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Curtain of Awkwardness

Sinbad the Bengal tiger was roaring over his breakfast and making the windows rattle in our kitchen.

The sounds of Wild World, local safari park and – as of the week before Christmas – our new home, hadn’t got normal yet. I was pretty sure they never would, which was cool by me. Adopting what I hoped was a casual ‘I hear roaring tigers every day’ position at the kitchen table, I pored over the local paper in front of me.

‘Pass it over, dimbo.’

I looked up. My twin sister, Tori, was beckoning impatiently for the paper.

‘I’m still reading our horoscope,’ I objected. Dimbo? ‘Listen. “Prepare for the bright lights as your time in the spotlight has come!” I wonder what it means?’

Tori put on her thinking face. This is exactly like my thinking face as we’re identical twins, only in Tori’s case she really means it. I tend to use it only when I’m trying to look clever in class after a teacher asks me a question. It hides the fact that I’m usually panicking like a wasp trapped in a sticky jam jar.

Tori slapped the table with her hand. ‘Got it.’

I leaned forward eagerly in case my sister’d had one of her rare insightful flashes. Dimbo indeed.

‘It means,’ said Tori, ‘that we have a dental appointment this afternoon. And the dentist will shine his little light into your big gob and—’

‘Oh, go take a long walk off a short cliff, you geek,’ I said. Tori doesn’t get horoscopes. Telescopes, yes. Stethoscopes, yes. But horoscopes, no.

‘Don’t tease Taya, Tori querida,’ said Mum from where she was standing by the sink with a bottle of baby milk in her hand. She sounded weary. ‘And, Taya? Don’t let your sister annoy you so much.’

If you didn’t know about Mum’s animal fostering job, you’d be forgiven for thinking just then that she was apparently blessed with a luxuriant beard. A baby chimpanzee clung to her front, holding a grubby brown teddy, his furry head resting against her chin and blending quite nicely with Mum’s long brown hair.

Tori tried to pull the paper away from me.

‘What do you want it for anyway?’ I snarled, grabbing it back.

‘I want to read about the film they’re making at Harting Park.’

Just in time I stopped my jaw from dropping into my cereal with a clang. Harting Park was only five miles from Fernleigh, our town, and they were making a film there? Like, a proper one with costumes and lights and cameras? Did that mean there were movie stars in the vicinity? Would I bump into someone famous in CostQuik? How come I hadn’t heard of it? All these thoughts rushed through my brain like wildebeest aiming for the least crocodile-infested bit of river they can see.

‘How do you know about it?’ I asked.

Tori shrugged. ‘Everyone knows.’

Apart from me, clearly. I tried to look like I was among the ‘everyone’. ‘Yeah, well,’ I said as casually as I could, ‘you’re not exactly known for having your finger on the pulse of popular culture, are you, Tor?’

‘This isn’t popular,’ Tori said. ‘It’s art. Pavlov Valkyrie’s the director!’

‘Hmm,’ I said vaguely. Who?

As Mum took the bottle of milk out of the microwave, Grandpa, the chimp, started making eager little woffling noises, detached himself from her chin and latched on to the teat, dropping his teddy in the process. Rabbit, our ancient golden retriever, gave it a sniff.

‘You know,’ Tori insisted, raising her voice over the noise of Grandpa’s hungry slurping. ‘The detail king? Like, everything in his films has to be exactly right or he gets into these famous strops and makes people cry? Come on, Taya, even you must have heard of him.’

‘Oh, yeah,’ I said, none the wiser. ‘Pavlov Val … what you said. Yup. With you now.’

‘Taya, you’re such an airhead.’ Tor pushed her long brown plait over her shoulder and flipped the paper open at the exact right page straight off. The classic front view of Harting Park – all pink brick, and white stone frames around the windows, yellow roses in the flowerbed, and sweeping gravel driveway – loomed out at us in pretty perfection. Valkyrie to Shoot Period Epic at Harting went the headline.

Coming round to Tori’s side of the table, I barged her away from the article.

‘Has it got any animals in it?’ I asked. ‘There were loads of animals in period times.’

I didn’t ask this question because I’m crazy about animals by the way, although I totally am. I asked it because animals on film is our dad’s business. The business is called Wild About Animals; our surname’s Wild too. Talk about predestined career.

‘If you’d let me finish reading it,’ Tori said through gritted teeth, ‘I might be able to tell you.’

‘“Mirza Khan and Polly Richards are named as the main actors in a historical film called The Ring and The Rose, shooting at the park over the next month,” ’ I read, scanning quickly through the rest for any mention of four-legged actors. Nada. Not only was this a major disappointment, but I hadn’t heard of the director, the film or the so-called stars.

‘Sounds a bit serious,’ I said when I got to the end. Rabbit lumbered over for some attention and I stroked her big yellow head.

‘Serious can be good, you know,’ Tori said crossly, rubbing her arm where I’d shoved her.

I rolled my eyes. ‘Lighten up will you, you nerd? I was just saying—’

‘Enough! ’ Mum set down Grandpa’s empty bottle on the side, put the baby chimp over her shoulder to burp him and glared at us, sparks shooting from her eyes. ‘The sooner you girls go back to school the better. You’ve done nothing but snip with each other since Christmas.’

This wasn’t the time to correct Mum’s vocabulary. ‘Tori started it!’ I said, stung. ‘I only snipe at Tori because she snipes at me first! And if I maybe ever sometimes do start stuff, it’s only to protect myself !’

‘But—’ Tori began.

‘But nothing!’ Mum interrupted Tori fiercely. ‘Your father—’

She stopped like she’d just run into a Dad-shaped brick wall. Rabbit whined. Silence came down and wrapped us all up in a curtain of awkwardness.

‘Dad what?’ challenged Tori into the quiet. ‘Go on, Mum, say it. What would Dad do? Shall we ask him? Oh no, we can’t because you told him to leave in the middle of Christmas lunch last week. That little reconciliation didn’t last long, did it?’

I gaped at my sister. Mum went white. Tori looked a bit shocked at what had just come out of her own mouth. Then Grandpa’s bottom made a rude and unmistakeable noise. It usually made us laugh, but not today.

‘I’ll change Grandpa’s nappy, Mum,’ I said, keen to move the conversation on from this awful place. ‘Give him here.’

Mum thrust Grandpa into my arms and stalked wordlessly out of the kitchen. Tori tossed her plait over her shoulder again and stalked wordlessly out of the back door. Rabbit decided Tori’s destination was the better option and lumbered after her. Outside, Sinbad roared again.

‘Oh well, Grandpa,’ I said to the chimp, resting my face against his warm cheek. I scooped up his teddy and let him cuddle it. ‘Let’s sort out your little stink, shall we? Seeing how we can’t do much about the other one around here.’


[image: images]

The Whole Pudding Thing

Don’t ask me to explain grown-ups.

Before everything went wrong, Mum and Dad were like a pair of embarrassing teenagers at a beach party, all kissy huggy lovey. I hated it when they came to parents’ evening at our primary school because it’s terrible seeing old people hold hands and, even worse, snog in your classroom. And now suddenly they weren’t talking to each other and Dad had moved out and it was all because our house burned down, which seems just too random for words. OK, I guess it was more complicated than that, but what do I know? I’m only eleven.

Anyway, things improved a bit when Mum got the permanent zookeeper-stroke-animal fostering job complete with gorgeous house at Wild World, and Dad had come to see us all on Christmas Day and everything had been fine until the pudding. It burned him in a pretty nasty place when Mum threw it in his lap. Now they just communicated by terse little texts, usually about who was picking us up from where and at what time. Whatever happened to sticking together through the tough times? It looked like our folks had bottled that bit good and proper.

‘I’m never getting married,’ said Tori as the bus lurched us into town at the end of our first week back at Forrests – school for the Mad, Bad and Wrong Side of Fernleigh kids plus us.

‘Who’d marry you anyway?’ I muttered. We still weren’t getting on very well, incidentally, in case you hadn’t worked that one out for yourself.

‘I would,’ Joe Morton piped up. He clutched a little tighter on to his book bag with one knobbly-knuckled hand and gave Tori a bony thumbs-up with the other.

‘Cheers,’ said Tori gloomily.

‘Me and all,’ said Cazza Turnbull, Year Seven’s Scary Girl Number One and somehow Tori’s best mate. She swung round the bus pole at speed, making a couple of non-Forrests people mutter and change seats. ‘But I’d so take you to the cleaners when we like, divorced.’

I shuddered at the mention of the D word. No one had said it where Mum and Dad were concerned – at least, not yet.



Tori and I got off the bus in town as we were meeting Dad at the Caramel Café in the town centre. I’d tried to persuade Mum to let Dad come up to Wild World and see us there, but she’d gone on about keeping Grandpa calm and not wanting aggro at her place of work, and most likely remembering the Christmas pudding.

Dad looked grey and miserable, hunched over a cup of tea. His camera was slung round his neck as usual. He’s a photographer by training and can’t help snapping stuff, wherever he is.

‘How’s your mum?’ was the first question he asked when Tori and I sat down.

‘Terrible,’ said Tori.

Dad brightened a bit at this. I noticed his little box of sweeteners was lying beside his teacup. That was good, at least. Even with all the Mum traumas, Dad wasn’t being daft about his diabetes.

‘How was your first week back at school?’ was Dad’s next question.

Neither Tori nor I particularly wanted to tell him about the fire in the chemistry lab set by a Year Ten kid who’d been excluded on the first day back, nor the window in the changing rooms that had a stone chucked through it and cut Jonno Nkobe’s head, because we knew he’d get narky about the school and we were starting to feel sort of loyal to Forrests. Although it was still pretty much the scariest place ever, we’d got used to it – even maybe liked it a little bit, in the way you sometimes like the ugliest, snarliest guinea pig in the petting zoo, even though it keeps trying to bite your fingers off.

‘Fine,’ we both said together.

‘Any work, Dad?’ I asked.

Dad gave a half-smile that was only just visible through his scraggy beard. ‘I’ve got a job on a new film up at Harting Park.’

‘I knew it,’ I said in delight. ‘Period stuff always has animals!’

‘You’re working with Pavlov Valkyrie?’ Tor asked.

‘We read about it in the local paper,’ I explained, as Dad was looking surprised that we knew what he was talking about.

‘The director on the monkey link we filmed before Christmas recommended me,’ he said, stirring his tea. ‘And one of Mr Valkyrie’s casting assistants, Dave, has asked me to find some circus horses for the film. It’s looking straightforward so far.’

I was Officially Excited! OK, so it was a dozy film about the past, where probably nothing happened except card games and a bit of bad dancing, with unknown actors and a director with a silly name – but it was a movie nonetheless and Dad was involved!

‘I can’t believe you’re working with Pavlov Valkyrie, Dad,’ said Tori. She looked awestruck. ‘I mean, Pavlov Valkyrie.’

My sister went off into this brainiac daze as I plied Dad with more important questions. ‘Is there a part in it for us? What are the costumes like? Why do you need circus horses?’

‘The film’s based on a real-life incident from the eighteen-nineties,’ Dad explained. ‘A circus came to a sleepy Berkshire town and the daughter of the lord at the big house eloped with one of the circus horsemen.’

‘Oooh!’ I said. The film was suddenly sounding better than I’d thought. ‘A romance! Is the lead actor really handsome? Are there loads of soppy scenes with everyone wearing fantastic dresses?’

Tori made puking noises quietly into her hand.

‘I’ve got no idea,’ Dad confessed. ‘I’ve just been asked to find the horses. I’ve got an appointment with a circus guy with stables down near Southampton in a couple of weeks’ time – do you girls want to come with me? If it’s OK with your mum, of course,’ he added hastily.

I squealed, making a mental note to twist Mum’s arm until she gave in if she had a problem with it. Circus horses! What amazing tricks would they do? Walking on their back legs? Jumping through paper hoops? Riding unicycles? I imagined them: their silky coats rippling with muscles, their heads crowned with great pink plumes, their riders in sparkly sequins to die for.

‘Don’t worry, Dad – she’ll be totally fine about it,’ Tori promised. Her eyes were gleaming as much as mine. For once, we seemed to be agreeing about something.

‘Do you think so? I’ll text her the details.’ Dad set down his teacup and chewed the side of his thumb. Tori and I do it too, when we’re worried. It’s clearly a genetic thing. ‘How is she, by the way?’ he asked. ‘Or have I asked you that already?’

‘You’ve asked us already, and she’s still terrible,’ said Tori.

‘Why don’t you ring her, Dad?’ I said. It was so ragingly clear that he wanted to. ‘I think she’s regretting the whole pudding thing, you know.’

‘She won’t answer the phone,’ he said. He looked fit to burst into tears. ‘I don’t know what to do.’

Tor and I both reached for his arm at the same time.

‘Don’t worry,’ I said. ‘You’ll win Mum back. It’s just going to be a question of timing.’

‘And avoiding hot items of food,’ Tori added.
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Proper Horse Legs

The weekend passed in a blur of Grandpa stuff. Mum had introduced the little chimp to a comfort blanket instead of his teddy a week earlier, and Grandpa had taken to holding a corner of it in his mouth and sucking it. Now it was time to cut the blanket up and give a piece to Honey, the full-grown female chimp out in the Wild World ape house. Everyone had high hopes that Honey was almost ready to take Grandpa on as his surrogate mum, with some bottle-feeding by the humans along the way. A piece of blanket would give her something with Grandpa’s smell on it.

‘It seems cruel, keeping Honey and Grandpa apart for much longer,’ I said as we sat together in the ape house with Mum and Dr Nikolaides, the Wild World vet, on Grandpa’s Sunday afternoon visit. ‘Honey is head over heels in love. I mean, look at her.’

Honey literally groaned with excitement each time Grandpa was brought to see her. The other chimps weren’t especially interested, but Honey’s long hairy brown arms stretched out like in those slo-mo romantic moments you see on old films, just before the lovers gallop into each other’s arms. Now she sat as close to us as she could, clutching the smelly piece of blanket that Mum had cut off Grandpa’s comforter like she was holding Grandpa already, and crooning little chimpy nursery rhymes through the glass. Grandpa fixed his round hazel eyes on her and stared, his own scrap of blanket held tightly against his chest. He was probably thinking: ‘Whoa! You’re a lot hairier than my mum!’

‘I think we can try the handover this week,’ said Dr Nik in his gravelly Greek voice. ‘What do you think, Anita?’

‘Yes, I think they are both almost ready, Jonas,’ Mum smiled back at him.



‘It’s a shame Mum and Dad are married,’ Tori remarked vaguely as we headed back through the park for homework and beans on toast. ‘I think Dr Nik likes her.’

I was horrified. ‘Tori! You can’t say that! Mum and Dad love each other!’

‘I know!’ Tori protested, flushing a little. ‘I’m just saying.’

‘Well, don’t,’ I hissed. ‘Don’t you want Mum and Dad to get back together? So everything can be the same as before?’

Tori’s eyes flickered a bit. She dipped her head and stared at the ground. ‘Nothing’s ever the same as before,’ she said.

Our little house beamed cheerfully at us through the late afternoon gloom, the porch light swinging a little in the wind. I gave a little skip as we came through the gate, forgetting for a moment about Tori’s dangerous thought directions. We lived here. Here, in the wildlife park! Once we sorted out our parental traumas, life had the potential for perfection.

I promised myself there and then to make sure Mum and Dad wouldn’t drift apart. They loved each other as much as Honey and Grandpa did, and I wasn’t going to see them separated for an instant longer than I had to.



On Monday, Jonno Nkobe returned to school with a bandage round his head as big as a proper turban, so no one got any work done because the boys in our class kept trying to unravel it when Jonno wasn’t looking. His mate Tosh nearly succeeded, but was sent to the Head for endangering Jonno’s stitches. So we didn’t get any work done on Tuesday either because we were talking about Tosh and how he was probably going to get excluded like the arsonist in Year Ten.

‘I’m gonna get excluded this term,’ Cazza boasted on Wednesday.

‘Don’t be stupid, Caz,’ Tori said. ‘Pass us the dictionary.’

Cazza passed Tori the dictionary she wanted. Even though Tori’d been doing this for a couple of months now, I still found it totally amazing how my twin could bring the terrifying Cazza Turnbull to heel like a well-trained dog. Cazza’s former best mates, Heather Cashman and Carrie Taylor, looked on enviously. I bet you they never figured out how to get Scary Mary numero uno to do what they wanted.

I bit the end of my pen and tried to concentrate on what I was writing. It was hard because English isn’t really my best subject, and up to this point in the lesson I’d been devising romantic scenarios in my head where Mum and Dad got back together again, and had not been thinking about work at all.

‘Describe a horse to an alien who’s never seen a horse before’ was the title. It looks like a big brown animal with ears and a tail and a face that’s long like a ruler was as far as I’d got. I was making the poor creature sound like some kind of freak. Sighing, I glanced around the room for inspiration.

Biro Lohoni had his head down over his book in front of me. For someone who only recently learned to speak English, he’s pretty good in English lessons. His handwriting is slow and careful, like his pen is tiptoeing through a minefield. I craned my neck as subtly as I could to see if I could steal a couple of ideas.

A beautifully drawn horse was galloping across the top of Biro’s page. He’d got its mane and tail all fluttery, and somehow its legs looked like proper horse legs and not Twiglets. Underneath I could see he was drawing an arrow from the picture to some words underneath that said: A horse looks like this.
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