest of Ted and Sally’s kids. His red hair flamed in the low 

sun and his freckles seemed to glow with fury as he fought to wriggle free from his mother’s arm. ‘Aw, c’mon’, 

drawled Sally in that easy way of hers, ‘straighten up kid, don’t spoil things for all the others’.  

 

But reason was not Andy’s strongest suit, so he had to be carried to the car, writhing and complaining all the 

way.  

 

Lyn was hanging on to her sister’s hand, as instructed, while final odds and ends were gathered. Her father had 

reappeared and was busying himself in his usual fussy way. No explanation had been forthcoming for his earlier 

separation from the group. 

 



Lyn felt slightly strange and sleepy, longing for the cool air-conditioned bungalow. Laura tugged at her hand: ‘ 

Do you think we’ll stop on the way back? I want to wee and I want to play on the oil lines’.  

Lyn thought about it, and said she imagined they’d have to stop some time, so perhaps it might just be near the 

lines. Her prediction was correct, by sheer luck. Halfway home, there was a minor drama when the Jensen car 

started to smoke from the front, and there was a dreadful smell of burning in the air. The lovely couple jumped 

out, laughing all the while, and called for assistance. All the other cars stopped at once, and the men made great 

show of their technical knowledge while the wives searched for bottles of water to put in the car’s radiator.  

 

Half an hour later, there was no progress, so the Wainwrights decided to go home. Their kids were fighting in 

the back of the wagon and it really had been a heck of a long day. Would everyone forgive them?  

 

Laura was poised atop a pipeline, with one toe in the air: “I’m a circus lady’, she crowed ‘ a lady on the Flying 

Trapeze’. Lyn clutched her hand and wondered how her little sister could stand the burning heat of the rusty 

brown pipe against her feet. She thought about the day, and about another amazing day when they had travelled 

into the desert after a sudden downpour of rain. Then, they had seen a rare and special sight – desert hyacinths, 

curious flowers which had the flesh colours of the sand at twilight. 

 

It was getting dimmer now. The adults seemed outlined in the greyish dusk and haze. Lyn’s mother loomed out 

of the growing dark and summoned the two girls. They were to go home with their father while she stayed with 

Paul Marlow to keep the Jensens company.  She laughed about the silly end to the day, kissed  Lyn and Laura 

and fiddled with the ends of her polka dot scarf, tied around her hair like a movie star. They drove away and 

Lyn watched the figures blend into the desert grey like ghosts. 

 

Home in bed, Lyn listened to the whirring hum of the air conditioner and the steady drips from the AC outlet at 

the back of the bungalow. A stray cat mewed under the house, then a donkey brayed from the gatehouse nearby. 

It was night now. Hours later, she was awake again. It couldn’t be morning yet so why was she not asleep? Then 

she wondered if her mother had come home. What had woken her? She peered through the curtains and saw that 

there were people on the verandah, smoking and talking quietly. She could see her father, Ted and Sally, but not 

her mother.  

 



‘What the heck’, Ted was saying, ‘we should go and look, don’t you think? It’s after one now – that’s late by 

any reckoning.’ 

 

As he spoke, the screen door suddenly squealed and my mother was there. Lyn could tell she was happy from 

the way she whirled in, swishing her skirts. She undid her scarf and patted her chignon with tender care. “It’s 

late, I know’, she said, “hope you didn’t worry about me!” Then she laughed and asked for a cigarette. Lyn’s 

father was silent but she heard Ted go into the lounge and find the cigarette box and the lighter.  

 

 

“So, are they all back home now?” asked Sally. “I was kind of worried about you all.” Her laconic vowels 

concealed real concern. There was something she wanted to say, it was obvious. Lyn had overheard too many 

adult conversations not to know when that was the case. “I assume so”, said Lyn’s mother, then she hummed a 

little tune under her breath. 

 

Her father cleared his throat. His foot tapped and Lyn could hear his fingers begin to beat a little rhythm on the 

side of the chair. Still he didn’t speak, but went to the record player and put on a disc. The music spilled out into 

the garden, his pride and pleasure, his oasis in the desert.  

 

The tune was called “You’ve Changed”. Lyn knew it well; it was so strange and sad. She didn’t know why he 

liked to listen to something that sounded so gloomy, and the lady singer seemed fed up with the world 

somehow. 

 

Nobody on the porch spoke after that, then Ted and Sally suddenly got up and said they were leaving. They 

were going to bed, but would come over in the morning, to “compare notes”, they said.  

 

Lyn slipped back under the covers and fell asleep, despite herself. 

 

Next day was a school morning and it was a great rush to make the bus on time. Laura had lost her favourite hat 

and wailed pitifully for it. She must have left it behind on the beach, said her mother, there was nothing to be 

done about it. There would be a new hat, she promised. 



 

Lyn sat with her nose firmly in a book and waited for the storm of tears to pass. She was longing to ask about 

last night, but didn’t have the nerve. Her father was very quiet that morning, smoking a pipe and avoiding her 

eye. 

 

 

The phone rang in the lounge. He moved toward it, and her mother tried to intercept, but too late. He picked up 

the receiver and said “Hello?” After a couple of minutes of explanation from the other end, he said: “Thank you 

for letting us know.” Even for such a formal man, this was extra restrained, Lyn knew. 

 

She waited, hiding in her book’s pages to make herself invisible. Laura was outside in the garden, so there was 

no sound indoors but for the constant hum of the AC.  

 

He turned to her mother. “That was a message from the Jensens. They wanted to let us know that Paul Marlow 

left the island this morning on the early flight. He stayed with them overnight, apparently. Seems he’s not 

coming back. He’s decided to go back to England permanently, they said.” 

 

Lyn could see just a half smile starting on his face as he spoke. For some reason this was good news for him, she 

thought. Her mother’s face was frozen. She fiddled with her polka dot scarf and just stared out of the window. 

As usual, the sun was beating down from a pale grey metallic sky and, beyond the garden, the desert stretched 

ahead, bounded by a high wire fence.// 
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