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    For Jan and Sean


    Thank you for always cheering me on.


    And in loving memory of Roy and Hettie Norman, always in our hearts.
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    I MANAGED A BRIGHT SMILE as a group of tourists made their way to my Land Cruiser.


    ‘Hi! I’m Alex, and I’ll be your guide for today.’


    They gazed back at me, looking dubious. To be fair, I’m not exactly what people expect in a guide when they go on a safari, even when it takes place in a glorified zoo. I’m exactly five foot and two inches, and even though I never stop eating, I’m a bit on the skinny side. I have to sit on a cushion when I drive the Land Cruiser, and my rifle is almost longer than I am. It’s understandable that all this doesn’t exactly inspire confidence, especially since my fellow guides are all men with thighs bulging out of their shorts and have pecs that are more exciting to view than the animals.


    Two women in their twenties looked wistfully at my colleague Magnus and the group he was guiding. Totally at ease because he’s a people pleaser, he was doing his usual two-handed handshake. Personally, I don’t like to touch guests because, firstly, I’m not a touchy-feely person and, secondly, you wouldn’t believe the number of guests I’ve seen not washing their hands after they go to the loo.


    Undaunted, because their reaction was, like, totally normal, I continued.


    ‘Let’s talk about a few safety instructions. Hopefully we will see lion today, but if we do, please remain seated and keep still. The reason for this is that we don’t want to break our silhouette. Keep very quiet when we approach game …’ Blah blah blah, I could see I was boring the pants off them and frankly I was boring myself too.


    Magnus, I noticed out of the corner of my eye, had his group enthralled. He had one hand on the bonnet of his Land Cruiser, all the better to display the muscles in his manly arm, and was casually leaning on his rifle with the other, luckily pointing it to the ground, because how he got his licence I do not know. Every now and again they broke into little gusts of laughter as he rolled out his practised quips.


    ‘Right, if you’re ready, you can hop on board, and we’ll start our drive.’


    After they got in, I remembered that I had to ask them their names, and it was a bit awkward as they could see it was an afterthought. The women in their twenties were Mandy and Candace from America. Then David and Joanne from Australia, and finally Inge and Jürgen from Germany. I can almost immediately see who’s going to cause problems on a game drive, and in this case it was David. It turned out David was a South African who had emigrated to Australia in the 1990s and was clearly feeling pissed off about that. He was also a bit of a know-it-all and already telling some unlikely stories about his trips to the Kruger Park when he lived in Johannesburg.


    ‘The Kruger Park is much bigger than this place, and much more authentic,’ he said. ‘Probably about a hundred or maybe a thousand times bigger and there are no separate encampments for the animals. It’s a pity you can’t all go there instead.’


    ‘We’re going to the Serengeti next week,’ said Candace. ‘In Tanzania, right?’


    ‘Never heard of it,’ said David. ‘If you get on it right away you might still be able to hire a car and get a rondavel in the Kruger.’


    I made a mental note to reassure Candace and Mandy about the Serengeti and to tell them that it would be nothing like this godforsaken excuse for a reserve. The Plains is about a two-hour drive from Cape Town, making it ideal for tourists looking for a one-day excursion and what we call a Ferrari Safari. On arrival they get a dodgy buffet lunch and then they are loaded up and taken to see the animals. The Plains is not big enough for the big game to roam freely so we drive them in and out of encampments and try to pretend they’re very lucky to see so much game. Some guests stay overnight at the lodge, which was what my guests were going to do, and I was already dreading having to make polite conversation over dinner.


    As we entered the first encampment there was no sign of Magnus. He usually did the first one at speed, since he found the antelope and bovids boring, preferring instead to head straight to the second one, where the lions are kept.


    Of course, the first antelope we saw were a herd of impala. I stopped and turned off the engine and began.


    ‘Here we have …’


    ‘Impala,’ said David. ‘And they’re rutting, which means they want sex.’


    ‘Well, no, not exactly,’ I said. ‘The rutting period is from April to June, but you’re right that rutting is when they engage in sexual activity. This is a mixed herd of females and males, and you can tell the difference because the rams have horns, and the ewes don’t.’


    ‘I’ve seen a lady impala with horns,’ said David.


    ‘That’s not possible,’ I said as politely as I could, because I was already getting a bit irritated with him. ‘Females don’t have horns.’


    I started up the engine again and, in the mirror, I saw him turn around and roll his eyes at the others. Other than making lewd remarks about the size of the buffalos’ balls and telling a stupid joke about a zebra, he kept quiet, and I began to hope that he wasn’t as bad as I thought.


    I drove aimlessly around the second enclosure pretending I was looking for the lions, but I knew exactly where they were. They’d been given a couple of impalas the day before and were so full they could barely move.


    ‘There they are,’ I said in a dramatic whisper as we drove into a clearing. The lions were fast asleep under a tree and didn’t even open an eye as we approached. Even though they were not exactly in the wild, I always felt a thrill of excitement when I saw them. Jürgen and Inge gave gratifying gasps, and Mandy and Candace said, ‘Oh my God!’ about a thousand times. Even Joanne looked animated, but not so David.


    ‘Pity they’re not doing anything,’ he said. ‘You wouldn’t believe the number of lion kills I’ve seen in the Kruger.’


    It was on the tip of my tongue to say that I genuinely wouldn’t, but instead I launched into my talk about lions and answered questions like the pro I am. There were some good ones for a change, and we were just about to get going again when David stood up and clapped his hands.


    ‘Wake up, pussies!’ he shouted and then bent down and slapped his hand against the side of the Land Cruiser. Apart from the young males who got a fright and shot off into the bushes, the others just lifted their heads and stared at him as if he was a madman – which he was.


    Joanne grabbed his arm and pulled him back down into his seat, giving me an apologetic look.


    ‘Plug it in, David,’ she said. ‘You always have to show off, and spoil it for everyone!’


    I felt sorry for her for being married to such a tool, so I didn’t say anything to him and drove away, leaving the couple to a muttered argument, which eventually lapsed into a deathly cold silence.


    Luckily David sulked for quite a bit, so the next encampment went without incident. Our final stop was to see the elephants, and by now we’d caught up with Magnus and his group. The Plains has a small herd of elephant and they’re so acclimatised to the Land Cruisers there’s literally not been one incident. Until this particular day.


    I could immediately tell that the oldest male, Oubaas, looked a bit out of sorts. He’s really harmless, but he does sometimes get a little grumpy if you drive too close. Fair play to that. Actually, to be completely honest, he had tried to push over a Land Cruiser a couple of times, but personally I wouldn’t describe that as an incident. I mean, you just have to watch out for the signs and respect his space, but that fool Magnus had driven so close his guests could practically touch him.


    ‘Now that’s a ranger,’ said David. ‘He knows what he’s doing.’


    ‘He’s not a ranger,’ I said. ‘He’s a guide and to be honest he’s much too close. You can see the elephant doesn’t like it.’


    Magnus eventually clocked that Oubaas was getting a bit annoyed, and drove away. It was our turn to drive up to the herd. I turned off the engine a good distance away from them.


    ‘Can’t we go closer?’ said David. ‘I want to take a picture where you get only its eye in.’


    ‘Use your zoom,’ I said. ‘That’s how most of those pictures are taken. I don’t want to irritate him. He’s used to us but it’s best not to take chances with elephant.’


    ‘She’s scared,’ I heard him mutter. ‘Women shouldn’t be rangers.’


    And of course, that’s when I decided to do something very stupid. I decided to give David a fright. Without saying anything, I drove right up to Oubaas on my and David’s side and turned off the engine. I was even closer to him than Magnus had been, and I was happy to see David shift nervously in his seat.


    ‘Turn the bloody engine back on!’ he whispered.


    ‘That would be the wrong thing to do,’ I whispered back. ‘They don’t like the noise. Just keep very quiet.’


    I admit I also felt just a little uneasy. I didn’t think Oubaas was in one of his moods where he would try to overturn us or anything, but he stopped eating and stood very still, and I could see he was irritated. He moved around and faced David full on, his trunk up, and then took a step forward.


    ‘Go!’ said David, now almost in his wife’s lap.


    ‘Just sit still and shut up,’ I said. ‘He won’t do anything.’


    But he did. Oubaas stuck out his ears, reversed into a better position, tucked down his trunk and then pushed against the Land Cruiser. Not very hard, but his right tusk sort of prodded David’s shoulder. I could see it was just a mild warning but that he’d do it again with a little more force if I started the engine.


    Everyone screamed, especially David, who let off a high squeal of terror, and I’m afraid to say that’s when I laughed.


    ‘Go! GO!’ he shrieked. ‘Get out your bloody rifle! He’s going to kill us!’


    ‘For God’s sake, SHUT UP and keep still!’ I hissed. Thankfully he fell into a state of shock, and apart from the odd moan he kept quiet.


    Oubaas stood staring at us for a while and then he slowly moved away – but stopped again. You could cut the tension with a knife as he stood still for a few seconds, as if weighing up whether he’d made the right decision. Eventually he started to eat, and I gave a small sigh of relief because this meant he had relaxed. I waited until he was a few metres away and then started the engine.


    ‘Whoa, that was so cool,’ said Mandy. ‘I got some amazing pictures. Are you okay, David? You were so scared! I guess you were too afraid to take a picture of his eye!’


    As everyone laughed, David realised what a fool he’d made of himself and he let rip at me, calling me every name under the sun and demanding I take him back to the main camp. I ignored him because I didn’t see why everyone else should miss their evening drink. That was another mistake. When we got to the clearing where the drinks table had been set up, he leapt out and ran behind a bush that was unfortunately too close for us to miss the sounds of the physical manifestation of the fear he had experienced.


    I’d forgotten to take a loo roll, so I gave Joanne some paper napkins and a spade to take to him. When he eventually emerged, his face was set like stone, and he got back into the Land Cruiser without saying a word. The rest of us finished our drinks, but it wasn’t exactly convivial.


    I could feel David’s eyes boring into the back of my head as we drove back to the main camp, and I knew that trouble was coming.


    Barend, the owner of The Plains, was waiting for us as we arrived, his chubby, kind face wreathed in a smile.


    ‘Did you have a good drive?’ he said.


    Everyone responded with enthusiasm, even Joanne, and for a minute I thought I was going to get away with it. But no such luck. David waited for a pause in the chatter.


    ‘It was the worst experience I’ve had in my life, and I want my money back.’


    Barend looked startled and gave me an enquiring look. I shrugged and looked away.


    ‘Jinne, I’m sorry to hear that,’ he said. ‘Why do you say so?’


    ‘Thanks to your ranger, I nearly got killed by an elephant and all she did was laugh,’ said David. ‘She’s irresponsible, drove right up to the bloody thing, and it charged us.’


    ‘It did not charge us,’ I said, turning to Barend. ‘He was whining about getting closer to take a picture of Oubaas’ eye, and you should have seen how he behaved around the lions.’


    ‘She told me to shut up after nearly getting me killed,’ continued David, ‘and she knows nothing about animals, besides being bloody rude and surly. Stuff-all people skills. You must be off your head letting her take guests on game drives.’


    ‘It’s the first time someone has complained about Alex,’ Barend lied.


    ‘Well, frankly, I don’t believe you. She’s a ranger’s arse,’ said David.


    ‘For the last time, I’m not a ranger, I’m a guide, you stupid idiot,’ I said. ‘And if anyone is anything’s arse then it’s you. In fact, you’re the biggest arsehole I’ve ever met, and that’s saying something because I’ve come across a few, believe me.’


    ‘You see?’ said David. ‘I rest my case. I want my money back and to get the hell out of here, and then I’m going to write a review on Tripadvisor.’


    He couldn’t have said anything worse. Barend adored Tripadvisor, even though he sometimes got mediocre reviews on account of the animals being in camps, but he always countered them with made-up ones from his friends.


    ‘Alex will apologise,’ he said, giving me a pleading look. ‘And I’ll give you your money back and a free night at the lodge, or even two. Premium cabin, drinks on the house. Whatever you want.’


    David looked at me expectantly. I looked back at his mean, smug face.


    ‘I’ll burn in hell before I apologise to a moronic bully,’ I said.


    Boom. Nail in coffin.


    Barend took the whole group off for free drinks and vouchers, and I went back to the staff quarters. From the look on the other guides’ faces I could see that Magnus the legendary eavesdropper had already filled them in on my latest disastrous encounter with guests. Actually, there hadn’t been that many, but I suppose I’m not really a people person. Some of them couldn’t hide that they were pleased about the drama, because I’m not exactly popular.


    Inevitably I was summoned to the office less than an hour later.


    Barend’s wife, Antoinette, runs the show. She’s quite nice, but she’s the one with the business head and so she’s a bit harder on the staff than Barend. I think she’d rather be running a nice B&B in Milnerton or Blaauwberg, but The Plains is Barend’s dream, and it’s quite sweet how mad about him she is, and I think she’d do anything for him. Antoinette works very hard and does try to fit in with the whole safari thing, but it doesn’t really work because she loves faux fur, and basically everything in her wardrobe is some sort of animal pattern. She also goes for a very glamorous look and wears a ton of make-up but it’s more in the blue-eyeshadow and permed-hair line, if you know what I mean, and so sometimes her vibe is a bit startling.


    Antoinette was the only one in the office, which was not a good sign, because Barend always disappears when someone’s in trouble. He’s a big softie and I once saw him cry when Antoinette fired a chef.


    She had my employee file out and was tapping her long red nails on her desk when I entered. Also a bad sign. She gestured for me to sit and then sighed.


    ‘Alex,’ she said. ‘I mean, wat de fok? Barend is so the bladdy moer in with you.’


    She held up her hand as I opened my mouth to speak and looked at my file.


    ‘You’ve only been with us for just under three months and there have been six complaints about you. And this latest one makes seven.’


    I must say I was a bit surprised. I didn’t think there had been so many. I could see that she was going to go through each one, though, so I said nothing and tried not to look sulky.


    ‘So, one group said you made them feel stupid when they asked questions. I quote: “When I asked her where hippos lay their eggs, she said under a termite mound. I looked it up afterwards, but she didn’t have to be sarcastic just because I didn’t know hippos don’t lay eggs. A respectful answer would have been appreciated.” Then a group complained because, and again I quote, “our guide told our five-year-old that if he didn’t stop singing, she’d tell an ostrich to peck out his eye”. Fokken hell, Alex.’


    ‘He was ruining the drive for all the other guests,’ I said. ‘He literally would not stop screeching “The Wheels on the Bus” at the top of his voice, and his parents did nothing.’


    ‘But you can’t say something like that to a child, man. And then this other one when you told that lady she had blood on her bourgeois hands when you saw her ivory bracelet.’


    ‘Yes, but that was true, Antoinette,’ I said. ‘I mean, she should have known that it’s disgusting to wear ivory. And I suppose another complaint about me was that man who told me he was going hunting in Namibia.’


    ‘Ja,’ she agreed. ‘It was a shit show and he nearly sued us. Barend had to buy him a whole case of brandy and give him all his money back. Not to mention the other guests on the drive.’


    She stared at me for a few moments and then sighed.


    ‘Your qualifications and everything are excellent, so it’s not like you act like this because you’re just bladdy stupid.’


    ‘Antoinette, we must have principles,’ I said. ‘There’s no point in knowing something is wrong and then you don’t say or do anything about it. This is meant to be a game reserve, for God’s sake, even though it’s more like a zoo to be honest, but we’re meant to be about conservation and everything. I actually don’t regret any of those incidents at all.’


    She gave me this sort of death stare.


    ‘I’m now seriously on my last nerve with you,’ she said. ‘I’m sorry but you’re a liability, my girl. Your contract has a three-month probation clause and I’m going to have to let you go.’


    I could see by the look on her face that there was nothing I could say to change her mind. And me being me, I was too proud to try anyway.


    ‘Sure, no problem,’ I said as flippantly as I could. ‘When do you want me to leave?’


    ‘Tomorrow morning,’ Antoinette replied. And then, because I hadn’t been technically fired, she handed me an employee evaluation form to fill out. I stuffed it in my pocket and walked out. I could have gone back to my room, but I decided that the least I could do was to join my group for supper. Besides, I was absolutely starving, even though I had eaten most of the snacks when we’d had drinks earlier, and I couldn’t face any questions from my colleagues at this stage.


    As I made my way towards the dining room, I wondered for the umpteenth time why guests were made to eat indoors. It was a beautiful balmy evening at the beginning of November and the cloudless Karoo skies were stuffed full of dusty stars and the hazy band of the Milky Way. Instead, they had to have their dinner in this massive, cavernous space with the air-conditioning set so high they all had their jackets on.


    Antoinette is seriously into artificial flowers and plastic tablecloths and so the dining room looks a bit like something you’d expect in a cheap resort in Miami. She’s definitely not into lighting and ambience, though, and the fluorescent lights with exposed tubes make everyone look a bit green, like they’ve got stomach flu, which to be honest is totally not unusual at The Plains.


    I could feel the curious stares of the other guides as I joined my guests, who were seated in the furthest corner of the dining room. They’d already been at the buffet for their starters and, judging from the amount of food left on their plates, they weren’t impressed. Antoinette is very sentimental about the food her granny made in the 1970s, and she forces the chefs to make these aspic moulds filled with leftover vegetables from the night before.


    Luckily, David the loser was at the end of the table, and I took a seat next to Joanne, who had chosen to sit as far away from her husband as possible.


    ‘I’m so sorry about this afternoon,’ she said. ‘David can be such a prick. I’m not speaking to him right now, but he’s actually got a good heart. He’s just got a lot of baggage.’


    I always cry when people are kind and so I quickly looked away.


    ‘It’s okay,’ I mumbled.


    She put her hand on my arm.


    ‘You look a bit upset? I hope you didn’t get into trouble? I’ll speak to Barend and tell him it wasn’t your fault.’


    ‘No, it’s fine,’ I said. ‘Honestly, it’s all fine. Are you ready for your main course?’


    I ignored all the meat dishes because I’m a vegetarian, but I loaded my plate with roasted potatoes and the vegetable bake, and I also added some of the mushroom pasta, the macaroni cheese, lentil curry and some garlic bread. Antoinette always told me not to overload my plate because it was embarrassing and not cost-effective, but it was my last night, so I didn’t care. I also didn’t bother to make conversation with any of my guests because that’s the part of being a guide that I really didn’t like and wasn’t good at. Basically, I couldn’t ever think of what to say, plus it seemed pointless talking to people you’re never going to see again.


    Barend kept the free wine flowing and so they all got quite drunk. David was in a better mood at the end and started telling Australian jokes, which were actually quite funny, to be honest. I didn’t laugh on principle, though, and concentrated on the trifle.


    When dinner was over, Jürgen and Inge asked for my WhatsApp number so they could stay in touch. I suppose I looked a bit surprised, but Inge said they had been on lots of game drives all over Africa and hadn’t ever laughed so much. Joanne also asked for my number – when David wasn’t looking – and of course I gave it to her because she was so sweet. Mandy and Candace took a whole lot of selfies with me, which I absolutely hate, but I also gave them my WhatsApp. Guests often ask for your number, but you usually don’t hear from them again, which is a bit of a relief, to be honest.


    When everyone had gone to bed, I went and sat by myself outside and looked at the stars. It was quiet and peaceful, and I steered my thoughts far away from everything that had happened that day. In the distance I could hear the lions roaring and, not for the first time, I wondered what it would take for The Plains to become a proper game reserve.


    Eventually the lights went out in the guides’ accommodation block. I waited another half an hour to make sure they were all asleep and then I went to my room. The guides have to get up really early for the morning drive, so I set my alarm for half past three so I could leave before they all woke up. I had a shower and then put on my jeans and a hoodie so I wouldn’t have to bother getting dressed in the morning, and then I got into bed. I couldn’t sleep, though, because my heart was racing, and I felt a bit sick. Then I remembered the employee form, so I got out of bed again and read through it.


    It had all these questions about how I would rate my experience as an employee. I had nothing to lose, really, so I decided to be very honest, and I wrote tons of extra stuff about how I would improve things at The Plains. I wrote so much that I ran out of room on the form and had to staple a few more pages to it. My alarm went off just as I was finishing, and by this time I had such a bad headache I could hardly see.


    My car was parked near the office, where I’d left it nearly three months ago. In my off time, I didn’t go to Calitzdorp (the closest town to The Plains) with the others because I preferred going out into the bush on my own – and they didn’t invite me anyway. It was covered in dust and leaves, and even under the lights its glossy blackness looked dull.


    My car is a brand-new Cherokee Jeep that my parents gave me for my birthday, and I hate it. All the other staff drive beaten-up old cars, and so when I rocked up at The Plains in my Jeep, I could see immediately that I was labelled as some spoilt rich kid, which was true, to be fair. I don’t act spoilt, though, and I had really wanted a second-hand bakkie with a canopy.


    As I unlocked the door I nearly jumped out of my skin when I heard Magnus whisper my name.


    ‘Alex? What are you doing?’ he said.


    ‘What do you think?’ I replied, slinging my bag into the boot. ‘I’m leaving.’


    He looked around nervously. ‘Do Barend and Antoinette know?’


    ‘No, I’ve just raided the safe and stolen all their money, so don’t say anything, okay?’


    He looked so horrified that I nearly smiled.


    ‘I got fired, you idiot,’ I said. ‘That’s why I’m leaving.’


    He looked even more horrified, if that was possible. Magnus is a prototype head boy.


    ‘Was it because of yesterday?’ he said.


    ‘What do you think?’ I slammed the boot shut and reached for the car door.


    ‘Jeez, I’m sorry,’ he said, quickly coming forward to hold it open for me. ‘I … we’ll miss you, Alex.’


    ‘Yeah, right,’ I said and started the engine. I gave him a little wave and drove away.
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    IT WAS ONLY A FIVE-HOUR drive home from The Plains, but I wished it were closer because all these thoughts were racing through my mind. Basically, I was panicking because I’d failed. Again.


    This psychologist I once saw said that I lived too much in my head and this made me watch other people having important life experiences while I didn’t properly engage. He said I was like a bystander in life and couldn’t face up to things that upset me and that’s why I struggled to have relationships with people and said stuff to push them away. I didn’t go back after that because he was getting dangerously close to the truth.


    Driving home I felt that was how I had behaved at The Plains, and then I started thinking that everything in my whole entire life was my fault and I needed a filter, except I didn’t know how to get one. Maybe it started at birth. My mother said I was a very belligerent baby and it only got worse as I got older.


    My family is seriously wealthy. My father is a property developer and a lawyer – enough said – and my mother does interior design for anyone who can afford her. I’m the youngest of four children. My brothers, Charles and Richard, came first and they’re extremely good-looking identical twins. After university they were ramp models for male underwear in Milan and Paris for a few years and made an absolute fortune. When they came back to Cape Town two years ago, they started building padel courts with majorly overpriced coffee shops and they’re making a killing. It also helps that they’re very charming and the whole of the southern suburbs is totally in love with them, including the men.


    My sister, Jessica, is five years older than me and married to Roger, whose parents own a couple of exclusive boutique hotels in Plett and Mauritius. It’s never been very clear to me what Roger does, but he goes on lots of business trips. I’m not mad about him (huge understatement) because he flirts a lot with other women, and I can see that it hurts Jessica’s feelings. Also, I suspect that he’s a bully. Jessica is a very kind and gentle person, and although she’s so beautiful she’s also quite insecure because she doesn’t think she’s clever. When she left college, my dad bought her a spa in Camps Bay which is really successful because she’s so innovative and also incredibly nice to her clients and staff. I really love Jessica even though we haven’t got anything in common. As I got closer to Cape Town, I started getting excited to see Jessica and I hoped that she hadn’t gone on holiday or something.


    And then I was back in the city, but it didn’t feel like a city for long because we live in Constantia on a sort of tiny farm, I suppose. There was a new security guard at the gate, and I had to show him my ID.


    So, I also tend to worry about stuff, and I actually look for it. On the way up to the house I worried about the hydrangeas in the driveway because the south-easter was so strong and the flowers were too young for the wind. And then I saw that the gate to the pool area was open even though it’s always meant to be shut because the dogs like to drink from the pool and if they fall in they could drown, and everyone knows that. I stopped the car to see if they were at the bottom of the pool. They weren’t. But they definitely could have been.


    Sindi was hoovering the Persian carpets in the hallway and swearing at our German shepherds, Tulip and Clive, who were attacking the machine when I walked through the front door.


    ‘Hamba, fok off!’ she was saying, and then looked up and gave me a huge smile.


    ‘Hello, my lover,’ she said, switching off the hoover and coming over to give me a hug. In a way, Sindi is also my mother. After I was born, my mother’s business really started to take off and so Sindi took over. Apparently when I began talking, I used to call my mother ‘madam’, after which she insisted that Sindi call her Liesbet, which is her actual name. So I ended up also calling her Liesbet, and it stuck. But don’t get me wrong. Obviously, I love my mother even though she’s not exactly maternal, and it’s never been clear to me why she had so many children. Maybe she was bored or something before she discovered interior design.


    The dogs were going mad, so I sat on the floor and rolled around with them for a bit. Then I checked their ears and teeth and felt for any lumps because I’m actually a bit paranoid about something happening to them.


    Liesbet came out of her studio and gave me this vague look as if she were trying to remember who I was.


    ‘Alexandra? Aren’t you meant to be up the West Coast at that resort?’


    ‘Karoo,’ I said. ‘Game reserve. I’m a guide, remember.’


    She looked hurt and irritated at the same time and I felt bad that I had only been in the house for literally five minutes and I had already got scratchy with her.


    ‘What are you doing back home? Are you on leave?’


    ‘I decided to resign,’ I replied. ‘Actually, it was just a temporary job to get experience. I’m going to apply to get a job in a reserve in Mpumalanga.’


    ‘Oh,’ she said. ‘Well, that will be nice for you. I’ll tell Dad to put some money in your account to tide you over.’


    It was on the tip of my tongue to say I didn’t need money, but The Plains didn’t exactly pay very well, and the week before I’d been scrolling through Instagram and saw this really thin and abused dog that an animal rescue organisation was trying to save. It was so terrible that I cried and then on impulse I donated all the money I had in my account.


    I had actually been worrying about finances, but I totally didn’t regret the donation and I knew Liesbet would freak out if I told her what I’d done. So I just felt awkward and didn’t say anything at all in the end, but I knew I should have at least said thank you.


    ‘Roger and Jess are coming for a braai tonight,’ continued Liesbet. ‘So that’s good timing. Jess will be so excited to see you. I’m just going to pop down to the shops to get a few things. Do you want to come with me?’


    She looked sort of hopeful and I found myself wanting to go because I actually liked doing stuff with Liesbet sometimes when it was just the two of us, because she was my mother and everything and she has this way of making things fun. But I declined because I didn’t want to risk any questions about The Plains. The dogs were also looking hopefully at me, and when I went to get their leashes, it was obvious they hadn’t been walked in ages because, one, the leashes were still in the exact same place I left them and, two, I had tied them together before I left for The Plains so I could check if they’d been walked when I got back.


    I took them to the greenbelt near us and it was a disaster. Clive is massive and looks scary even though he’s not. He tends to chase small dogs for fun and Tulip always joins in. After a while they found this little Jack Russell and chased it about three times around the meadow before I managed to catch them. The Jack Russell owner went insane and unfortunately recognised me because she was on the committee for the Friends of the Greenbelt and so was my dad. She went even more crazy when I suggested that she socialise her dog and pointed out that she wasn’t carrying a poo bag. There’s no reason to stay around when people start shouting so I sort of jogged off with her shrieky voice reverberating in my ears.


    I spent the rest of the afternoon searching for guiding jobs and Liesbet came into my room at about six.


    ‘No dogs on the bed,’ she said automatically but without conviction. ‘Jess and Roger have just arrived, and Dad has started the fire.’


    I went to the patio after taking a quick shower and paused at the French doors before I joined them. It all looked homely and safe. The wisteria had started to bloom on the pergola and fairy lights twinkled through the leaves. The lawn stretched out beyond the patio, glowing golden green. Jess and Liesbet sat at the table chatting and drinking wine and my dad and Roger stood next to the fire. The wind had finally died down and the sky had gone pink, and it was all perfect really, but I felt a lump in my throat as if I were homesick, but as I was actually at home, I couldn’t think why.


    Jess saw me and her face lit up.


    ‘Baby sis!’ she said and got up to hug me. ‘What a lovely surprise that you’re home!’


    ‘Yes, wonderful to have you home, darling,’ said my dad, pouring me a huge glass of wine even though he knew that I didn’t drink, but he was always trying to get me to because he thought it might take the edge off me or something.


    Luckily Roger didn’t try to hug me, and that was definitely because he disliked me as much as I disliked him. I’d always thought he was a loser, right from way back when he started dating Jess. He raised his glass in a kind of ironic salute.


    ‘Welcome, prodigal daughter,’ he said.


    ‘Roger,’ said Jess, ‘you mustn’t call her that!’


    ‘For God’s sake, Jess!’ he replied. ‘I was only joking. Stop making such a big deal out of everything I say. Jesus. I should just keep my mouth shut around your family.’


    ‘I’m only joking.’ A classic way to say nasty things and get away with it.


    Liesbet stepped easily into the breach, saying, ‘Edward, you know Alex doesn’t drink! Pour her a lemonade.’ She offered Roger a bowl of nuts and he took a huge handful and shoved them into his mouth. He’s a bit of a pig around food, and I looked away to avoid seeing him spewing nuts down his chin. Jess had also looked away from him and her face was pinched and tense, so I went and sat next to her and asked her about the spa.


    She told me about a client who wanted his back waxed but couldn’t take the pain, so he tried to leave with only half done. It was funny, really, but Jess was so worried about him that she lit aromatherapy candles, put on music and gave him a gin and tonic, and then did it herself, really slowly and gently, and he was so grateful.


    ‘He was probably hoping for a happy ending, the poor fucker,’ said Roger with his disgusting nasal laugh.


    Raising his eyebrows, this time it was my dad who stepped into the breach, but unfortunately he deflected the attention towards me.


    ‘By the way, Alex,’ he said, splashing whisky into his glass, ‘I just got a WhatsApp from that bloody officious woman who thinks she owns the greenbelt. She said Clive attacked her Jack Russell and that you were rude to her.’


    ‘I wasn’t rude,’ I said. ‘And the dogs didn’t attack it, actually. They were just very overexcited because they haven’t been walked since I left, so you can’t blame them. If you had walked them every day like you both said you would then it probably wouldn’t have happened. It’s very cruel not to walk dogs, even if they do live in a big space.’


    ‘That’s absolute rubbish,’ said my dad, looking a bit annoyed.


    ‘Alex, please don’t start stirring the minute you get back home,’ added Liesbet with an exaggerated sigh. ‘Let’s just have a nice peaceful time together for a change.’


    I said nothing and then Jess asked me if I’d like to come to the spa for some treatments. It was sweet of her and everything because she was trying to change the subject, but honestly, going to a spa was my worst nightmare. All that touching and prodding and patting and you always leave looking greasy and shiny and far worse than when you went in. But I agreed because she’d been begging me for ages. Jess looked so happy that I felt bad, and then Liesbet got all excited and asked Jess to make sure that she included my eyebrows. I asked Liesbet what was wrong with my eyebrows, and she got all irritated again and said it took the tiniest thing to set me off.


    My dad took the meat off the braai and Liesbet gave him some plant-based burgers to put on the grill for me, which was very thoughtful really. While we ate, Roger kept on checking his phone and then giving a sly smirk when he read his messages. Jess was trying to pretend that she wasn’t noticing, but every time he took out his phone, she looked anxious.


    ‘Are you doing deals, Roger?’ I asked, when literally for the fifth time he looked at his phone.


    ‘No, why?’ He looked defensive.


    ‘I was just wondering what could be so important,’ I said. ‘I don’t want to be rude or anything but actually you’re being quite disrespectful.’


    ‘Alex!’ said Jess and Liesbet simultaneously. And Roger looked furious.


    ‘Well, he is,’ I said before he could say anything. ‘All of us turn off our phones when we have dinner so why shouldn’t he?’ I gave my dad a sideways look and I could see he was trying not to laugh but he shook his head slightly at me.


    ‘Who’s ready for dessert?’ he said. ‘Alex, can you get the ice-cream?’


    Jess followed me to the kitchen to help with the bowls. She looked upset and eventually said, ‘Alex, why do you do that?’


    ‘Do what?’ But I knew she was talking about what I had said to Roger.


    ‘It doesn’t help when you get all confrontational, it only makes everything worse, and now I just know Roger is going to pick a fight with me on the way home, and I can’t deal with it.’ Her voice broke and a heavy tear trickled down her cheek.


    ‘Jess!’ I said, horrified. ‘Why are you crying? Is he … I mean, does he ever hurt you?’


    ‘No, of course not, don’t be silly!’ She brushed the tear away. ‘It’s just that it’s not always easy being married, and I hate fighting because he twists everything I say and then he takes days to forgive me.’


    ‘Forgive you? But if he picks the fight then he must know that, and then he should apologise, Jess.’


    She stared at me as if I didn’t quite get it. I did though. I had plenty of experience with Roger’s type.


    ‘Let’s just leave it, okay?’ She put the tub of ice-cream and pudding bowls on a tray, and I saw that her hands were shaking.


    ‘I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have said anything. But Jess, I know he’s a bully.’


    ‘It’s fine,’ she said, not looking at me and heading out of the kitchen. ‘And he’s not a bully. Don’t call him that! Just … just please don’t say anything more to provoke him.’


    Aware that on my very first day home I was well on my way to ruining the dinner for everyone, I decided not to go back out to the patio and to have an early night instead. Just before I got into bed, I took two antihistamines and fell asleep with Tulip and Clive heavy on my legs. I was dimly aware that Liesbet and Jess came into my room at some stage and called my name and that Clive barked at them. But almost immediately I drifted back into an uneasy sleep and my dreams were ruthless.


    The next morning, my dad and Liesbet didn’t say anything at breakfast about me disappearing during dinner. They did try to ask me how it was working at The Plains, though, and the questions were definitely leading up to why I had resigned. I told them little bits, but their phones kept ringing because the cellphone rule doesn’t apply at breakfast, so the conversation didn’t go anywhere. Which was good because my replies were seriously edited and my dad, being a lawyer, can get quite persistent.


    After breakfast, my best friend (only friend, actually) Saskia phoned me. Without sounding too dramatic about it, Saskia saved my life at high school, but that’s something we don’t ever talk about since there’s no point really. I felt guilty that I hadn’t let her know I was back in Cape Town. Of the two of us she’s the better friend and she doesn’t allow me to drift away from her. She was excited when I told her I was back, and we decided to meet for lunch.


    Saskia works for the absolute top restaurant in Cape Town. It has a Michelin star and a three-month waiting list, and you practically have to be a millionaire to eat there. She always says she was very lucky to get the job, but that’s because she’s so humble – I personally definitely know she got the job because she’s such a brilliant chef. We met at a little restaurant near the forest that makes these amazing toasted sandwiches because Saskia said she was tired of complicated food.


    We ordered quickly so we could get on with the talking. Saskia got straight to the point. ‘Tell me about The Plains,’ she said. ‘How come it didn’t work out?’


    I told her everything in the tiniest detail. And that’s the thing about Saskia. She knows me so well that I don’t even think about being cagey. We’d nearly finished our lunch by the time I stopped talking, and I felt a bit flat. Thinking about all your mistakes is one thing, but listing them out loud, one by one, is quite another.


    Saskia didn’t say anything immediately, and that’s another thing that’s good about her. She takes her time to consider stuff.


    ‘So, it’s sort of the same thing that happened when you went on that work experience at the game lodge in KwaZulu-Natal?’


    ‘Yes,’ I agreed, ‘although this time, as you’ve probably realised, it was a lot worse.’


    Saskia nodded. ‘It’s funny, because you know exactly what you do wrong but maybe only afterwards?’


    ‘Yes,’ I said again. ‘And I totally don’t blame Antoinette for firing me. She and Barend are really nice people, and they didn’t deserve someone like me. I don’t know how to explain it exactly, but I say and do stuff and then when I think about it, I wonder why I did it. It’s like my instincts are all completely wrong and my brain isn’t working properly. And then when everything goes pear-shaped all I want to do is run away.’


    I told her about the walk on the greenbelt with the dogs and the braai with Roger and Jess the night before.


    Saskia fiddled with her napkin, looking as if she was unsure about what she was about to say. ‘Alex, do you think that maybe what happened at school … you know, maybe you should talk to someone about it because it was really bad. It’s just that I think it’s still affecting you and that’s why this stuff keeps on happening. I mean, we can talk about it if you want?’


    I stared at her in panic. It was like she’d broken some unspoken secret pact. We had never talked about it. I had to grip the arms of my chair to stop myself from getting up and walking away.


    ‘Oh God, I’m so sorry,’ she said. ‘I shouldn’t have said that. I’m so stupid.’


    ‘No, no, you’re not Sas,’ I said. ‘But you don’t ever speak to anyone else about it do you?’


    ‘Of course not,’ she replied heatedly. ‘I would never do that, Alex.’


    ‘Yes, yes I do know,’ I said relaxing a bit. ‘But tell me about your job now, Sas. We’ve talked only about me this whole time.’


    She gave me another worried look, which I returned with a pleading one. She sighed and then we were out of danger.


    ‘I love it,’ she said. ‘Honestly, Alex, you wouldn’t believe how much I’ve learnt, and it’s really exciting because the menus change every three days, and I get to cook with ingredients I’d never even heard of. But the only thing is, I’m not sure that fine dining experiences are for me, you know? We have to make these super complicated things and foams and reductions and all that, but sometimes I wish I was making tomato bredie and koeksisters.’


    I told her about the weird food at The Plains and she laughed and then looked wistful.


    ‘You know what, working somewhere like that would be my dream job,’ she said. ‘Local food and local ingredients and traditional cooking, and generous, and tourists love that kind of thing. I’ve got tons of recipes from my ouma, some really old ones that nobody cooks now, but it’s such good food.’


    ‘I bet you’ll have your own restaurant soon,’ I said. ‘That would be amazing, Sas.’


    ‘Well, I’ve been researching it and saving like mad,’ she said, her cheeks turning a little pink. ‘It would cost a fortune, but maybe one day.’


    Saskia’s parents aren’t wealthy, and I knew that my dad would lend her the money to start a restaurant because my parents really love her and her work ethic, but luckily some of my filter was working so I didn’t say anything as she’s really proud and I know she wouldn’t let my dad help her. Plus, I think she would worry that it might offend her parents.


    ‘What are you going to do now?’ she asked.


    ‘I’m going to apply for guiding jobs in Mpumalanga,’ I said. ‘It’s going to be really hard, though. I don’t have any references, so I’m not sure who’s going to want to employ me.’


    ‘Well, surely there’s no harm in asking Barend and Antoinette for a reference,’ said Saskia. ‘Maybe if you tell them you’ve thought about everything and you really regret it, and that you’re going to change and try to make a fresh start in a new job?’


    I smiled and shook my head. ‘I think I pretty much blew it. I don’t think they would give me a reference, especially after what I wrote on the employee feedback. But I agree about the fresh start. Sometimes I wish I could have an earphone in my ear with someone telling me what to do and say.’


    Saskia laughed and then looked excited. ‘Alex, let’s make a deal! What if every time there’s a problem or if you think you’re going to do something weird then you phone me? Even if it’s every single day? And then we can talk about it. And sometimes I also need that, you know. Kind of like a support and protection programme with just us two, and we tell each other everything. Like a dedicated group that’s only for support.’


    ‘But you don’t need support,’ I said. ‘You’re not mad, like me.’


    ‘Well, I do actually,’ she said. ‘I haven’t told you this yet, but my mom and dad are probably getting a divorce and … and it’s really hard because they’re treating me like some sort of mediator, and they tell me these really awful things about each other. And Ouma isn’t coping because she thinks they’re committing a mortal sin and won’t get into heaven, and she keeps on emailing the entire church to pray for them. And sometimes she even puts it on Facebook.’


    She gave a watery laugh. ‘So, you see, I do need your support. There’s nobody else but you that I can tell stuff like that to.’


    I stared at her in dismay. Saskia’s parents were the last people I thought would get divorced. I’d spent a lot of time at their house during school and university holidays, and they always seemed so normal and dependable. Whenever I went there it was the same routines, nothing unexpected and always predictable, but in a good way. Like, there was always macaroni cheese for supper on Mondays and pickled fish on Fridays and on Saturday mornings we all went to the Mitchells Plain mall. I said this to Saskia. ‘I know,’ she agreed, ‘but maybe that wasn’t such a good thing because I think they’re bored with each other now. I mean, now my mom wants to go on holidays and weekends away, but my dad says that kind of thing is overrated, and they can rather save money by watching the Travel Channel. And he’s upset because my mom won’t go with him to the badminton club anymore.’
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‘An unalloyed delight. Lindsay writes with such brio.’
- Michele Magwood, former Sunday Times books editor






