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For Sophie, aged 10, who, like me, loves horses and shy giraffes
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People like to say that things come in threes, but the way Martine looked at it that all depends on when you start counting and when you stop. For instance, she could say that one bad thing happened along with three good things, but the truth was that the one bad thing was the very worst thing in the whole world, another was so small she didn’t really notice it at the time, and something else that she first thought was bad luck later turned out to be the best kind of fortune anyone could wish for. Whichever way you added it up, though, one thing was certain. The night Martine Allen turned eleven years old was the  night her life changed absolutely, totally and completely and was never the same again.

It was New Year’s Eve. At the time, Martine was asleep in bed and she was dreaming about a place she’d never been to before, and the reason she was so positive was because it was too beautiful ever to forget. As far as the eye could see there were lawns lined with exotic flowers and trees. Behind them, rising into a clear sky, was a mountain made majestic by granite cliffs and lush green forests. Children were laughing and chasing moths through beds of dusky-pink flowers and, in the distance, Martine could hear drums and soaring voices. But for some reason she felt apprehensive. Dread prickled her skin.

All at once, the sky began to boil with a turbulent violet light and a thick tablecloth of steel-grey cloud raced down the mountain. The day turned from sunny to sinister in seconds. Then one of the children shouted, ‘Hey, look what I found!’

It was a wild goose with a broken wing. But instead of helping it, some of the children began tormenting it. Martine, who could never bear to see any creature hurt, tried to stop them, but in the dream they turned on her instead. Next thing she knew she was on the ground crying and the injured bird was in her arms.

Then something very peculiar happened. Her hands, holding the wild goose, heated up to the point where they were practically glowing and electricity crackled through her. She saw, in a swirl of smoke, black men in horned antelope masks and rhinoceroses breathing fire,  and heard voices as old as Time. She knew they wanted to speak to her, but she couldn’t hear what they were saying. Suddenly, the bird stirred. Martine opened her palms and it shook out its wings and flew into the violet sky.

In the dream, she looked up smiling, but the other children didn’t smile back. They stared at her with a mixture of horror and disbelief. ‘Witch!’ they chanted, ‘witch, witch, witch,’ and they began to chase her. Martine fled sobbing up the mountain, into a dark forest. But her legs were unimaginably heavy, hooked thorns tore at her ankles and she was losing her way in the cloud. And all the while it was getting hotter and hotter. Then a hand grabbed her and she began to scream and scream and scream.
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It was the sound of her own screams that finally woke Martine. She shot up in bed. It was pitch dark and it took a few seconds for her to realize she’d been asleep. None of it had happened. There was no mountain and no bird. She was safely in her bed in Hampshire, England, with her parents sleeping soundly across the corridor. Heart pounding, she sank back into the pillows. She was a bit dizzy and she still felt very, very hot.


Hot? How could it possibly be hot? It was midwinter. Martine’s eyes flew open. Something was wrong. Frantically she fumbled for the bedside lamp, but for  some reason it wasn’t working. She sat up again. An orange light was flickering beneath the bedroom door and grey ribbons of smoke were drifting up from it.

‘Fire!’ yelled Martine. ‘Fire!’

She leapt out of bed, caught her foot in the blankets and crashed to the ground. Tears of panic sprang into her eyes. She wiped them away roughly. If I don’t think clearly, she told herself, I’ll never get out alive. The corner of the door turned molten red and broke away and a plume of smoke poured in after it. Martine began coughing violently. She clawed at the floor for yesterday’s sweatshirt, discarded there when she put on her pyjamas. Almost cheering with thankfulness when she found it immediately, she tied it round her face. Then she scrambled to her feet, heaved up the window and leaned out into the starless night. What was she supposed to do? Jump?

Martine stood paralysed with terror. Far below her, the snow glinted mockingly in the darkness. Behind her, the room was filling with smoke and fumes and the fire was roaring like a factory furnace. It was blisteringly, murderously hot - so hot that she felt as if her pyjamas were melting off her back. The window was the only way out. Swinging her legs over the sill, she reached out and grabbed a clump of ivy. It was as wet as lettuce and came away in her hand. Martine almost toppled after it. She tried again, this time knocking away the packed snow and groping behind the vine for a pipe or a crevice or anything at all that would give her a handhold. Nothing!

Martine’s eyes streamed. Moments remained between her and disaster, but she jumped back into the room, snatched the sheets off the bed and knotted them together, tying one end to the bed leg nearest the window. There was no time to test it. She just had to hope that it would hold. As fast as she dared, she climbed out of the window, clinging to the sheet-rope with both hands. She knew very well that it wouldn’t reach the ground but it might get her a little closer.

She was still high in the air when her hands, stiff as fish fingers in the gusting Arctic wind, lost their grip and she crashed into the snow. Martine dragged herself upright, shivering, and hobbled along the side of the house to the front. She was soaked to the skin and one wrist was aching, but as soon as she rounded the corner, she no longer thought about that. She was too busy taking in the appalling scene before her. Her home was a raging inferno. Flames leapt in every window and coils of smoke billowed into the night sky. A crowd had gathered on the lawn and all along the street doors were opening and more people were rushing to join them. Sirens announced the rapid approach of the fire brigade.

‘Mum! Dad!’ yelled Martine, and she ran round the side for the front of the house.

Shocked faces turned in her direction. There was a collective gasp. The Allens’ elderly next-door neighbour opened her mouth when she saw Martine rushing across the lawn but no sound came out. Mr and Mrs Morrison, who lived further up the street, were also rooted to the spot, but Mr Morrison, a burly former rugby player,  shook himself into action at the last moment and managed to catch Martine as she flew by.

‘Let me go,’ sobbed Martine, but even as she spoke she knew it was too late. The walls of the house were collapsing in a molten heap. Within minutes, there was nothing left. The fire brigade had arrived, but the most they could do was put the flames out.

Mrs Morrison put her arms around Martine and held her tightly. ‘I’m so sorry, my dear,’ she said. ‘I’m so sorry.’ Others came over to console her, and Mr Morrison gave her his coat to put on over her pyjamas.

Through the screen of Martine’s tears, the still-glowing embers and bubbles of the firemen’s foam shone like rubies and diamonds in the fading night. Only a few hours ago, she’d been enjoying a birthday dinner with her parents. They’d made pancakes and filled them with almonds, bananas and melted chocolate and shaped them into cones they could eat with their hands. Martine and her mum had laughed at her dad, David, who was talking so much that he hadn’t noticed that his pancake was leaking chocolate down his shirt. Only one thing had happened that Martine now thought strange.

They’d been on their way up to bed. Martine’s mum had kissed her and gone on ahead and Martine was walking up the stairs with her dad. When they reached her bedroom door, he hugged her goodnight, ruffled her hair and told her he loved her, just as he always did. But then he said something odd.

‘You have to trust, Martine. Everything happens for a reason.’

And Martine had smiled at him and thought how lovely her parents were even if they were sometimes a little weird and she’d gone into her room, not knowing that they were the last words he would ever say to her.

Not knowing she would never see either of her parents again.
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It was Mr Grice from Social Services who told Martine that she would be moving to Africa. Cape Town, South Africa, to be precise.


‘South Africa!’ cried Martine. ‘Why South Africa?’

‘Well,’ said Mr Grice, ‘it seems that your only surviving relative is, in fact, living on a game reserve in South Africa. A Mrs Gwyn Thomas who, I’m told, is your grandmother.’

Martine was stunned. ‘I don’t have a grandmother,’ she said slowly.

Mr Grice frowned. He reached into his pocket for his glasses and consulted his file again. ‘No, I assure you  there’s no mistake. I have her letter here.’

He handed Martine a sheet of cream writing paper.


Dear Mr Grice,

Thank you for your condolences on the sad loss of my daughter, Veronica Allen, and her husband, David, two of the finest people I have ever known. I was unaware that my daughter had stipulated that I should have guardianship of their child, Martine, if anything ever happened to her. However, I will accept the responsibility. It is the least I can do. I enclose an air ticket to Cape Town and £150 for the girl’s expenses. I rarely go into the city and would be grateful if you could ensure that she is adequately clothed for the South African weather.

Yours truly, Gwyn Thomas.



There was something about the tone of the letter that bothered Martine. Her grandmother didn’t seem at all enthusiastic about the prospect of taking her on. Quite the reverse. From the sound of things, she expected Martine to be a burden. She couldn’t even face the prospect of buying her a few summer clothes. She had clearly adored Martine’s parents, but that didn’t mean she wanted to be stuck with Martine. And what about her grandfather? There was no mention of him.

Martine handed the letter back to Mr Grice. ‘I’m not going,’ she said. ‘She doesn’t want me and there’s no way I’m going to live with somebody who doesn’t want me. I’d rather stick pins in my eyes.’

Mr Grice looked at her in consternation. It had been a trying morning and he had a feeling that it was about to get worse. What was the matter with his supervisor that she was always giving him the difficult jobs?

‘But Mrs Thomas is your legal guardian,’ he tried.

‘I’m not going,’ Martine repeated stubbornly, ‘and you can’t make me.’

Mr Grice gathered his papers together in a messy bundle, knocking over a glass of water in the process. ‘I’ll be back,’ he told Martine, ignoring the puddle and the ink turning to watercolour on his documents. ‘I have to make a phone call.’

Martine sat staring at the smoke-stained wallpaper in Mr Grice’s office feeling much more afraid than she’d let on. The past few weeks had passed in a blur. For the first nightmarish five days after the fire she’d stayed with the Morrisons, until their sons returned from a college rugby tour. Then she’d moved in with a friend of her mother’s who was unable to cope with a grieving child. Finally, she was driven off to the house of Miss Rose, her English teacher, who was going to take care of her until her future was decided. Everywhere she went, people wore over-bright smiles and were full of helpful suggestions. But as soon as she left the room, she could hear hushed conversations in which the words ‘orphan’ and ‘all alone in the world’ were frequently used.

Martine was too dazed and heartbroken to care. Most of the time she walked around with a crashing sensation in her head, as if she was falling into a well with no bottom. She couldn’t eat; she couldn’t sleep; she couldn’t  cry. The question she kept asking herself over and over was why? Why had she been saved and her parents hadn’t? It seemed so unfair. The firemen had praised her bravery and told her she’d done the right thing. They said if she’d opened her door even a crack to try to get to her parents, she would have been swallowed by the blaze. But it was hard not to feel guilty. And what happened to her now? Was she really going to be sent away to a stranger in South Africa?

It was then that she spotted a cream envelope on Mr Grice’s desk. There was something familiar about it. She picked it up and studied the address on the back. It was written in neat blue pen and it read: Gwyn Thomas, Sawubona Game Reserve, Eastern Cape, South Africa. Martine searched her memory. Where had she seen that handwriting before? Then it came back to her. She’d watched her mum opening these envelopes every month for as long as she could remember. Nothing had ever been said about them, but Martine had always detected a change in her mum after she’d read the letters. She seemed to smile more, to laugh more easily. To Martine, sitting abandoned and confused among Mr Grice’s dusty files, it was all the more upsetting that her mum had never told her that the letters came from her grandmother, or even that she had a grandmother at all. Why was it such a secret?

Martine thought about the signature on the letter: Gwyn Thomas. It sounded so stern. She found it difficult to grasp that such a person might be her grandmother, let alone that she might have to call her Grandmother or,  worse still, Granny. She couldn’t even think of her as Gwyn. For some reason the whole name - Gwyn Thomas - stuck in her head.

Mr Grice returned to the office shaking his head. ‘I’m afraid your options are extremely limited,’ he said. ‘I’ve managed to find you a bed in the children’s home in Upper Blickley—’

‘It’s okay,’ Martine interrupted, ‘I’ve decided I’ll go to South Africa after all.’

Mr Grice heaved a huge sigh of relief. ‘Well,’ he said, ‘that settles it.’
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Right from the start, it was obvious that everyone around Martine was much more excited about her new future than she was. ‘A game reserve in Africa,’ said Miss Rose in awe. ‘Just think, Martine, it’ll be like spending your life on safari.’

Mrs Morrison seemed to be convinced she’d be eaten by a tiger. ‘You’ll have to be vigilant,’ she told Martine. ‘But oh, what an adventure it’ll all be!’

Martine rolled her eyes inwardly. Mrs Morrison was the kindest woman in the world, but she was absolutely clueless when it came to the animal kingdom. ‘There are no tigers in Africa,’ Martine had to keep telling her. ‘Not unless they’re in zoos.’

Apart from that one detail, she herself knew very little about Africa. When she tried to picture it, all she could  come up with was big yellow plains, umbrella trees, mangoes, dark faces and baking hot sun. She wondered if wild animals literally roamed the streets. Would she be able to have one as a pet? Martine’s mum had been allergic to animals so Martine had always been kept away from them, but ever since she was tiny she’d yearned to have one of her own. Perhaps she could get a monkey.

Then she remembered the tone of her grandmother’s letter and the crashing feeling came surging back. Gwyn Thomas didn’t sound like the kind of person who would say yes to a primate in her living room. If she even had a living room. For all Martine knew, her grandmother could live in a grass hut.

At school, most of her classmates seemed to have forgotten that barely three weeks had gone by since her home had burnt to the ground and that she was hardly going to South Africa out of choice. ‘You’re sooo lucky,’ they kept telling her. ‘You’ll be able to learn to surf and everything. It’ll be so cool.’

Listening to them, Martine thought that the one good thing about moving to Africa was that she’d never again have to enter the grim gates of Bodley Brook Junior. She didn’t fit in here. Come to think of it, she’d never fitted in anywhere with children her own age, but somehow it hadn’t mattered when her mum and dad were around because they were her best friends. Her dad had been a doctor who worked very long hours, but in the summer he took time off and they’d go camping in Cornwall, where her mum would paint and she and her dad would swim or fish or he’d teach her a little first aid. And every  weekend, come rain or shine, they always had fun, even if it was only making pancakes. Now it was over and there was a hole in Martine’s heart.

On Saturday morning, the day before she was due to fly to Cape Town, Miss Rose took her shopping for summer clothes on Oxford Street in London. An icy grey rain was falling and the entire road was a sea of frenzied consumers and tourists poking umbrellas in each other’s eyes, but nothing could dampen Miss Rose’s enthusiasm.

‘Look at these cute shorts!’ she said to Martine as they fought their way around Gap. ‘What a great baseball cap! Oh, I can just see you in this stripy red T-shirt.’

Martine just let her go on. If the truth be known, she felt ill. Her stomach was a bubbling cauldron of nerves and her mouth was dry with fear at the prospect of what tomorrow would bring. ‘Whatever you think,’ she kept saying as Miss Rose presented her with clothing options. ‘Yes, it’s nice. Yes, I’m sure it’ll be fine.’

She ended up with two pairs of khaki shorts, a pair of jeans, four T-shirts, a baseball cap and a pair of tough, camel-coloured hiking boots. The only time she was forced to put up a fight was when Miss Rose tried to insist on a floral-print dress. Martine, who had cropped brown hair and bright green eyes, had refused to wear a dress since the age of five, and she had no intention of starting now.

‘I’ll get bitten by a snake if I don’t have proper protection,’ she told Miss Rose.

‘But surely you run the same risk if you wear shorts?’ protested her teacher.

‘Yes,’ said Martine, ‘but that’s different. Have you ever seen an explorer who didn’t wear shorts?’

Back in Hampshire that evening, Miss Rose cooked a farewell dinner for Martine - a roast chicken with crispy potatoes, garden peas, homemade Yorkshire pudding and onion gravy. Mr and Mrs Morrison came over and Mrs Morrison presented Martine with a pair of binoculars that had belonged to an old uncle.

‘To help you spot the big cats,’ she told Martine.

Martine was very moved, particularly when Mrs Morrison also gave her a large slice of homemade chocolate cake carefully packed in a lunchbox for her journey.

‘I wish you much happiness, dear,’ Mrs Morrison said emotionally. ‘Remember that you’ll always have a home with Mr Morrison and me.’

Mr Morrison just grunted in agreement. He was a man of few words. But when his wife turned away to thank the teacher for the meal, he put his hand in his coat pocket and brought out a carved wooden box. ‘To keep you safe,’ he said in a low voice, giving it to Martine. Then he opened his car door and started the engine.

‘Ready, love,’ he called to Mrs Morrison. ‘See you, then, Martine.’

Martine waited until she was alone in Miss Rose’s spare room that night to open the box. Inside she found a pink Maglite torch, a Swiss Army knife and a first-aid kit. She could hardly believe her eyes. She laid everything out on the bed and spent several rapturous minutes reading the survival leaflet that accompanied it all. The  generosity of everyone was very touching. After a while, she repacked her presents carefully, turned off the light and lay on the bed. A full moon beamed in through the window, laying a silver path across the room.

Despite herself, Martine began to feel excited. By tomorrow night she’d be on a plane bound for Africa and a life she could not even begin to imagine. For better or worse, Fate was closing a door on the past.
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The first thing Martine noticed was the heat. It rose from the airport runway in a soupy, silvery haze so thick that the horizon appeared to bow under the weight of the blue sky and all the planes had wavy edges as if in a dream. Back in England, it had been a freezing winter’s night with the weather report forecasting gales and heavy snow, but here Martine felt as if she was burning up. She stood without moving, a small, deathly pale eleven-year-old, and watched the other passengers board the yellow bus to the terminal.

‘Wake up, love, you don’t want to be left behind.’ A bald man in a Billabong surf shirt was leaning over her.  ‘Where’s Mum and Dad? Are they waiting for you?’

Martine wanted to burst into tears and scream so loudly that everyone in the airport could hear her: ‘Yes, actually, I do want to be left behind. And no, my mum and dad are not waiting. They’ll never be waiting.’

Instead she mumbled: ‘I-I’m just . . . I’m not . . . I . . . Somebody’s meeting me.’

‘You don’t sound very sure.’

‘Harry, what are you doing? I’m fed up to the back teeth with you. The bus is leaving and if you’re not here in five seconds, so am I,’ a woman called shrilly.

‘I’ll be fine,’ Martine told the man. ‘Thanks for asking.’

‘Really?’ He reached out a damp pink paw and patted her hard on the shoulder. ‘Cheer up, love. You’re in Africa now.’
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The woman at the information desk at Cape Town airport tapped a little drum roll on the counter with her purple nails and squinted over Martine’s head at the queue that was beginning to form. Her name tag described her as ‘Noeleen Henshaw, Assistant Supervisor’.

‘My girl, it’s not that I don’t want to help you,’ she told Martine in a nasal voice, ‘but I’m going to need a few more details. Now, what does your grandmother look like?’

Martine tried to conjure up a picture of the  grandmother she had never seen. ‘She’s got grey hair,’ she said hesitantly. ‘And glasses. I think she’s got glasses.’

Noeleen Henshaw sighed. ‘When did you last see your grandmother?’

‘Well, I . . .’

‘Do you have a phone number for your grandmother?’

‘Just an address,’ admitted Martine. For much of her journey, she’d been taken care of by a cheery flight attendant named Hayley whose job it was to ‘look after unaccompanied minors’, but as soon as they landed in South Africa Hayley had pointed her in the direction of the airport bus and just as cheerily waved goodbye.

Noeleen gave an exasperated shake of her henna-red hair and looked again at the queue. ‘Sweetie, I think the best thing for you to do is to sit over there, where I can keep an eye on you. If your grandmother doesn’t pitch up, I’ll try to find someone to help you.’

‘Okay,’ Martine said uncertainly. ‘Thank you.’

She picked up her suitcase and her new olive-green rucksack - a present from Miss Rose - and walked back into the arrivals hall, taking a seat under the ‘Welcome to South Africa’ sign. Never in her life had she felt less welcome. More than an hour had gone by since her plane had landed in Cape Town and still no one had arrived to collect her. Martine was close to tears. Her worst fears had been realized. Her grandmother hadn’t wanted her and so she hadn’t bothered to come and fetch her. What Martine was going to do now with no money and nowhere to stay, she had absolutely no idea.

Added to which, she was weak with hunger. It was ten o’clock in the morning and all she’d had to eat since the previous evening was Mrs Morrison’s chocolate cake. The food on the plane had been inedible. The scrambled eggs were watery, the rolls had the consistency of tennis balls and the main meal smelt like pet food. Martine made up her mind that she would never fly again without extensive supplies of cake and maybe some ham sandwiches for good measure. Opposite her, a smiling customer left the Juicy Lucy stand with a mango smoothie and a large muffin. Martine’s stomach rumbled enviously.

‘Miss Martine, you will be thinking we have forgotten you,’ boomed a voice so deep that it rumbled in her chest like a bass drum. Martine looked up to see a mahogany giant bearing down on her, arms outstretched and the broadest smile in Africa on his face. He had a scar in the shape of a question mark on one shining cheek and a tooth on a leather thong around his neck. He was wearing a bush hat with a zebra-skin band, and khaki hunter-type clothing that had seen better days.

‘Miss Martine?’ he queried, and burst into gales of laughter. Without waiting for her to reply, he gripped her hand and pumped it up and down furiously. ‘I’m Tendai,’ he said. ‘I’m very, very happy to meet you. Your grandmother has told me all about you. She was very sorry that she couldn’t be here to collect you, but, oh, what a morning we have had! Late last night we received a call to say that, due to a mix up with some paperwork, a shipment of elephants we were expecting at the  weekend was being delivered early this morning. There was nobody to supervise their arrival except your grandmother and myself, and she had to stay until the vet had checked each one. I offered to fetch you instead. I forgot that a man of the bush knows nothing about the highway! I have been driving all over Cape Town! I hope you can forgive me. I will get you home to Sawubona just as fast as I can.’

Martine hardly knew how to respond to this torrent of words, but she immediately warmed to the big, gentle man who delivered them. He carried nature with him, almost like an aura.

‘Pleased to meet you, Tendai,’ she said, adding shyly, ‘Of course I forgive you.’

These words provoked a further bout of laughter. Picking up her suitcase and tucking it under one arm as if it weighed no more than a hen, he led the way out into the sunshine.
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Afterwards Martine would always remember her first journey to Sawubona, which Tendai explained was a Zulu greeting. He was from the Zulu tribe himself. They took the coastal road out of Cape Town, riding in his battered jeep past a series of magical bays and inlets. The sea was navy-blue against the clear sky. Some beaches were wild, with flying spray and forests growing almost to the shore. Some had rainbow beach huts and surfers riding the breakers on bright boards. Some had colonies of penguins or seals. And all of them were overlooked by the mauve-grey cliffs of a flat-topped mountain, which was called, for obvious reasons, Table Mountain.

After about an hour they turned inland and Martine was amazed at how quickly the scenery changed from a heathery type of vegetation and became like the Africa she’d always seen in photographs. Pale spiky thorn trees and ragged shrubs dotted the long yellow grass, which glowed beneath the blazing summer sun as if it was lit from underneath. The empty road stretched on for ever. Martine wound down her window and the dusty, animal smell of the bush poured into the jeep.

Tendai talked about Sawubona along the way, describing his job as a tracker at the game reserve. Sawubona, it turned out, was not just a game reserve, it was a wildlife sanctuary, and it was Tendai’s role to check on the progress of every animal in the park. About a quarter of the animals at Sawubona had been born there, but all the rest had been rescued. Some came from drought-stricken areas or game reserves or zoos that had gone out of business. Others had been brought to Sawubona with injuries or because they’d been orphaned in hunts or culls.

‘In twenty years,’ Tendai said, ‘I never saw Henry Thomas, your grandfather, turn a single animal away. Not even one.’

This was the first mention there had been of her grandfather and Martine pricked up her ears. But Tendai’s next sentence caught her totally off guard.

‘I’m so sorry, Miss Martine, that I wasn’t here at his side, watching over him, the night that he died.’

Martine’s head was already spinning from jetlag and lack of food and this news made it spin a little more. It  was clear that it hadn’t occurred to Tendai that she might not know she even had a grandfather, let alone that he had died.

She said carefully: ‘Would it be okay if you told me what happened?’

Tendai’s hands tightened on the steering wheel. ‘Yebo,’ he said. ‘I can try.’

It turned out that nearly two years had passed since her grandfather’s death and yet the events surrounding it were still shrouded in mystery. The police theory was that Henry had stumbled upon a gang of poachers trying to steal a couple of giraffes or maybe kill them for trophies. It had happened on a weekend when Tendai was away in the north of the country visiting his relatives - a weekend when Sawubona was at its most vulnerable. There had been a struggle. When it was over, Henry had been fatally wounded and the giraffe left for dead.

‘There was no telephone in the village where I was staying,’ said Tendai, ‘so I never knew that this terrible thing had happened until I returned on Monday. By then it was much too late. In the summer, many Zulus ask the Rain Queen to bless their fields with rain, but that week it seems she had been listening far too well. For two days, the storms had been washing away the tracks and the police and their vehicles had been driving all over the ground. By the third day, when I came, there was no sign to be found.’

None of the hunters had ever been caught. To this day, nobody knew whether Henry had been murdered or just  shot by accident in the struggle. Most puzzling of all was why the poachers had fled without the giraffe they had so obviously come for.

‘Did the police manage to find any clues?’ Martine asked worriedly. It was sad to hear about her grandfather, but it was even more disturbing to know there were killers on the loose in the very place she was expected to make her new home.

‘Tch, those baboons! Don’t worry, little one, even the spider leaves a trail. It might take some years, but eventually we will find those who did this. Maybe, if we are patient enough, they will even find us.’

The Zulu’s face had darkened during the conversation and now he gave himself a little shake, as though remembering that he and Martine had only just met and perhaps he was saying more than he should. He smiled his amazing smile. ‘Your grandfather had a warrior’s heart,’ he told her. ‘He was the best game warden. Number One.’

Martine felt a pang for the grandfather she had never known. He sounded like a good man. The new game warden was a young man by the name of Alex du Preez. There was something in the way that Tendai said his name that gave Martine the impression that Mr du Preez was not on Tendai’s list of top-ten favourite people.
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They were passing a village of thatched huts and scattered houses with sunflowers and maize stalks in the yards. A group of African children were playing soccer in a field. The jeep slowed and turned into a driveway overhung by banana palms. At the end of it was a pale-green house with a corrugated iron roof. A peeling Coca Cola sign was propped against one wall. Three chickens wandered out through the front door.

Martine climbed out of the jeep. ‘Is this my grandmother’s house?’ she asked, unable to hide her surprise. She wasn’t sure what she was expecting, but it wasn’t this.

‘No, chile, Tendai is jus’ bringin’ you to see me.’

Martine turned around to see one of the fattest women she had ever encountered waddling towards her across the threadbare lawn. She was wearing a traditional African dress in the most brilliant colours, with a matching headscarf of banana-yellow, Kalahari-red and lime-green. ‘I tole him you would be hungry,’ the woman continued in a voice as warm as buttermilk, ‘and I see I’m right. Look at you, chile, you just skin’n’bone.’

‘Miss Martine, meet my aunt, Miss Grace,’ said Tendai with evident pride. ‘The best cook in the world.’

They followed Grace into the little green house. It occurred to Martine that her grandmother might not know about this unscheduled stop, but she was too hungry to care. The smells coming from Grace’s kitchen were divine.

She and Tendai made themselves comfortable on hand-made wooden chairs in Grace’s simple but spotless  lounge. There was a woven grass mat on the floor and an out-of-date calendar on the wall, depicting a tropical island.

In a matter of minutes Grace emerged from the kitchen with two huge plates containing omelettes made from fresh farm eggs and wild mushrooms, a heap of crispy bacon and tomatoes fried with brown sugar. Martine felt as if she hadn’t eaten in years and she savoured every mouthful in silence. By the time she had finished, she agreed with Tendai wholeheartedly: Grace  was the best cook in the world.

She turned to Grace to thank her and found her watching her intently.

‘Chile looks just like Veronica,’ Grace commented to Tendai.

Martine jumped as if she had been scalded. ‘You knew my mum?’ she cried.

‘Aunt!’ shouted Tendai, leaping to his feet. ‘I told you not to say anything.’

‘Quiet, boy,’ ordered Grace. ‘There be too many secrets at Sawubona. The chile has a right to know the truth.’

‘What truth?’ demanded Martine.

‘Miss Martine,’ said Tendai, ‘I’m sorry, we must go now.’

‘But . . .’

‘Please!’

Martine looked from one to the other, her head buzzing with questions that it was clear she was not going to be allowed to ask. Grudgingly, she turned to follow Tendai out to the jeep. Grace grabbed her arm.  ‘Wait,’ she hissed. She put her hand on Martine’s forehead and Martine felt an electric current pass through her. Grace’s eyes widened.

‘You have the gift, chile,’ she whispered. ‘Jus’ like the forefathers said.’

‘What gift?’ Martine whispered back.

But Grace just shook her head. ‘Be very careful. The gift can be a blessin’ or a curse. Make your decisions wisely.’
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In the yard, Tendai had the engine running. As soon as

Martine climbed into the jeep, he put his foot on the accelerator and they bounded over the potholed drive and onto the main road. Heat wavered like a watery mirage above the tarmac.

Tendai seemed agitated. ‘I’m sorry, Miss Martine. I shouldn’t have taken you there. Perhaps you would be kind enough not to mention it to your grandmother.’

Martine barely heard him. Her forehead was still tingling from the pressure of Grace’s hand and her mind was rushing like an express train through her past. She was trying to remember something, anything, that would  explain what had just happened.

‘But what did Grace mean about my mum? Did she  ever live at Sawubona?’

‘Please,’ begged Tendai. ‘Those things you must ask your grandmother.’

He drove on in silence for a few minutes, before turning right onto a sandy road lined with a high wire fence. Arching over the entrance and supported by two white pillars was a black wooden sign etched with the words ‘Sawubona Game Reserve.’

The jeep stopped and Tendai pointed out of the window. ‘Can you see the buffalo?’

Martine dragged herself reluctantly back to the present. She squinted into the sun, but could see nothing except an endless expanse of trees, dusty shrubs and grass, sprawling under an electric-blue sky. On the horizon was a range of mauve mountains. A black eagle circled lazily overhead.

‘No,’ she sighed. ‘I can’t.’

‘Don’t look through the bush,’ instructed Tendai, ‘look  into the bush.’

Martine did and gradually the shrubs resolved themselves into the muscular black hides of around thirty buffalo. She could make out their curved horns and intense faces between the trees.

Then she spotted the bull elephant. He was standing under an umbrella tree, his curved tusks and grey bulk almost completely camouflaged. Like the buffalo, he seemed as ancient as the land itself. But even from three hundred yards away, his deadly power was apparent.

Martine stared at him in awe. She was beginning to feel overwhelmed by all she had seen and heard since leaving the airport. ‘Wow!’ she said at last. ‘He’s huge and so . . . so still. I’ve only ever seen wild animals on television. What else do you have here?’

‘Twelve other elephants,’ Tendai recited proudly, ‘eight ostriches, one hundred and fifty springboks, ten wildebeest, eighteen kudus, twenty zebras, six lions, four leopards, seven warthogs, a couple of troops of baboons, a few waterbucks and a . . .’ He stopped. ‘That’s all.’

‘And what? You were going to say something else.’

‘It’s nothing,’ Tendai said. ‘The local tribes believe that a white giraffe has come to Sawubona. The Africans have a legend, which says that the child who can ride a white giraffe will have power over all the animals, but it is only a myth. We have had no giraffes, not even ordinary giraffes, at Sawubona for nearly two years now, but people keep coming to me to report that they’ve seen this white one. The tribesmen say that it’s an albino giraffe, as white as a snow leopard. If it’s true, that would make it one of the rarest animals in the world. There is no proof. I have never seen it and I am in the game reserve every day.’

Martine had an odd feeling of déjà-vu, almost as if she’d had this conversation in another life. ‘But do you  believe it exists?’ she asked eagerly.

Tendai shrugged. ‘From time to time, I have seen tracks, but they always disappear. I follow them for a few hundred yards and then they just vanish into thin air.’

‘So maybe it is true!’

The Zulu laughed. ‘It is not always the one you follow who makes the tracks, little one. In the old times, some tribes would tie the hooves of animals to their feet to lead other hunters away from the herds, and your grandmother says that in the mountains of Asia people have tried to fake the footprints of the Abominable Snowman. Maybe this is what is happening here!’ He grinned at Martine. ‘If the white giraffe does exist,’ he said, ‘it must be very shy.’

The gears clanked and they moved off down the road. When they reached a high iron gate, Tendai jumped out to open it. On the other side was a driveway lined with huge red and orange flowers, an immaculate lawn and a white-painted thatched house. Nerves bit into Martine’s stomach. In a few minutes, she would meet her grandmother for the first time. Would Gwyn Thomas be glad to see her? Would she be kind? Would she, even though she hadn’t really wanted her, learn to like Martine? And what if she didn’t? What then?
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The door of the thatched house opened and out stepped a tall, slender woman in her early sixties, wearing jeans and a short-sleeved khaki shirt with a symbol of a lion on the pocket. Her hair was tied back in a ponytail. Martine was still taking in the fact that her grandmother was dressed in denim when Gwyn Thomas marched up to her and, without any introduction, took her face in both hands. Up close, Martine could see that her fair hair was streaked with white and that her chestnut-brown skin was etched with a million creases. She looked at Martine with an expression that was impossible to read.

‘You’re all grown up,’ was all she said. She turned to Tendai. ‘You’re very late, my friend. You haven’t been visiting that crazy old magic woman, have you?’

Martine realized with a shock that she was referring to Grace. ‘We got lost, Grandmother,’ she said quickly. ‘We were driving all over Cape Town. I’ve seen the whole city!’

In a flash, her grandmother turned on her. ‘In this house, we speak only when we are spoken to.’ She wheeled round abruptly and stalked back inside.

Tendai followed her with Martine’s suitcase. He didn’t look at Martine as he passed.

Martine walked after them, her heart thumping. A ginger cat sat washing itself on the front step. It regarded her curiously as she approached.

‘Oh, boy, this is going to be fun,’ Martine muttered under her breath. But the ginger cat simply yawned, closed its eyes and lay down in the sun to sleep.

Tendai appeared at the door. ‘Your grandmother is waiting for you,’ he said.

With Tendai gone, Martine felt more alone than ever. She stepped into the house and looked around. It was cool and peaceful inside, with polished stone floors and big, comfy, worn leather chairs. Another cat, this one black and white, was curled up on the lid of an old piano and there were oil paintings of cheetahs and elephants on the walls. The bare beams and thatch gave the room a sense of space and calmness.

Her grandmother emerged from the kitchen with a glass of milk and a plate of egg sandwiches. She  motioned for Martine to take a seat at the dining table. Martine hated egg sandwiches and she was still full of Grace’s delicious food, but she wasn’t about to say so. She began picking at the bread.

‘I don’t have fizzy drinks here,’ her grandmother said. ‘Don’t believe in them.’ She stood at the head of the table like a lioness, her blue eyes locked on Martine as if in challenge.

‘Okay,’ Martine said warily.

‘The first thing you need to know are the rules of my house. Please don’t touch anything that doesn’t belong to you, and that includes the piano. No running, no shouting, no cursing, no sweets. I don’t have a television. I go into Cape Town twice a year, so there’ll be no shopping for you. No fast food. We grow our own vegetables. You’ll be expected to make your own bed and help out around here. I can’t abide laziness. Any questions?’

‘Can I breathe?’ Martine asked cheekily.

‘No answering back!’ her grandmother roared.

Martine shrank into her chair. The egg sandwiches lay untouched.

‘Give them to me,’ her grandmother said, snatching them up. ‘I should have known that crazy old woman would be cooking for you. Well, you can eat them for dinner. I won’t tolerate waste.’
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The rest of the day went downhill from there. Martine was dizzy and a bit tearful after the long flight and the adventures of the morning, but after she’d showered her grandmother insisted on driving her to the tiny town nearby - a single street of shops known as Storm Crossing - to buy a school uniform and some brown lace-up shoes. At the clothes shop, where she was fitted with two white shirts, two navy-blue skirts, a windbreaker, a blazer that had a lynx cat with fur-tipped ears on the badge, and a grey tie, Martine discovered to her horror that she was expected to start school the very next day, without even the shortest break to adjust to her new surroundings.

‘There’ll be plenty of time for that,’ her grandmother told her. ‘You’ve missed too much school already.’

As if that wasn’t bad enough, at dinner (thankfully, not the egg sandwiches) Martine slipped on the polished floor as she carried her grandmother’s favourite teapot back to the kitchen. It smashed to pieces.

‘Oh, what was Veronica thinking?’ her grandmother ranted. ‘I knew this would happen. How can I be expected to look after a child?’

She refused to allow Martine to help clean up the mess. Martine just crept quietly upstairs to bed with tears running down her face. She felt utterly bereft. She was in deepest, darkest Africa with no parents and no friends, living with a grandmother who plainly couldn’t stand the sight of her. Really, it couldn’t get any worse.

As far as Martine could tell, there was only one positive in her new life and that was Sawubona itself. She  was already falling in love with it. The sun had been setting over the game reserve when they returned from the shops and a herd of springboks was moving in a dusty column down to the waterhole in front of the house. Martine had managed to escape from her grandmother’s clutches long enough to go down to the bottom of the garden and watch the springboks through the high game fence.

She’d had to pinch herself several times. Yesterday she’d woken up shivering in grey, gloomy England and now, just a day later, she was sitting under a copper sky streaked with purple, with the evening sun warm on her skin. The young springboks were bouncing around the shallows as if they had mini-trampolines attached to their hooves, and the guinea-fowl, which she’d earlier seen waddling along the roadside like plump, blue-speckled kings, were crying in the trees as they settled down to roost. Martine stretched out on the grass and let her nose fill with the heady smells of an African evening - cooking fires, wild animals, herby grass and nature in abundance. She’d never experienced anything quite like it.

Her bedroom, too, was something a bit special. It was up in the attic, with a window cut into the thatch. Although very tiny, it had plenty of character and charm. There was a bookcase crammed with books about animals and Africa against one wall and a bed made with crisp white sheets, a patchwork quilt and large soft pillows. But the best part was that it overlooked the waterhole, a brown dam surrounded by thorny bush.  Tendai had told her that most of the reserve’s wildlife gathered there at dawn or at sunset.

Now, however, it was night-time. The mattress sank beneath Martine’s weight. She dried her eyes on her sleeve and wondered if it was really true that her mum had lived at Sawubona. It cheered her to imagine that this might once have been Veronica’s room; Veronica might have read these books or snuggled into this very quilt. But why on earth had she never told Martine about this place?

So tired that she could barely put on her pyjamas, Martine slid between the sheets, her head whirling with snapshots from the long day. The last thing she thought about before she went to sleep was the white giraffe.
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Next morning Martine woke feeling as if she was going to the dentist. For a long time she lay there with her eyes screwed tightly shut, because that way she could pretend that none of it had happened. Her home had not burned down, and her mum and dad were not gone for ever, and she had not been sent to the wilds of Africa to live with a total stranger. Finally, when she could avoid it no longer, she opened her eyes. A vast sky of the most incredible blue filled her vision. The clock on the bedside table said 6.05 a.m. Right on cue, an orange-breasted bird fluttered onto a thatch beam outside her window and began singing a song of pure happiness.

Tirrootiree, tirrootiree.

Propping herself up on one elbow, Martine gazed out over the game reserve. The waterhole was draped with early morning mist and streaked with gold from the sun. A dozen or so elephants were splashing around in it, wallowing in the mud and spraying each other with their trunks. Zebras were grazing nearby. She shook her head in wonder. The scene didn’t take away the anguish in her heart, but it definitely helped.

Even so, she walked downstairs on leaden feet. Her grandmother was sitting at the kitchen table, her hands wrapped around a coffee mug. When Martine entered, she stood up quickly and said: ‘Good morning, Martine, I hope you slept well.’ Her voice shook slightly, as though she was nervous. Before Martine could speak, she went on hurriedly: ‘There is a boiled egg in the pan and some bread in the toaster and anything else you might need on the kitchen table. On the counter over there, you’ll find a lunchbox containing sunscreen, yellow-cling peaches from the garden and some cheese and chutney sandwiches. I have to go out now to feed the young elephant, but I’ll be back at 7.30 to take you to school.’

Martine was still stammering a thank you when the stable door banged behind her grandmother and a gust of cool air blew in. It wasn’t an apology, but Martine already knew that it was all she was going to get.
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The dentist feeling returned on the fifteen-minute drive to school, most of which Martine spent squirming in her new uniform, hating the skirt and not knowing what to say to her grandmother. And it didn’t diminish when Gwyn Thomas drove her through the gates of Caracal Junior and she saw the hordes of healthy, confident children who were to be her new schoolmates. They were every shade of honey, cappuccino and chocolate. None were the colour of Martine - that is to say, a sort of unhealthy grey-white. After her grandmother had left her at the door of the headmistress’s office with a gruff but kindly ‘Have a good day. Tendai or I will collect you at four,’ she stood pressed against the wall, trying to be as inconspicuous as possible.

‘Be with you in a mo,’ called a voice when she knocked. Martine could hear someone speaking on the phone. While she waited, she took in her surroundings. Her old school, Bodley Brook, had resembled a concrete prison, with a tarmac playground and peeling beige corridors, reeking of disinfectant. The toilets had been covered in graffiti. This school didn’t even look like a school. It was more like a lovely campsite. Log buildings made from glowing chestnut timber were scattered about grounds laid with emerald lawns and huge trees. Behind a wooden fence, a swimming pool sparkled.

‘You can close your mouth now. We still have the same boring old lessons you had back home. You know, long division, dead kings, punctuation!’

The expression on Martine’s face must have said it all, because the Cleopatra-haired vision standing in the  doorway wearing wooden parrot earrings and a long purple dress laughed merrily and, pulling her into the room, added: ‘Only joking. Our lessons are, of course, extremely interesting. I’m Elaine Rathmore, the headmistress, and you must be Martine. Welcome to Caracal Junior.’

Martine wondered if every woman in Africa had a big personality and eye-popping clothing or if it was just coincidence that she’d met several in a row.

Mrs Rathmore ushered her into a chair, saying, as if she knew what Martine was thinking: ‘And now you really can close your mouth.’

Once she’d got used to Mrs Rathmore’s sense of humour, Martine couldn’t help liking the headmistress, who was very down to earth. Mrs Rathmore explained that despite appearances Caracal Junior was a school like any other, but it did have a strong focus on the environment. All the buildings were heated with solar energy, many school projects concerned conservation and the canteen served only organic meals. They went through a copy of the rules together and Mrs Rathmore explained the schedule. Then they went for a tour of the grounds. Apparently sport was a ‘big deal’ at Caracal Junior, which had produced many champions. There was a gymnasium with a climbing wall and the sports fields stretched for several acres.

‘If you have a gift for sport - or anything else for that matter - we’ll find it,’ Mrs Rathmore promised.

Martine, who knew perfectly well that she didn’t have a gift for sport - had in fact been hopeless at every sport  she ever tried - thought back to Grace’s words: You have the gift, just like the forefathers said. What was the gift? Was it to do with science, maths, art or even music? Or something she couldn’t even guess at? Be careful, Grace had cautioned her. The gift can be a blessin’ or a curse. Make your decisions wisely.


What kind of gift came with a warning?

‘Lucy van Heerden . . . one of our talented prefects,’ Mrs Rathmore was saying. ‘Lucy is in Miss Volkner’s class with you, Martine. Martine? We haven’t sent you to sleep already, have we?’

Martine blinked.

An elegant blonde girl was standing in front of her holding out her hand. Martine shook it and was surprised to find that it was ice cold. Judging by Lucy’s caramel tan, she spent every spare hour surfing or sunning herself on the beach.

After asking Lucy to take Martine under her wing, show her the ropes and give her a ‘very special Caracal Junior welcome’ Mrs Rathmore went on her way in a billowing cloud of purple, leaving Martine with her glamorous new classmate.

‘Jeesh, but you’re white,’ Lucy commented as soon as the headteacher was out of earshot. ‘Where are you from? Iceland?’

‘England,’ mumbled Martine. If she was awkward and self-conscious to begin with, she now felt a million times worse.

Lucy giggled. ‘I’m kidding,’ she said, giving Martine a friendly punch that almost knocked her over. ‘Come on,  we’re late for Miss Volkner’s class, but at break I’ll introduce you to the rest of the gang.’

At lunchtime Martine discovered that the gang to which Lucy had referred was the ‘Five Star Gang’, a group of the most popular kids in the school. Along with Lucy, there was her twin brother Luke, also blond and good-looking with caramel skin; Scott Henderson, who was driven to school each morning in a red Lamborghini; the school rugby captain Pieter Booker; and a black boy named Xhosa (which, if you were English and couldn’t make the clicking noise that the Africans made, was pronounced ‘Corza’) Washington, who was the son of the local mayor. They all had the latest haircuts and a way of wearing their uniforms that made them seem like designer clothes. Most kids idolized them and Martine noticed that whatever they wanted, they got. Even the teachers seemed to give them special treatment.

During break, Lucy introduced Martine to the Five Star boys and several other children. On the whole, they seemed a friendly bunch and a couple of them went out of their way to make her feel included. Martine sat in the sunshine eating her cheese and chutney sandwiches, smiling and nodding, and wondering how it was possible to be in such a pretty place, surrounded by laughing children, and still feel like the loneliest, most miserable girl on earth. All the old feelings that she’d had at Bodley Brook came flooding back. It was not just that she felt shy and clumsy. She didn’t fit in, full stop. None of the things they talked about - surfing, hair gel, pop music - interested her. But what did interest her? Martine didn’t  know. Reading, she supposed. And the white giraffe. She was very, very interested in the white giraffe.

It was while she was thinking about this that she noticed a small figure sitting alone under a tree in the distance.

‘Oh, him,’ Lucy said with distaste when Martine asked what the child was doing there. Her nose wrinkled. ‘He’s either deaf, dumb or a nutcase. We can’t work out which.’

Over the next few days, Martine learned that the boy’s name was Ben and that he was of mixed race, with a Zulu father and an Asian mother - a dancer from India, so the story went. Martine was small for her age, but he was as thin as she was and not much taller.

If you looked at Ben closely, you could see that he was far from weak. His brown arms and legs were strong and wiry. But most children didn’t take enough interest in Ben to find that out. He was an outcast. Hardly anyone ever spoke to him. This was partly because in the three years he’d been at the school Ben had never uttered a syllable. The teachers had long since accepted that he was mute, mainly because he answered their questions on bits of paper and was consistently top of the class, but to the Five Star Gang, who claimed they’d once seen him holding a completely normal conversation with his dad in the car park, he was a source of both irritation and amusement. Every lunchtime, he would take his backpack and disappear to the furthest corner of the school playing fields. There, he would sit under a tree and read a book. His nickname was ‘Buddha Ben’, because he had a habit of burning incense and never  retaliated if you stole his book, or forced him to do your homework.

Martine found it upsetting that everyone was so mean to him. She made up her mind to try to befriend him, but the first afternoon an opportunity presented itself Lucy waved her over and asked her what she was up to and she couldn’t bring herself to admit that she’d been on her way to talk to ‘Bonkers Ben’, as Lucy called him. Next day she put it off for some other reason and after a while she stopped thinking about Ben altogether.
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Those early days at Sawubona were among the hardest of Martine’s life. At times, she felt as if she was undergoing some sort of test, almost as if she was being prepared for something. Everything added to her sense of isolation. It was like being a castaway on a desert island. There was no one she could turn to for comfort or advice. No one who would hold her if she cried. Certainly not her grandmother. Still, she couldn’t help noticing that whenever she was feeling particularly upset or down, Gwyn Thomas would suddenly and unexpectedly make an apricot pie for dinner and serve it up with thick Jersey cream, or leave a vase of wildflowers  on her bedside table, or say something like, ‘Martine, I could do with your help when I go to feed the baby elephant tonight.’

The little elephant lived in an enclosure in the sanctuary close to Tendai’s house. He had been rescued from a Zambian zoo that had gone out of business. Tendai had named him Shaka, after the legendary Zulu warrior king.

‘So he’ll grow up to be a great leader for the herd, despite his early trials, just like Shaka,’ was his remark to Martine.

Shaka was one of several animals in the sanctuary, which was a sort of hospital and holding area for new arrivals before they were relocated to the main game reserve. At present, Tendai and Samson, a wizened, white-haired man who looked at least one hundred and four years old, were tending to a jackal that had been hit by a car and had a leg in plaster, an owl with an infected eye, a springbok with a nasty abscess and an orphaned bushbaby. The bushbaby was one of the dearest creatures Martine had ever seen, with huge brown eyes in a tiny grey ape-like face, a long curling tail and paws like a koala, made for climbing.

One of Martine’s chores was to make sure the sanctuary animals had water morning and evening, and she’d also been allowed to feed Shaka three times. Once, when she was giggling at his wobbly gait and funny pink mouth gulping at his milk pail, she’d caught her grandmother watching her with an enigmatic, almost pleased expression. But even on those occasions when  she seemed to be making an effort to be nice, Martine still couldn’t shake off the feeling that her grandmother didn’t want her there.

Much to her frustration, she hadn’t yet been allowed into the game reserve itself. Martine consoled herself with the thought that at least she could see the wildlife through the fence, and devoted all her spare time to reading up on the animals in the books she found in her room. She’d been fascinated by the facts she’d learned about giraffes. For instance, the spots on each giraffe are as unique as fingerprints; no two are alike. And although their necks are very long, they have the same number of vertebrae as other mammals - seven. Nowhere did she find any mention of white giraffes.

It was the animals at Sawubona that made Martine’s life bearable. She’d never imagined she would live in a place with lions at the bottom of the garden. At night, when they were hunting, she could hear their spine-tingling roars, and just knowing she was so close to them was unbelievably thrilling. Curiously, creatures of all shapes and sizes seemed instinctively to know when she needed a friend. Take her grandmother’s cats, Warrior and Shelby. They showed no interest in Martine at all except when she was feeling miserable, and then she could hardly move without them rubbing themselves against her legs and clamouring to sleep on her bed. And on two occasions the baboons had appeared in the garden when she’d had an awful day at school and performed so many funny antics that she got a stitch from laughing.

The second time it happened, Tendai came to the house on an errand while Martine was watching them. He crept up beside her and said teasingly: ‘So, little one, this is what you get up to when you are supposed to be doing your homework?’

Martine was spluttering an excuse when he cut her off with a chuckle. He told her that according to Zulu folklore the baboons had once been lazy field hands. Instead of removing weeds from the crops, they spent their days sitting on their hoes, gossiping or sleeping in the sunshine. They sat there for so long that eventually their hoes became tails and the weeds attached themselves to their bodies and became hair.

‘You’d better watch out,’ Tendai said. ‘If you sit here too long without doing your homework, you might grow a tail and we’ll have to put you in the game reserve.’ He grinned over her shoulder. ‘Isn’t that right, Mrs Thomas?’

Martine swung round guiltily to find her grandmother shaking with mirth, her blue eyes dancing.

‘Tendai,’ Gwyn Thomas managed at last, ‘you’re pure gold.’
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But none of this stopped Martine from lying awake at night aching for her mum and dad. Or from wondering about the secrets at Sawubona. After nearly three weeks on the game reserve, she was convinced that Grace was  right - there was a wall of silence at Sawubona. Everything she asked about met with the same blank response.

‘A white giraffe!’ exclaimed her grandmother when Martine mentioned the tale Tendai had told her. ‘As if a white giraffe could go missing at Sawubona!’

‘But Tendai said he saw some tracks.’

‘Martine, if there was a giraffe in the game reserve, don’t you think that Tendai, who can track the path of a python across bare rock, would have found it by now?’

Martine had to admit her grandmother had a point.

But there were other secrets at Sawubona. For starters, there was the mystery of why her grandmother was on a mission to keep her out of the game reserve. And there was no question that that was what was going on. Sawubona was a private reserve, owned by her grandmother, but on weekdays it was open to tourists and visitors who pre-booked appointments. They were guided round by the game warden Alex du Preez or Gwyn Thomas herself. That still left weekends. Yet every Saturday her grandmother had a thousand excuses for not allowing Martine to go into the reserve, from a shortage of staff to the late delivery of fuel to Sawubona. ‘You wouldn’t want Tendai to run out of petrol when a charging elephant was around, would you, Martine?’

She’d also overheard Gwyn Thomas warning Tendai not to take Martine anywhere near Grace, to whom her grandmother again referred as that ‘crazy old magic woman’.

‘I won’t have it,’ she told him. ‘I don’t want her filling  Martine’s head with silly ideas. Grace is out of bounds as far as Martine is concerned.’

All of this added to an air of secrecy that Martine could almost touch. She snooped about as much as she could and eavesdropped on one or two conversations, but she found nothing that could answer her biggest question: why had Mum never told her about Sawubona? She’d found several books belonging to Veronica on her bookshelf and now knew her mum had probably spent much of her life here, but there was nothing to explain why she’d never told Martine about it.

Nor did Martine understand why her grandmother continued to maintain a stony silence on the subject. She found it odd that Gwyn Thomas never once said a word about her own daughter. Even if she was still grieving, one would have thought she might occasionally say something like: ‘This was your mum’s favourite meal,’ or, ‘Your mum loved to play the piano.’ But no, there was nothing. There were plenty of photographs of her grandfather, a silver-haired version of Harrison Ford, with her mum’s sparkling green eyes, but none of her mum and dad, even though her grandmother had described them in her letter to the social services as ‘the finest people I have ever known’. And Tendai, who evidently did know something about her mum, refused point blank to give her any information.

‘Please, Miss Martine,’ he kept saying, ‘you must ask your grandmother.’

One evening, when Gwyn Thomas seemed to be in an  unusually good mood, Martine plucked up the courage to do just that. A huge storm was raging outside and they had just eaten dinner.

‘Grandmother,’ Martine began, ‘before Mr Grice wrote to you, did you know about me?’

‘Of course I did, Martine,’ said her grandmother impatiently. ‘What kind of question is that?’

‘Then why didn’t I know about you?’

‘That’s your mother’s business and none of yours,’ her grandmother said, her voice rising. ‘Your mother made decisions in order to protect you. If you knew why she had done the things she did, you would be more grateful.’

‘How can I be grateful when no one will tell me the truth?’ Martine burst out.

‘Martine!’ thundered her grandmother. ‘I won’t tolerate this rudeness. Go to bed at once.’

Martine jumped to her feet. ‘Fine,’ she said. ‘I will go to bed. But I am going to find out the truth about my mum and everything else that’s going on around here and nobody is going to stop me.’
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Upstairs, Martine sat on her bed watching rain lash the window. It was pitch black outside. Tears ran down her face. She’d lost count of the number of times she had cried since she had moved to Africa. She wished she could be back in England with Miss Rose or Mr and Mrs  Morrison, but somehow she knew in her heart that she was exactly where she was meant to be - in this wild, amazing place with its strange, hostile people.

‘Everything,’ her father had told her, ‘happens for a reason.’

Martine couldn’t for the life of her imagine what that reason could possibly be and right now she didn’t care. She just knew that she needed a friend.

Outside, the wind slapped and banged around the house and the thunder cracked as if a thousand boulders were breaking across the heavens. Lightning split the sky. Martine gasped. A white giraffe was standing beside the waterhole and it was looking straight at her! For a split second, their eyes locked, the small, sad girl and the slender young giraffe, and then the sky went dark. Martine pressed her face to the glass, desperate to try to see the white giraffe again, but it was impossible. There was no moon and the rain was coming down in sheets.

Martine felt so crushed she could hardly breathe. It was like getting the best present you could dream of - a pony, say - and then having it snatched away again before you even had a minute to enjoy it. It was almost too much for her to bear.

She tried to pull herself together. Had she seen the white giraffe or hadn’t she? Could it have been a trick of the light? From this distance, there’d been something almost ghostly about it. In the lightning’s blue flicker, it had had a phosphorescent glow. But when she relived the instant their eyes had met, she was certain. The white giraffe was out there. It had looked at her as though it  was looking for her.

Martine had a sudden urge to rush out into the game park and find the shy creature. She knew there could be terrible consequences. She had been forbidden from ever going into the game reserve by herself, and not even Tendai would risk going in on foot after dark. Snakes, scorpions, lions, buffaloes and even leopards were all on the prowl at night and many of them would be out hunting. Martine was well aware that if she disobeyed the order she could be attacked or gored or worse.

For a long time she sat at the window trying to decide what to do. She couldn’t stop thinking about the white giraffe.

At last, she made up her mind. She took off the shorts she’d changed into after school and put on her jeans, boots and navy-blue school windbreaker. Behind the bookcase, she’d concealed the carved wooden box Mr Morrison had given to her. She removed her torch and knife and put them in her back pocket. At the door of her bedroom, she listened. The only sound was the slowing rain, muffled on the thickly thatched roof.

As silently as she could, she tiptoed down the stairs. The timber boards were old and with every creak Martine fully expected to hear her grandmother’s enraged shriek or feel her hand on her shoulder. But nothing stirred.

When she reached the kitchen she stood for several minutes, breathing deeply and taking comfort in the reassuring hum of the fridge. Then she unlocked the  kitchen door. There was something very final about the click it made as it swung shut behind her. She checked her watch.

It was one minute past midnight.
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Out in the garden, the storm had slowed to a drizzle. Confronted with the sights and smells of the African night, Martine’s courage almost deserted her. Had her grandmother’s bedroom light not come on right at that very moment, she would have rushed back inside. But it did. Martine decided that if she had a choice between her grandmother and a hungry lion she’d rather take her chances with the lion.

The air was perfume-sweet with the scent of fallen mangoes and gardenia blossoms. Martine set off blindly through the dripping trees in the general direction of the game park gate. The one useful thing she’d overheard  during her investigations the previous week had been Tendai telling her grandmother the new code for the padlock. She’d made a point of committing the numbers to memory. When her hands touched the cold metal gate, she felt for the heavy chain that bound it and the lock that secured it. Only then did she switch on her torch and enter the numbers on the wet dial. The padlock clicked open! Martine stared down at it, unable to believe that it had been so easy. She realized then that she’d been secretly hoping all along that something would happen to prevent her from going into the game reserve. She glanced over her shoulder. Once more, the house stood in darkness. Whatever happened now, there was no turning back.

Martine stepped through the gate and stifled a cry of terror. Two red eyes glared at her. The bushes shook violently and a waterbuck sprang up so close to Martine that its fur actually brushed her. With a shake of its horns, it bounded away into the blackness.

Martine’s heart smacked wildly against her ribcage. She tried to imagine what Tendai would do in a similar situation. Not that he was likely to be in a similar situation, but if he were she was sure that everything would be about staying calm and thinking clearly. ‘Focus,’ she thought. ‘I have to focus. I can do this.’

More than anything in the world, she wanted to find the white giraffe. Why, she wasn’t sure; she just knew she had to do it. And as frightened as she was, just doing something for herself and rebelling, even in a small way, against the stifling atmosphere of her grandmother’s  house, made her feel good.

The beam from her torch picked out the path that led down to the waterhole, where the frogs were competing in a noisy chorus. Blue lightning shuddered over the mountains on the far horizon. Martine set off as quickly as she dared, trying to avoid the puddles. Even so, her jeans were soon soaked through. In places the grass was taller than she was and cold droplets drenched her hair and ran down her neck.

As she walked, unseen creatures slithered and scurried and hopped away through the undergrowth. Martine tried not to imagine the worst. She wasn’t sure which she was most scared of, snakes and creepy-crawlies or man-eating carnivores, but she fervently hoped that she didn’t meet any of them. After what seemed an age, the temperature dropped and she saw she’d reached the water’s edge. She tried to pinpoint the exact spot where she had seen the giraffe. She was pretty sure it had been beside the old gum tree that stood, like a startled skeleton, on the left bank of the waterhole.

As if sensing danger, the frogs fell silent. Tendrils of mist hovered over the water and the night air was laden with threat. Martine quelled the butterflies in her stomach. She’d come too far to go back now. She lifted her torch and shone it into the surrounding bush. Nothing moved. Not a mouse, not a lion, not even a bird. Disappointment hit her like a blow. What had she been thinking? A mythical giraffe! She’d risked her life in pursuit of a fairytale and now she had to try to get home in one piece.

Sheer instinct warned Martine something was behind her. The same sixth sense told her to turn around very, very slowly. A Cape cobra was coiled in the mud barely six feet away from her, hood spread wide, swaying in the yellow torch light. Martine recognized it immediately as one of the most poisonous snakes in Africa, more deadly even than the mamba. Its golden colouring was unmistakable. So was the band around its throat.

The cobra’s lips parted and its black tongue flickered out evilly. Martine dropped her torch in panic. It rolled behind a boulder and dimmed to a faint glow.

Then it went out.

In the split second before she was plunged into darkness, Martine saw the cobra draw back its head to strike. Helplessly, she waited for its lethal bite.

It never came. Instead, a pale blur exploded from the trees. There was a hideous hissing sound and the flash of flying hooves. The last thing Martine saw before she crumpled to the ground was the white giraffe.
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Something was tickling Martine’s face. Something that blew warm, sweet air reminiscent of a freshly mown lawn on a summer’s day in England. Or strawberries at Wimbledon. Or the rose garden in Greenwich Park in London, which she had visited one spring on a school excursion.

There was something else in the scent, too, something  wild and exotic and . . . African.

Africa!

Martine suddenly came to and realized that she was not dozing in the hammock in her garden in safe, suburban England. She had illicitly entered a South African game reserve in the middle of the night, and something was sniffing at her and possibly preparing to eat her. Cautiously, she opened one eye. A pair of liquid-black eyes framed by impossibly long lashes stared down at her.

‘You saved my life,’ she said.

The white giraffe drew back with a nervous snort. It gave a half rear, like a horse, and retreated to a safe distance. Martine climbed carefully to her feet. The white giraffe towered over her. The sky had cleared a little and in the dim light of the watery moon, Martine could see it was an immensely beautiful creature. Its coat shimmered like sunlit snow and it was patterned all over with patches of silver tinged with cinnamon.

She reached out her hand to it and it wheeled around and made as if to flee before sliding to a halt, breathing hard and shaking. The wildlife book in her room had explained that although giraffes are basically very gentle creatures they are quite capable of using their long front legs to kick with force if they feel threatened. But something told Martine that this particular giraffe would never hurt her.

She reached out her hand again and took a couple of steps towards it. ‘It’s all right,’ she said soothingly. ‘It’s all right. I only want to stroke you, not to harm you.’

This time the giraffe stood still. When her fingers made contact with its skin, it quivered with fear, but didn’t move away. Martine felt a tingle of electricity run up her arm - the same tingle she’d felt when Grace had put a hand on her forehead. In that instant, she had a strange sense she knew exactly what the animal was thinking. She knew, for example, without having any idea why, that its name was Jeremiah - Jemmy for short. And she knew that Jemmy was lonely. Every bit as lonely as she was.

‘I’m alone, too,’ Martine confided to the giraffe. ‘Five weeks ago, I lost everything I loved in a fire in England. Now I live with my grandmother who doesn’t want me, and go to a school where I don’t fit in.’

The white giraffe watched her warily. He didn’t respond. Instead he sidled restlessly out of range so she could no longer touch him. Perhaps, thought Martine, he was waiting for a sign that he could trust her. And who could blame him? If she wanted to get close to him the first thing she was going to have to do was to prove to him that she was a friend. But how?

Then it came to her. In England, her mum and dad had had a poster in their bedroom of a dove being released into a sunset. On it was written: If you love something set it free. If it comes back to you it’s yours. If it doesn’t it never was. Martine could remember as if it were yesterday her mum’s voice reading it aloud to her, and then saying with a smile: ‘Isn’t that wonderful, Martine? And it’s true. The more you love something, the more you have to give it space to find its own way in the world.  That way you’ll know that if it comes back to you, it’s because it truly cares for you.’

As miraculous as it was that she’d found the white giraffe, Martine knew she had to walk away from him. She took a last lingering look at him. Her heart ached, as if she was losing a friend she’d only just made, but somehow she knew they’d meet again. For reasons she didn’t fully understand, she felt like their souls were already entwined.

‘Thank you for saving my life, Jeremiah,’ she said, adding hopefully: ‘See you soon.’

With that, she began picking her way through the mud to the grassy track. She was a bit hazy on the fate of the cobra but she hoped it was either extremely dead or cowering in its burrow. She wasn’t sure she would survive another encounter with it.

She was almost there when a twig snapped like a firecracker in the darkness. Martine had never been much of an athlete, but she was on the verge of sprinting like an Olympian for the house when she spotted a reflection in the water. The white giraffe was following her! She pretended to walk on. The mirrored giraffe stepped gracefully after her, its white-gold coat and silvery patches flowing across the steely water like an elegant ghost. Martine paused. The white giraffe paused. She continued. The white giraffe continued. She swung around abruptly.

The giraffe slid to an awkward stop in the mud. He contemplated Martine from his great height. He seemed inquisitive now, rather than afraid. Martine craned her  neck and tried to read his expression. She decided that it was like gazing into the eyes of the wisest creature on earth and the most innocent at the same time. Her overwhelming impression was one of gentleness.

She waited to see what the giraffe would do. At first nothing happened, but then he lowered his head, millimetre by millimetre, until his slender nose was close enough to touch. Again Martine smelled his clean, newly cut grass scent. She longed to put her palm against his satiny white jaw but she forced herself to stay still.

Then something extraordinary happened. The giraffe rested his head on Martine’s shoulder and made a low, musical fluttering sound.

For one perfect moment they stood there - the small girl and the white giraffe - mirrored in the moonlit water. It was only a minute, but it was long enough for the emotions and confusion of the past few weeks to leave Martine in a rush and suffuse her with a feeling of contentment. She knew then that she’d come home.

A lion roared. In the eerily quiet aftermath of the storm, the sound blasted through the night as though the beast was about to pounce on them. Martine and the giraffe were in full flight - in opposite directions - before either of them had given the matter any conscious thought. There were no goodbyes. By the time she’d reached the safety of the garden, the white giraffe had vanished as if he had never been.
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Back in her room, Martine fell into an exhausted sleep. When her alarm woke her at six, she forced herself to spring out of bed, pull on her wet, muddy jeans and rush out into the early-morning sunlight, pausing only to splash icy water on her face. She knew she had to find an excuse for the state of her clothes. By the time her grandmother emerged to feed Shaka at six-thirty, Martine was on her knees in the vegetable garden, weeding furiously.

Gwyn Thomas could hardly believe her eyes. ‘Whatever are you doing, child?’ she asked. ‘You’re absolutely filthy.’

‘I’m just trying to clear the weeds away from these carrots,’ Martine said brightly. ‘I’ve been doing some thinking and I’ve realized that I need to start helping you a bit more around the house.’

‘Well . . .’ said her grandmother. ‘Well, I . . . well, thank you, Martine.’

Neither of them mentioned the row of the night before. However, Gwyn Thomas, who generally served up an unchanging breakfast of boiled eggs and marmite soldiers, made Martine a special treat of fresh paw paw and mango, a South African porridge called Jungle Oats, and homemade bread with Cape gooseberry jam. Martine was just savouring the last incredible bite when Alex du Preez’s grey Landrover came roaring up the drive.

Martine scowled. She’d only met the game warden once but she’d disliked him on sight. He was what her mum would have described as a ‘snakeoil salesman’, over-familiar and full of insincere patter. He gave her the creeps. She couldn’t believe he had any empathy with animals.

His freckled face, topped by a shock of strawberry-blond hair, appeared at the front door. ‘Good morning, Mrs Thomas, Martine,’ he said breezily. ‘How are you ladies on this beautiful day?’

‘Very well, thank you, Alex,’ said her grandmother, smiling. ‘What brings you here so early?’

‘Ma’am, I’m just heading into Storm Crossing to buy some zebra feed. I know you’ve got a lot to do so I thought it might be helpful if I gave Martine a lift to school today.’

‘Why Alex, it most certainly would. I’ve got the vet arriving first thing to check on Shaka and the two buffaloes who had that awful fight yesterday, and a party of twenty-four Swedish businessmen coming at ten. I really do appreciate your thoughtfulness. Wait a moment while I get her packed lunch.’

Martine’s heart sank. She trailed out of the door after Alex’s stocky frame.

Once on the road, Alex started up a stream of boring chatter in his thick South African accent. Martine, who wanted nothing more than to lose herself in a dreamy reverie about her encounter with the white giraffe the previous night - he’d followed her, and rested his satiny head on her shoulder! - gave him a series of one-word answers, but it didn’t seem to discourage him.

‘You’re a smart little thing, aren’t you?’ he said as they stopped at the single traffic light in Storm Crossing. ‘I bet you’re much better than I was at school work.’

‘I’m eleven,’ Martine said rudely. ‘Don’t talk to me like I’m a five-year-old.’

A sly look came across Alex’s face. ‘Okay,’ he said. ‘If that’s the way you want to play it. You haven’t by any chance come across a white giraffe at Sawubona, have you, Martine?’

Martine did her best to keep the shock from showing on her face. ‘The white giraffe doesn’t exist,’ she answered. ‘Everybody knows that.’

Alex put his hand in his pocket and took out Martine’s precious torch. He threw it on the cracked leather seat beside her. She itched to pick it up but didn’t dare.

Alex gave a cruel laugh. ‘Be like that then.’ He put the torch back in his pocket. ‘The thing is, Martine, the white giraffe, if it did exist, would be very, very valuable. Your grandmother, for instance, would really benefit from the sale of such an animal. I mean, we’re talking about tens of thousands of dollars here, not chicken feed. Now I would hate to think that you would jeopardize the future of everyone on Sawubona by poking around in things that are none of your business. How do you think your grandmother would feel about that?’

Martine was livid. How dare he talk about Jemmy as if he was just another animal to be hunted down and turned into money? She was pretty sure her grandmother didn’t know about his ideas either.

‘And how do you think my grandmother would feel if she knew about your little secret?’ she retaliated, just to test him.

Alex’s blue eyes blazed. He pulled into the school, slammed on the brakes and reached across her to open the door. ‘My girl,’ he said, ‘you are playing with fire now.’ He smiled grimly. ‘And you know what happens to people who play with fire . . .’

Martine tried to be strong until she was out of the jeep, but as soon as she turned away from him the tears began to pour down her face.

His laughter followed her all the way across the schoolyard.
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It is possible that Martine would have continued to settle into Caracal Junior and, in spite of her shyness, would eventually have made friends, but on her third Sunday in Africa something happened to change everything. It all started with a school outing to the Kirstenbosch National Botanical Gardens in Cape Town, a place, Miss Volkner told them, of ‘incomparable marvels when it comes to the plant kingdom’.

Throughout the week Miss Volkner had drummed them into a state of excitement about it, promising them a weekend treat they would never forget, during which they would explore things like the Fragrance and  Medicine Gardens, and enjoy a special picnic at the foot of Table Mountain while watching a world-renowned African band.

Martine had looked forward to the trip with some trepidation and was very relieved when, a very short time after boarding the bus at Caracal Junior at noon on Sunday, she found she was enjoying herself. There was a good atmosphere on the way into Cape Town and some of the children were telling jokes and singing. ‘Why was six cross?’ Sherilyn Meyer asked Martine. ‘Because seven ate nine! Eight, ate, do you get it?’

Martine was laughing harder than she actually meant to when she caught sight of Ben - alone, as usual, at the back of the bus. She looked away guiltily. Maybe today she would try to find a way to speak to him. To distract herself, she reflected on the conversation with Alex two days previously. The way he had talked, anyone would think there was a conspiracy at Sawubona to preserve the secret of the white giraffe until it could be captured and sold for a king’s ransom. And yet both Tendai and Gwyn Thomas had insisted to her that it was a myth. Either Alex knew more than they did, or they were lying.

Martine thought again about her encounter with the white giraffe; about the moment when she had first seen him towering above her, shimmering white like sun on snow, with patches of silver tinged with cinnamon. A shiver of excitement went through her. Nothing on earth would stop her from seeing Jemmy again - no storm, no lock, no game warden, no threat. Nothing was more important than the white giraffe.

The squeal of the bus brakes interrupted Martine’s thoughts. They were entering Gate Two at Kirstenbosch Botanical Gardens. As she waited to get off, she stole a glance at Ben. He didn’t seem to have noticed that the bus had stopped. He was staring out at the paradise of trees and flowers and Table Mountain rising into the blue sky behind it, and his face was alive with anticipation.
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At the Kirstenbosch Nature Study School, smiling staff greeted them with a fruit juice and a lecture on the Botanical Gardens, which had been established in 1913 and were spread over a massive 528 hectares. After that, they were split into three groups of eight. Two of the groups were to explore Kirstenbosch with an education officer, but Martine’s group, which consisted of four members of the Five Star Gang (everyone except Pieter), plus Sherilyn, a big sporty boy called Jake, and Ben, was to be led by Miss Volkner, who had done a special course at the centre to enable her to guide them.

Their first stop was to be the Fragrance Garden. They set off over the manicured lawns, where tourists picnicked and guinea fowl hovered hopefully for titbits, crossing a bubbling brook along the way. It looked innocent enough, but it had a brutal and bloody history as an escape route of slaves in the days when the British ruled the Cape colony. ‘Legend has it that one slave who  escaped here was eaten by a leopard and all that was found of him was his skeleton,’ Miss Volkner told them. ‘Ever since then, this has been known as Skeleton Stream and the area above it as Skeleton Gorge.

‘The older forest beside it is called Donker Gat,  Afrikaans for Dark Corner.’ She added for effect: ‘Many a child has been lost up there.’

An echo passed through Martine - a sort of chill. Her eyes followed Miss Volkner’s pointing finger up the forbidding slopes of Table Mountain, where forests of yellowwood and ironwood sprawled in a dense green carpet. The scene looked familiar, as if she’d seen it before in a photograph. Goosebumps rose on her arms. Less than an hour ago the sky had been clear with only a few wisps of cloud over the mountain, but already the day was turning ugly. They had been warned about the unpredictability of the weather. For no particular reason, Martine suddenly felt apprehensive.

The Fragrance and Medicinal Gardens were wonderlands of aromatic plants and healing herbs, but Martine found it difficult to concentrate. At the Dell, they drank from an ice-cold spring in a bird-shaped bath and then it was on to the Cycad Ampitheatre, where Miss Volkner explained that the palm-like cycads were actually living fossils that were around in the time of the dinosaurs. ‘Some of them are two hundred million years old,’ she said. ‘Can you believe that? Two hundred million  years old.’

The final stage of their journey was the Fynbos Walk on the lower slopes of the mountain. Fynbos was one of  the world’s six plant kingdoms and was unique to the Cape Region. It consisted of heathery type bushes like the bright red Fire Heath, Silver Trees, reeds, lilies and pink, velvety proteas, which were South-Africa’s national flower. Sprawling alongside the winding paths in a blaze of colour, it made for a spectacular display. When they reached the Protea Garden Miss Volkner showed them the orange-headed nodding pincushion flower, a favourite nectar of the sugar birds. Just then, her beeper went off. She checked it with a grimace, the wind whipping her curly hair.

‘Okay, everyone, pay attention,’ she called. ‘One of the other children has suffered an allergic reaction to a bee sting and I’m urgently needed back at the Nature Study School. It would be a shame for you to miss out on seeing the sugar birds feed, so I’m going to trust you to stay here quietly and wait for them. Under no circumstances is anyone to go wandering off. Luke and Lucy, as prefects, I’m putting you in charge. If I’m not back in the next twenty minutes, follow the signs to the concert area and I’ll meet you there.’

As soon as Miss Volkner was out of sight, mayhem erupted. No one apart from Martine seemed to have the slightest interest in seeing the sugar birds feed. There were a few other visitors in the Protea Garden, but the noise of the children soon drove them away. Martine decided that now would be a good time to try to talk to Ben. She walked through the flower beds in search of him, but he was nowhere to be seen.

‘Where’s Ben?’ she asked Lucy.

‘Who knows,’ the blonde girl said disinterestedly. ‘Probably hugging a tree or something.’

Sherilyn interrupted: ‘What’s happening to the sky?’

Eight heads tipped upwards. The wispy cloud had become a vaporous grey blanket. It had consumed the top half of the mountain and was sliding furiously down the cliffs towards Kirstenbosch, driven by the wind. But the really creepy part was the sky, which boiled with a queer violet light. It looked less like a storm was approaching than some weather phenomenon, like a tornado or a tempest.

‘Please can we go back now, guys? It’s freezing,’ whined Sherilyn, but the prospect of extreme weather had added to the atmosphere of silliness and the other children started chasing moths through the Protea Garden.

The sound of marimbas, conga drums and African voices rising in exquisite harmony came to them on the gusting wind. The band had started playing.

A flash of memory seared Martine’s brain. It was the music from her dream, she was sure of it! That explained it. That’s why Kirstenbosch was so familiar. Her dream was becoming reality. And this was the exact scene! The looming grey mountain, the plum-coloured light, the swallowing cloud and the children chasing moths through the proteas. Any minute now, someone would go: ‘Hey, look what I found . . .’

‘Hey!’ Luke was standing by a stack of wooden stakes of the sort used to create fences. His voice was excited. ‘Look what I found.’

The others rushed to his side, Martine included,  although warning bells were clashing like a sixty-piece orchestra in her head.

An Egyptian goose lay on the ground. It was a large bird with reddish-brown and white wings, but one of those wings hung broken and its webbed feet curled limply at its breast. It stared up at the peering faces with one red eye. Though it flapped feebly, it was unable to move. Luke scooped the bird up and it honked hoarsely in protest.

‘I bet it’s been attacked by a fox. Miss Volkner said there were foxes around.’

‘Put it down, Luke,’ Lucy snapped at her brother. ‘It’s probably diseased.’

‘Yah, Luke, it’s dirty,’ agreed Jake.

Martine tried to speak, but no sound came out.

‘Maybe we should put it out of its misery,’ Luke suggested. ‘You know, hit it over the head or something.’

Jake laughed. ‘How ’bout a braai, a nice little barbecue. We can put it on a spit. Should be enough to go around.’

Martine found her voice. She said tearfully: ‘Please leave it alone. Please don’t hurt it.’

‘Ah, poor little English girl,’ jeered Luke. ‘Cwying like a baby. You want it? Here, have it. Catch.’

He launched the goose at Martine, who flailed blindly for the brown blur and, unprepared for the weight of it, tripped and toppled over backwards. Somehow she managed to hold onto it through her fall. She struggled into a kneeling position with the goose still cradled in her arms, her face flushed scarlet with anger and  embarrassment. The other kids burst out laughing.

‘Did you see that?’ Jake crowed delightedly. ‘That was priceless.’ He mimicked Martine’s windmill arms and plaintive voice. ‘Pleaaase don’t hurt it.’

Caught up in the madness of the moment, none of the children noticed that Martine had closed her eyes and was trembling violently. She was remembering the goose in her dream. That goose too had had a tiny pulse beating in its throat and brown silken feathers that were warm to the touch. This bird’s eyes slid shut as she watched it.

Martine’s first thought was that she had to try to save it. Her second was, How? Then a voice in her head, a voice she recognized as Grace’s, said: ‘You know what to do, chile.’ And right at that instant Martine realized that she did know what to do; that she had always known, all her life. Her hands ceased trembling and heated up to the point where they were practically glowing. After a few seconds the Egyptian goose jerked and its eyelids flickered. She loosened her palms. It shook out its wings and flew into the darkening sky.

The world swam into focus again.

Her classmates were staring at her with a mixture of fear, horror and disbelief. The colour had drained from Luke’s face and he was backing away from her as if she was possessed. ‘Hey, how did you do that? What are you, some kind of witch?’

Martine was just as bewildered as he was. In the instant when her palms were at their hottest, she’d felt a power as ancient as the earth go through her like an ocean wave, and had seen, in a puff of smoke, a  procession of what she could only imagine were spirits - Africans in antelope masks and rhinoceroses breathing fire. Dazed and shaky, all she could think was: So this is it. This is the gift.

‘What is it?’ Luke was yelling at her. ‘Is it black magic? Voodoo?’

‘Maybe she’s an umthakathi,’ accused Xhosa, ‘a witch. Be careful, she might change into a bat or a bird.’

Martine stuttered: ‘I’m not an um . . . I’m not a w-witch. ’

‘You know, in South Africa, some people say that there is only one thing to do with an umthakathi,’ Xhosa said. ‘They must be eliminated. Otherwise they will do evil things.’

Martine cast a desperate glance down the mountainside, hoping to see the sturdy figure of Miss Volkner coming to call them for the picnic. But no one was there.

‘You wouldn’t?’ she said in a small voice.

Nobody answered, but Jake took a threatening step towards her. Martine made a move towards the path that led to the main centre but the other children cut her off.

She looked beseechingly at Lucy, but the blonde girl was wearing the supercilious expression she adopted whenever anyone spoke about Ben.

That’s when she knew that they were serious.

Martine spun on her heel and fled into the twilight, screaming for help as she went, but the band drowned out her cries. She ran down a short hill, over Nursery Stream and into an evergreen forest. Only then did she  realize her mistake. Ahead of her was a daunting wall of 330 steps. She halted, panting, unsure what to do, but the clattering of feet and cries of her pursuers on the wooden bridge jolted her into action. She flew up the steps as if the hounds of hell were on her trail. With every one, the agony in her legs increased and her breath burnt like acid in her chest. At the top was a road but no signs. Martine knew that she wouldn’t be able to keep going for much longer, so she plunged into the wilderness of yellowwood trees. Better to be lost than to be caught.

Once in the greeny dark of the forest, she could no longer hear the noise of the city, just the tinkle of streams and the faint whisper and twitter of birds, bats and snakes high up in the canopy. Cloud oozed through the branches and hung above the narrow path. Higher and higher Martine climbed. When she paused to suck air into her fiery lungs, she caught a panoramic glimpse of the hazy city miles below and of the Botanical Gardens, now in miniature like a village made of Lego, with toys for cars. Behind her, she heard the shouts of the children as they entered the forest. She dragged herself forward, wild asparagus thorns hooking her ankles, but even as she did so she knew she couldn’t run any more. Her legs were too rubbery to support her.

All at once, an arm shot out from behind a tree and she was yanked sideways into a hollow. Martine opened her mouth to scream, just as she had in that long ago dream, but she was so startled and breathless that all she could manage was a small whimper before crumpling  into a bed of leaves. She steeled herself for a blow, but none came. Squinting up through the misty darkness, she made out the face of her captor. Ben! He wrapped his arms protectively around her and, despite being small, he was warm and solid and she could feel the thud, thud, thud of his heart.

‘Martine,’ called Jake in a sing-song voice, ‘where are  you?’ Leaves crunched under the feet of the gang as they hurried by.

Ben put a finger to his lips. He reached down and picked up a handful of small stones and threw them as far as he could. They made a series of popping noises as they landed, like tiny bullets.

Luke shouted: ‘Over there! Come on everyone.’

There were whooping noises and the cracking of fallen branches as they pounded away down the track, cloud swirling after them.

Martine became aware that Ben was shaking with silent laughter. He laughed so hard that he doubled over and had to hold his stomach.

‘What is it?’ Martine whispered. ‘What’s so funny?’

Ben straightened up long enough to point at a sign propped against the tree. The base of it was still damp with fresh soil. On it was written:

WARNING: RAW COMPOST TANK.  
DO NOT ENTER.






[image: 034]




12

[image: 035]


Martine said nothing to her grandmother about the Botanical Gardens drama, which had ended with six of her pursuers falling into a stinking stew of fermenting horse manure, rotting fruit, decaying leaves and squashed bugs. Sherilyn had escaped because she hadn’t been able to keep up with the others, but the search party who found them had discovered her babbling incomprehensibly after an encounter with a lynx cat with glowing yellow eyes. Miss Volkner was apoplectic with fury. She was particularly enraged that no one would own up to what had happened. Even Mrs Rathmore lost her sense of humour and said that if it  wasn’t that she thought the six had been punished enough by missing out on the band and picnic, and being mercilessly teased on the bus to Storm Crossing (where they were made to sit at the back, hungry and glowering, like the broken survivors of a pongy mud-wrestling competition), they would have spent the rest of the term cutting the school fields with nail scissors.

What nobody could figure out was how Martine and Ben came to be sitting quietly on a picnic rug near the band, enjoying hot-buttered corn and big slabs of milk tart. Miss Volkner had her suspicions and told them she’d be keeping a very close eye on them, but it was the wrath of the Five Star kids Martine feared most.

‘We’ll get you for this,’ Scott Henderson had hissed as he boarded the bus, dripping, and somehow she didn’t doubt that they would.

[image: 036]

Fortunately for Martine, ever since her grandmother had found her helping out in the garden the morning after the row, a truce had been declared at home. So much so that Gwyn Thomas finally relented and allowed Martine to go with Tendai when he did his rounds of the reserve the following weekend. He picked her up in the jeep at four thirty on Saturday morning, when dawn was nothing but a smudge in a star-speckled sky, and drove her to Sawubona’s highest point, an escarpment densely covered in aloes, proteas and a shrub that smelled like  curry. Cacti clung to the lichen-plastered rocks.

The track that led to the top of the escarpment was badly eroded and treacherous so Tendai and Martine walked the last part of the way, and the sky was etched with fiery hues when they reached their destination. While Tendai unpacked their breakfast, Martine made herself comfortable on a boulder still warm from the heat of the previous day. Far below her was the biggest dam on Sawubona. As the sun rose and her eyes became accustomed to the honeyed light, Martine could make out herds of buffalo, springbok and elephant drifting down to the water. White egrets watched from the trees like the stiff paper birds of Japanese origami.

Martine thought that she had never breathed in purer air, seen a more lovely view, or heard any choir more amazing than the singing of the birds that morning. She wished her mum and dad could have been there to share it, but it made her feel good to think that her mum had probably visited this spot and watched the same sunrise. Tendai made a small fire and brewed up a pot of condensed milk-sweetened tea. He handed Martine some hot African bread made with maize meal, cooked in the coals in tightly wrapped banana leaves, and they munched contentedly and watched the animals in the valley below.

After a while, Martine said: ‘Tendai, can I ask you a question?’

‘Yebo.’

‘Sure?’

‘Yebo.’

‘How did you get the scar on your face?’

Tendai laughed, but it was a bitter laugh devoid of his usual bubbling good humour. ‘It was a long time ago, little one. Too long ago to be important. I was an angry young man, that’s all.’

Martine could tell that he didn’t want to talk about it, but curiosity got the better of her. ‘Did an animal attack you, or did you get into a fight?’

Tendai unbuttoned his khaki shirt and Martine clapped a hand to her mouth. His back and broad chest were crisscrossed with fifty or sixty thick, raised scars. It was as if someone or something had tried to cut him into a million pieces.

‘What animal would do this?’ he said harshly. ‘No, little one, animals might scratch you, or bite you, or even rip you apart in hunger or in fear, but only a man can crush you inside, in your heart, for no reason other than the colour of your skin.’

Martine swallowed.

Tendai had a faraway expression on his face. When he began to talk, it was as if he was seeing something that had happened in another land, in another lifetime. He had been twelve years old when his parents had moved from a peaceful village in the Drakensberg Mountains to the notorious township of Soweto, near Johannesburg, in search of work.

‘For many years,’ Tendai recalled, ‘it was as if the devil himself had moved to Soweto and turned it into hell. But it was a hell just for black people. Whole families lived in corrugated iron shacks without toilets or running water.  When darkness fell, we burned fires to keep away the cockroaches and rats, and armed gangs roamed the streets.’ He stopped. ‘Perhaps I should not be telling you this. Your grandmother might not like it.’

Martine got up off her boulder and moved nearer to him. ‘Please, Tendai,’ she said, ‘I want to know.’

In spite of the hardship of life in Soweto, Tendai considered himself luckier than most. His mother was a trained teacher and she’d helped him study in their shack. He worked hard and dreamed of one day being able to return to the mountains and buy a farm of his own. When he was seventeen, he managed to get a job as a clerk at a railway station. He was prouder than he had ever been in his life. There was only one problem. Every day he walked five miles to work and almost every day he was stopped by police wanting to check his papers. At that time it was illegal for a non-white - a man of colour - to go anywhere without identification.

‘One policeman in particular, it was as if he hated me without even knowing me. Sometimes I felt that he was just waiting to catch me out.’

Martine realized she was trembling. ‘And did he?’

Tendai nodded. ‘He caught me without my papers. My mother had washed my shirt and had forgotten to return the papers to the pocket after it was dry. This policeman began to strike me with his baton and shout at me for having no identification. When I reminded him that he had checked it many times before, he called me names. Then he tore my shirt. I had kept my temper all this time,  but when he tore my shirt - without it, I couldn’t go to my job - I’m sorry to say I punched him as hard as I could.’

After that, Tendai remembered very little. When he regained consciousness, he was in a prison hospital, covered in the weals of a sjambok, a whip made of rhinoceros hide. When he was released from jail nine months later, he found that his parents had been taken away by the authorities. He never saw them again. At eighteen he was a broken man, living rough on the streets of Johannesburg, when Grace sent for him.

‘It was Grace who taught me that the best revenge is forgiveness,’ Tendai said. ‘Sometimes the thing that hurts your enemies most is to see that you are not like them. Grace introduced me to your grandfather, who changed my life. He believed in a South Africa where men of all colours are equal. Not everybody does.’

‘Why not?’ asked Martine. For some reason the face of Alex du Preez, as he threatened her, swam into her mind.

‘I don’t know, little one,’ Tendai said tiredly. ‘I just don’t know.’

[image: 037]

They packed up the breakfast things, threw sand over the coals and headed back down the escarpment. The grass was still wet with dew but the early-morning sun was already hot on their skin. As they walked, Tendai gave Martine her first lesson in bushcraft. He picked an aloe  leaf and showed her how to squeeze a gel from it that could soothe burns or rashes, heal wounds or calm itching.

That was impressive, but the aloe couldn’t even begin to compete with the marula tree, which was practically a one-stop pharmacy. Not only did its golden yellow fruit soothe stomach aches, Tendai told her, but it had four times as much vitamin C as an orange. Its leaves were great for dressing wounds or treating insect bites and its bark reduced inflammation. And that wasn’t all. The stone of the marula fruit contained an oil that the Africans prized as nose or ear drops, or lit in its shell as a natural candle. The Zulus even believed that if a person suffering from measles rose before dawn, went down to the tree without speaking to anyone and bit the bark, they’d be cured.

Martine gazed around her in wonderment. With every passing day, she felt more and more that she belonged here. It was as if the landscape itself was creeping into her soul. She thought of it as a language. Every new bird call, every breath of wind, every new plant and each fresh encounter she had with the local people or animals was like learning a new word. Put together, it made up the language of the bush. She hoped that if she studied hard enough, she’d be as fluent one day as the tracker was.

‘Show me more,’ she urged Tendai, and he did. He taught her how to identify a multi-layered orange mushroom that was delicious if it was roasted, and how to make a cone of leaves to trap dew or rainwater. He even showed her the ‘toilet paper’ tree, which had soft  fronds that came in handy if you were far from home and caught short!

Best of all, he taught her how to make a natural compass. First, he selected a straight stick of about a metre long. He pushed it into the ground in an area away from any grass or vegetation, so that it cast a clear shadow.

‘When you’re sure that the stick is standing up nicely, you mark the tip of the shadow with your finger, or a twig,’ he told Martine. ‘Wait fifteen minutes. When the shadow moves, mark the tip again. Draw a straight line through the two marks, like so. This will be your East-West line. If you now put your left foot on the first shadow mark and your right foot on the second one, you will be facing roughly north. There are more accurate ways of doing it, but for you, I think, this is the easiest.’

Martine could have gone on listening to bush lessons all day long, but she knew Tendai had work to do, so she thanked him and they continued down the escarpment. The path was overgrown and their way was frequently blocked by cacti and massive boulders. Once, when Martine was about to jump from a rock onto a soft pile of leaves, Tendai’s arm shot out and he pushed her back so hard that she slipped and grazed her bare knee. She was opening her mouth to ask, a little crossly, what he was doing, when she saw Tendai’s sombre face. Lying in the leaves, completely camouflaged by the browns, greys and yellows, were a dozen baby Berg adders. Tendai assured her they were every bit as poisonous as their mother.

Martine was shaken. It was the second time in less than two weeks that her life had been saved. ‘What would have happened to me if I’d been bitten?’

Tendai smiled. ‘But you weren’t.’

‘But what would have happened if I had been?’

The Zulu refused to answer. ‘With any snake bite, you must stay as calm and quiet as possible. Try to identify the snake and walk slowly to get help.’

Urine, it turned out, was an excellent antiseptic and the perfect thing to use if there was no water nearby when a cobra spat in your eye. Martine tried to imagine herself calmly peeing into a cup or even her hand and then using it to wash out her eyes. ‘Ugh,’ she thought, and shuddered as she remembered her close shave with the cobra the other evening. She resolved to give snakes a wide berth in the future.

Tendai saw her expression and erupted into laughter. ‘Don’t worry, Little One. Snakes usually do their best to avoid people and seldom bite unless they are cornered or threatened.’

‘Mmm,’ murmured Martine doubtfully.
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When they reached the jeep, Tendai put the breakfast things in the cab and took out his rifle. They set off on foot across the valley. The sun was so searing that even the earth smelled baked and the sky was as blue as a kingfisher’s wing. At this hour of day there was no shade to speak of, but the lacy-leafed thorn trees were alive with bees, cooing doves and crested grey louries, which her grandmother and Tendai referred to as ‘Go-away’ birds. These were the sounds Martine had come to associate with Africa.

She stuck close to Tendai, who walked with his hand on the trigger of his rifle, alert for elephants, buffaloes  and lions, the most unpredictable animals in the reserve. He noticed everything. He showed Martine a nest of hoopoe bird babies, a comical chameleon and the spoor of a female leopard and two cubs. He could even tell how big the cubs were and how fast the little family had been travelling.

The more Tendai talked, the more obvious it was that he knew Sawubona like he knew his own heart. Martine felt safe with him. With his gravelly voice and patient way of explaining things, he reminded her of her father.

All at once, Tendai broke off. He made a clicking noise of irritation and took some pliers out of his pocket. They were in the valley to search for snares, wire nooses or iron-jawed traps left by poachers, which strangled animals or broke their limbs and left them to die slowly. Martine watched him as he sprang a trap, almost invisible in the long grass, and cut the rusty wire binding it to a tree.

‘I don’t know what to do any more,’ he said as they walked into the welcome cool of a grove of trees. ‘No matter how many snares I remove, they are always there the next day. And recently we’ve started to lose our big game as well. A lion and a buffalo have disappeared in the last month. I wish we could employ a guard, but money is very tight.’
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