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‘Do your little bit of good where you are; it’s those little bits
 of good put together that overwhelm the world.’
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SIGNS


It was a good day for a wrong turn.


That’s what struck Martine later. It could have been raining. Not drizzling or spitting or coming down in grubby grey sheets, the way it did in her memories of England. There was nothing tame about the earth-shaking, boulder-splitting, heart-stirring thunderstorms that came roaring across the flaxen plains of Sawubona Wildlife Reserve, sending the springboks springing and the zebra and wildebeest racing. Three months after moving to South Africa, Martine was still in awe of the torrential downpours that arrived sizzling with lightning, blurring out Table Mountain and testing the nerves of any sailor battling the waves around the Cape of Good Hope.


A day like that, Martine felt sure, would have changed everything.


At the first clap of thunder, her grandmother would have cut short their trip to fetch feed for the reserve animals and whisked them straight home to Sawubona. Martine would have gone to bed that evening never knowing how close she’d come to sharing her dreams – and her nightmares – with a wild creature.


Instead, the sky stayed a heavenly blue and the sunshine was warm and mild. As they sped across the thirsty landscape, a whisper-soft breeze ruffled the tops of the passing trees.


Martine leaned from the window of her grandmother’s battered Land Rover, watching out for funny signs.


In her old life, her family’s Hampshire-village neighbours had warned off burglars with a ‘BEWARE OF THE DOG’ sticker on their front door, although in truth their only protector was an elderly chihuahua missing most of its teeth.


In South Africa, intruders were just as likely to be advised to ‘BEWARE OF POISONOUS SNAKES’, or even ‘BEWARE OF THE PYTHONS’, which were not venomous but had around eighty-four recurved, needle-sharp teeth, which they used to grip their victims while squeezing the life from them.


Any burglar who met one would think twice before making off with the TV.


Out on the roads, Martine loved the signs reminding drivers that animals mattered too. Visitors to her school were greeted with a ‘WARTHOGS AND CHILDREN HAVE RIGHT OF WAY’ notice, while at Sawubona, Tendai the game warden had put up a poster imploring tourists to: ‘SAVE DUNG BEETLES! DON’T DRIVE OVER ELEPHANT POO!’


But Martine’s favourite sign was one in Table Mountain National Park, where daytrippers returning to the car park were asked to: ‘PLEASE CHECK UNDER YOUR VEHICLE FOR PENGUINS.’


Before moving to South Africa, it had never even occurred to Martine that penguins could live in the baking heat, but there was a colony of over a thousand endangered African penguins at Boulders Beach near Cape Town. She and her best friend, Ben, had spent an unforgettable afternoon watching them play, dive, and paddle in the sea.


Martine had hoped that Ben might join them on the journey to Wild & Wonderful Supplies, but he was going rowing with his dad, who was on shore leave from captaining a cargo ship. Had Ben been with her, they’d have been looking out for funny signs together.


Earlier, he’d made her laugh with a photo of a warning board he’d spotted at the lake. Beneath a cartoon of a hippo biting a boat in half was the stern command: ‘IF A HIPPO CAN DO THIS TO A CANOE, IMAGINE WHAT IT’LL DO TO YOU – DON’T APPROACH!!’


So far, Martine hadn’t seen anything that could compete. The ‘BUMPY ROAD AHEAD – FASTEN SAFETY BELT AND REMOVE DENTURES’ picture she’d sent in return seemed a bit lame.


Her grandmother’s voice broke into her thoughts. ‘Martine, would you mind checking the map again? Are you sure we haven’t missed the turn?’


Martine put up her window and hurriedly unfurled the map. She had a guilty feeling that, while she was distracted, she might have missed the sign she was supposed to be watching out for – the one for Wild & Wonderful Supplies.


If her phone had had a signal, she’d have checked the GPS, but they were in the middle of nowhere. Her grandmother kept insisting that the feed store wasn’t too much further, but Martine suspected they were lost.


As she glanced around for landmarks, the high fence of a wildlife reserve flickered alongside them. Beyond it, a shadow moved in a thicket of thorn trees. Antelope or predator? Martine couldn’t be sure.


A sign flashed by: ‘CAUTION! DON’T FEED YOUR FINGERS TO THE ANIMALS!’


A giggle burst from her. She was about to ask her grandmother if they could stop for a photo when Gwyn Thomas groaned and slowed, braking in front of a barrier hung with a bright-orange sign: ‘ROAD AHEAD CLOSED.’


The arrow directing them to the diversion was twisting in the breeze. One moment it pointed to the gravel road on the left. Next, it swung over to the one on the right.


‘What are we expected to do now?’ Gwyn Thomas said in frustration. ‘Martine, hand me the map … What do you mean, the roads aren’t marked? Well, yes, I am aware that the map’s as ancient as I am, but—’


A lorry zoomed up behind them. It honked impatiently before swerving round them and swinging left. Moments later, a motorbike and a crammed minibus did the same. A plume of dust obscured them.


‘I guess it must be that way,’ said Martine.


‘I suppose it must,’ her grandmother agreed uncertainly, tossing the map onto the back seat and putting the Land Rover into gear.


A strange thing happened when they crunched onto the gravel road. The sunshine seemed to go out of the day. A cold feeling came over Martine. Her heart began to pitter-patter against her ribs, like the first warning drops of rain before a storm.


The stony surface was rough and quickly got rougher. Despite her grandmother’s best efforts to appear confident, Martine could tell she was anxious.


The vehicles that had overtaken them had whizzed on ahead. No others came behind. The place had an eerie, forgotten air about it.


Martine wished that she was safely at Sawubona with Jemmy, her beloved white giraffe. Jemmy had a way of making everything better. When she rode him at dawn or by the light of the moon, the peace and happiness she’d once been sure she’d never experience again radiated through her.


They passed an empty quarry. An unsmiling watchman, hunched over a small fire, stared as they went by. Behind him, heaps of white rocks shimmered like snow. It reminded Martine of the snowdrifts banked around her English garden the night she lost her parents.


Tears stung her eyes. She had the same feeling of foreboding she’d had when she walked upstairs to bed that New Year’s Eve; a sixth sense that something was about to happen. She’d never been able to get her dad’s final words out of her head. ‘You have to trust, Martine. Everything happens for a reason.’ Hours later, she’d woken to find a blaze devouring their Hampshire home.


The Land Rover ramped over a rise. Martine gasped. A magnificent male lion was in the middle of the road, prowling towards them. His tawny coat was covered in battle scars and his sinewy frame was gaunt beneath his flowing mane, but the fierce pride in his amber eyes burned as bright as the African sun. He raised his head and stared directly at Martine, right into her soul.


As surely as if he’d spoken aloud, she heard him say, ‘Follow.’


Bent over the wheel, Gwyn Thomas accelerated towards him.


‘STOP!’ screamed Martine.


Her grandmother slammed on the brakes. The Land Rover skidded on the gravel and went into a tailspin. Bush, sky and trees whirled across the windscreen, like a movie on fast-forward. Martine’s seat belt slammed tight across her chest. For an instant, she feared she might die.


There was a harsh metallic screech as the bumper collided with a fence post, followed by a loud pop and hiss as a tyre burst. The Land Rover came to a juddering halt, tipped sideways in a shallow ditch.


Silence fell.


Choking dust billowed in through Gwyn Thomas’s window. She unclenched her grip on the steering wheel. ‘Oh my goodness, oh my goodness. Martine, are you hurt?’


Martine shook her head. She couldn’t speak.


Dizzily, she stumbled from the car, steeling herself for the worst. She dragged her gaze to the spot where the regal creature had stood.


The lion had vanished. There was no trail of blood to show where it might have limped or crawled away to if it were wounded. Other than a confusion of tyre treads, there were zero tracks of any kind.


The trees were too few and far between to conceal anything larger than a rabbit. Martine strained her ears but could hear no whimpers of pain or distress. Butterflies danced lazily around a patch of wildflowers. A glossy Cape starling regarded her with interest from the top of an anthill.


Her grandmother hurried up behind her and took her by the arm. Her hands were trembling, her blue eyes frantic with worry. ‘Martine, what are you looking at? Why did you scream? What did you see?’


Martine stared at her in bewilderment. ‘The lion! The huge, beautiful lion, standing right in the middle of the road. I was afraid you were going to hit him.’


‘What lion?’ demanded Gwyn Thomas.
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SELFIE


For the tenth time, Martine said, ‘I’m sorry, Gran. I’m so, so sorry.’


Her grandmother was examining the gash in the Land Rover’s front tyre. When she straightened, there was a smear of grease on her cheek.


‘Please don’t worry, Martine. It’s not your fault. Heat can play tricks on the eyes. Most likely you saw a mirage. In the same way that a parched man in the desert has visions of pools of water, your love of animals probably conjured up a lion where there was only a mongoose or a lion-shaped patch of shadow.’


‘The lion was there, and he was real,’ Martine said stubbornly. ‘I saw him so clearly, I could practically count his scars. He had an entire patchwork coat of them. He must have been fighting for his territory all his life.’


Her grandmother said nothing, but Martine knew what she was thinking. If the lion had been real, she’d have seen it herself.


Gwyn Thomas sneaked a glance at her watch. They’d been standing on the roadside for nearly an hour and had yet to glimpse so much as a bicycle. Without a phone signal, they had no way to call for help. Nor did they have water, a torch, a blanket or a first-aid kit – four things that her grandmother rarely went anywhere without, but which she’d removed the previous day when the Land Rover went for its annual service.


In Africa, night fell as suddenly as a theatre curtain. It was mid-afternoon now. If nobody came by in the next few hours, they’d be in trouble. In such a remote place, the darkness could hide any number of dangers – human or animal. Martine was about to volunteer to climb a tree in the hope of getting a phone signal when she heard the rumble of an engine. ‘Someone’s coming!’


A pick-up truck came bouncing over the rise. They waved frantically but it flew on by before braking hard. Reversing at speed, it pulled up alongside them.


A broad, sunburned man leapt from the vehicle. ‘Apologies, ladies. Nine times out of ten, this road is deserted, so I was in a dwaal … a bit of a dreamworld. Anyone injured? Eish, you’ve had a lucky escape. Johann’s my name. How may I assist you?’


Five minutes later, they were in his truck and heading to a nearby garage in a bustling small town. There, a cheerful mechanic promised to tow the Land Rover to his workshop and fix the tyre. ‘Don’t stress, misses – it’ll be ready just now,’ he told them with a grin.


Martine smothered a giggle. ‘Just now’ was her favourite South African phrase. It could mean anything from a few minutes to a few days. She often used it when her grandmother chided her to finish her homework or tidy her room.


Gwyn Thomas raised an eyebrow. ‘How long is “just now”?’


‘Now-now,’ the mechanic reassured her, and her shoulders slumped with relief. ‘Now-now’ meant very soon. With luck, their vehicle would be ready in an hour or two.


‘To save you hanging about, Mrs Thomas, how about I drop you and your granddaughter at our local market while you’re waiting?’ suggested Johann. ‘You’d enjoy it, I’m sure. Perhaps Caleb could deliver your Land Rover there when he’s done?’


They heard the market before they saw it. Joyous, foot-stomping music pulsed through the crowded streets.


After they’d said goodbye to Johann and thanked him for his kindness, Martine followed her grandmother past the vendors lining the entrance. Their carts were piled high with fragrant mangoes, watermelons, avocados, tomatoes, prickly pears and sweetcorn. A naughty goat was on its hind legs, attempting to reach a tray of spinach.


Aromatic smoke wafted over from the market food stalls, making Martine’s mouth water. She realised she was starving. So many delicious treats were crackling on griddles, or bubbling in cast-iron cooking pots above firepits, that it was hard to choose between them. In the end, Martine opted for hot and crispy vegetable samosas dipped in mango chutney, followed by a slice of milk tart.


They ate their late lunch on canvas chairs in the sunshine, sipping fresh guava juice and watching a singer on a grassy stage. Her voice was as warm and rich as forest honey; her wavy hair had a halo glow. Martine watched the crowd swaying, jiving and singing along with her and her talented band.


There was something so relaxing and uplifting about their music that the terrifying car accident – the instant when Martine’s life had flashed before her eyes – took on the quality of a dream. Had she seen the lion, or hadn’t she? She’d been so sure that a living, breathing lion had been walking towards them on the road.


But Johann had been adamant that there’d been no lions in the area for over a decade. While her grandmother was chatting to the mechanic, Martine had grabbed the chance to question him.


‘You’d have more chance of meeting a unicorn around here,’ he’d told her. ‘The wildlife reserve on the main road did have a couple of lionesses, but they moved them to a better location years ago.’


‘Is that the reserve with the “DON’T FEED YOUR FINGERS TO THE ANIMALS!” sign?’ asked Martine.


‘Ah, that sign,’ chuckled Johann. ‘Once upon a time, a poacher almost lost a hand to a hyena there. That warning sign’s been used as a deterrent ever since, though there’ve been no carnivores on the reserve in years. Not even a hungry hyena!’


‘Martine? Martine!’ Her grandmother was staring down at her. ‘You were miles away. Caleb messaged to say our vehicle will be ready in about half an hour. Before we leave, let’s take a wander through the arts and crafts stalls.’


First stop was a table of homemade soaps with names like ‘Summer on the Beach’ and ‘Aloe! Nice to Meet You!’ Martine used her pocket money to buy a bar of ‘Fynbos Dreaming’, which had the scent of the proteas, daisies and rooibos that grew on the slopes of Table Mountain.


It was the best market she’d ever visited. There were dazzling arrays of hand-fired pottery, jewellery, tapestries and colourful beadwork. A life-sized rainbow warthog with four beaded piglets, their wire tails sticking up in the air, made her laugh.


‘Martine, you have to see this!’ called her grandmother from the Shona sculpture gallery opposite. Beneath a corrugated-iron arch, elegant herons and kudu bulls shared shelf space with figures intricately crafted from yellowwood, basswood and African walnut. The elephants were hewn in such detail that they looked as though they might come to life at any moment and amble away.


Her grandmother was holding a little giraffe carved from a pale-lilac stone. Martine ran a hand over its neck. Something about it seemed to capture the moment when she’d first glimpsed Jemmy from her bedroom window. Illuminated in a flash of lightning, he’d looked at her as if he were waiting for her.


‘It’s Jemmy,’ she marvelled, remembering how the storm light had tinted his silver coat with mauve. ‘He’s exquisite.’


‘We’ll take him,’ Gwyn Thomas told the sculptress, who whisked the giraffe away and polished it with a flourish before wrapping it in newspaper.


After she’d paid for it, she presented it to Martine with a warm smile. ‘Now Jemmy will always be with you.’


Martine was deeply touched. But as she knelt to tuck the statue into her rucksack, she was immediately distracted by a surprising sight.


Through a gap between the stalls, she had a view of the car park. A shiny red Lamborghini was parked in the front row. Surrounded by dusty trucks and vans, and ageing cars in various stages of decrepitude, it stood out like a scarlet macaw in a barnyard of scruffy chickens.


So exotic was the spectacle that a ragged line was forming as people gathered to take photos on their phones.


Arms folded, the sports car’s owner lounged against a crimson door, inscrutable behind his mirror shades. As Martine watched, a father with two kids handed him a fistful of cash. A minute later, a couple of teenagers handed him more money. He led them to the rear of the car and popped open the boot.


Martine was mystified. It was beyond her why anyone would pay to have their photo taken with a car.


Zipping up her backpack, she joined her grandmother at a stand hung with hemp bags embroidered with different flowers and animals.


Gwyn Thomas laid her favourites on the table. ‘Which do you think, Martine – the protea, the guinea fowl or the cheetah?’


‘They’re all nice,’ Martine answered vaguely. She shaded her eyes and stared in the direction of the Lamborghini. An assortment of people kept disappearing behind the raised lid of the boot like actors going offstage. When they reappeared, they were animated or beaming.


After a selfie session at the Lamborghini, three girls came skipping along the row of stalls, braids swinging. They were giggling excitedly and comparing photos on their phones.


‘Tau! Tau!’ Martine heard them saying.


The word was familiar. At first, she couldn’t recall what it meant, then it came to her. ‘Tau’ was the word for lion in Sesotho.


Martine’s gut gave a queasy twist. There was something unnerving about the coincidence of hearing about a second lion so soon after the lion ‘mirage’ had almost caused a serious accident.


It couldn’t be a real lion, obviously. No one would bring a lethal wild animal to a packed, noisy market. Perhaps the owner of the sports car was a wealthy local businessman or art collector who’d purchased some expensive painting or sculpture. Whatever he had in the boot of his car was causing quite a stir.


Curiosity overcame her. ‘Gran, would it be all right if I go and look at that sports car?’


Her grandmother was rummaging in her purse. She followed Martine’s gaze. ‘No, Martine, it would not. I don’t want you wandering off on your own. Besides, Caleb will be arriving any minute now.’


On cue, the mechanic drove into the car park in their Land Rover. He parked in a space near the Lamborghini. Gwyn Thomas waved until he saw her. He lifted a hand and grinned.


While waiting for her grandmother, Martine noticed a security guard march up to the sports car and start remonstrating with the driver. He gestured towards the back of the car.


For a minute, the men bristled at one another like warring strays. Finally, the driver reached inside his leather jacket and took out an envelope. With the speed of a conjurer disappearing a rabbit, the guard magicked it up his shirt sleeve. Swinging on his heel, he stalked away.


The driver watched him go with an air of triumph. Whipping out his car keys, he popped the boot once more.


‘Let’s go, Martine,’ said her grandmother. The new cheetah bag swung from her shoulder.


On the path to meet Caleb, they passed the Lamborghini.


‘Why on earth would anyone want to drive a car worth a king’s ransom on these potholed roads?’ Gwyn Thomas murmured to Martine. ‘It’s asking for disaster.’


The driver flashed her a grin. If he’d heard, he didn’t let on as he asked slyly, ‘Would you like a selfie with your daughter, Mama?’


‘Granddaughter,’ Gwyn Thomas replied primly. ‘No, thank you. We’re in a hurry.’


‘It’ll only take a minute, but the memory will last a lifetime,’ persisted the driver. ‘Let me show you something special. Something very cute. I’ll give you two photos for the price of one.’


The mechanic rounded the van that was parked between the sports car and the Land Rover. ‘Everything okay, Mrs Thomas?’


‘Yes, we’re fine, thanks, Caleb. Come along, Martine. Now, Caleb, how did you get on with fixing the wheel?’


They were soon embroiled in a long, boring discussion about Land Rover repairs. Martine hung about on the grass verge, from where she had a partial view of the Lamborghini.


She was bursting with intrigue. Why couldn’t her grandmother have agreed to at least glance in the car boot? What was so special and cute?


As she hopped from foot to foot, agitated and keen to get home, the driver spotted a friend in the crowd. He dashed over to shake his hand and exchange news.


Martine took a few steps towards the Lamborghini, wondering if she dared peek inside the half-open boot while its owner was facing the other way. She was within touching distance of the car when she was struck by the smell emanating from it.


All the hairs stood up on the back of her neck. The blood-red paintwork of the sports car was waxed and buffed to a Formula One gleam, and a partly open window revealed an immaculate and luxurious interior. But it wasn’t polish or leather Martine scented. It was fear.


The driver turned round and scowled when he saw her. He strode speedily in her direction, his mirror glasses flaring. ‘Changed your mind?’


‘Uh, yes, p-please can I see tau?’ stammered Martine, saying the first thing that came into her head. She fumbled in her pocket for her unspent pocket money. ‘This is all I’ve got.’


A strangled mewl came from the rear of the car.


Every instinct screamed at her to get out of there as fast as she could, but if she ran to call her grandmother, the driver might be gone. She’d never learn the truth about the tau he kept in his boot.


He pocketed the money and grinned. ‘Where’s your phone? I’ll take a picture for you.’


‘That’s all right,’ said Martine, trying not to sound as nervous as she felt. ‘I don’t need a picture. I’d just like to look at tau if that’s okay.’


‘Sure, but be quick. I gotta fly.’


He lifted the lid and Martine peered in. The shadows of evening were lengthening, and it took her a moment to make sense of the scene in its depths. Initially, all she could see was a soiled blanket at the bottom of a smelly crate. Something moved beneath the wooden slats.


The driver reached in and hauled a wriggling lion cub out by the scruff of its neck. Martine recoiled in shock. Its fluffy bear ears and spotty tummy were just as cute as he’d promised, but its amber eyes were white-rimmed with terror.


A hand gripped her shoulder. Her grandmother’s voice was as cold as winter. ‘Martine, you’re to come with me now. Right now.’
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