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1
The boy at the window


“Wilson! Hey, Wilson, you still sleeping?”


Wilson gritted her teeth and pulled the duvet up over her head. It was far too early and too cold to even reply to such a spectacularly annoying question.


“Come on, Wilson!” called the muffled voice again, and she heard banging on the sliding window above her head. “I brought my dad’s binoculars and a bird book. You promised you’d come with me.”


“Urrrrghhh!”
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With a groan, Wilson sat up. She opened the curtains. A nose was pressed flat against the glass and alert brown eyes sparkled excitedly when they saw her. Wilson leant over and opened the window slightly. She regretted this immediately. It felt as if she’d opened a freezer door.


“I didn’t promise to go with you, Errol,” she said. “I may have used words like maybe or perhaps or I’ll see what I feel like, but I definitely didn’t promise.”


Errol grinned. “Okay, see you in a sec. Bring something to eat. I like peanut-butter sandwiches with—”


Whap.


Wilson pushed the window shut without waiting for the rest of his order. She wasn’t about to make sandwiches for some boy she hardly knew. Shivering with cold, she climbed out of bed. She made sure the curtains were closed before changing out of her pyjamas and pulling on a pair of jeans, a long-sleeved T-shirt and her warmest jumper.


Errol Abrahams was like a stray cat. A little more than a week ago, he’d shown up uninvited, started talking to her and promptly decided that they would be friends. Never mind whether she liked him or not. And she still hadn’t decided that she did.


In the bathroom she quickly washed her face with ice-cold water from the tiny basin. The Doll’s House was quiet. Her mum had already left to run her tennis camp, and Gabriel, her stepfather, was probably out somewhere taking photos again.


Wilson sighed, picked up her hairbrush and headed to the mirror. Trying to tame her long, light brown hair was her least favourite morning ritual. The curly bits around her ears always refused to join the pony tail party. One front tooth was a little crooked. That’s why she avoided smiling in public. Someone who looked so ordinary shouldn’t be living such a messy life.
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If there was one thing Wilson Taylor had always longed for it was a normal life. On the inside of her wardrobe door she’d stuck an advert she’d torn from a magazine:
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Why, you might ask? No, Wilson wasn’t having trouble with a blocked nose. It was just because the people in the ad looked so normal. An ordinary dad, an ordinary mum and two ordinary children. The dad looked like someone who worked in an office and played golf on weekends. The mum looked as if she knew how to arrange flowers and cook a traditional South African roast with yellow rice and potatoes. The children… well, okay, she had to admit that the kids looked a bit irritating. The kind who never went to bed without taking a bath and cried when they didn’t get full marks in a maths test.


But sometimes Wilson couldn’t help wondering what it would be like to be part of such an ordinary family. The kind of family with a mum who hadn’t named her daughter after a tennis racket. The kind of family with a dad who wasn’t the Most Hated Photographer on Earth. The kind of family who lived in a proper house, with a garden, a pool and a dog; the kind of house that didn’t have four wheels, and that couldn’t move somewhere else overnight.


“Wilson!” called Errol impatiently from outside the Doll’s House. Every time he called her name, he used a different voice.
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A shrill, squeaky voice.
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A croaky old man’s voice.
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A metallic robot voice.


“Wil—”


She yanked open the door of the Doll’s House. “Okay, okay! I’m coming!”


Errol grinned broadly.


Wilson turned around and dashed to the food cupboard, quickly grabbing two oranges, a packet of biscuits and two cartons of apple juice. As she slipped them into her backpack, she spotted a curious Errol peeping in at the door of the Doll’s House. He’d never been inside, and she wasn’t planning to invite him in either.


Gabriel called the Doll’s House a motorhome. A very fancy name for a very small house on wheels. It was basically like a caravan with its own engine. Gabriel bought it with the redundancy payout he received after he lost his job at the newspaper.


“Rosy-throated longclaw,” said Errol, “Red-eyed bulbul, Black-headed oriole.”


Wilson rolled her eyes as she stepped outside and locked the door of the Doll’s House. “Are you okay? Do you have a fever or something? What’s with all the strange talk?”


Errol pointed at the book in his hand. “Bird names,” he said. “Pretty, hey? They sound like you could almost sing them.”


Wilson replied with a snort. She could only hope that she wouldn’t have to listen to him singing bird names on an empty stomach.


“Okay,” she said and pointed at the binoculars in Errol’s hand. “Where do you want to go to look for birds?”


“There are lots of trees next to the lake,” said Errol. “And the more trees, the more birds.”


Wilson planted her hands on her hips and stared at him, tilting her head to one side. “The lake on the edge of town?”


Errol nodded and started walking.


Wilson sighed and followed him.


When they’d lived in the city, her mum wouldn’t allow her to go off on a Saturday morning with a boy who was a total stranger. But things were different in a small town. Everyone knew each other, and in the evenings the children played in the streets till dusk.
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Wilson had stopped counting the number of towns they’d lived in over the past couple of years. Every time they would stay only a few months. Her mum would advertise her tennis camps for children, and the town’s mums and dads would be impressed to have someone famous teaching tennis. While her mum taught children who barely knew how to hold a racket, Gabriel would explore the town and take thousands of photos. And when the children in the town had had enough of tennis lessons and Gabriel could find nothing else to photograph, they would pack up and hit the road in the Doll’s House.


It had been almost three weeks since they’d arrived in Leseeba – and here she was now walking down a dusty road with a boy she hardly knew. She snuck a peek at Errol out the corner of her eye. He was whistling a familiar tune. Errol was her age, but a little shorter than her, and his arms and legs were as thin as matchsticks.


“Why birds, of all things?” Wilson finally asked.


The morning sun was warming the back of her neck nicely.


Errol shrugged. “Why not? My grandma says I have a different hobby every week. I found the book in the library and decided to see how many of the birds I can spot.”


“There’s one,” said Wilson.
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Errol looked up at the telephone wire she was pointing at. He smiled. “Sparrow,” he said. “Okay, I’ll tick it off.”


“Did you know in the Sesotho language, leseeba is the word for feather?” Errol asked.


“Of course,” Wilson lied.


“And where are the two of you going?”


The stern voice made Wilson jump. A policeman stopped his bicycle next to them. He had a grey moustache that was trimmed so perfectly that it looked as if it had been painted on his upper lip. His trouser legs were clipped with clothes pegs, probably to protect them from the oily bike chain.


“Captain Calitz,” said Errol. “Good morning.”


“Erm… morning,” said Wilson.


The policeman sniffed. His perfect moustache twitched slightly on his upper lip.


“You haven’t answered my question, Errol Abrahams,” he said.


He looked so intimidating that Wilson swallowed nervously, but Errol was smiling. “Wilson and I are going to look for birds,” he said.


Captain Calitz looked Wilson up and down and then he looked back at Errol.


“And where did you get that bird book and those binoculars?” he asked.
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“The book is from the library and the binoculars belong to my grandma,” said Errol.


The policeman’s eyes narrowed suspiciously. “Hmph,” he said. His eyes shifted to Wilson again. “So, you’re the girl who lives with her parents in that house on wheels in the caravan park?”


“It’s called a motorhome,” said Wilson.


“Hmph,” said Captain Calitz again.


“Enjoy your day, Captain!” said Errol and started walking away.


Wilson had to hurry to catch up with him. She glanced over her shoulder. The policeman was still sitting on his bike like a statue, glaring at them. “Hmph,” Wilson heard him snort again.


“What’s his problem?” she whispered.


“Probably beetles again,” replied Errol. “Or aphids.”


Wilson waited for him to explain.


“He grows roses,” said Errol. “All kinds and colours. His roses win lots of prizes at the annual flower show in the city. My mum says Captain Calitz’s roses are like his children.”


Wilson frowned. Small towns were weird. And clearly Leseeba was no exception.


“But why does he want to know where you got the book and the binoculars?”


Errol giggled. “Captain Calitz is a good policeman. He probably thinks I stole the book.”


“Stole it?” Shocked, Wilson stopped in her tracks.


Errol nodded. “Yep. If you want to get technical. The thing is, I lost a library book once, more than a year ago. Now I’m no longer allowed to borrow their books. Miss Hannah, the librarian, is very strict. So I have to smuggle a book out of the library if I like it.”


“Steal it, you mean,” Wilson quickly reminded him.


“I always smuggle it back in afterwards,” said Errol.


Wilson thought about that for a moment. “Well, a library is a place where you can borrow books and then return them. So, you’re just borrowing books without a library card… sort of.”


“Exactly,” said Errol. “Rock pigeon.”


He pointed at a bird and ticked off a name on the list at the back of the book. Wilson wanted to remind him that you weren’t supposed to write in a library book, but then thought better of it. She’d known him for barely two weeks but that was long enough to know that Errol always had a clever comeback.
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2
A feather


“Lesser masked weaver,” whispered Errol.


Wilson frowned as she studied the picture in the book and shook her head. “Southern masked weaver,” she said.


Errol lifted the binoculars again. “No way,” he argued.


“Yes way,” said Wilson and pointed at the book. “Look on the map. The lesser masked weaver isn’t found in this area.”


Before they could argue any further, the weaver flew off, chirping happily.


“Maybe that was a lesser masked weaver that got a little lost,” said Errol.


Wilson rolled her eyes. She was starting to suspect that Errol wasn’t as good at birdwatching as he thought.


They’d been at the lake for an hour now, looking for birds. Almost every new species they saw led to an argument. Wilson had never known there were so many different types of birds that looked almost identical.


There was a grumbling sound.


“Your tummy’s going to chase all the birds away,” said Wilson. “Do you want an orange?”


“I thought you’d never ask,” said Errol.


Wilson slipped her backpack off her shoulders and fished out the snacks she’d packed. They sat down on a patch of grass by the lake. The morning sun was shining brightly on the water. Two ducks swam by peacefully. (Cape shovellers, according to Errol, even though Wilson could clearly see that they looked exactly like the picture of the southern pochard in the book.)


Birds were warbling in the trees but by now Errol was more interested in peeling his orange.


“You never told me your mum was a famous tennis player,” he said.


Wilson pressed the sharp end of the straw into the the carton of juice and took a sip before answering. “I haven’t even known you for two weeks,” she said. “So, I can’t possibly have told you about me yet.”


“I saw the ad in the café window,” said Errol.


Wilson gritted her teeth. Every time they moved to a new town, her mum would cover it with her posters the minute they arrived.
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All those capital letters and exclamation marks were enough to give anyone a headache.


“Did your mum really play tennis at Wimbledon?” asked Errol.


“Yes, of course!” said Wilson a little indignant. “Did you really think she would lie about something like that? Just Google her if you don’t believe me.”


“Don’t worry, I believe you,” said Errol. “And what about your dad?”


“Stepdad,” said Wilson.


“I see him all over town with his camera. What kind of photos does he take?”


“He sells photos to an image library,” said Wilson. “If someone needs a photo of a horse or a lemon or a stop sign, they can buy it from an image library.”


“That’s cool,” said Errol and popped another segment of orange in his mouth.


“I don’t think it is,” said Wilson, rolling her eyes. “His top seller is a photo of a dog wearing sunglasses and a bow tie.”


His second-bestselling photo was of a strawberry on a white background. Wilson would have to roll her eyes for an entire day to show what she thought of that.


Errol laughed. “And school?” he asked. “Don’t you go—”


“Wow, you’re asking more questions than Captain Calitz!” Wilson interrupted him. “Do you want to watch birds or pry into my entire family history?”


Errol shrugged. “I live with my grandma,” he said, as if Wilson had asked. “She repairs people’s clothes, does alterations and makes dresses for the school leaver’s ball, stuff like that.”


Wilson flattened her empty juice carton and put it into her backpack. She got up to wash the sticky juice off her hands in the lake.


As she was knelt by the water, she heard a rustling sound in the trees. Wilson wheeled around and pricked up her ears. There wasn’t a breath of wind. The leaves weren’t moving at all.


Sometimes you get the feeling that someone is watching you… a strange, creepy feeling that makes the hair stand up on the back of your neck. Well, that was exactly how Wilson was feeling. She scanned the dense shrubs and trees next to the lake.
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