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Author’s Note

Setswana should be pronounced as it is written. Its ‘e’s are not silent - ‘Kasane’, for example, has three syllables.




This is a book for optimists.




Prologue
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Sliding slowly towards sleep, I closed eyes that stung with delicious heat-induced torpor. Of course, as so often happens, just as I was about to pitch towards that dark, comfortable chasm, I was awoken suddenly by obtruding noise. Above me the tin roof clattered and crackled.

The sound of fat, warm raindrops.

Pula!

Rain!

Had it come at last?

I pushed my wicker chair across the roughly sawn floor-boards of the wooden hut, leapt up and turned to the window. My disappointment was acute as I realised that the African sun - surely the fiercest in the world - was still blazing down on the submissive land. As its morning rays warmed the galvanised sheets, they had begun to expand until they were fighting for room, bending and slightly buckling against each other causing this percussive rumble of sound.

Tantalisingly, away on the horizon in Namibia, I could see hill ranges of black, potent clouds rumbling and rolling,  and spitting and glittering with spikes of electricity above the several hundred Brahman cattle and their ambling, stick-switching herders as they roamed across the river plain. Below me, ‘my’ village - a modern collection of neat houses, varied shops and grand safari lodges whose verandas extended to the river bank - was obscured by dust-dirtied acacia thorn bushes. From where I stood the plains disappeared into a misty infinity; a vista that had changed not at all since these tribesmen had first brought their livestock from the west and north countless hundreds of years before.

As I turned to sit again, my reasonably practised eye made out two familiar shapes away to my right. Like badly drawn ‘M’s etched on the side of the tan escarpment some few hundred yards away, the silhouettes of the mother and calf elephants, majuscule and minuscule, moved slowly across the clearing. Nodding with surprising synchronicity, they made their way down the shallow slope. Their serious, rather mechanical determination made me smile. Occasionally, hardly turning her head, the mother looked back to ensure her offspring was still following closely, for even in the heat of mid-morning predators prowled the forest of thick, shady thorn-trees.

Naturally the grey of cracked potter’s clay, but dusted darker now with the black mud of the last dried-out pan that they had found on their long journey from the Chinamba Hills to the south, the animals lumbered on. Instinct guided them, with other unseen hundreds, onwards to the cool, deep brown waters of the Chobe River. Soon they were heading almost directly towards me but seemed oblivious, in their quest for water and green vegetation, to the shaky wooden cabin in which I was standing.

A fallen mopane tree had collapsed into the track before  them, desiccated and broken like a drought-stricken corpse; from its rib-like branches flitted a lilac-breasted roller, the glorious national bird of Botswana. Flashing its electric-turquoise wings and croaking rack-kack kacker in fright, it disappeared into the bush just before the cow elephant, with slow deliberation, slid her luminously white tusks under the main trunk of the tree and lifted the ton or so of wood off the ground, tipping it with a creaking crash out of the way. Ponderously she reversed a few steps and considered how much tidier things looked. Her calf raised his small trunk, curling its little pink tip, and poked the air in a demonstration of filial admiration. His parent allowed herself a slight affectionate smile before forging on.

Gusts of kiln-hot wind blew up eddies of dust around the two elephants’ knees, which appeared to disorientate them and cause them to diverge from their chosen route. Now, it seemed, they had decided to take the short cut through the small beautifully tended and carefully watered garden that surrounded the building. Paying scant attention to the white wooden fence, the pickets of which scattered like spillikins, they proceeded, quite unaggressively, to crush or consume the bright patches of flowers and ornamental shrubs that had stood out in such colourful contrast to the sweeping beige and brown of the miles of bush. Young Gabamukuni, our cheerful if not overly industrious groundsman, would not be happy when he got back from the clinic, not happy at all.

Really, I ought to do something, I thought.

Shooing an Elephant . . .

There were various techniques. Some people always kept a noisy old aluminium saucepan and dented soup ladle to hand; others possessed November 5th quantities of pyrotechnics, strategically disposed, to deter these gentle but destructive creatures.

My method normally involved trying to stop breathing.

Despite the countless hundreds, no thousands, of these colossal, graceful beasts that I had seen while I had been living in Botswana, there was still, mixed in with the thrill, excitement and awe of watching them, a sizeable shot of stomach-gurgling alarm. As these two passed in front of me barely thirty yards away, I felt a double measure of fear float slowly up my throat. I could not help but back off. As cautiously as a retreating cat burglar, I stepped back as the shadow of the first elephant fell across the window. In doing so, of course, I collided with my desk and knocked a pile of reading books into a leaning tower that teetered and then fell noisily onto the wooden floor, where, half a second later, I joined them with a resounding, cabin-shaking crash. For a few seconds I sat there, listening hard, before climbing back as quietly as possible to my feet and peeping over the window-ledge. Sweat trickled into my eyes.

The mother elephant’s ears were now spread wide. She had swung three-quarters of her bulk round to face me and instinctively raised one of her forelegs, shaking her tusks up and down as she did so. Her frightened calf pranced with surprising agility behind her and peered out at me.

I peered back.

Elephants are always pretending to charge. It’s just showing off. Maternal instinct takes over. They didn’t often actually, you know, flatten things, I thought rather fancifully, as I glanced past them at the devastation of uprooted, smashed trees and crushed vegetation spread before me. This building was made of plywood, tin sheets and a few tacks - there weren’t even any window panes.

Still, even if the cow did charge it would only be a little bit, just to show me who was boss - not that I really was in any doubt. Then she would just back away and the pair  would meander off down to the river to drink their fill, eat a few leaves and wallow in the mud.

Wouldn’t they?

Lifting her trunk high, higher than the roof of the hut, the mother woke me from my wistful reverie. Stamping the ground, she trumpeted sonorously enough to summon the dead. So loudly did she bellow that the teeth shook in my head and my eyes watered.

Of course, it was inevitable that at this noise pandemonium immediately broke out in the classroom. All fourteen children, who had previously been reading their storybooks in contented silence, had been shocked out of their fantasy adventures by my tumble. Now aware of our visitors, they abandoned their tasks, spraying pencils, rubbers and crayons about the floor, and racing under and over desks towards the window.

‘Elephants, beautiful elephants!’ squealed Stella, the thick braids of her hair bouncing up and down.

‘Where is the elephant, Mr Mango?’

‘What do you mean, where is the elephant?’ I replied, astonished, but without demur, at my new African soubriquet. ‘Where is the elephant?’ I glanced nervously back at the huge beast outside. Then looking down, I realised that Blessings was much too short to see out of the window. Without thinking, I picked him up under the arms and he wriggled and squirmed to get a look. Bothle, normally lacking any semblance of get up and go, was energetically trying to climb up my right leg for a better view although he was much impeded by his rotund tummy. At the same time, Olobogeng was looking up at me imploringly and shaking my left elbow in an attempt to see what all the fuss was about.

‘Sit down and, ssssh, for goodness sake, be quiet!’ I begged in a curious half-falsetto, as I glanced over my  shoulder. Obedient, as usual, the children returned to their places, a few even remembering to pick up their reading books on the way.

To my great relief, the elephants, probably put off by the commotion in the hut, had decided that they had made their point and were moving slowly away across the football pitch. I watched them go, nervously looking out for signs of second thoughts.

‘Mr Mango, Mr Mango!’ sang out the irrepressible Courtney, his blue eyes crinkled up with excitement.

‘Yes, Courtney? Go on, get down off your chair. You’ll only fall off again.’ I felt weak at the memory of last week’s bloodshed.

‘Sorry, Mr Mango,’ he apologised in a sing-song voice as, hands on the desk, he slithered down to the floor before shuffling his bottom back onto his seat. ‘But, Mr Mango, can I play centre forward on Saturday, Mr Mango?’

‘No, Courtney. We’ve already decided haven’t we? Dolly and Olo are going to be our strikers this week.’


‘Ohhhh, Mr Mango!’

‘Shush, Courtney!’ Elizabeth, our classroom helper, gently admonished, as she shifted comfortably in her armchair and continued to repair Blessings’ torn shorts with a needle and thread.

Heaven only knew what would happen on Saturday. One set of goalposts had just disappeared into the bush on the back of an elephant.
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Ding, Dong the Bells are Going to Chime

[image: 002]


The Waterfront in Cape Town in the early months of a Southern Hemisphere autumn is a remarkably pleasant and sophisticated place to be.

Most of the numerous fish restaurants and bars have open views across the bay to Robben Island. Somehow the sharp corners of this prison penitentiary have been gently rounded as, in a surprisingly short space of time, it has developed the iconic status of Alcatraz and entered into a Hollywood-style retirement. The thousands of tourists, borne there on a number of sleek passenger ferries, wear down the paths of the former convicts, gradually eroding the brutal, horrifying reality of the institution and the regime.

Meanwhile, the near permanent sunshine, the range of wonderful smells and the sounds of cheerful, foot-tapping jazz bands that drift out from the quay across the sea create a safe protective bubble in which the international bourgeoisie can disport themselves.

Relaxing in a canvas chair on a teak deck, I faced on the table in front of me a no more challenging prospect than a fillet of snapper and a glass of Semillon Chardonnay, the  yellow of Arcadian mead. The Victoria and Alfred Waterfront was a development that would not have been out of place in Miami, Nice, the Caribbean or practically anywhere on the coast of Australia. Altogether, it would be fair to admit, it was a fine example of what was described on one of the very helpful tourist signboards as ‘modern living in a traditional setting’. The architects had cleverly constructed the boutiques of the shopping mall along the edge of old quays; jetties, which still preserved their massive iron bollards around which the Brobdingnagian hawsers of ocean liners had once been hurled, were dotted and splashed with some reasonably authentic-looking guano. A number of fishing trawlers were moored here now, some stained by patches of honest rust but most smartly painted in bright jolly-boating colours. For the main part, fishing nets and cases of slithering, silver fish had been replaced by wood-strip benches and emergency instructions. Some of the vessels’ owners would not have looked out of place in the pages of Melville. One bristling fellow with a real Sou’wester and a pipe would, I was sure, have roared ‘Billions of blue blistering barnacles’ the moment a little white dog lifted his leg on his yellow Wellington boots. The majority of those who stood on the quayside, however, were now advertising in stentorian tones ‘value’ whale-watching trips along the coast rather than their daily catch or vacancies for harpooners.

Still, it was a very comfortable and, with the Rand at an all time low, a very cheap place to be, as I was now, amongst friends. We clinked our sparkling glasses and started to eat as a rather incongruous but by no means unappealing Santa Claus rollerbladed past. Dressed in economical terry-towelling hot pants, she whizzed along the smooth walkways, her blonde hair streaming out from beneath her red and white bobble hat.

‘Delicious,’ I mumbled to general assent.

Delicious, warm, pretty, inexpensive and friendly, but not at all how I had imagined Africa to be.

Indeed, much that I had seen to date on this, my first visit had proved disconcertingly familiar. Most of the architecture of Cape Town, particularly the more modern, could be found without difficulty in any European city. Even the townships, that old, disfiguring scar on the face of the new South Africa, could draw sad comparisons with the slums of India, where I had worked and lived only the year before; the juxtaposition of rich and poor was almost as stingingly shocking.

Wealthy suburbs along the coast were stunning; motoring along the corniches was reminiscent of the Adriatic Coast or the Côte d’Azur, the drive made all the more nostalgic by the hire of a midnight-blue Fiat Dino Spyder - a beautiful make of car and similar to one I had owned in my youth. Forays into the hinterland, for reasons oenological and gastronomical, to the vineyards of Stellenbosch and Paarl and the valleys of Franschhoek reminded me of visits to Beaune and Beaujolais, Alsace and the Loire; the cellars and restaurants familiar-sounding: Chamonix, La Couronne, Mont Rochelle, Haute Cabriere. We lunched in rose gardens on foie gras, stuffed partridge in champagne,  tarte au citron, and any variety of cheeses. At one establishment, rather at the wrong end of the proceedings, I even engaged mine host in a lengthy conversation in school-teacher French about the respective merits of pinotage and  cabernet franc. I still remain a little unclear about the nuances of difference.

The purpose of my visit to South Africa was not simply one of hedonistic pleasure. I had been invited by Tim, an old friend from Australia. Tim had decided to get married and settle down which had surprised me mightily because  he was a will o’ the wisp, a flibbertigibbet and some might say, but only very kindly, a clown. With admirable singlemindedness and an acoustic guitar, he had played the troubadour over most continents. He had been a salesman in Uganda, rickshaw-driver in London, ice-cream salesman in Italy, pedlar, or possibly peddler, in the foothills of the Himalayas; all these for fun but none for too long. We shared a certainty that it would be not only a great shame but practically a crime if we didn’t experience as much as we could of what lay beyond the shores of our home before it was too late.

Not one of his many friends overseas was quite sure what had brought about Tim’s announcement that he intended to marry and settle down with his long-term Zimbabwean girlfriend, Tracey, in Cape Town. Perhaps it was his age; perhaps he was tired of always trying to keep one step ahead of the game, the rules of which had been laid down by his middle-class Australian background; perhaps it was a final need for the comforts of the hamster wheel - a desire to get back into the loop.

Adulthood pursues us all relentlessly and, more often than not (possibly for the good), tracks us down and scoops us up. Love, too, is certainly a beautiful life-changing thing, but what sent electronic messages of consternation whizzing through cyberspace between those who knew him well was Tim’s declaration that he intended to work as a manager for his father-in-law in the latter’s construction company. This was surely a role that he was, by any standard, quite ill-equipped and totally unqualified to fulfil.

Still, I suppose he was forty.

And, I realised now with a heavy-sinking heart, in about eighteenth months, so would I be.

Looking at Tim’s situation more positively, it did mean  that there would be a wedding and, hence, a celebration - a party. Knowing the man as I did, I suspected it would be quite a party. So it was that from Adelaide (Tim’s home-town) to Zwillingen (where Pete, his ski-instructor younger, wilder brother temporarily resided) holiday time was booked, flights reserved, gladrags bought and bags packed. My invitation was particularly gratefully received as a long winter in the UK came to an end. For once I had no hesitation in accepting. My finances, due no doubt to some technological banking glitch, seemed surprisingly, worryingly buoyant. Indeed I did not even have to consult my bank manager and intermittent friend - the splendidly but not always appropriately named Mr Jolly. Since I had returned from a happy time living and teaching in India, I had flipped and floundered as I tried to find a satisfactory niche back at home. No doubt because I still had high levels of a nasty travel bug pumping around my veins, I had bought an open-ended return ticket to Cape Town. Before I had left England I had resolved that this celebration would be a stepping-off point to explore as much as I could of the continent of Africa.

So future career moves again, with no little measure of guilt, put temporarily on hold, I had arrived in Cape Town a week prior to the Happy Day in order to take the opportunity to catch up with other old friends. Many of us had met in the Solomon Islands some years before where Tim had been of great assistance to me during my chickenrestauranteuring days. Charlie and his Malaitan wife, the beautiful Gracie, had flown in from Honiara, and it was with them that I was relaxing at the Waterfront on the day of the ceremony. We chewed the cud about various South Sea adventures while Gracie, who had never left Melanesia before, looked around her, pop-eyed at the choice of treats available. Occasionally, she skipped off to one of the many  colourful stalls to buy a toy here or trinket there for one of her sizeable tribe of children.

As the wedding was not until four that afternoon, it may not, with hindsight, have been a good idea to agree to meet at eleven in the morning. Charlie, who as best man was dressed in a grey morning suit complete with top hat, was almost as out of place as the roller-blading Father Christmas. He was also suffering badly from the heat. At both waist and neck his attire was coming asunder and his hat had lurched to a raffish angle normally only attempted by the most roguish of Dickensian characters. Quantities of cigarette ash, crumbs of fish and blobs of tartare sauce now bespeckled the front of what had been a pretty exotically patterned waistcoat in the first place. Patting his beaming forehead with Gracie’s gloves, Charlie made a unilateral decision that we needed more refreshments.

Two more bottles of something white and delicious seemed to set my friend up for the duties he was to carry out that afternoon. Now, standing somewhat inelegantly, a task which would have been distinctly more arduous had it not been for the assistance of the sturdy table’s edge and Gracie’s well-practised supporting grip, he bid us pay the bill and follow him. The mathematical skill required to divide the amount owed between us seemed momentarily to have eluded us, so I shrugged and, as so often happens in these situations, blithely paid with a credit card that had been provided for me by the ever trusting Mr Jolly. Whatever needling feelings of guilt I certainly should have suffered seemed to be strangely dulled, and I made my way jauntily up a gangplank in the direction of the road. Charlie was already gesticulating rather wildly at a variety of vehicles that were quite clearly not taxis.

Soon after, the rest of our motley and slightly flushed group arrived at the roadside to find our best man engaged  in a lengthy negotiation of price and route conducted in a complex mix of war-movie German, beginner’s Afrikaans and English.

‘Ach ja, wunderbar, Stellenbosch, sehr groot, let’s go, mate!’ He waved his hat out of the side door before sliding it closed with a flourish and collapsed back into his seat. ‘Stellenbosch, here we come, “I’m getting married in the morning,” ’ he warbled as we pulled out into the traffic.

‘Stellenbosch, you sure?’ Jonny, another close friend, leant through the headrests, his normally cheerful face displaying a frown of puzzlement.

‘Course it is! Didn’t you read the invitation? Will, give us the invitation. Give us your invitation.’

‘Charlie, I was relying on you. You were there yesterday for the practice. You must be able to remember where we’re going?’

‘’Xactly, follow me, course I know where we’re going,’ he confirmed as we sped out of town.

But of course he was wrong. Kirstenbosch, not Stellenbosch, was our destination, but that was not discovered until we had arrived at the latter some thirty miles out of town. By this time we were running very late. ‘Get me to the church on time!’ Charlie sung lustily as he waved at bemused pedestrians.

Suffice it to say that the church was reached minutes if not seconds before the bride arrived, and the dash there involved a worrying degree of traffic-dodging and language not commonly connected with the sacred contract of marriage. Tim looked less than grateful and relieved as Charlie came lurching up the aisle attempting to get his shirt tails to finally stay in his not inconsiderable waistband. I slid into the back pew with Jonny, and buried my nose in the order of service rather than face out the stares of the bride’s family.

After the ceremony, wedding photographs were somewhat delayed by the disappearance of the best man and his wife backwards over a low, small wall. After a certain amount of flailing arms and a great deal of giggling they reappeared. Charlie’s topper now looked more like something normally worn by the Cat in the Hat. Thanks to Gracie’s accidental elbow, his right eye was now a rich maroon. Afterwards, the chronology of the events of the evening could be charted photographically by the size of his swelling.

We all then proceeded to the reception. Having consulted the seating plan, I found myself on a table of strangers and prepared myself for an hour or so of unchallenging, inconsequential small talk. So it was to my surprise when the gentleman on my left, gimlet-eyed and goatee-bearded, lifted off his half-moon glasses and fixed me with a stare.

‘So,’ he glanced at my place name. ‘Will . . .’

‘Yes, er . . . Neville?’ I smiled, peering sideways at the small piece of decorated card in front of him.

‘What do you make of modern Africa?’

‘Well, blimey, I’m not at all sure. You see, I haven’t really been here that long.’

‘Semper aliquid novi Africam adferre. An educated man like you would agree?’

‘Sorry, not sure I am quite with you there . . .’

‘“Africa always brings us something new.” Pliny the Elder, Historia Naturalis, Book Eight. Remember? How true it is.’

‘Is it?’

‘Where are you heading to from here? There’s so much out there. Remember your Shakespeare? “I speak of Africa and golden joys,” Henry IV Part Two, Act Five, Scene Three. Remember?’

Before I could even open my mouth, let alone think of  an excuse, he went on. ‘Botswana. That’s where you want to go. There is a country going places. It’s not all ladies and their detective agencies you know.’

What the hell was he talking about? I smiled at an impassive, suet-faced girl sitting opposite me, hoping for rescue. None was forthcoming.

‘We are looking at the formation of a modern democratic state, you know, with a genuine, operating social system.’

God, how dreary.

‘What’s your game then, Will?’

‘I’m a teacher. Just sort of taking a bit of time off.’

‘Teacher, eh? You better get up to Kasane, go and see my mate Graham. He always needs teachers - runs a little school in the bush. Now, that would be a tremendous experience. I don’t know, he’s probably got about sixty kids there. All sorts of different backgrounds, countries. Nice facilities and everything. What’s so great about the school is its location in the bush, so you’re surrounded by some of the biggest variety of wildlife in the world. Stunning. God what I wouldn’t give to do that. You know, if I was a bit younger . . . God, yes! I’m sure Graham would take you on like a shot. You’ve got references and all that I suppose?’

‘Right, Kasane. Good. Yes, I have got references and things. But I couldn’t just turn up like that out of the blue, could I?’ I tried to imagine just turning up at a school in England and presenting myself for duty. Then I thought of the endless offices and interviews and pointless paperwork. The form-filling. Grabbing my glass, I shuddered at the thought.

‘Will, listen, this is Africa. We don’t get hamstrung with all that bureaucratic nonsense that you do in Europe. All I need do is give Graham a ring and you just have to get yourself up there. Here is my card. If you’re interested give me a call. Think about it.’

‘So where exactly is Bots—?’ But once he had handed me his business card Neville turned to the guest on his left and became engaged in a conversation that lasted the length of the meal and seemed to revolve almost entirely around lingerie.


Professor Neville Botting. University of Cape Town; I shoved the card in the breast pocket of my jacket and set about tackling a new bottle of Sauvignon which originated from somewhere just up the road. Glancing at the girl opposite me who was sucking Coca-cola cross-eyed through a straw, I realised I was on my own.

Botswana.

Of course, I had heard of Botswana, but what did I know about the country? Well . . . nothing really. To my embarrassment, I realised that I knew next to nothing about any of the countries of the African continent. Apart from South Africa, whose momentous political changes at the end of the twentieth century had been the centre of world attention, and then the recently publicised sufferings of the people of Zimbabwe, the rest of the vast land mass remained obscure to me, its peoples and traditions alien. Yet, I was intrigued by Professor Botting’s brief description and tempted by the slightly nebulous concept of the ‘natural world’. More than this, though, I was surprised by how appealing I found the thought of teaching in a little school ‘in the bush’. As far as schools are concerned small is definitely beautiful. The vast inner-city establishments in the UK where I had once taught seemed to lose the souls of the children in their endless disinfected corridors, and compared unfavourably to the warmth and succour of the ‘large family’ type of school in the Indian orphanage where, not so long ago, I had been so happy. Some years back, I had realised that I was a very poor tourist, and I secretly loathed long tours of decaying buildings or sliding across  the polished floors of hushed museums. What I really enjoyed was the opportunity to get under the skin of a community, and to share food and drink, and conversation and humour at the table of people whose experience was vastly different to mine, but with whom more often than not I found I had a great deal in common.

Charlie, his church duties adequately performed, had delivered a speech which had caused only a few eyebrows to be raised and two champagne glasses to be dropped. He had then made himself comfortable at the bar. I made the life-transforming decision to join him. Fairly accomplished, almost by birthright, at the art of drinking, and certainly having put in a number of years of fairly regular practice, I had always considered myself, perhaps with a certain misplaced pride, to be something of a natural. Pretty quickly, however, I came to recognise that as far as Charlie was concerned, I was punching well above my weight. What astonished me was not only the quantities of alcohol involved but also the pace at which we were expected to progress. Varieties of blends, colours, strengths and smells quickly began to kaleidoscope in my mind, and the boundaries of my vision began, in a wholly comforting and well-recognised fashion, to shrink to this warm and friendly little corner of the world.

As the evening wore on and the hired jazz band warbled away underneath some lime trees at the end of the lawn, the celebrations took a classic course. Initially, the guests had come together tentatively, the two camps shyly polite and occasionally bemused; exercising their well-honed small-talk skills, they had circled and introduced, sipped and nibbled. Later, as the champagne had given way to other wines and worse, the volume of the conversation had taken a sharp and noticeable turn upward, reaching its apex when pudding was finished and the band started its first  boisterous set. Many of the more enthusiastic roisterers took to the specially laid parquet flooring and danced in a manner ranging from the fervent, almost zealous, to the downright inappropriate. Occasionally people reappeared from bushes and alcoves wriggling items of clothing back into their proper positions. At the bar, laughter was elicited in generous measure by anecdotes that more often than not did not merit it and which totally escape me today.

At least it was clear that everyone was having a good time - apart, of course, from those inevitable couples that were having rows and that strange minority who find that, after a few drinks, for some inexplicable reason, they have to burst into floods of tears.

The top of the festive hill was reached some time after midnight and slowly, imperceptibly, everything slowed down, became a little quieter, a little unsteadier, fuzzy at the edges. The lights blurred, hands crept to stifled yawns; jackets, handbags and discarded hats were sought out in corners where they had been either dropped or thrown; taxis were ordered, and thanks and apologies given. Everyone realised that the party, certainly a great success, had come to an end. Everyone, that is, except Charlie.

‘Come on, Gracie, arise from that semi-recumbent posture!’ he bellowed, a wild look in his eye. He lifted the coffee-stained cloth of one of the tables and peered underneath.

‘Come on, old girl!’ he called encouragingly as a rather frazzled, slightly crumpled Gracie crawled on all fours back into the swinging greens and blues of the disco lights. For the first time, she looked like she was wishing that she was curled up comfortably on the veranda of their little beach house back in the islands of New Georgia, being lulled to sleep by the breaking of Pacific waves.

Instead, she was invited, as were I and a couple of other  guests who had not yet managed to make good their escape, to go clubbing. Any resolve that I might have had to not overdo it, to call it a day at a reasonable hour, to get a good night’s sleep, collapsed as we poured ourselves into a taxi and headed off to a place Charlie ‘used to go to twenty years ago. Assolutely magic.’

To the surprise of us all, Rhythm Divine was still there, a place that was ‘downtown and happening’ - at least that was what I was told by Charlie shortly before he tripped over the doorstep and disappeared at speed into a large throbbing, leaping crowd of partygoers. The bouncer seemed so astonished that he hardly bothered to look at my ticket as he rubber-stamped my watch strap. I considered asking him when the last top-hat-wearing clubber had visited Rhythm Divine but the music was too loud.

‘You’ll never guess what, Will, mate,’ Charlie had sought me out in a small yard behind the club. Gracie had curled up under a tree with my jacket over her head and I was considering the health benefits of another bottle of Castle beer after a rather hectic Mick Jagger impersonation on the upstairs dance floor. Much of the old magic of my performance was still there, I liked to think, and certainly people had stood back, although whether this was through admiration or self-preservation I was unsure. The only definite outcome was that I was absolutely exhausted.

‘You know who this is, Will?’ Mate, you know who this is?’ Charlie had a rather shorter figure in a headlock that seemed to be applied partly in a spirit of camaraderie but also partly in an attempt to remain upright.

‘This is Phil, my ol’ mate Phil!’

He loosened his arm to reveal a wiry, deeply tanned, grizzled man of about my age. Shaven-headed, with a diamond earring and a tattoo of somebody naked wrestling with a snake on a solid bicep, Phil’s appearance  was piratical but his grin overwhelmingly friendly.

‘How are you, mate? Charlie, mate. Having a good time? Good wedding?’

So many people that I had liked and sympathised with on the road over the last few years had proved to be Australian, and Phil was the right type of Aussie - the type who wasn’t obsessed about being an Australian. Indeed, it seemed that he had made every attempt to flee that continent as soon as he was old enough and had been on the road ever since. Now, though, he had declared his never-ending love for Africa; this was where he wanted to stay.

‘So, you seen much of the place?’ he asked me as we leant against the wall of the yard and he stroked his neck trying to relieve some of the discomfort inflicted by Charlie’s ministrations.

‘Cape Town?’

‘Nah, Africa, mate - all that out there.’ He wafted his arm around him in a manner that suggested that he was not entirely sober either. ‘You gotta get out there.’

‘Yes, well, I have been to the vineyards and stuff, you know. Very nice.’

‘Oh pssh, that’s nothing, mate. That’s just like Europe - no, I mean Africa. The bush, mate. Have another beer.’ He was beginning to sound like a bladdered version of Professor Neville Botting and the curiosity that I had felt at dinner swirled to the surface again.

‘Oh, no, I won’t thanks. Got to head off in a min . . . No, honestly. Please!’ But he had headed off to the bar leaving me with a beatifically beaming Charlie, who swayed slightly to and fro and muttered ‘bloody brilliant’ under his breath a few times.

 



What was distinctly not so bloody brilliant was my state of health, both mental and physical, when finally I met up  with my friends for a late breakfast in leafy Green Point the next morning. A fried breakfast, the panacea, according to the cognoscenti, for all alcohol-related ills, snarled at me from the plate that had been placed before me in a trendy bistro. The thumping music didn’t seem to be on my side either.

Charlie, who was putting a fantastic face on things - or who was not yet entirely sober - was appallingly chipper.

‘Not eating your sausages, Will?’

I could not reply and watched listlessly as he scooped one off my plate and consumed it in one long sliding motion.

Phil smacked his lips as he wiped his plate clean and then took a slug from a brown beer bottle - an item that I noticed seemed to be an almost permanent accessory.

‘Right, better be getting you fellows to the airport,’ he announced briskly as he drained the last drops onto his tongue.

Charlie and Gracie were flying to Australia that morning en route for the islands. If Charlie felt anything like I did, which is certainly beyond my powers of description, then the trip must have been an appalling prospect but, without even the quietest groan, he stood up and gathered together numerous bags and the gently fading Gracie. Although I was almost overcome by the relief I felt at not having to embark on a long journey myself at that moment, I did also sense a slight panic at what my future might or might not hold. My eventual visit to the travel agent to book my return ticket to London would, I realised at that moment, be undertaken with a heavy heart.

‘Right, I’ll just get the truck,’ announced Phil and disappeared into the car-park.

‘You don’t have to come, Will, you know, if you don’t want to . . . Go back to bed!’

‘No, no, I’m fine. Really. Fine.’ I didn’t see my friends often. It was the least I could do - I supposed.

With a groaning of air-brakes, a large yellow lorry drew up in front of the café. Phil grinned at us from the driver ’s seat. To my surprise, as I stumbled out onto the pavement, I saw that the truck had been converted into a heavy-duty charabanc with windows cut into the back section. A hefty door fixed into the side was swung open, and I clambered, like an alpinist suffering from lack of oxygen, into the back. Here I discovered carpeting and moderately comfortable bench-seating bolted to the floor. The cab was separated from the rest of the vehicle by a mesh screen; communication between front and back was by a white telephone affixed to a bulkhead.

We rumbled through the lunchtime traffic as I lapsed into a state just a few levels away from coma, disturbed only by the thumping and grinding of Phil changing gears and the occasional whining horn of a car as it flashed by on the motorway.

Our farewells were somewhat muted at the departure gate but I managed a small wave and a half-smile as Charlie and Gracie, using their trolleys as much for support as anything else, wandered off in the direction of the passport officials. It was surely touch and go whether they would be allowed onto the airplane.

Back on board the yellow machine, this time up front alongside the driver, I began to feel rather faint. Rolling down the window I leaned out for some fresh air.

‘Here you go, mate!’

I turned slowly to discover that Phil had flicked up the lid of a small cool box that had been fitted between the seats. The rows of silver beer-bottle tops looked like bullets in a magazine. I shook my head as vehemently as it would allow but, unperturbed, Phil pulled a bottle out with a  practised flick of the wrist. Placing it between his teeth, he bit down hard and twisted off the cap. His eyes never leaving the road, he spat it expertly into a small receptacle screwed to the dashboard. When he thrust the cold bottle towards me, I took it with all the enthusiasm of a man being offered a live hand grenade.

‘Go on, then. You know it makes sense!’

I did not, I really did not. I lifted it to my lips as reluctantly as Socrates had his hemlock.

‘So what do you reckon to the old truck?’

‘Mmm, absolutely great . . . So, er, what is it? Er . . . I mean what do you do with it?’

‘Well, Will, it’s what we call an overlander. You know, get out there in the bush, in amongst it. Great, love it.’

‘Oh, you mean a sort of safari truck?’ I hazarded. The last thing on earth I felt like doing at that particular moment was getting ‘in amongst it’.

‘Well you’re kinda right, mate, but you see this beauty’s fully fitted out. We got the lot. Camping kit, all the spares you want, cooking stuff. Everything you need. We can sort out a trip for like twenty PAX. You know, passengers, punters.’

‘Oh, yes. I’ve always wondered what PAX stands for. Do you know?’

‘Absolutely no idea, mate. Anyway this beauty will get you halfway across the continent - fully ready to go for like a month before we need to restock.’

Five minutes more in the over-heated cab would be quite enough for me. I took a deep breath and a small sip of beer.

‘Yeah, in fact I’m heading out tomorrow. Got sixteen coming in in the morning. Frenchies and Germans - new lot. Taking them through the Namib, Kalahari, through Bots, over the top into Vic Falls. Just a bit over a couple of weeks, you know? Should be great.’

‘Oh, I see.’

More of an effort, Will.

‘So . . . is that a long way?’

Or something.

I drank some more beer and battled with a resentful digestive system.

‘Oh, mate, yeah, it’s gotta be fifteen hundred miles. Yeah, good long stretch.’

Good? I hardly thought so.

‘Yeah, I’ll leave them there then get on up to Zambia, Malawi, Kenya. You know? Love it up there, you know? Gets pretty tough.’ This seemed strangely to be a positive recommendation.

Just listening to Phil was enough to make me feel like going back to bed.

‘You don’t have to do everything for them, do you? I mean like cook and put up their tents and . . . well, talk to them.’

‘Ah well, listen, mate, you know, they’re supposed to muck in, help out, teamwork and stuff. And Janey comes along too.’

‘Oh, yeah, who’s she?’ I slid up a bit in my seat, and to my alarm as I tipped the beer bottle again to swig from it, I discovered it to be empty.

‘She’s my girlfriend.’

‘Oh, OK yes, right, I see.’

‘She’s great, does the cooking, barbies, you know what they call braais here. And she’s a guide, so she points out all the interesting stuff on the way. Flora and fauna. She’s flying in from the UK tomorrow because she’s a Pom. Been staying with her Mum in Reading, so we’ll all meet up at the airport. Bit of an early start - gotta be there about six-thirty.’

‘Ha, ha. I think I’ll still be firmly tucked up at that sort of time in the morning!’

‘Yeah, don’t blame you. Anyway, what do you fancy doing now then?’

There are moments in life, in my life anyway, when I am rendered quite incapable of coming to a decision. At given moments, rights and wrongs, pros and cons all seem to be mulched into an indecipherable mess. To do nothing and go nowhere is quite obviously the right course, and yet also quite the wrong one. Now was such a moment.

‘Oh, I don’t know. What do you suggest?’

‘Well,’ he paused and became quite thoughtful. ‘I’m not going to be in town for a while. Might as well make the most of it. So, I dunno . . . how about going and having a few beers?’

‘Ugggghh . . .’

‘No, go on, mate. Hey, I know what. We can go up Table Mountain. Nice bar up there. My mate Christian is the manager of the tourist set-up there and I’ve got to go and collect a few bits and pieces from him that I’m going to run up to his family in Botswana. And you know what? The cable-car ride is great.’
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