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“But when we are searching for an example of what we no longer have, we see it everywhere." 

Michael Ondaatje

––––––––

[image: image]


"To live anywhere in the world today and be against equality because of race or colour 

is like living in Alaska and being against snow."  

William Faulkner

To my mother

The day the package arrived from South Africa, Julia had long since returned to London and she could barely remember the sun shining on the lilac jacaranda flowers.

The morning was unfolding like any other. Julia had made herself a strong cup of tea which she had been sipping whilst getting ready to head for the Underground train. She would be late for the publishing house, that was obvious. She had been distracted with thoughts swirling round her head about the meeting that afternoon, while she kept tying her bootlaces again and again. 

That day, she would have preferred not to leave the house. It would have been amazing to have a few spare hours to allow herself to think clearly. At five o’clock she would meet Cedric in the kosher café in Grey Eagle Street “To get back the few things of mine you still have at the house”, he had suggested during their last telephone conversation. Julia was about to turn forty and she still hadn’t learnt to say no. Nor to reply to serious questions seriously, or that she liked to live with other people. But Cedric already knew all this, didn’t he?

Others might think it was silly, but she needed time to get used to things, to changes, to realise that this might be the last time she would share a table with her ex. He always used to tell her that you don’t really get to know people through their strengths, that they never prove anything, and that you only truly know people through their weaknesses. She felt that they had both come to know each other too well. And that this had not made them very happy.

It was not her first break up. Why did it still hurt after almost two months? As each day went by, her sense of failure increased. Julia couldn’t quite understand why it had been so easy for her to feel close to people in the past and why now it seemed almost impossible for her to connect with anyone. Cedric had told her that while they were living together he always felt like he was an intruder in their own home. He felt like his presence, even when he was silent, bothered her deeply. As he was partly right, she had been unable to defend herself.

She had no idea where the open and affectionate girl, who loved to have friends around her, had gone. In fact, she had reconnected with very few of the people she had previously known when she had returned to the London borough where she used to live. Also, she had lost the ability – or perhaps the desire – to strike up new friendships. Julia did not want to be alone. Nor did she enjoy company. She hated the empty feeling she felt when that person she had allowed in to her world got bored and found something better to do elsewhere. Cedric had left and was asking for his things. She was alone in her castle again.

Julia finished getting ready, applied a touch of lipstick, left her mug in the sink, and went to search for her keys and bag before heading out. She moved around aimlessly, feeling out of place—disconnected from the flat that had never truly felt like home, despite the time that had passed since her return. Now, she couldn’t find her Oyster card for the Tube. Where had she put it?

As she rummaged around in the bags which hung on the hook in the lounge, she decided she would not stay in the office that afternoon to catch up on her work. She needed to be at home before five o’clock to give herself time to work out what the things were that her ex had still not taken. She could not recall having seen any over the last few days. Unless he was talking about the fat cat with the twirly tail that was watching her from the dining room table. His eyes fixed on her suggested that he was longing for her to go to work so he could have the flat to himself. How was she going to give the cat back to Cedric? He was such a stubborn animal. He never wanted to leave the flat, his territory. Moreover, who said that the cat belonged to him? She was the one who had named him! Anthony Eden, in honour of the fact that he was the second feline to enter her life after her grandparents’ Angora Mr Churchill. After all, apart from the stupid name, she loved him and she wasn’t going to let him go just like that. 

Still embroiled in such thoughts, she finally found the card. As she turned out the light in the flat and opened the door to go down to the street, she unexpectedly bumped in to the postman. Mr Wilson was used to leaving her “sorry we missed you” cards in the letterbox. He knew almost everyone in Brick Lane and he knew that Julia was always busy with work or at book signings which went on until late.

“Well, Miss McClure, what a nice surprise.”

“How are you, Mr Wilson?” Julia replied, taking a moment that she didn’t have, to greet the postman.

“Enjoying the fresh morning air and blue sky, my dear. And my new bicycle.”

“You are quite the athlete”. Julia was not surprised by Mr Wilson’s optimistic outlook. She was used to him, but what she did find hard to believe was that the scrawny, wrinkled postman was capable of riding around on a bicycle that was loaded with a huge sack of correspondence. 

“Here you go, Miss McClure. I’m pleased to see you looking so well.” He stretched out his weedy arm to hand her a package that bore her name.

“So well,” he had said and it had made her laugh. Poor man had no idea of how bewildered she felt. In the middle of her thoughts between the postman and her own melancholy heart, she noticed the padded envelope which, just like the surprising physical fitness of the man, intrigued her. She decided to open it. 

After saying goodbye to Mr Wilson, she put her bag down on the floor, forgetting to close the door behind her and ran to find a pair of scissors in the second drawer of the dresser. She would only be a few minutes, unopened envelopes being a particular weakness for her. But then she noticed the South African post mark and she knew she would be more than two minutes.

Eden jumped off the table on to the meditation chair – another of her ex’s extravagant purchases – to get closer to his flat mate. Julia knew that he also loved opening parcels. Eden and the wingback sofa. Were those the two things that Cedric wanted back? How would she carry that pretentious wingback sofa to the café? She had never liked that piece of junk, it made her feel old. Now, she had an overwhelming desire to throw it over the balcony, to destroy it. She even found herself imagining the monstrosity falling dangerously close to Cedric. “Only close”, she convinced herself. 

It was time to wipe such stupid thoughts from her head and concentrate on opening the parcel. She felt awkward and uncomfortable, she was not used to being at home at this time of the morning. She instinctively glanced at a half broken plastic figure that she kept in the cabinet with all her most valuable objects. It was a ghost. A ridiculous, patched-up toy made of a sheet with smiling eyes and a protruding tongue that swayed around on a rusty spring. Watching it always made her feel better.

She looked back at the padded envelope. At first she had thought it would contain one, or perhaps several, of those manuscripts that she sometimes received from other publishers. But as she noticed where it had come from, the first thing that came to mind was that it was one of the gifts that her parents sent her occasionally from South Africa, with cuttings from newspapers and magazines, a book or photos that would help her feel closer to them. The delivery always came with a letter in which her mother would insist that she come back. She would tell her how things had changed there. She also reminded her how her family was not adventurous and how hard it was for them to live so far away from her. She knew that statement was only partly true. The bit about not being adventurous... but they had left everything to go and live in South Africa when she was ten years old! She had once read, in a book by her favourite author: “Although adventures did not abound in his family, they sustained anyone who was living out a passion.” Julia had always thought that statement defined her parents really well. They wanted her to come back to live with them, on the other side of the world and of course, that she should live out a great passion.

That is what she expected inside the parcel. However, the first thing she discovered when she opened it was what seemed like a book in wrapping paper. She tore the paper, decidedly but carefully, and the first thing she saw was the cover picture. It was a photo of the outside of the house, The Macrorie Mansion, with its unforgettable green and white painted wood. And in the background, on the other side of the road –in that pretentious white South African neighbourhood that she had known so well in the past– were the Avenue’s other Victorian houses, standing in the sun. Mansions with verandas and wrought-iron railings, red bricks and corrugated metal roofs. How long had it been since she last walked past them?

The picture on the book of the outside of the mansion evoked more personal images that Julia could only just make out in her memories: the secret door in a bookshelf opening in the library, an English vase broken in to pieces on the wooden floor in the hallway and three friends chatting who had only just met. She needed to sit down. She moved Eden to one side on the sofa and the cat meowed as he repositioned himself on her lap.

Only two people in the world knew how important Macrorie Mansion was to her. It had been such a long time since she had any news from them...even her parents’ letters seemed to avoid any mention of them. The truth was she would have preferred not to have seen the photograph of the house. She believed it was better not to go back to places from the past, where you were running the risk of getting caught up missing something that was irretrievable. She had been there before.

She continued tearing the paper carefully to discover the title of what looked like a novel: The Mansion. It couldn’t be anything else. Julia felt increasingly afraid as her desire to find out grew. She took the novel out of the paper and her eyes fixed on the name of the author: Lungile Ntombi. Startled, Julia pushed the book aside and it slipped down on to the floor. As she pushed it away, she wanted it to disappear altogether, just like when she was a child and she thought that the things she couldn’t see ceased to exist. Her hands were shaking, they felt unsteady. Eden had fled her lap to avoid the book. Julia would have liked to do the same, or even better, to turn in to a frightened mouse that could run to the nearest hole and hide.

Lungile. Was it really a novel written by him? She needed to know. She could not be led by fear. She picked up the book from the floor and looked for the name again. It was him, there was no doubt. Lungile. Everything around her faded away. The morning’s worries, her current life, all disappeared. Everything. The cat, missing her parents, her break up with Cedric, the lack of friends. Lungile’s novel was the only thing that existed.

Nothing was as important in comparison. So she decided to be brave and take a look at the novel’s contents. Start on the first page to see what happened and, if she could, carry on.

When she had read the first chapter, she knew she would not go to work that day. And even worse, she knew that she would not go to her last date with Cedric in the kosher café. They would never sit together at the same table again. That did not matter now. Julia had decided that she would read and re-read page after page of that book until she reached the end, and that she would allow her memories of those years to flow out freely from where she had kept them locked away.

As she reached the last page of the second chapter, a letter without an envelope slid out from the inside of the book. She recognised the handwriting easily. But she knew that she could not read it, not yet.
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MACRORIE MANSION
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The night before the school trip to Macrorie Mansion, Julia had dreamed that she was still in London, in her bedroom that overlooked Brick Lane. In the dream, there was also a mongoose, a furry little creature, the colour of a cookie, with black eyes, that wanted to climb on her. The animal only wanted to play, not to hurt her, but its claws felt like rusty pins digging in to her arms and legs.

The next morning Julia related her dream to her mother as they were making breakfast and Mrs McClure dismissed it: “It’s normal, you’re on edge as a result of so much change in so few days. In London we didn’t have such creatures, but here...” and without asking her, she substituted the milky coffee for a herbal tea, to which she added a splash from the bottle they kept hidden on the top shelf of the kitchen cupboard. On the label, written in red felt-tip, it said it was home-made apple juice, but Julia had long since realised that apples do not taste so good.

The mongoose’s eyes and hair colour were almost identical to those of the short boy with the Walkman who now caught her smiling while they were waiting in the mansion’s entrance courtyard. Julia subtly looked away to avoid him. The two classes, one from the white boys’ school Cordwalles Preparatory School and the other from Wykeham School for white girls, had been waiting for a while for the house-museum’s doors to open so they could start their visit. Mrs Wilson and the teacher from the other class seemed uneasy. Even cross. Something was holding them up and they were keen to get started as soon as possible in order to leave promptly. They wanted to have enough time to get the students back to their schools and go out for tea at the new patisserie in Victoria Road. A pot of rooibos for two on the table. Caffeine free. Beside them their briefcases. Almost without witnesses. Just a black, half deaf cat that would watch their hands sliding under the table. His, without a ring.

But the delay to the visit was nothing unusual. The main door, made of wood, was damp due to the storm the night before and it did not fully open. South African wood almost never got used to the pleasant surprise of rain after a few months of drought. It waited for rain, it longed for it. Just like all the rain gauges in the neighbouring courtyards. Every garden of every house in the white neighbourhood had one. And although they were only used a few months of the year, they became their owners’ most valued possession. “This morning we have a millimetre more than yesterday,” Mr Schoeman had announced delightedly to Julia’s father when they ran in to each other in the street last Tuesday. And he seemed so proud of the fact! As if he himself had generated the quantity of water accumulated in the water gauge. That had been the most popular topic of conversation since they had arrived in Pietermaritzburg two weeks ago. Julia thought that when you looked at the neighbours of that small South African city from afar, they seemed to be surrounded by a halo of politeness, of welcoming kindness. But when you looked at them up close, they were inclined to become strange specimens, sometimes even dangerous. She couldn’t help sniggering when she heard them and joked about them with her parents. And they say that we British are obsessed with the weather! The McClures happily acknowledged that some stereotypes were correct and that the weather in London was genuinely more interesting than the rest of the world. Including as a topic of conversation.

The sky in Pietermaritzburg was clear now, the sun shining down on the students’ heads and Julia’s gaze found somewhere to rest as the museum’s caretaker walked with a lack of urgency towards the entrance. She was a Black woman, plump and elegant, with a look of someone who was very familiar with the taste of a Cadbury’s chocolate and hazelnut bar. A boy, who appeared to be her son, was following her carrying a box of tools. Arriving at the door, the mother knelt down to evaluate the problem. The boy positioned himself next to her and took a piece of sandpaper out of the box. The mother whispered something to him and the two attempted to hide their laughter. He began to sand the underside of the door vigorously and the caretaker stood up to wait for the result. She did not look at the students in the courtyard and the students did not look at her. Only Julia watched them intently. 

The mongoose-boy continued to watch Julia while playing with a pen lid in his mouth and listening to music on that modern gadget – only a few acquaintances in Brick Lane had one and it was the first Julia had seen since arriving in South Africa. She thought she might have offended him when he noticed her staring at it or perhaps he was just intrigued by her short hair. All her classmates had long hair halfway down their backs. The uniform blue and white skirts and blouses reminded her of anotherera. Julia did not understand why the boys and girls didn’t mix. You could sense the anticipation, the desire to look at each other, to feel each other. But nobody spoke to anyone from the other group. Only the two teachers. To Julia, without knowing why, they reminded her of the two enormous turtles that she had gifted to her friend Amanda in Brick Lane before leaving. She recalled nostalgically how they laughed as they watched the turtles, incredibly fast in water, moving towards each other in slow motion when there were out of it.  Walking slowly and deliberately, lethargically waiting minutes and minutes, until their heads met. The long walk towards a lazy kiss.

Everything Julia saw fascinated her. Above all, the thing that caught her attention was the discovery that nobody else had noticed the Black boy, who at that precise moment had managed to fix the door and was opening it. Step by step, almost without realising it, she had been moving closer towards him and the caretaker to take a closer look at them. When she was close enough that she could almost see the whole of the entrance hall to the house, he got up off the floor. Once he had checked again that the door could now be opened without a problem, he seemed very pleased with his work. While he was standing up, and having barely touched it, an English style painted ceramic vase fell noisily to the floor. Julia had noticed it just a second before, on the shelf close to the house entrance. It was beautiful. It had pictures of horse-drawn carriages in a reddish tone that were now scattered in tiny pieces all over the entrance hall. What had made it fall? Perhaps a breeze? The caretaker, unperturbed, went to the storage hut where the broom was kept, while the students and the two teachers finally turned their heads to discover what had caused the racket. The noise had caused all eyes to turn, for the first time, towards the Black boy. It’s not that they looked at him disapprovingly for the breakage, simply that they were finally aware that he was there and that something had happened. “It must have been the ghost!,”the teacher said. And everyone laughed, amused, joking among themselves. The mongoose-boy took off his headphones and also laughed, with a sneer, the pen lid still between his teeth. Even Julia laughed, without knowing why, or at what or who the ghost referred to. 

The Black boy stood looking at the reddish fragments without saying anything. He did not realise what was going on around him. He was not smiling like everyone else. He appeared to be really sorry for having broken such a beautiful antique. And Julia understood: the majority of things, once broken, could not be put back together again. The caretaker arrived with the dustpan and broom and between them they cleaned up the entrance hall. The door was opened fully and they discreetly moved to one side to become invisible again. 

The boys, the girls and their teachers entered the house in an orderly fashion and Julia joined them, looking all around her, noticing all the objects in the museum. The painted paper on the walls, the chimney place, a large gramophone without records, the harp in the corner, the evocative portraits on the walls, the porcelain dolls, the little marble figurines. Inside, the Macrorie Mansion guide was waiting for them. Only Julia looked at the caretaker and her son in the eye as she passed them. With the curiosity of the newly arrived.

Macrorie Mansion was so beautiful that nobody could live in it.

This was made clear by Miss Mitchell’s captivating eyes, which sometimes seemed to be endearing but more often to be reprimanding, when she began to recount the house’s history to the apathetic students on the school visit.

Miss Mitchell was almost as old as some of the crystal pendants that adorned the chandeliers on the house’s coffered ceiling. However, with charming nostalgic finesse, she talked to the children as if she were a young girl astounded by the unfolding of such tales of a by-gone era.

And so she began to tell them the story from the beginning.

She explained to them how Robert Gray, bishop of Cape Town, had offered the position of bishop to the small city of Pietermaritzburg to John William Colenso in 1853. The new bishop, defender of rights for the Zulus, soon came into conflict with the colonial government. Colenso thought that the only way to convert a large number of Africans to Christianity was by creating bridges between the two cultures and that they needed to go beyond the dogma, beyond the Bible and accept different points of view. 

Colenso’s ideas were scandalous at the time and also to Miss Mitchell’s mind. There was no bridge that she wanted to cross. The views from that side of the river were more pleasant. She realised, when she noticed the presence of the Africans around her, those who worked in service (like that clumsy boy who just broke the vase who would need to be punished accordingly after the visit), those who wandered around the streets during the day, those who appeared to her in those rare moments when she noticed that she saw them, yes, then she realised how little she cared about those people and how natural it felt not to consider their second-rate lives as valuable. They acted like extras in what seemed like a Saturday night TV movie, a fantastic film where thrilling things happened. But never to them. 

The students were getting tired of so many names, dates, bishops and were losing enthusiasm. They began to sit down on the carpet. Some were twiddling with their hair, others yawning. The bravest among them took out a comic or packets of trading cards from their jacket pockets, or swapped handwritten notes on scraps of paper with a classmate. Julia looked around her, searching for the African boy, but there was no sign of him or his mother. So she continued to pay attention to the museum guide as she leaned against the wall at the back of the room, not daring to sit down for fear of being noticed. 

Miss Mitchell continued spinning her story: Robert Gray, who had offered the position to Colenso, finally accused him of heresy. Colenso would not resign his position and successfully submitted a complaint to the ecclesiastical powers of England. Meanwhile, Gray appointed W.K Macrorie to replace him. The small African city now had two Anglican bishops, each with their own cathedral and competing congregations. 

The museum guide’s eyes sparkled with excitement at the words she was about to utter in her carefully planned talk. She adjusted a strand of grey hair in the bun at the nape of her neck, cleared her throat and rubbed her wrists with a lilac-scented handkerchief, while some of the students were apathetically chewing gum.

And it was then that Miss Mitchell explained how the millionaire wife of the new bishop Macrorie bought a beautiful two storey mansion on the corner of Loop Street and Pine Street in the Pine Hill neighbourhood. The house where they were now standing. The couple made some changes. They built a chapel and some bedrooms for the nuns of the order of St John the Divine, which Macrorie had himself created. The couple and the order of nuns would live there for twenty two years, until Macrorie resigned and returned to England.

For Miss Mitchell, the new bishop Macrorie was the true hero of the story. He and his charming wife had filled those rooms with valuable objects. There were not that many things still intact, which had not changed over the years as she grew older. Those items had comforted her as a child when she went with her mother on guided tours, and as an adult when she had taken over her mother’s job, and so it had been until that moment, when she was in a room surrounded by kids who were incapable of appreciating them.

Everything in her life had passed her by; everything had been replaced over time. The gifts, the friends, the family, even she herself had become someone very different, almost unrecognisable. A different body from the one that went on that excursion so many years ago, when she climbed the slopes of the Drakensberg Mountains without tiring, pursuing paintings of hunters on the rocks, following him, feeling him so close. Yes, love and the mountains had also abandoned her, replaced her.

Only the objects in the mansion, the ones the Macrories had purchased so many decades ago, were for her something unchanging, something to cling to before disappearing. 

To Julia, Miss Mitchell seemed to be a very strange person, a sprit from another era who had emerged from one of the nooks and crannies of the wallpapered walls or from among the patterned cushions on one of the sofas in the main room. She hadn’t missed the disapproving look that she had thrown at the boy and his mother as she passed them. She had said something to them that Julia had not understood. What could it be? She seemed furious.

Julia’s mind floated back and forth between the story of the Macrorie Mansion and a horror novel that she had secretly borrowed from her parents’ library in London. The whole story took place in a very spooky haunted house.  One of the characters in it said that in order to open up an asylum, all that was needed was an empty house and the appropriate people. And Julia felt that Miss Mitchell was more than suitable for that.

Now that she was able to have a good look at the objects in the room, while the guide continued to relate the historical tales, her mind went back to her grandparents’ house in Hampshire. Always full of all sorts of junk. Her grandfather’s glasses in the most unlikely places, her grandmother’s slippers in the corridor, photo frames scattered around the shelves, the dishcloth from the kitchen on the edge of the bath, clothes hanging on a line in the study, a book about fishing in the cat’sbasket. An entire life on show in an unseemly manner, just like that museum she was now visiting. Nothing hidden from relatives, neighbours, true to the saying that she had read in another suspense novel, that the English always strive to hide only one thing: love.

Julia thought that world was very different from the one the Black boy and the caretaker inhabited, from everything she had seen at the entrance to the house. The warmth of the December sun had remained outside, not crossing the threshold of the museum door. Could she really be in a South African city, but feel as though she was in Hampshire with her Grandmother? All those objects that were no longer used reminded her of her England. No, not her England: an England of the past, of her grandparents. Where were the boy’s things and his mother’s?

And then, as she was looking around in search of non-existent portraits of Africans on the walls, she noticed the mongoose-boy signalling to her from the corridor on the left, which led to the library. Julia turned round, thinking that she was mistaken, that it wasn’t aimed at her. They didn’t know each other at all. Why was he gesturing in that way? Behind her, at the end of the corridor that led to the entrance, in the corner where the African boy had broken the vase, the two teachers were deep in conversation, hiding from everyone else. Nobody else was there. She turned back again to look at the blond boy. Yes, he was addressing her, there was no doubt. What could he want? He continued to signal to her that she should come nearer as if she were a familiar playmate. Julia had the feeling that Pietermaritzburg as a city was too small, so small that all the faces already seemed familiar to her, and all the inhabitants seemed to know her without ever being introduced.

“Why have you got short hair? Are you ill?” the mongoose-boy asked her quietly when Julia decided to do as he asked and went over to him.

“I don’t know, my mother says it suits my face and eyes,” she replied.

“That’s silly. What’s your name?”

“Julia. Julia McClure.”

“Hello, Julia McClure. You can call me Andrew.”

“What’s your real name?”

“Andrew, I just told you, didn’t I? How old are you?”

“Twelve. I will be thirteen next summer. And you?”

“Come, I will show you something,” he suggested, as they moved away from Miss Mitchell and the other students, down the hallway towards the library.

Julia followed Andrew, slightly anxiously, without saying a word. She asked him his age again, but he still did not let on. Nor did he answer her questions about how he knew the house so well, if he had been there before and what music he was listening to on the Walkman before they came in. But she accepted his rude silence and the fact that he only occasionally answered her questions because she enjoyed asking, feeling a part of something, being a bit taken aback by Andrew’s terse English. Curious, she followed him down the corridor towards the oak shelves in the library, which stood tall as trees growing up to the ceiling. The half opened lace curtains let in caramel coloured rays of light, revealing dancing specks of dust.

Andrew stopped in front of one of the many shelves filled with books on the flora and fauna of South Africa. The ochre of the savannah bushes and the dull grey of elephants and rhinoceroses on the spines of the books outlined the boy’s silhouette. And then, in a moment that would remain etched in Julia’s memory, with a flourish, Andrew pressed one of the wooden panels and hidden behind the shelves of books, a door opened. She found herself confronted by the mongoose-boy’s black eyes and a know-it-all look, in search of his companion’s admiration. 

Julia took a few long seconds to realise that, in fact, there wasn’t a wall behind the shelves, but a hidden staircase. That city was unique: there were thousands of fascinating adventures to be had. A book shelf opened and her nostalgia for Brick Lane began to fade away.

“Come with me, Julia McClure,” Andrew said and held her gently by the wrist so that she followed him. With his free hand, he took a pen with a light bulb on the end out of his pocket; he stood still while he turned it on, dramatically, pleased with himself at how prepared he was for the mystery.

“But how do you know about this? Where are we going?” Julia asked.

“I don’t know it, I have never got this far before. I discovered the entrance when we visited the museum the time before last. You know the teachers bring us here every year? There aren’t that many museums here. But I have never dared go down the stairs. Until now. I showed the secret door to Jim Sauber two years ago and he ran out towards the entrance. Mr Parkins, the teacher, caught him and his punishment was a whole month without break time. Last time I came with Jane Aucamp, but she thought I wanted to grope her, or something like that, and she hit me before I could explain anything. As if I could like her with her choppers.”

Julia did not want to be like Jim Sauber or Jane Aucamp, although her name also began with the letter J. She wanted to be like one of the protagonists in the horror stories that she liked so much, with one of those sophisticated names. And above all, she wanted to be part of something, even if it was something as odd as Andrew, Miss Mitchell, her old fashioned classmates and that museum in South Africa, with nothing African on display.

The mongoose-boy held the lit pen between his teeth while he put one of the books from the shelf on the floor, to avoid the door shutting completely. Once he had guaranteed their path out of there, the two of them went down the dimly lit stairs, illuminated only by the toy light bulb, until they reached the bottom. It was cold and smelt damp. Julia did not dare to go back or to confess that she was a bit afraid. They found themselves in an underground stone corridor, with Andrew still holding her wrist tightly and an ice cold breeze hit her in the face.

“So you don’t actually know what’s down here?”

“No. Are you frightened? Do you want us to go back? You seemed so unusual to me that I got the feeling you would be brave.”

Julia blushed and giggled. She decided she would take his words as a compliment. 

Andrew, who luckily had not seen her go bright red, seemed a bit disappointed at her laughter. Perhaps he was secretly hoping that she would want to go back? They decided to continue a bit further, taking short steps, their backs propped against the damp wall. Despite being of a similar age, Julia was taller than him. Everything was dark and Andrew decided that they had gone far enough for now and he helped her to sit down on the floor. They sat close to each other, without wanting to acknowledge their fear. Andrew’s smell reminded Julia of the afternoons playing games with her cousins, such a different smell from her friends’ fruity shampoos. What would Amanda say when she told her about all of this in the next letter?

“Right, now we are going to wait to see what happens,” he said, whispering again in spite of there being nobody else there.

“To see what happens?”

“Are you going to repeat everything I say? I had you down as cleverer than that, Crop Head. Why do you speak so strangely? Where are you from?”

“From Brick Lane in London.”

“Well, that’s cool!”

“Do you like it then?”

“Of course! Who doesn’t like London?”

“What do you like about it?”

“Well that you can buy Walkmans, like the one my uncle gave me a few weeks ago. And also that, apart from modern things, there are tons of old things too. Although my mother doesn’t like them you know. The English, I mean. She loves old things. She says that you all act superior. Arrogant, that’s what she said, that you were all arrogant: “from the shortest to the tallest”. You are quite tall for a girl. My mother might allow us to be friends, but nothing more.”

“Nothing more?”

“Tell me what it is that you like about London, come on, and that way you will stop asking questions.”

“Well, I love Cadbury’s chocolate, the dark one with hazelnuts and its bright red wrapper,” Julia said looking around her and feeling as though the darkness was not as dense, that the echo of her voice was clearing it away. It was the first time since she had arrived in South Africa that she had exchanged so many words with someone who wasn’t a parent or a teacher.

“And mystery novels at night,” she continued enthusiastically. “I like to read English mystery novels when they really scare you the most. And the Beatles, I really love the Beatles. I like In my life the best. Although now that song makes me sad because it makes me think of my friends. Do you know it? It’s old.”

“Ok, Julia McClure, you’re not very original, but you are the only person who has dared to come down here with me.” And with those words he seemed to seal the deal on this new friendship.

Suddenly, from the depths of the tunnel, they heard the sound of footsteps accompanied by a metallic sound of keys. Yes, it sounded like a bunch of jangling keys. They both fell silent. Another blast of freezing cold air and the bulb on Andrew’s pen began to flicker, as if it were a candle and not battery operated. At that moment, Julia felt much more like the fleeing Jim or Jane and her choppers. The metallic sound stopped.
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