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      Historical Note

      
      The story you are about to read takes place in a dying country.
      

      
      In 1965, the British colony of Southern Rhodesia, under the leadership of its prime minister, Ian Smith, made a ‘unilateral
         declaration of independence’ (UDI) to thwart the British abdication of power to black Africans. In the aftermath, the defrauded
         black Africans took up arms against the white rulers of the newly rechristened Rhodesia.
      

      
      Two tribal factions – the northern Shona, led by Robert Mugabe, and the southern Ndebele, led by Joshua Nkomo – fought a long
         and bloody campaign, which became known as the ‘Bush War’ by white Rhodesians and as the ‘Second Chimurenga’ (‘rebellion’
         in Shona – see the glossary at the end of the book) by the blacks.
      

      
      The war was fomented in the crucible of the Cold War, and the freedom fighters were backed by both the People’s Republic of
         China and the Soviet Union. Moreover, landlocked Rhodesia was besieged by hostile neighbours, especially newly independent
         Mozambique and Zambia. Apartheid South Africa initially allied with the Rhodesians, but later withdrew its support under international
         pressure, offering up Rhodesia as a ‘sacrificial lamb’.
      

      
      Denied any international recognition, and subject to UN sanctions from the day of its inception, Rhodesia faced a severe economic
         struggle during the 1970s, compounded by the conscription of all white men.
      

      
      Eventually, isolated, buckling under economic pressure and faced with a growing body count, the embattled Rhodesians surrendered.
         A ceasefire in 1979 led to elections in 1980, which were won by Robert Mugabe’s ZANU (PF), and the new state of Zimbabwe was
         born.
      

   
      
      
      It was raining, I remember, the day he came to the Vumba, the lush rain of Africa, winged ant hatchlings swarming from the
         steaming earth.
      

      
      Now, years later, the rain billows with my ghosts of shadow and light and sadness.

      
      It takes me back to my forest, to the clutches of golden orb spiderlings supping from their yolk sacs on a nest of silk, to
         the strictured breathing of the vines as they strangle one another, to the praying mantis that delicately, greedily, feasts
         upon her lover as they are gripped in coitus on dripping leaves.
      

      
      It was so long ago, though, and I was only a child. I wonder how much of what I remember is the truth. What I do remember
         is that once he came a kind of madness bloomed in our garden of innocence.
      

   

      

      1


      

            

      Cia is my sister and I am her leader. The two of us are sitting on the flagstone steps outside the kitchen door eating our

         peanut butter and jam sandwiches. Cia peels hers apart, as she always does, and slowly licks out the filling, while I squash

         the slices of bread together between my palms until they turn doughy and ooze peanut butter and jam goo, then gulp it down.

      


      

      Sometimes we take tea like the Afs do, dunking our sandwiches into our green enamel mugs, then taking a dripping bite, followed

         by a swig, which we swill around in our mouths before swallowing. We have to pretend our sandwiches are nothing like the dainty

         little crustless quarters we’re served, but are instead hunking Af door-stoppers. Anyway, it’s called mixing cement and we

         aren’t allowed to mix cement. If we get caught – spluttering cement and giggling – Mum hollers at us not to be so disgusting

         all our disgusting little lives. We only do it to sort of charf like Afs and in the end we always go back to the peeling-and-licking

         and mashing. Afterwards we loll around lizardly on the rough stone, licking crumbs off our fingers.

      


      

      Cia is smaller than me, but not by much, and she’s been here as far back as either of us can remember, but we’ve found that

         somehow, being bigger and older, I know all the things that Cia does not so I am the induna.

      


      

      ‘What shall we do now?’ she asks, after a while.


      

      ‘Don’ know,’ is my reply. So we saunter on down to the swings – just worn tyres sawn in half and hung from a branch of an

         old acacia tree if I’m being truthful – in which we coil ourselves up, twisting the rope tighter and tighter until it will

         twist no more, then kicking off with our feet and spinning wildly undone. I feel a little ill but, still, it’s a good way

         to pass the time.

      


      

      Not for Cia, though. She’s rocking dolefully now, waiting for something, anything, to disrupt the steady rhythm of our day.

         Over the years that have passed – seven and a half for Cia, eight and three-quarters for me – our days on the farm where we

         were both born have come to have a sameness about them, a metronome of ritual metring out the well-worn path of the sun across

         the faded blue sky.

      


      

      And there’s nowhere but the farm. It’s far to the end of it – to the fence line that takes the fence boy days on end to get

         around – and far from there to anywhere. Dad says it’s only twenty miles down the dirt road to Umtali, but twenty miles sure

         feels far when you’re hanging on the back of the Landie.

      


      

      Normally, after swinging, we plop ants into the ant-lion lairs under the swing tree. Ant-lion lairs are tiny ant-lion-made

         craters in the earth. Ants who slip (or get pitched) into a crater never get out – the sides are way too steep and too loose to climb – but the ants bust a gut trying, and that’s what

         springs the trap: the dirt avalanche they set off, scrabbling frantically up the embankment, rouses the slumbering ant-lion.

         He claws his way out from a secret chamber beneath the lair and eats them alive.

      


      

      But today is different. Today Cia gets just what she’s been waiting for: an ear-splitting shriek pierces the air. We elbow

         out of our tyres and race down to the Afs’ khaya towards the shrieking.

      


      

      We arrive to find a chicken slaughter under way. Even though as many chickens hatch on the farm as are slaughtered, still

         Cia and I relish the slaughters. We clamber up the sides of the compost heap to get a bird’s eye view from a warm nest of

         rotting vegetation churning with fat green chipolata worms.

      


      

      We aren’t really allowed to skulk around down by the khaya like two mongrels, but we go on down there and have us a good look. The compound buildings are low and squat with dark doorways

         yawning in the whitewash. All the farm workers live there, with their wives and picanins, about forty families. The compound is ringed by rickety mud huts with roofs made of bits of stick and hay, like in the three

         little pigs, and there are hordes of picanins scrambling about in the dirt courtyard that’s been pounded and brushed bald. They are named Sipho, Themba, Javu and whatnot;

         they have scabby knees and belly-buttons that stick out like shiny black marbles. They stare at me and Cia something rude,

         but old Blessing’s always nice to us. She squats down by the fire and gives us a hunk of sadza dipped in sugar to suck. Our grandfather, Oupa, says we’re naught better than a pack of scavengers.

      


      

      The chickens that are going to die today have already been caught from the chicken run and brought to the executioner’s block,

         the stump of an old tree – decently out of the other chickens’ sight. They huddle together in their cage, clucking quietly,

         but to me it sounds quietly hysterical. The executioner, who is also our old houseboy Jobe, is standing by, an axe clasped

         in his hand, ready to behead the condemned chickens. Blessing, Jobe’s wife, is busy plucking dead chickens at a galvanized

         sink a short way off, the water bloody and roiling with feathers. And while the whole business of the beheading makes for

         a great spectacle, it is really for the aftermath of a killing that we watch and wait. We sing the chorus from ‘Here Comes

         the Axeman to Chop Off Your Head’ in the interval.

      


      

      ‘Chip, chop! Chip, chop! The last man’s dead,’ Cia yells lustily.


      

      Then, pinioning a chicken by the neck, Jobe swings his axe. He slows for a heartbeat at the height of his arc. There is a

         sharp intake of breath from Cia, and she grips my wrist as the blade falls, severing the chicken’s head. We flinch. And then,

         incredibly, headless and lifeless, the chicken wrenches free and proceeds to run in wild circles, blood spurting from the

         gaping artery. Cia’s nails dig deeper and deeper into my flesh as the chicken performs its dance of death, until at last,

         drained of its lifeblood and spirit, it falls. Only when it lies utterly still does she let go, leaving behind small white crescents in my skin. I hear a warm, damp sigh close to my ear. Over and over we watch, stricken, as a chicken,

         dead but still alive, dances for us.

      


      

      It is late afternoon by the time we head wearily back along the winding track towards the farmhouse, our shadows grotesque

         by the time it comes into view. I am shadowed, too, by foreboding.

      


      

      The old house feels like a ruin, somehow. The pillars stationed along the length of the front veranda are being slowly strangled

         by Zimbabwe creeper, and a frilly grey lichen is feeding off the gangrenous roof slate. Inside, the house is high-ceilinged,

         cool and dark, but the ‘art deco’ tiles, imported from Europe for the entrance hall, are fractured now, crisscrossed with

         dark veins, and the Zambezi teak beams in the rest of the house are rotten in places. They creak and groan in the night as

         if tortured in their sleep by something that prowls up there in the eaves.

      


      

      Its name is Modjadji, the rain goddess, and it was built by our great-grandfather in 1912, which is so long ago that there

         is no one still alive who remembers it. The year is carved in relief on an oval white plaque set into the plaster of the Cape

         Dutch gable. Sometimes I think of the hands that carved it in 1912, dead hands. It was Great-grandfather who first staked

         the surrounding land in the shadow of the Vumba mountains, which are in the east of our country, Rhodesia. Oupa tells over

         and over the tale of how Great-grandfather had to toil for years to hew the farm from the savage African land. It was his blood,

         sweat and tears that watered the earth, and every generation since has borne his legacy. It is Cia’s and my duty to bear Great-grandfather’s legacy too, when the time comes, although it is a crying shame

         we aren’t sons.

      


      

      There is a faded sepia daguerreotype of Great-grandfather, framed in ornate pewter, standing on the mantel above the stone

         hearth in the voorkamer. Sometimes I hoist Cia up so she can snatch it down, and we pore over it, somehow yoked to this echo of the past. To be honest,

         though, in his old-fashioned collar, with his stiffness and haughty chin, Great-grandfather looks rather forbidding. It’s

         in his eyes most of all – they’re colourless and polite. After a while, I have to turn away. If I look at that portrait for

         too long, I can feel his ghostly eyes watching.

      


      

      Outside, the decay goes on, but it is a glorious kind of decay. Decadent. The air is sultry, perfumed, but with a sweetly

         sick scent – ‘putrid’, Oupa says. It seems to soften the light, veiling the too-vivid colours in the garden. ‘Bloody obscene,’

         he says of it, shaking his head. ‘Like a Parisian bordello.’

      


      

      Bougainvillaea spills down from a tall conifer, huge tree ferns unfurl themselves from the time before Eden, and the soil

         in which Cia and I love to root is rich and loamy and slithers with dark, slimy creatures of the underworld. Ripe mangoes

         burst, their fermenting guts gorged on by fat fruit-flies who die drunk, bloated and addled in the sun.

      


      

      ‘It’s what happens when you try to foist England on savagery,’ Oupa mutters darkly. ‘Gets all corrupted like – rank and fetid.

         But will that mam of yours, nostalgic for something she’s never known, ever see past her quaint, too-garish flowerbeds to the stink of corruption underneath? Will she buggery!’

      


      

      He broods for a while. ‘What is it she won’t see, lasses?’


      

      ‘The stink of corruption, Oupa.’


      

      ‘Aye, that she won’t, quixotic as she is wont to be. Her and her fancies.’


      

      Mom ignores Oupa and the stink, though. She may have given up on Modjadji – the great rotting hulk – but to her garden she

         is devoted.

      


      

      The terraces carved up the steep mountainside behind the house grow ever more unruly as they climb higher, until they disappear

         into the dark tangle of virgin forest.

      


      

      Tree pythons slowly tighten their hold on the boughs of their host trees, their long, serpentine roots grasping back down

         to the soil; the lush undergrowth is alive with the whisper and clawing of small, secret lives; fungus sprouts from slick,

         rotted tree trunks, suckling on death.

      


      

      In the forest, the living prey upon the dead.


      

      There are ancient Shangani warriors buried up there, and sometimes the rains plunder the graves, washing the warrior skeletons

         down the mountain, angering the ancestors, cursing the earth.

      


      

      Oupa calls it Paradise Lost, and it’s Cia’s and mine.


      

      Today, though, homeward bound, my unease has solely to do with the matter of us wearing our ponchos. They are magnificent,

         crocheted in every shade of ice-cream imaginable and fringed with tassels, but splattered now with chicken blood and smeared

         with compost heap. This morning when I pulled them off their coat-hangers at the back of our wardrobe it had seemed a fine idea. Even Cia didn’t take much persuading.

      


      

      ‘Jislaaik, man, Nyree!’ She sucked in her breath and flicked her wrist. ‘You’re gonna get it!’

      


      

      ‘Why? Are you gonna tell, hey?’ I spat, as scornfully as I could.

      


      

      She stared at me for a long, loaded moment, then at the ponchos, and succumbed to the goading right there and then, telling

         me to shut up and snatching hers from my hand.

      


      

      We each donned a poncho, then vigorously rubbed Vaseline jelly on to our cheeks to shine them up, and took turns shoving each

         other out of the way the better to see ourselves in the old stained mirror that’s mounted on the door of our big wooden wardrobe.

         At the time, in her ice-cream poncho, with ridiculously shiny cheeks, Cia was most pleased with herself, but she sure is sorry

         now. Matters are made worse because she is wearing my purple leotard underneath her blood- and slime-streaked poncho. Secretly,

         I’m scared witless of Mom catching us, and catch us she surely will.

      


      

      As I glance up, I spy her lying in wait for us on the stoep, she having spotted the ponchos from some way off. I shove my hands deep into my dungarees pockets and whistle tunelessly,

         as if I haven’t a care in this world, while out of the corner of my eye I see Cia trying for a bashful-like smile, but she

         ends up looking sassy.

      


      

      Cia’s face has a cheekiness about it that cheats her of her sweetness, and a smile like a Cheshire cat that slits her eyes.

         All up, she reminds you of a small, wickedly smug Chinese monkey – but cute in a way against which I can’t compete. Still, cute won’t save either of us today. As we reach the steps,

         my whistling gets more tuneless, while Cia gives up and looks plain scared.

      


      

      I don’t blame her. Mom has a face on her enough to scare the bejesus out of anyone. She stares and says not a word, which

         makes me start gabbling on about how me and Cia got attacked by a khaya dog that looked fit to have rabies, and how he tried to eat the ponchos and how we were lucky to escape being eaten ourselves,

         but Oupa, from the shadows behind Mom, says he can see the lie festering in my teeth, and Mom, without even deigning to bring

         up the beastly business of the ruined ponchos, just hisses, ‘Get to your room. Now. And come out for supper only if you want

         to be thrashed to within an inch of your lives.’

      


      

      I trudge upstairs with Cia on my tail. We’re supposed to sit and think about how ashamed we are of ourselves, but later on,

         hungry and bored instead of ashamed, we spy on the Man instead. Every night after the generator dies, we take up our sentry

         posts. Kneeling on my bed, draped in the secret shadowy space beneath the bottle-green Paisley swirls of the curtains, Cia

         clutching Grover, her mangy, one-eyed teddy bear, we watch him through the pane. Lurking in the shadows of the neighbouring

         shed, he seems to be wearing a trilby tilted over his face and a long, shapeless trenchcoat. He stands utterly still, threatening.

         Part of me knows he isn’t really there, that he’s just shadows and light, but I still watch him with something crawling up

         the nape of my neck.

      


      

      Afterwards I lie in the dark, my heart pounding from my chest cavity into my head, listening to its echo through my pillow. It sounds uncannily like the crunching of footsteps on

         gravel.

      


      

      ‘Nyree?’ Cia whispers, in the spidery darkness. ‘Are you awake?’


      

      Silence.


      

      ‘Nyreee,’ she whispers again, insistently.

      


      

      I pretend to mumble sleepily.


      

      ‘Can I come and sleep in your bed? Pleease?’

      


      

      I sigh. ‘All right, then,’ I say in a tone I don’t feel, but which I know both of us need to hear. Cia and Grover scramble across the spidery,

         crawling corridor between our beds and we snuggle down gratefully together.
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      ‘Dereliction of duty,’ drones Oupa, ‘is the very road to perdition.’
      

      
      As familiar as Cia and I are with Oupa’s sermons – since it is plain that part of our duty is to listen to them every day – we often don’t understand the words, which sound like words from the Holy Bible. But
         of the gist we are in no doubt: duty and damnation. Duty, and getting damned for not doing it, is always the crux of Oupa’s
         sermons, and enthroned on the stoep in his old cane armchair, which fans out regally behind him, swilling gin and tonic, he sure can deliver them.
      

      
      Most days they are about Great-grandfather’s toiling (although Cia and I, having discussed this in private, suspect that it
         was probably more like Great-grandfather supervising the Afs toiling).
      

      
      Mom sits in the library at the big desk inlaid with leather on which Cia gouged her name, doing the accounts for the farm,
         scribbling columns of tiny numbers in marbled ledgers, a crease between her brows. We’re not allowed to barge in or make a racket or, so help her, God, we’ll get a flogging. We
         see her dark head bent over – she pulls her hair back into a ponytail. Oupa’s supposed to be helping me with my homework,
         but he’ll be buggered if he’s going to play governess now on top of nanny and I can chant the six times table to myself when
         I’m on the bog. We sit and hear about the toiling instead.
      

      
      Some days Jobe comes and rescues us. He leaves Philemon, his helper, to do the pile of ironing and carts us off in Washington
         the garden boy’s wheelbarrow to make mud men without Oupa so much as noticing. Once in a while, Oupa strays off the virtues
         of toiling. It’s usually a day on which someone died long ago, a day of heavier-handed gins and flushed, wobbling jowls. On
         flushed-jowl days we get to hear about Great-uncle Seamus instead.
      

      
      Great-uncle Seamus, Oupa’s dead brother, is a good deal more interesting than endlessly toiling Great-grandfather. It would
         seem that not everyone in this family has borne their duty as well as they ought. Great-uncle Seamus for one went ‘astray’.
      

      
      Despite our wiliest attempts to coax Oupa, we are still rather vague on what ‘going astray’ entails, but from the cursing
         of his brother’s memory we reckon it must be wicked indeed. What he’s divulged so far is that Great-uncle Seamus was a Prodigal
         Son and a Scoundrel who ran away from his duty on the farm, lived a debauched life in the city, where he did hell-raising,
         shovelled shame and disgrace upon the O’Callohan family name, and is now dead and buried – not in the family graveyard on the farm but in the cemetery in town. Cia and I once saw his tombstone, on which is carved ‘Here
         lies Seamus O’Callohan – shot in a skirmish with a kaffir’, shocking and thrilling at the same time.
      

      
      Today I reckon we’re definitely headed for flushed jowls, and I can see Cia is already straining to hear more scandalous details
         with which to garnish Great-uncle Seamus. She is not disappointed.
      

      
      ‘Where does it lead, lasses? The dereliction of duty?’

      
      ‘Straight to perdition, Oupa.’

      
      ‘Aye, that it surely does.’

      
      And why? Because of Sloth. There are those – wastrels and other classes of reprobate – who fail miserably in their duty and
         all because of wanton idleness. Seamus, Oupa is sorry to say, was undoubtedly just such a wastrel who was afflicted with a
         general slovenliness of character.
      

      
      He shakes his head. ‘And it were a taste of forbidden fruit what were his final downfall too.’

      
      Oupa wears both Africa and his European ancestors on his old face. It’s a strong face, stubborn in its jutting jaw, creased
         like that of an old leatherback turtle, and he’s bald but for a great twirling moustache, about which he’s mightily conceited.
         Even though Oupa is seventy years old, it doesn’t stop him bragging about his brawn, his cast-iron constitution and whatnot.
         At the same time, though, he has a high forehead, a nose like the Romans in Asterix and Obelix, flinty blue eyes, one made of glass – and something that reminds me of the sepia ghost of his cold, polite father. Grisly
         yet noble, he has a ferocious temper, and when he is in a dark mood we are deeply in awe of him. So, though we’re dying to hear more about Seamus’s forbidden fruit, we daren’t interrupt to ask.
         We let him be to brood for a while until he goes on in his own good time.
      

      
      ‘And me brother mouldering in his grave these long years, it’s not right his spawn should awaken the dead now. No good comes
         from sins of the flesh, lasses, no good. That is why they have an especially hot place in hell for adulterers.’
      

      
      Getting damned by Oupa for sinning is not as bad as it sounds. In truth he is a heretic, Mom says, as wont to blaspheme as
         preach. Many times Cia and I have stood witness by him on the stoep, shotgun in hand, loudly threatening to set the Foul Minions of Satan upon the Bible-thumping heads of the Jehovah’s Witnesses
         who from time to time trespass on his property. I wonder if me and Cia are the Foul Minions and what we’ll do if we’re set
         upon them.
      

      
      Oupa got excommunicated years ago and says he is proud to have been an unrepentant heathen ever since. On account of his lost
         immortal soul, a delegation of Afrikaans sales ladies from the Dutch Reformed Church regularly descends on him, budding beards
         on their wobbling chins, to bring him God’s word, lemonade and soet koekies. At the end of the meeting, they hug their Bibles sniffily to their bosoms, then squeeze his knee and gloat, and reassure
         Oupa that they are praying for him.
      

      
      Nevertheless, sinners or not, I’d like to know more about who has woken the dead and am just trying to work out how to steer
         Oupa back to the business of the spawn when he spots a vervet tail dangling from the branch of a nearby acacia.
      

      
      ‘Quick, lass, get me catty from me bedside drawer! I’ll get that insolent vermin if it’s the last thing I do!’
      

      
      Oupa hates vervet monkeys’ guts. His chief foe is the troop that live in the grove of acacia trees just outside the back door
         and constantly send raiding parties into the kitchen to whip whatever they can, the thieving bastards. When we were little,
         we used to believe Oupa’s vervet-monkey lies. The lies were about how we’d been born monkeys ourselves, but how we’d been
         caught when we were still babies, skinned and detailed and our tails hung in a tree for biltong. Oupa reckons that when we got here, the munts were still swinging from the trees too. I wonder what happened to their tails. Then one day Cia confided to me that her tail
         was growing back. I inspected her rump and saw that, sure enough, she was sprouting a new stump. Neither of us was surprised.
         We figured that soon she’d grow fur and whatnot and turn back into a vervet monkey. Cia told me she would have to go and live
         with the other monkeys in the acacia trees. I was jealous and a bit tearful, but Cia looked right pleased with herself.
      

      
      The vervets know that Oupa is their enemy and the last line of defence between them and our food, and their battles are epic.
         Oupa stations himself under the canopy of matted grapevines that shade the stoep by the kitchen, carefully conceals his weapon and, with infinite patience, pretends to doze off in his cane chair. It’s called
         a ruse, and them vervets are either really stupid or else they’re too greedy for their own good because they fall for it every
         time. If they had any brains they’d hold off, but the temptation is too much for them, and they make stealthily for the kitchen door the instant Oupa’s head falls on to his chest.
      

      
      As the first monkey swings down from the lowest branch of the closest acacia and furtively wraps his little fingers around
         the lintel, Oupa uncoils like a viper, aims and fires his catty at the prowler, who shrieks hysterically, whether he’s taken
         a hit or not, inciting panic and a tree-canopy equivalent of a plains stampede. As soon as they’ve retreated a safe distance,
         the monkeys howl their outrage, shake the branches and bombard Oupa with all manner of missiles. Like some wily old fox, Oupa
         sits in the din, pods and twigs raining down on him, his thumbs hooked through his braces, a satisfied smile on his lips.
      

      
      Best of all, though, is when Oupa dozes off for real in the late afternoon, muttering on to his chest, and we desert our post.
         We creep to the back of the stoep, which runs the whole way around the house, climb through a secret hole in the Terr fence and flee into the forest.
      

      
      The forest is a shadowy otherworld of whispering and secrets. Actually, Cia and I possess the uncommon power to live in two
         worlds at once – the world you can see, and the other, the one you can feel. It’s always there, all around us, beating its
         feathery wings just below. Cia can sense it, but I am the clairvoyant, and while she sees through my second sight, always
         it is the forest that opens my eyes.
      

      
      Sometimes we catch other glimpses – at night fairies can easily be mistaken for glow-worms glowing faintly under bushes, and
         once, while burying my favourite food in the back garden by the light of the full moon – a fail-safe remedy for warts – I saw an explosion of fairies in the night sky (Oupa said they’d set off SOS flares at the next-door farm). Cia
         saw the Wombles climbing up our drainpipe one night, but the sighting had a nightmarish quality: apparently they were Wombles-Gone-Bad,
         who were coming to get her.
      

      
      Other glimpses come to us from other eyes. When Dad was a boy, he woke once in the middle of the night to find all his toys
         had come alive, and though I’ve wished on everything I can think of and prayed to Jesus with all my might, I still haven’t
         caught mine alive yet. Cia may be jinxing it, though: she lives in terror of the same thing – her beloved toys bewitched –
         and squeezes her eyes shut at the slightest stir in our bedroom at night.
      

      
      But though we live in a world laced with threads of magic, triflings like tooth mice and firefly fairies pale next to the
         powerful magic that dwells in the forest. When Cia and I enter its unending twilight, the earthly gives way to the unearthly,
         to the ethereal. As the canopy of trees closes over us we can hear the heavy boughs whispering ancient secrets to one another,
         just as they do in the tales of the Faraway Tree, and we can feel hidden eyes on us with every footfall. Shrouded in the forest,
         we are lifted above the grubbiness of chicken slaughters, of peanut butter and jam, and are allowed to enter another world
         – one where things flit on gossamer wings and anything is a mere wish away.
      

      
      We have a hideout, just like the Secret Seven, except ours is better. On one of the old terraces above the farmhouse a curtain
         of ivy trailing down from a stinkwood opens on to an alcove ringed with stones from the ruins of the old terrace buttress. It is on the edge of the forest and where we will go tonight for the flight to Fairyland.
      

      
      For months Cia has been begging me to take her with me. At first I said no and told her it was because she was too fat for
         the delicate wings that I sprout each night at midnight, and that that great gut of hers would probably sink us both, but
         Cia went right on begging, and after a while her begging wore me down. And now darkness has fallen on the night that I have
         promised to take her.
      

      
      We wait for a long time after the light has gone off under Mom’s door, waiting for her to get drowsy, for sleep to come. We
         nearly fall asleep ourselves – I keep jerking awake on the floor against the door to our room. At last I judge it safe and
         we open our door, the latch creaking disloyally, and creep out into the passage. It is cloaked in velvety darkness, but we
         know its long, wide expanse and the doorways opening off it. Mom and Dad’s is at the far end, the empty room next to it, the
         bathroom is opposite and our room last. We make it safely to the landing, not having to pass Mom’s door, and slink down the
         spiral staircase, but as we reach the bottom and head out into the entrance hall past the voorkamer and towards the great front doors, we suddenly hear Oupa call out from the back bedroom: ‘Who’s there?’
      

      
      I freeze. Cia’s nails dig deep into the delicate skin of my wrist and I try to stifle my breathing.

      
      ‘Jislaaik! We’ll be in trouble if we get caught,’ Cia warned, before nightfall. What with the Terrs and hyena, we are never allowed
         to wander beyond the Terr fence after dark.
      

      
      We clutch each other in the hallway, waiting for the strip of light to appear under Oupa’s door, but it does not. He must have thought the night and sleep had deceived him. After an
         age I nudge Cia forward. We make it to the front door, and I wish again that there were another way out, such as climbing
         through our window and down a tree, like the Hardy Boys, but our window is barred and there’s no escape. I unlatch the sash
         window that flanks the door and slowly crank it up. We slither out through the chink, first me, then Cia, tiptoe round to
         the back of the stoep, flee across the lawn like two nightgowned wraiths and climb through a secret hole in the Terr fence.
      

      
      As we enter the forest, fear caresses me. Everything seems somehow transformed: shapes have shifted, there are strange sounds,
         and I feel an invisible presence that has never been here before. This is not how I imagined it would be. It is far more frightening
         out here alone in the darkness, and I have to summon every ounce of courage I possess to plunge into the depths of the forest.
         Only Cia’s scared face, which looks up trustingly into mine, makes me muster the strength and, her hand clasped in mine, we
         go on.
      

      
      On reaching the hideout, we warily lift the veil of ivy (lest we disturb some unknown nocturnal intruder) and crawl in. Cosseted
         inside our den, my fear begins to fade. The evil shadows ebb to hover just outside the threshold, while the night and the
         forest begin to cast a different spell. The hour is nigh and my excitement mounts. I compose myself, pull the chopstick wand
         from the elastic of my broekies and instruct Cia to prepare for the incantation to invoke the spirits.
      

      
      We’ve learned it from spying on the Afs’ ancestral ceremonies, and while we are vague on the details, many hours of rehearsal
         means we can do a passable imitation of such a ceremony. I assume the role of chief n’anga chanting an invocation that is part African shaman, part recital from our book by the Brothers Grimm, while Cia plays the
         supporting cast, ululating, swaying and beating on an imaginary drum.
      

      
      ‘Bayede Nkosi!’
      

      
      ‘Boom ba-ba boom ba-ba boom!’

      
      Cia closes her eyes.

      
      ‘Abracadabra!’ I wave my wand and pray to the spirit of Angélique for divine intervention. Angélique is our dead grandmother,
         Oupa’s wife, God rest her soul, and I’m named after her, or at least second-named after her, so I figure she’s our best ancestor
         to pray to. Besides, I’m afraid to call upon Great-grandfather, toiling and toiling with his soulless eyes. Angélique is very
         mysterious too. Her secrets are locked away in the attic.
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