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Alarm Girl





 


AT THE BEGINNING the air was so thick I couldn’t breathe it properly. When we got off the plane I had to hold on to the handrail like an old person. I was afraid my rucksack would tip me over. The air stewardess’s shoes clanged on the metal steps and Robin told me to hurry up. We were walking so fast we had to run. Robin’s arms were flapping and the light was so bright and glinty my eyes went weird. Through some doors it was suddenly as noisy as the swimming pool. A big crowd was pressed up against the barrier. There were posters for Nelson Mandela and a man was wearing a T-shirt with his face on. Another man in a suit was holding a piece of cardboard with a funny word that had lots of ‘o’s. A woman had a turban that made her the tallest out of everyone.


I saw Dad straight away but the stewardess kept going, whizzing our suitcases along on their noisy wheels with her high heels clicking and clacking. She looked like she would click-clack past all the people waiting, past Dad, and out the other side of the airport, keep on click-clacking until she came to the sea.


He was wearing a white T-shirt and a denim shirt over the top. The shirt was open and the T-shirt was so white it made his eyes look extra blue. It had the words Taylored Travel written on it. Luckily Robin couldn’t tell I was crying, because we were both squashed up in his hug while he kissed us and pressed us into him and said Welcome to South Africa. Every time we see him I forget the smell of him, then I remember it again.


The stewardess wrote down the number of Dad’s passport. He asked if she wanted his phone number as well and she laughed and tipped her head so far back you could see the edge of her make-up. He said What do you say, babies? I knew he wanted us to say thank you to her for looking after us, but I pretended not to understand. I said bye instead. Robin said Thanks for looking after us and the stewardess called him a gentleman but really he was just a bum-licker. It was very nice to meet you, Indy, she said, and I had to say Nice to meet you too. She said to Dad She’s got quite a stare, hasn’t she? She was talking about me. Then she said for us babies to have a good holiday and she was gone. Robin is twelve and I am ten and three-quarters. We are not babies.


On the way to the car park Dad asked if I wanted to take off my hoody. I told him it was cosy and he laughed. You want to be cosy, do you? In this heat? I couldn’t see his eyes because he had sunglasses on. His car was bigger and posher than Grandad’s but there were golf sticks in the boot that he forgot to take out so there was barely any room for our bags. They got shoved right in. Dad said What have you got in here, a dead body? Robin saw me twisting my scarf and I could tell he was annoyed. Dad gave the car park man some money and took the ticket off the man without saying anything, not even thank you. We drove away from the airport so fast my body felt like it was travelling too far forward for my brain to catch up. I had to shut my eyes until I came back all together again. You’ve had your hair cut, Indy, Dad said, and I said yes and he said it suited me short. Then he asked loads of questions, about the plane journey and about school, about our friends, about Christmas and about what we wanted to do while we were here. When he said How are Val and Doug he meant Nan and Grandad. Robin said Okay and nobody said anything after that.


Once I said to Nan Do you like Dad? She said Of course I like your dad, Indigo, he’s your dad, isn’t he? If I say something like that to Robin he tells me I’m shitstirring and being a girl.


Soon there were lots of houses that all looked the same, and washing drying in the sun. Some was spread on the ground and on bushes. Nan wouldn’t like that. Birds sat in a crowd on the top of a tree, like big white hankies, as if Nan had washed some of Grandad’s and they got blown away by the wind. I saw some kids playing football, but not with a ball – with a clump of something all bundled up with string. They didn’t wear shoes and some didn’t have any tops on. Some wore T-shirts so big they reached down to their knees like dresses. Then there were falling-down sheds and Portaloos, all slanting among bits of metal and planks of wood. Dad and Robin were going on about football but Dad kept looking at me in the little rectangle of the driver’s mirror so I closed my eyes. The sun flickered in stripes across my eyelids, bands of darkness in between the bright, like stripes of a zebra, stripes of wires criss-crossing the sky. The car engine hummed and I wished we could stay driving and never stop. Never stop and get out and walk and speak and live. Never do all the things Robin and Dad talked about doing, the things Dad had planned for us like shopping and surfing and football and safari, just stay driving with the sun flickering.


 


THE STADIUM WAS FILLED with extravagant costumes and painted faces. Ian turned up the volume on the television and the tiny living room filled with the noise of triumphant horns, vuvuzelas and drums.


‘It’s too loud, turn it down,’ Indigo complained.


‘It’s the World Cup, Indy!’ Ian cried above the din.


‘It’s the World Cup!’ Robin shouted.


‘I was having a nice peaceful time,’ the little girl said, turning to Karen.


‘I know, puppy,’ Karen said. ‘Show me what you’ve made.’


She had stuck an entire pack of sequins to a picture of a mermaid. The paper sagged, threatening to fall apart with the weight of the glue, and the mass of green and turquoise shiny discs caught the light, setting emerald and blue phantoms dancing across the living room walls.


‘Beautiful,’ Karen said, kissing her child’s head and breathing in her biscuity smell.


‘It’s starting,’ Ian said.


She joined him on the sofa. The commentator compared the atmosphere to the thrill of a child on Christmas morning.


‘It makes me feel homesick,’ she said. ‘Homesick for Africa.’ She lifted Ian’s arm and placed it around her shoulder.


‘You can’t be homesick – it’s not your home,’ Robin said.


‘No, you’re right, I’m being silly,’ she said.


Somewhere they had visited before the children were born came into her mind – a clearing among trees, not significant in any way, other than the fact that it occurred to her now, randomly, as they waited for a televised football tournament to begin. They had travelled to so many countries in the years before their marriage and, as much as she recalled the landmarks and monuments recommended in the guidebooks, it was these incidental places she remembered most often.


It was announced that Nelson Mandela was not at the ceremony.


‘Oh no, that’s tragic,’ she said.


‘What’s tragic?’ Indigo asked, not looking up from her picture.


‘Nelson Mandela’s grandaughter died in a car crash.’


‘But what’s tragic?’


‘Tragic means something sad,’ Ian said.


It was possible to forget how much children didn’t know. When they were on holiday a few years ago, Robin had thought they would be living forever in the cottage they had rented. He was only young, had no notion of holidays, and they hadn’t realised they needed to explain what it was. There were probably countless misconceptions their children carried around with them.


Ian’s weight against hers was comforting. His heart-beat tocked in his chest, signalling to her through the chamber of his body, reminding her of his constancy. She knew that some of the places they had travelled to would have changed, but it was possible there were others, like the clearing she remembered, that hadn’t altered at all. What was happening when they passed through – light playing on leaves, insects moving around in grass – could be happening there now as they sat on their sofa far away.


She lifted her legs on to Ian’s lap and he gathered her to him, like a bundle of sticks. Their children had inherited her tallness, their sleeves and trouser-legs always too short. The sight of Robin’s skinny arms poking out of his nylon football shirt as he sat transfixed by the television drummers and dancers made her feel as if her heart might break. She had to work hard not to allow the feeling to skid out of control.


A passer-by glanced in at them through their front window, which opened directly on to the street. The movement startled her – it was a surprise that not everyone was watching the World Cup as they were. Her younger self would have been horrified by the scene. She had assumed her life would be more interesting than the life her parents lived and yet here she was, indoors on a sunny day in a terraced house in small-town England.


Images of South African wildlife flashed up on the screen.


‘Definitely take the kids on safari one day,’ Ian said.


‘Definitely,’ she said.


‘Could buy some land out there, even,’ Ian said.


‘When our boat comes in, you mean?’ Karen said. She stroked his head. His hair had grown curly during the years they had spent travelling but he wore it cut short now. There was some grey in it already.


‘Our life assurance is worth a few hundred thousand,’ he said. ‘Maybe we could have some kind of accident.’


‘Something not too bad but just bad enough,’ she said.


‘What are you two stupids talking about?’ Indy asked, and Ian laughed, told her they were messing about.


‘Can’t you get cancer?’ he whispered in Karen’s ear, mock-romantic, and quiet enough so Indy couldn’t hear.


Karen laughed. ‘Can’t you?’ she said.


 


I HEARD YOUR VOICE calling my name but we were driving too fast for you to catch up and when I looked around you were nowhere to be seen. I tried to shout but my voice was swallowed and there was no sound. Beth and Minnie were running after the car, with Minnie barking and Beth laughing and shouting.


Then I woke up.


I don’t know how long I was asleep, it could have been five minutes or it could have been ages, but probably it was a long time because my neck was aching. The car jumped and jolted. You weren’t anywhere and it wasn’t Beth I could hear laughing and shouting, it was a crowd of children. Robin was waving at them and the car wasn’t gliding any more, it was bumping over rough ground. Dad was driving with his window open and one arm hanging out, trailing his fingers along the children’s like he was in a rowing boat trickling his hand in the water. The land on either side was empty country with hills in the distance that looked like monsters sleeping on their sides. If they woke up and moved, all the land around them would slide off in a big heap of trees and bushes and road and car. The children wanted me to wind down my window. Dad was speaking African to them and his voice didn’t sound like his, he sounded like me and Beth when we pretend to be foreign. Bobble magoosheela? Bibboo babboo ganoo.


There was no window-winder, but Dad saw me in his mirror and pressed a button in the front that made my window open automatically. The air from outside was really warm compared with inside the car. The children were shouting How are you! How are you! and sticking their hands in as they ran along. Dad was speaking in their language and Robin asked him what he was saying to them. Dad said he was telling them he would introduce us later. The road got so bumpy he had to use both hands to jerk the steering wheel. It was a track, really, not a road, all cobbled with bits of rock and stones. Up ahead was a white archway with a weird word written across it and a skinny man in a uniform standing next to it. There was barbed wire all tangled up on top of the wall. The car stopped in front of the arch and the children stayed behind, watching the gate open. The man said something to them and they turned around and went back in the direction they had come from, but walking slowly this time.


The car rolled through the gate, which closed behind us. In front was a low building that looked a bit like a ranch, white with a red tiled roof like the stable that went with the toy farm I had when I was little. There was a clump of trees surrounded by a circle of boulders painted white, and tyre marks in the dust around the trees. There were shutters on all the windows of the house that were closed, and there was a Christmas decoration of gold and silver leaves on the front door.


We parked in the shade of the trees and someone came out from around the back of the house. The person stood watching as we got out of the car. I couldn’t see if it was a girl or a boy at first. Dad bowed when he opened the car door, making a joke that I was the Queen. My legs felt like they could snap after the journey and it was as warm as the boiler cupboard where Nan keeps the clean sheets. There was a tangy smell, the same as the smell of my bedroom when Beth ate an apple and the core fell down the side of my bed and stayed there for ages. My throat was all dry and scratchy. I needed a drink of Coke, or something cold with loads of ice. My clothes were chilly from the car and the heat came creeping in, like tickling fingers.


The person moved closer and I could see it was a boy. He looked about the same age as me, with brown skin and a face as round as a doll’s. He was standing really still. Dad said Let me introduce you to Robin and Indigo and the boy came nearer but still a little bit away from us. The shirt he was wearing was too big. It had patterns and shapes all over it – blue and red and green with lots of little black scratchy lines all over that made my eyes go funny. Dad’s hand closed around the back of my neck and I looked across and saw he was holding Robin the same way, like we were a pair of puppets. He pushed us over to the boy, speaking African first, in his African voice, then English. He told the boy our names again and the boy said Hellohowareyou without a gap between any of the words. Then he said his name but even though he said it really slowly, like you’re meant to speak in assembly, I couldn’t understand it. Dad said it was Zami for short but that wasn’t what the boy said.


Something ran in front of us. It was an animal with a pointy snout and tusks. Robin jumped behind me and grabbed my arm – he almost pulled me over. The animal ran around us in a circle, kicking up the dust. Dad said Don’t panic, Mr Mannering. It trotted over to stand next to the boy. It was all bristly, with gingery grey hair that lifted up so you could see its black crinkly skin underneath. Its ears were quite big, and the exact shape of an animal’s ear when you draw one. Robin asked what it was and Dad said bushpig. He said it wouldn’t hurt us. His name is Tonyhog, the boy said, and his voice was softer than anyone else’s I ever heard. Dad scratched the bushpig on its back and said it was called Tony after a colleague of his. It was a joke that stuck, he said, and so has he. Now he’s part of the family.


Then Robin did something weird. He stepped forward and held out his hand for the boy to shake. Since when did Robin shake hands with people? One minute he was getting into trouble with Nan for finishing off the biscuits and the next he was shaking hands like a businessman. Everything felt like a big trick, and I suddenly thought that the aeroplane and the airport and even the bushpig could be fake and we were in a TV programme that Dad had arranged. There could be ginormous heaters hidden behind the hills we saw, keeping the air hot. Maybe Dad wasn’t Dad at all, but an actor with a false face. Maybe you weren’t really dead and you would come out of the house in a minute, laughing and crying at the same time.


 


IT WAS DISCONCERTING having Ian’s face filling the computer screen in the corner of the room when he was miles away. Doug stood in the kitchen doorway, drying his hands with a tea towel. He wasn’t certain if being able to see Ian meant that Ian could see him, but he noticed Valerie remove her apron and quickly hide it behind the sofa cushions so perhaps that meant that he could. Not so long ago video-phones had been the stuff of science fiction films, yet now they were a reality. A reality in their own living room, what was more. A few years ago they wouldn’t have thought it possible. But then, Doug thought, there were a lot of things they wouldn’t have thought possible a few years ago.


He wished they had been able to see and speak to Karen when she and Ian had been travelling. It would have made a difference. When she’d got home there had been a distance between them that perhaps wouldn’t have been there if she had been able to Skype them from India and Kenya and all the other places she had been. It was no use thinking like that, though, he told himself. That was before they’d had a computer, before anyone had thought of communicating in that way. In those days you were grateful if you got a postcard. They had kept her letters and photographs. When he was alone in the house, which wasn’t that often now the kids were living with them, he went up into the attic to look through them. It was a bit like having a conversation with her. Valerie had scolded him the last time she came back from the shops and found the loft hatch open, asking what he thought would happen if he had a fall without her there to hold the ladder. ‘What were you doing up there, anyhow?’ she’d asked. He’d told her he thought he heard mice.


The doorbell rang.


‘It’s Beth,’ Indigo told her dad, and she got up to answer the front door, nudging her brother with her foot on her way out of the room. Robin took her place at the computer, like the Changing of the Guard.


‘Alright, Robbo?’ Ian said.


‘Alright, Dad.’


Indy came back into the room with her friend from next door.


‘Is that another new pair of trainers, Bethany?’ Val asked, forcing the poor girl to give an account of herself. She was too hard on her, Doug thought, but Val’s comeback whenever he told her so was that there were plenty of ways to enjoy yourself that didn’t cost the earth and to spare a thought for Beth’s father working long hours to keep her in the latest fashions.


Beth had brought crisps and Coke to share while they watched television. Doug hoped they wouldn’t want to use the phone to vote. When Robin finished speaking with Ian they all waved goodbye and the computer burped quietly as it swallowed his image – and the South African evening with it.


As usual, Robin came away from his conversation in a bad mood, complaining when he wasn’t allowed to watch a film on the other channel. He declared the talent show participants ‘a bunch of freaks’ and accused his sister and her friend of being the same. There was always a change of atmosphere after Ian called. An argument erupted during which fizzy drink and crisps spilled all over the carpet.


‘Fetch a cloth, Robbie,’ Doug said.


Robin slammed the door as he left the room, making the walls of the house shake.


It grew late. Outside, a frost tightened the lawn. Votes were counted and television talent show winners announced.


‘Isn’t it about time you went home, Bethany?’ Valerie said.


‘Mum says she doesn’t mind,’ Beth answered without turning around.


Valerie gave Doug a look.


‘Is she asleep?’ he asked, nodding in Indigo’s direction. Her head was cocked at an awkward angle over the arm of the chair, her hair falling in front of her eyes. She had done the same the previous weekend: dropped off to sleep while they were all watching television. They hadn’t been able to wake her, no matter how hard they tried, no matter how loud they said her name and told her the house was on fire.


‘Let’s put stuff on her,’ Robin said. He balanced the remote control on his sister’s shoulder and Beth rested a cushion on top of her head. They put an orange from the fruit bowl into one of her hands, a banana in her lap.


‘That’s enough now,’ Valerie said.


Doug removed the items and scooped his sleeping grandchild into his arms. His chest tightened painfully as he lifted her out of the armchair.


‘Robin, mind out of Grandad’s way,’ Valerie said, ‘or you’ll have him break his neck.’


‘She’ll want this,’ Robin said, holding up a silk scarf that Indigo always kept with her. Doug had no spare hand with which to take it so Robin tucked it under his sister’s chin.


‘Ah,’ Beth said, ‘pretend you’re so hard, Robin Taylor, but you’re a softie really.’


 


DAD’S BUNCH OF KEYS was as big as the school caretaker’s. Nobody move, he said, when he opened the front door. Like the police. He told us to stay where we were while he turned off the alarm. I was fiddling with my scarf and Robin whispered at me not to be a retard. After Dad pressed loads of buttons we were allowed to go in.


It was dark and cool and smelled of polish. A vase of golden twigs stood on a chest made of wood that had all carvings on it and there was a big painting that was just colours but had people carrying spears if you looked at it more carefully. The front door opened straight into a big sitting room, with a shiny kitchen in the corner – no stairs or hallway or carpet. A Christmas tree had loads of presents underneath. It didn’t feel like Christmas though because it was hot and sunny outside. Some big wide steps went down to two sofas opposite each other and a low table in the middle with a laptop on it and books and magazines, like at the dentist’s. Dad went over and yanked a string that opened the curtains with a loud noise. The room filled with light. I recognised it from when we Skype except it looked different now we were standing in it. The whole back wall was a window. There was a big telescope in front of it and outside there was nothing apart from countryside. It didn’t look like Africa because it was green not desert. It looked the same as England apart from the mountains. Robin looked through the telescope and said it was awesome.


I felt a bit dizzy. I really wanted a drink but it would be bad manners to ask for one. I held my scarf up to my face. It smelled of Nan’s. Dad asked if I was alright but my throat swelled up fat enough to choke so I couldn’t say anything and Dad gave me a weird look. He started showing us around and you could tell he was trying to make everything friendly. A news programme came on the massive TV screen on the wall above the fireplace. Dad pressed another button and random music filled the room. He called the kitchen bit the cooking station. The ‘cooking station’ was about four times the size of Nan’s kitchen. He said we would have a chef and, if there was anything we fancied, just shout. I wanted to scream out loud for a drink but Robin started going on about how rich Dad was. Dad laughed and pretended to be embarrassed but you could tell he was pleased. He said we could either sleep in a round house where his clients normally stay or we could sleep in the main house with him if we preferred. Robin said he wanted to stay in the main house and I did too. It’s not like we’re his clients.


Our bedrooms were next door to each other but not upstairs. There were no stairs. There was an animal skull with horns on it hanging on the wall. Dad said to Robin How about you have this room and Indy can go in here? The bed had a long white net hanging around it, like a princess’s bed. There were bars on the window, like in a prison. Dad said there wasn’t such a good view from this part of the house. We could see the boy called Zami walking away from where he had parked Dad’s car. It was next to an open-top Jeep under a shelter that had a roof but no walls, and the roof was a bit of metal held up by four knobbly posts that looked like they had been cut from trees. There were some chickens pecking the ground and some more lying under a shed and there was a kennel with a massive dog inside, about twenty times the size of Minnie and not too friendly, Dad said. It was tied to a long chain. No wonder it wasn’t friendly. We carried on watching out of the window and Tonyhog trotted past with his tail pointing right up into the air in a straight line. Dad laughed and said Tony, on the other hand, is very keen to be friends. Ugly as hell, but he’s good fun, you’ll like him. We watched as Zami poured water out of a dirty plastic container and made a puddle that was for Tony to drink. Tonyhog knelt down with just his front legs bent underneath him. I was so thirsty I wanted to kneel down next to him. He wasn’t ugly. He looked really sweet with his front legs tucked underneath the way humans fold their arms. I asked what the dog’s name was but Dad said it liked to be left alone. He said there were a few house rules to go over – Stuff you need to know to keep you safe, he said – but we would talk about that after we unpacked.


On my pillow there was a thing that looked like a bit like a phone. It wasn’t a phone, it was a personal alarm. Dad said Robin had one too so he went and got it. Mine was called Alarm Girl and it was silver and pink. Robin’s was blue. They had inbuilt torches and a clip to fix them to your belt or you could wear them on a string around your neck like the glow sticks we got from the circus. If you take the pin out there’s a horrible noise. Robin was making jokes, pretending to pull out the pin then throw it like a hand grenade. He kept shouting Cover! and diving under my bed and making Dad laugh. I wanted to hear what the alarm sounded like but Dad went all serious and said Not now, Indy, it’s not a toy, it’s for if you’re in danger, but I kept asking and then he let me. I pulled out the pin like in the instructions and a girl started screaming. When I put the pin back in, she stopped. Robin tried his but it was a siren instead of a girl screaming. I wanted the siren one but Dad said I had to have the girl. Robin said more people come to your rescue if there’s a girl or a woman screaming. Maybe that made him think Dad loves me more than him because he made me keep the screaming girl.


Dad’s got a gun that gives an electric shock but he wouldn’t let us see it even though Robin really wanted to. He got it because he was mugged and his wallet and everything was stolen so after that he got a stun gun. He could have got a real gun but he only wanted a stun one. Robin asked if Dad’s mugger was a black man and Dad said yes this man was black but when he was burgled in England that robber was a white person. Dad said there’s always a reason why people behave the way they do but there’s no reason why Robin loved the idea of that stun gun so much, he just did.


Our rooms had ceiling fans like old-fashioned aeroplane propellers that moved slowly when you switched them on then they got faster and faster. The curtains around my bed blew and billowed. Dad asked if we were hungry. Starving, Robin said – like he always says if anyone asks – and I said I was thirsty. Dad said he would make pancakes and get me a drink.


I spread my scarf out over the little table next to the bed, smoothing its lovely silk and tracing the pattern of the golden letters. P.A.R.I.S. I said to Dad Do you remember this scarf? It was in the dressing-up box when we were little. He didn’t remember it. I told him it was yours and he sat on my bed next to me and asked me what I thought of South Africa so far. It’s a big country, he said, and sometimes it can feel overwhelming. The landscape and the heat, he said, sometimes it can feel too much – even I feel it. I didn’t say anything. I knew he wasn’t talking about Africa. I just wanted him to get my drink. We looked at my wind-up torch that doesn’t need batteries. Dad said it never gets dark because of the security lights. We would need a torch if we went out at night, because it’s pitch-black twenty metres away from the house with ridges we could fall down, but inside the grounds it’s light the whole time. Robin said I would be pleased about that because I was scared of the dark. He said I was scared of everything – creepy-crawlies, lions, everything – and he told Dad I have to have the hall light on at home and I have to have my scarf wherever I go, like a baby with its blanket. When I shouted Fuck off at him Dad was nice and made him go out of my room. He went out too, so he could make pancakes and so I could have a bit of time to myself, he said.


My suitcase zip made a loud noise. Nan had folded all my clothes in neat squares. Tops in one pile and bottoms separate. Socks and knickers in the special bags she got from her catalogue. Everything was cold, like it had been in the fridge. My new sandals were all squashed. They still smelled of the shop and I had to peel the stickers off the bottoms. I got changed and my clothes felt nice and cool.


They gave us colouring books on the plane. Really babyish. Robin left his on the seat but I brought mine. The picture on the first page was of a bunch of flowers. The crayons that came with it were all melty from the heat. There were two different greens to colour in the flower stalks, dark and light. I made sure I didn’t get the floor or the bed dirty with the little bits that came off. I brushed them into the drawer of the table next to my bed. There was a Bible inside, with a silver cross on the front and really thin pages. I could hear Dad speaking on the phone. He had forgotten my drink and I was afraid I would die from thirst.


I went into Robin’s room where he was arranging his wildlife books, lining them up on top of his table. Dad’s trying to get us to like everything isn’t he, I said, and Robin told me to lighten up. He had a Bible in his drawer too. I asked him what we were meant to do with them and he said Pray, even though he doesn’t believe in God or Heaven. Then Dad brought us water with ice cubes in. He had no shoes on, and instead of his trousers he was wearing a piece of material wrapped around like a skirt. A leather string around his neck had a pointy tooth hanging off. He said it was a Great White’s. I didn’t believe him but I didn’t say anything. I drank my water so quickly it was painful. Robin hadn’t even started his and mine was all gone. Dad asked if I wanted another one but I could hardly speak with the ice-cold all around my heart. He took my empty glass and you could see his bare footprints on the floor, walking out of the door.


The pancakes had chocolate sauce and pineapple. I sat on one of the high stools to eat mine and there were cloth napkins, like in a restaurant. Dad never used a napkin at home, only kitchen roll if he needed to wipe his mouth or something. When Robin’s pancake was ready Dad let me bang a little gong. The end of the beater was wrapped in cloth. The sound it made was loud and soft at the same time, and kind of rippled through the air so you could almost see the airwaves.


I was wearing my T-shirt with the horse on it and Dad said On a horse you can get up close to the animals because they can only smell the horse so they don’t know you’re there. I said It’s Robin who wants to see all the animals and Dad said What are you into these days? I said I didn’t know.


I checked out the presents underneath the Christmas tree. The tree was fake like Nan’s, except silver instead of realistic and only gold decorations, not multicoloured like Nan’s. All the presents underneath were wrapped in silver wrapping paper with yellow ribbon tied around them and tags made from plain card with no pictures on, just our names written in old-fashioned ink pen. To Indigo with love. It didn’t say who from. The handwriting wasn’t Dad’s. It was like the writing on an ancient manuscript that gets found in a grave in one of the films that Robin likes. There was a present for Dad, with his name written on the tag like all the others. When I asked him if he wrapped them up he said he wasn’t very good at that kind of thing so I asked him who did but instead of telling me he said it was elves.


He got his big load of keys and showed us behind the house where the garden was and where there was a little round cottage for guests who come on holiday. It’s got a thatched roof that looks like a pointy hat and inside the ceiling is a dome. It’s the exact same shape as a beehive so now I know what a bee feels like. Next to the cottage there was a giant hole for a swimming pool. Robin jumped in, even though there was no water because the swimming pool wasn’t made yet. Dad was laughing because he was doing front crawl up and down with no water and showing him his butterfly and backstroke. The earth inside the hole wasn’t brown like in Grandad’s flowerbeds. If you were drawing it you would have to add red to the brown to get the right colour. Next time we come the hole will be a swimming pool and we can swim in it, and there are going to be some seats under the shade of a big tree, but for now there’s a tyre swing. Dad made it specially for us so we had a go. I got black stuff all over my hands from the tyre but it was insane. Dad pushed us really high and it was my best moment so far.


Night-time came with no warning. We were on the tyre for ages and it was sunny and hot then suddenly it was dark and even a little bit cold. I didn’t know Africa could be cold. Dad said it’s because there are no clouds to keep the air warm. This was the time of day the mozzies get busy so we had to go indoors and put long sleeves on.


There was a black man in the kitchen. He had a knife. I hid behind Dad and that made him laugh – No need to be shy, Indy, he said, this is Silumko, our wonderful chef. Silumko was chopping vegetables. He didn’t say anything, he just smiled. Dad said we were having shepherd’s pie for dinner. He knows shepherd’s pie is Robin’s favourite. He lit some candles that smelled of lemons and he said if we listened carefully we might hear lions. Some were nearby and we could go out to see them. He didn’t mean straight away, he meant the next day. I was glad we didn’t have to go on safari right then. There was a giant bowl of crisps on the table. I wanted one but no one else was eating any, not even Robin and he loves crisps. When I took one it tasted of soap. I spat it out and I was quickly going to hide it but Dad saw me. He laughed and said to Silumko that I was so hungry I was eating pot-pourri.


After dinner, instead of just leaving us to go to bed by ourselves like Nan does, Dad came in to our rooms to say goodnight. He saw my malaria pills on the little table and he got annoyed with Nan because there’s no malaria at his house and those pills were too strong, he said. They can make you crazy. He asked where Nan got them and when I said she ordered them online because she was scared of us getting malaria he was angry because he already told Nan the last time we Skyped that we didn’t need them. I was going to ask if we could Skype Nan and Grandad to say we had arrived like Dad said we could and to say night-night but because he was in a bad mood I didn’t.


Dogs were barking in the distance but not our one. Dad said he would only bark if there was an intruder. I put my Alarm Girl under my pillow and Dad said the guard that stands outside the gate would let us know if there was anyone trying to get in. Plus the tangled-up barbed wire, plus the burglar alarm that automatically contacts the police who come straight away.


I couldn’t get to sleep. The TV was on but Dad wasn’t watching it. He was talking on the phone to someone. I heard him telling whoever it was about my malaria medicine but it wasn’t Nan he was speaking to because I know he doesn’t speak in that kind of voice to her. When he saw me in the doorway he told whoever it was that he would ring them back. Can’t sleep, treasure, he said, and I said I thought it was a shame the dog didn’t have a name. He laughed and asked me if that was what was keeping me awake and I could think of a name for him if I liked. I said How about Jack and Dad said that was a nice name, it suits him because he is a rough and tough kind of dog. Dad said Are there any boys in your class called Jack and I said No. Then I went back to bed. Robin was pretending to be asleep when I went past his room but he knew I was standing there and when he started talking it made me jump. He said he hoped I wasn’t going to be like this the whole time. Like what, I said. All weird, Robin said, and I said I hoped he wasn’t going to be like this the whole time and when he asked Like what I said All mean.


Then I went into my own room and I fell asleep with lions and mosquitoes and muggers all around.


 


VALERIE WAS AT HER BEDROOM window when she saw Ian’s car draw up. It wasn’t the blue saloon he normally drove, it was a big shiny grey thing. She moved away from the window.


There was no answer when she knocked on Robin’s door. He was lying on his bed with his eyes closed. He was so tall now that his feet hung off its end. He had headphones on, so she had to tap him on the leg to tell him his dad had arrived.


Downstairs, a dining chair lay upturned on a sheet of newspaper in the middle of the room.


‘Almost there,’ Doug said.


She opened the front door to her son-in-law, who kissed her hello. Sometimes there was no kiss. During the worst times there was none.


‘Bit of DIY, Doug?’ Ian asked by way of a greeting.


‘You could say that,’ Doug replied. ‘I’ve already had a go at the table.’


Ian complimented him on the good job he was doing but she could tell he thought the old man had gone gaga. He probably imagined Doug was so bored in retirement that this was how he filled his days.


She made a pot of tea and, together with the children, they sat around the table. Ian rarely chose to sit on the sofa when he was at theirs, as if he was on business. In fact there was often some kind of business to attend to – school permission slips and money the children needed for something or other.


‘How’s it all going?’ she asked, and he told them about paying guests he took golfing and on vineyard tours.


‘Well, you’re looking good on it, Ian,’ she said.


He thanked her and seemed a little embarrassed. The bangle he wore slid down his arm as he pushed his hair back. It used to be Karen’s. His hair was mostly grey now, but longer than before and curly like it was when they first knew him. It was true he looked well. Everyone looked better with a tan.


‘And the lifestyle out there – you like it?’ she asked.


‘It’s wonderful, Val. The climate, the landscape, being in the open. You’ll have to come and see for yourself, won’t she, Indy?’ He stroked his daughter’s cheek with his own and Indy complained that his felt prickly. She was too old, really, Valerie thought, to sit on her father’s lap. She caught herself feeling bad that she hadn’t been touchy-feely like that with Karen.


Ian said he wouldn’t stop for dinner. She knew he preferred to get straight off so she had made sure the children were ready. He was always in a rush, as if he couldn’t stand to be in their company.


‘How d’you like the new car?’ he asked as they stood all together on the pavement.


‘Very swish,’ she said. ‘Is it a people-carrier?’


‘Yes, for carrying the peeps.’


He was certainly in an upbeat mood – the most upbeat she had seen him lately. Robin asked if it was a hire car and Ian told him that no, he had bought it. He showed them the drinks-holder and the stereo. She wondered how he managed to afford a new car on top of all the travel backwards and forwards to South Africa. His business must be doing as well as he said it was.


‘What do you say, babies?’ he asked.


She wished he wouldn’t make them thank her for having them. It wasn’t that she didn’t appreciate good manners, but it made things too formal.


‘Thanks for having us,’ Robin said.


Ian promised to bring them back at the weekend and he made a point, as he always did, of telling her and Doug that they were welcome to come to the house. There were too many reminders, though, in the fairy-lights strung around the kitchen window frame, in sofa cushions that still smelled of her.


She waved goodbye to the disappearing car, and kept waving because Indy continued to stare at them out of the back window. ‘Keep waving, Doug, she’s still looking.’ They waved until her face faded into a pale oval and even then they carried on waving, until they saw the indicator blinking and the brake lights come on at the junction at the bottom of the hill. Then the car pulled away, out of sight.


Later that evening, eating a bar of fruit-and-nut while Doug dozed in front of the television, Valerie noticed a series of minuscule felt-tipped hearts drawn along the windowsill, like a parade of ants. They continued their journey across the wall and on to the television cabinet. She gave her husband a gentle nudge but when he didn’t wake up she had to poke him quite hard.


‘Doug,’ she said, ‘you missed some.’


 


A DOG WAS BARKING and a cock was crowing. The shape of a helicopter’s propeller was printed on the insides of my eyelids. I opened my eyes and saw the ceiling fan. It was morning even though I didn’t know I had been asleep. I felt warm and cold at the same time and I knew what that meant. The cold was my pyjama bottoms sticking to my legs. It hadn’t happened in ages.


I crouched down next to the bed like a ninja and pulled the sheet off. The mattress didn’t look too bad. I changed my pyjama bottoms for dry ones. Luckily I had two pairs. There was a shushing noise coming from outside and a hissing, like air escaping from a tyre. A dog was still barking, but not Jack – one further away. It was already hot outside when I opened the shutters. The sun was so bright it was blinding and the air pressed in like a fat, warm pillow. I had a glass of water left over from the night, so I held the pissy sheet and bottoms through the bars of the window and poured it all over them. I left them hanging there so they would dry. The chickens were out from underneath the cars and the shushing sound was Zami with a broom, sweeping the yard. He had bare feet and a piece of material wrapped around him like a skirt, the same as Dad. He was wearing a T-shirt with the cloth skirt, not bare like Dad. I stood to one side of the shutter so he wouldn’t see me and I watched him sweeping and sweeping with the chickens following him, pecking. He collected up all the small sticks and leaves and dust on a square of cardboard and carried them over to the fence, where he tipped them on to a pile. Then he picked up his broom again and kept on sweeping.


Page two in the aeroplane drawing book was a picture of a clown. I coloured his hair in yellow and his shoes in red. The spots on his costume were blue and green. I heard the television go on so I went to my door and listened. I could see into Robin’s room. He was still asleep. I crept in and put my face right next to his. I couldn’t hear air going in or out and his chest wasn’t going up and down but his mouth was open and his breath stank so bad I could tell he was alive. I went out again.


Dad was sitting on one of the sofas watching the news. He wasn’t wearing any clothes apart from his sarong thing and nothing else except his shark-tooth necklace. His chest was quite hairy. He said Good morning, treasure and asked me how did I sleep. I never know what to say when people ask that – everyone sleeps the same. He called me puppy and gave me a cuddle and apart from his shark-tooth necklace for about two seconds it was like you were right there in the room. He never used to wear a necklace. I said Swear on mine and Robin’s lives that’s a Great White’s tooth and he said I swear so it must be.


For breakfast Silumko was making eggy bread or there was fruit salad. I said I wanted cereal and Dad said What kind? Any kind, I said. Dad said you can get anything you want in South Africa.


Silumko lives in the village with his wife and daughter and baby boy. He supports the same football team as Dad. His daughter’s name means ‘blessing’ in his language. Dad made a joke about fathers loving their daughters and having to protect them – from rascals who would pinch them, he said. He said it was a terrible thing to have a daughter but he was smiling when he said it, like it was a joke. Silumko said You are right, man. Dad said I know it, man. He told me I was growing up into a young lady and that I wasn’t a girl any more. I said it was nice for Silumko to live at home with his daughter and Dad said he was working hard so one day me and Robin could come and join him and live here. I didn’t say anything but secretly I was thinking I wouldn’t like to live in South Africa and when would I see Beth and who would look after Nan and Grandad? Zami lives in a concrete building in the yard next to where the cars are parked. Me and Robin would have to live in a place like that because the proper rooms are for guests.


Dad said the big town nearby had nice girlie shops. He was telling me all the things there were to do but in my mind I just wanted to go on the tyre swing. Zami came in and Tony the bushpig was following him with his hooves going tap-tap on the floor. Zami gave Dad some letters and a newspaper. Silumko said something in a foreign language and Dad told Zami to take Tony out into the garden and why didn’t I go with them too.


I was still wearing my pyjamas but I had my sun cream on like Nan told me to every time we are outside. The dusty ground felt like sand under my bare feet. I asked Zami if there were any snakes. Robin says African ones are deadly but I know he’s trying to wind me up. Tony walked next to me, like he was trying to keep the same pace as me. He was keeping me company. He looked like he was walking on tiptoe. His hooves were like miniature high heels. He let me touch him. His skin was all rough.


I could hear hissing, louder than before. I said to Zami Are you sure there aren’t any snakes but it wasn’t a snake. It was coming from all around. Zami couldn’t hear anything. His voice was so quiet I had to ask him to say everything twice, like I was deaf with just hissing in my ears. Like Grandad’s before the wax got taken out. Zami got the water container and poured some water into the same bit of dust as before. He did it in silence with me following him. He swirled the water around with a stick and then he spoke without me asking him a question. To make it good for him to bathe in when it is hot in the day, he said. When he speaks he sounds like someone in a history book and his face is a perfect circle.


Tonyhog lay down in the mud that Zami made. His legs stuck out from his body straight as twigs. Me and Zami were scratching his back and the top of his head. Dad’s garden has got giant weird cactus plants all around and the grass is really green and like velvet but near the Jeep the ground is bare. I left my sandals by the tyre swing all night but I could only find one and it was half destroyed. Only the sole and one strap with its buckle was left. Zami said jackals ate it but I didn’t believe him and I didn’t even know what jackals were. When I went back in the house, Robin was stuffing his face and talking with Dad and Silumko about football. Dad said What’s the matter, Indy, you look as if you’ve seen a ghost but he meant my sun cream. I showed them my broken sandal and Dad said jackals are a kind of fox who come right up to the house at night. Once they tore the seats of his Jeep with their claws and tried to eat the leather. He said it was true what Zami said and they probably did eat my sandals. Don’t be upset, Indy, he said, because I was crying. We can go shopping and get you a pair of South African shoes. That made Robin think I was a spoilt brat and he told me to go and wash my hands because I had been touching wild animals, meaning Tonyhog. I said Tony’s not wild, he’s tame and Robin said He’s still got germs and Dad said he was right I should wash my hands.


Even though Robin’s got loads of animal books, he only wants to know facts about them instead of actually liking them.


No one knew what I was talking about when I asked what the hissing noise was. I made them listen but none of them could hear it. Robin said it could be insects or a hosepipe watering the grass but Dad said That, my puppy, is the hiss of life itself. I had my scarf and Robin told him Nan and Grandad’s name for me, Mrs Fiddle. Dad said he wished they wouldn’t call me that, as if he knew it already. Then Robin said about me drawing on Nan and Grandad’s furniture. Dad didn’t know about that. Probably Nan didn’t even tell him. I told him I didn’t draw much and Nan didn’t mind but it wasn’t true, she did mind. I drew hearts on the table legs with black pen that wouldn’t come off so Grandad had to get his toolbox out and sandpaper them. I drew hearts on the top of the table too and on the wall. Robin told Dad how Grandad had to sand everything then varnish it to get rid of the pen. Dad was shocked, but he was laughing. Robin tried to get me into trouble by saying Nan was really angry but it didn’t work, Dad thought it was funny, so Robin got annoyed and started moaning how no one ever tells me off. He called me Indy, but in a baby voice so I could tell he was being mean.


It’s true Nan didn’t tell me off much about drawing on the furniture. Not as much as you would think. Her and Grandad just looked at me with sad faces and asked why I would do such a thing. I told them it was because I couldn’t find any paper, which wasn’t true. I had loads of paper. I don’t know why I did it. I liked the shape of the hearts I was drawing, all round and fat and going to a sharp point, and once I started I couldn’t stop.


Dad showed me a picture of a jackal on his laptop. It was a sort of fox but with a mean face. When I was washing my hands to get rid of Tony’s wild animal germs I sneaked into Dad’s room. It was the same as mine and Robin’s, all plain with nothing in it apart from a wardrobe, but it smelled different and there was a painting on the wall like the one in the hallways. It looks like blobs of paint until you notice it’s really a woman carrying a spear. The mosquito net over the bed was tied in a knot and hanging all bundled up from the ceiling. It looked like something fat in a cocoon that was just about to get born. There were some necklaces hanging on the wardrobe door handle and a key in the little lock. I ran the beads through my fingers. The air was all perfumey and I started to get a headache. The key turned easily and the necklaces clattered against the wardrobe door when I opened it. Inside were skirts and dresses and tops. Lots were white and there were some turquoise things and some patterned, but mostly white. I didn’t recognise them. They weren’t yours. At the bottom was a jumble of shoes – some old trainers and walking boots as well as a pair of gold plaited sandals. I knew I should stop being nosy but my legs wouldn’t move. The flowery smell put me in a hypnotist’s trance. I felt like Snow White when she eats the apple and faints. There was a mirror on the inside of the wardrobe door and my face in it was like a dead person’s, all white from my sun cream. If I forget what you looked like I look at my own face in the mirror and I can remember. Now I stared at my face in Dad’s mirror and I showed my teeth and growled. I didn’t look like you any more. My eyes were all narrow and I was vicious, like a jackal that could tear the clothes hanging in the wardrobe to pieces and toss the shoes all about. Rip big holes in the mosquito net and roll around on the bed, covering everything with my oniony jackal smell. I snarled at my reflection. If they could do that to a pair of sandals or a car seat, imagine what they could do to a human.
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