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For Mama
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CHAPTER ONE


‘Harry Styles.’


‘That’s not shameful!’


‘I’m eighteen years older than him. Yes, it is.’ Lana, my boss, looked at her Rolex; a fortieth birthday present from some boy-band member with a cougar fetish, and snapped her laptop shut. ‘Right, enough “Shameful Shag” talk. Go home.’


‘What?’ I frowned and checked my phone. ‘But it’s only three thirty?’


Admittedly we’d done nothing since lunchtime except compare our updated ‘Shameful Shag Wish List’, stuff invites into envelopes for my parents’ joint seventieth birthday/anniversary party and do a few moves on Lana’s Pilates ball (January was a particularly slow month in the world of music video production) but still, 3.30 p.m. was two hours before my official finish time.


‘Why don’t I start on the rider for the Feet of the People shoot?’ I said, flicking open my ever-present, neatly utilised Moleskin notebook. ‘They’re all vegan apparently and their manager requested there to be no meat on the premises. Also, weirdly, one of them won’t sit on a used toilet seat, so we need to fit a new one in his dressing room and plastic-wrap it so he—’


‘God, they sound awful,’ Lana said, shuffling papers. ‘And not even original – the plastic-wrapped new toilet seat is Mariah’s thing. Anyway,’ she waved her short-nailed, manicured hand. ‘That’s ages away. It’s a horrible, rainy Friday. Go and get started on your weekend.’


‘But—’


‘In a few weeks it’s going to be crazy.’ Lana indicated towards the whiteboard calendar that covered an entire wall of her office where two months of music video production schedules were recorded in various colour-coded pens. Nothing but a handful of meetings and Elsie’s twenty-sixth birthday – she was the other PA I shared the open-plan office with – were written in for the next two weeks. After that, each square representing a day was crammed with prep, shoot and edit days; voice recordings, CGI meetings and viewings. It did indeed look ‘crazy’. ‘We’ve got those vegan/toilet people,’ Lana continued. ‘I’ve pitched for Pink’s new collab, and I’m still waiting to hear about Little Mix. We should take time off now while we can.’


I looked away from the whiteboard and stood at the end of Lana’s desk, unsure.


‘Go!’ she said with a shooing motion. ‘I’m five minutes behind you.’ She made a show of pretending to file documents I knew were just scribbled wish lists of embarrassing celebrity shags.





Half an hour later I stepped out of Balham station into weather so depressing it could make a Disney princess turn to drink. My phone beeped with a text from Lana.




I did actually shag him ;)





I laughed, happy that I genuinely liked my boss, then zipped up my parka and appreciated the lack of Friday evening commuters on the dreary mid-January walk to my sister’s flat.


‘Oh hey,’ Annabelle said, as I let myself in her front door, not mentioning (or realising) that I was two hours earlier than usual. She continued searching through a Marvel Avengers school bag. ‘We’ve got broccoli cheesecake standoffs, Mum’s repacking her packing and the cat is in the laundry, vomiting.’


‘Poor kitty. Did he eat the broccoli cheesecake?’ I shut the door with a smirk.


‘Aunty Jess!’ Seven-year-old Hunter appeared in the hall with a foam baseball bat tucked into his trousers, a fist full of kitchen utensils and a Thor helmet resting at a jaunty angle on his dark brown bird’s nest. He pushed past his mum and launched at me for a hug.


‘Hunter, why don’t you try your broccoli cake?’ Annabelle said, emerging from the school bag with three unmatched socks and a lunchbox spilling crumbs.


Hunter made a face.


‘I’m with him,’ I said, setting my wriggly nephew on the ground and peeling off my coat and scarf. ‘It should be illegal to say those two words together. It sullies the word “cake”.’


‘Broccoli is very high in—’


‘Grossness.’ I winked at Hunter.


‘Fibre,’ Annabelle countered, tightening her unintentionally model-ish bun and picking a path through some Lego. ‘Mum thinks Katie is constipated because her midday “evacuation” had the wrong consistency.’


Annabelle and I rolled our eyes and sniggered as we arrived in the kitchen.


‘Hi, Mum,’ I said.


‘Oh hello, Plum,’ Mum said using the nickname I’d had since I was two. Apparently my tantrums were so vigorous (passionate) I’d turn a deep, fruity purple. She looked up from her open suitcase that sat on one end of the kitchen table; food, spilt water and Moana cutlery littered the other end. ‘Shouldn’t you still be at work?’ she said, glancing at Annabelle’s retro kitchen clock.


I took the baseball bat which was being wielded hazardously and put it on top of the fridge with the rest of the confiscated toys that had been repurposed as weapons.


‘Lana let me leave early. There isn’t much to do at this time of year,’ I said, while coaxing Hunter into his chair. ‘And, to make the day even better, Pete called and said he had to stay late at work because of some emergency, but he’s coming here because apparently he has a surprise for me!’


‘What kind of surprise?’ Mum said.


Annabelle frowned. Despite the fact I was at her place every evening and most weekends to help with the kids, Pete, my boyfriend of six years, hardly ever came over. I shrugged and bent to pick up Katie, my three-year-old niece, who was on the floor playing with a rainbow-coloured xylophone. I signed and said, ‘I love you’ to her and she gripped my neck in an intense hug.


‘And what kind of emergency would mean a PE teaching assistant has to stay at work late on a Friday?’ Annabelle leant against the kitchen counter with a glass of something green and probably disgustingly healthy – but with her customary dash of something ‘beneficial’ (cannabis).


‘I dunno.’ I headed to the fridge, Katie kissing my cheek with three-year-old fervour. ‘Maybe the soccer balls deflated.’


The three of us giggled. Pete took his job as a PE teacher’s assistant at an International Baccalaureate school near Virginia Water very seriously. He was in a team of nine and was the most junior, but he may as well have been the private coach to David Beckham’s kids. Having said that, the clientele at the private school weren’t far off Beckham status. Pete had to wear a uniform and they had strict rules on facial hair, ironing and deodorant usage (must be used, must work, must not be Lynx-level fragranced), and I got in a lot of trouble if I bought the kind that resulted in white powdery pits.


I pulled a half-bottle of rosé from the fridge; Annabelle, being a semi-reformed substance indulger (cannabis oil is homeopathic apparently), didn’t drink but always kept a bottle handy for Mum and me.


‘Now, I’m leaving you with my iPad,’ Mum handed Annabelle an orange-coloured hand-sewn pouch, ‘and my phone. I’m not even allowed to take them in the car. Fancy that!’ She handed over another pouch in recycled curtain fabric. ‘If it rings, you answer and take a message.’


Annabelle nodded and sipped her drink.


‘I have a mouthful, you have a mouthful,’ I whispered in Hunter’s ear, and pointed to his broccoli cheesecake.


Hunter nodded and we each cut off a piece of cheesecake. While Mum explained to Annabelle the intricacies of how she’d like her phone answered, Hunter and I silently mouthed, ‘One, two, three’ then shoved the squares of broccoli cake in our mouths.


‘It tastes like toes,’ Hunter said through his greenish-grey mouthful.


He held his nose to swallow and I pretended to vomit making him and Katie giggle.


‘Here’s a notepad for the messages,’ Mum continued. ‘And I got a nice pen.’ She produced a fat plastic pen covered in koalas wearing Raybans then looked back into her suitcase and muttered to herself in German.


She’d been dipping in and out of it more and more lately. She usually only did it when stressed but recently Annabelle and I had noticed a definite change in her. She’d been acting weird. Well, weirder. We thought it was her impending seventieth birthday. Or the fact that Dad, also approaching seventy, wasn’t showing any signs of slowing down. He’d flown past the usual retirement age with barely a glance out of his business class window. Which, seeing as he brokered the sale of islands to the rich and secretive, meant he was still spending weeks and weeks abroad. Or perhaps general senility was settling in. Whatever it was, it had her mumbling in her native tongue, weeping at adverts for insurance packages, mistaking a stranger’s folded fur coat for a lap dog and asking to pat it, and booking herself on a ten-day silent retreat.


‘They don’t allow reading, Mum,’ I said, scanning the contents of her suitcase and pulling out three self-help books and a herbal remedy magazine. ‘Remember?’


‘Or writing.’ Annabelle plucked Mum’s paisley notebook with its multi-coloured sticky tabs poking out at all angles from among the clothing.


‘It is strict, isn’t it? What will I do with all my thoughts…?’


‘Ignore them,’ I said.


‘Observe them,’ said Annabelle.


‘You will feed my scoby, wont you?’ Mum glanced towards the jar of glutinous bacteria she’d brought round that was sitting on the bench looking like something Jabba the Hutt might excrete after a particularly big night out.


Annabelle nodded. I gagged.


‘And you’ll listen to Eileen?’ she continued while watching me extract various other tomes on herbal living from every pocket of her suitcase. ‘I told Patrick I didn’t want her replacing me. She’ll lose me my listeners! Doesn’t know her walnuts from her worts, that woman. And I’ve seen her eat a Pot Noodle.’ Mum looked at me, expecting allied horror. I gave her panto-style shock.


Mum had had a daily show on the local independent radio station giving ‘Natural advice for the home and health’ for twenty-five years. Patrick was her long-suffering producer. Mum had always been interested in alternative health, but Annabelle’s unruly behaviour and my ADHD had propelled her firmly into a natural, preservative-free world. Yes, I’m mildly ADHD. Mum had treated my ‘excitable nature’, as she’d called it, with diet. I was gluten, grain, sugar and dairy free way before all the blogging beauties started doing it. And it worked. Although growing up it meant no kids liked to come and play at our house. The cupboards were full of raw nuts, almond flour cookie falsehoods and bowls of low FODMAP fruit.


The doorbell rang, and Hunter was off his chair and hurtling down the hall in seconds.


‘That will be my driver.’ Mum tossed the last few items in the top of her suitcase. ‘Now, you’ll remember Katie’s tonic? I’ve put it in the door of the fridge. And I made more of Hunter’s special muffins. Oh, and Katie needs—’


‘Mum, she knows how to look after her own children,’ I said, steering my mother away from her suitcase by her tiny shoulders.


‘I do.’ Annabelle nodded.


‘And anyway, I’ll be here.’ I dropped the suitcase lid down and zipped it up.


‘You’ll come every day?’ Mum fretted.


‘I’ll be fine,’ Annabelle said.


‘Yes. Every day. Like usual.’


‘She needs help.’


‘I don’t,’ Annabelle said.


‘She’s got her hands full, being—’


‘On her own. Yes, I know, Mum.’


‘But it’s “no contact”. I didn’t really think about it till now. No contact for ten days. That’s an awful lot of time to be out of touch. Perhaps I shouldn’t go…?’


Annabelle’s eyes widened over her smoothie.


I hoisted Mum’s suitcase off the table, ushered her down the hall, thrusting her coat at her on the way, and bundled her out of the front door towards the waiting minivan. ‘If there’s an emergency they do let us contact you, you know. You’re not in solitary confinement. Just a lentils-for-breakfast-lunch-and-dinner silent retreat. You’ll come back calm and content, with terrible gas, and everything will be fine.’


‘But you’re an awful cook,’ Mum said, watching me hand her suitcase over to the driver. ‘You’ll give them all E. coli.’


‘I know how to order a takeaway,’ I said.


Mum pursed her lips and began listing the perils of fast food while Annabelle stood in the doorway watching with relaxed amusement.


‘Just go and have a good time with all your thoughts,’ I said, guiding her into the van among the words ‘sodium’ and ‘trans fats’ and ‘unethical mutton’. ‘You’ll come back transcended, or tranquil, or whatever they tell you you’ll come back like.’


‘Transformed,’ she said through the open door, her eyes narrowing behind her large-framed glasses.


‘Yes, transformed you shall be. You’ll be a parrot of peace, or a sea-turtle of serenity, or a—’


‘Goodbye, Jess,’ Mum said in a clipped manner.


She slid the van door shut.


‘Bye, Mum,’ I said through the open window. ‘I’ll still love you if you come back a rat of restfulness.’


‘Halt den mund,’ Mum said with a scowl.


‘Grandma, that’s rude!’ said Hunter, who was very good at German.


‘Yes, it is,’ said I, who was not but had a feeling my mother had just told me to shut my sausage-roll hole. ‘Shame on you.’


Mum shook her head and closed the window on me and the drizzly evening. But I suspected mainly on me.


Annabelle waved from the front door. ‘Have fun!’


Hunter waved a broken rake he’d somehow found and which I immediately seized before he started fencing with it. ‘Bye, Grandma!’ he hollered.


The driver reversed onto the darkened street and Hunter, Annabelle and I headed inside to the warmth of the kitchen. Moments later we heard the front door open and Mum appeared in the doorway.


‘I just realised, without my phone I have no map.’


Despite the fact that the driver had sat nav and had been there many times before, we recognised Mum’s need for a modicum of control and spent another five minutes printing out directions to the Buddhist retreat in Devon ‘just in case anything happens’. We said more goodbyes, coaxed her back to the van and then flopped at the kitchen table. The front door opened again and Mum stepped into the kitchen, wringing her bony hands.


‘I forgot my phone,’ she said.


Annabelle and I gave her a look. It took a few moments.


‘Oh yes,’ she said, worrying the tiger’s eye pendant dangling over the top of her taupe turtleneck. ‘Quite right. That’s the whole point. Yes.’


It was the first time she was going to be apart from the kids since Katie was born. The anticipation of separation was clearly taking its toll on my grey-haired, herbal little mother who’d been Katie’s secondary carer for three and a half years. She gave a plaintive look at the two children, Hunter submerging a Lego batman in his broccoli cake and Katie signing ‘love you, Grandma’; got a bit teary, kissed Katie nineteen times, muttered something in German that possibly translated to ‘I am dance scarf’ but I couldn’t be sure, as I hadn’t kept up with my Deutsch lessons; said, ‘OK, well, I’d best be off,’ muttered to herself and left. Again. How she was going to keep her German trap shut for ten days I would never know.


‘Is Mum worse?’ I asked half an hour later, while standing in the doorway of the bathroom watching Annabelle bath Katie.


Hunter, my charge, could be heard singing a 21 Pilots song, far too old for his seven years, in the shower down the hall.


‘She’s losing the plot.’


‘She never really had a firm grasp of it in the first place.’


‘True.’ Annabelle poured water over Katie’s head, washing out the suds. ‘You know she started crying on her show the other day when a caller asked about Bolognese stains?’


‘Do you think she has a brain tumour?’ I said, catching Hunter in a towel as he ran past naked.


‘No.’ Annabelle rolled her eyes and hoisted Katie out of the bath. ‘Why does it always have to be so dramatic with you?’


‘Brain tumours happen every day,’ I said, indignant.


Annabelle sighed. ‘I think it’s Dad’s work.’


‘Mmmm,’ I said, not really sure we’d pinned down the reason Mum was being so erratic.


Dad’s career meant that he had always been relatively absent. Why would she suddenly be worrying about that now? Don’t get me wrong, Dad was a fabulous father; doting, indulgent, firm, kind, playful and patient, and we all adored him, but most of my childhood memories contained just three of us: Mum, Annabelle and me. I would never tell him that, though, as his heart would be broken.


When we were young, and he was away, we didn’t get to speak with him all that often. Time differences were awkward and not kid-bedtime or kid-manic-morning-routine-friendly. But when he was back it felt like we had his exclusive focus. We were never hustled to bed so that our parents could have ‘adult time’, nor did we have our childish questions limited to ‘just one more’. As little kids he’d indulge us with game after game of Snap or Uno, or watch our endless tumbles on the trampoline, never averting his attention so that we’d have to say ‘Dad! Dad! DAD! WATCH ME!’ As tweens and teens he’d listen patiently to our peer skirmishes and teacher grievances, spoiling us with his time and advice. Then, when a contract came in, he was off again and Annabelle, Mum and I would tumble along as usual; happy as a trio but looking forward to being four again. He’d once told me that he left a piece of his heart behind every time he had to go away. He was trying to comfort a tearful little girl, but in my child’s mind I was terrified that each time he left his heart would get smaller and smaller until one day it would be gone altogether. Then he’d fall down dead, a cold, grey cavity where his heart used to be. Perhaps I did lean a tad towards the theatrical…


‘Did I tell you I managed to book that Van Morrison cover band Dad wanted?’ I said, releasing a dry, squirming Hunter who ran to his bedroom at normal Hunter speed: recently ejected cannonball. ‘Lana knew someone who knew someone.’


‘Great,’ Annabelle said. She carried Katie out of the bathroom towards the living room while I hung up towels and bath mats and facecloths behind her. ‘What am I in charge of again?’


‘Ummm,’ I hesitated. What had I let her do…? ‘I think you’re doing the… uh…’


Annabelle eyeballed me.


‘You’re doing the…’


In six weeks, eight days apart from each other, Mum and Dad would turn seventy. Which was also coinciding with their thirty-fifth non-wedding anniversary (as 1970s hippies they’d seen marriage as a joint governmental sentence of getting into debt, then trying to get out of it by retirement, so had shunned the official piece of paper and had a ‘commitment picnic’ in a field by the river Avon). Annabelle and I were putting on a big surprise party that both of them knew about. There was no way we could ever organise a surprise party with Dad’s career being what it was. If a moneyed somebody wanted to buy an island, they wanted to buy it PRONTO. And Dad and his business partners dropped their newspapers, or their lattes, or their wives, or whatever they were holding and jumped on the nearest plane. I was saved from telling Annabelle I’d allowed her to be in charge of precisely nothing by the doorbell ding-donging through the house.


‘That’ll be Pete!’ I said, skipping down the hall.


I flung open the door and there was my lovely boyfriend: neat brown hair, strong shoulders, medium height, more than medium-ly hung and, oddly, not in his work uniform but in a nice pair of jeans and his goose-feather parka.


‘Hey babe,’ I gave him a kiss, then registered my pink tartan suitcase and his big black backpack leaning against the doorframe out of the rain. ‘What’s with the luggage?’


Pete smiled and held up a printout. It took me a moment to read the particulars.


‘Cape Town?’ I squealed in a voice not unlike one of Alvin and the Chipmunks. Then I saw the date. ‘TODAY?!’


‘Actually, now,’ Pete said, his handsome, clean-shaven face looking pleased with himself. ‘As in right now.’










CHAPTER TWO


‘We’ve got rubbish seats,’ Pete said, examining the boarding passes with a defeated air as we joined the back of the long, long queue to board. ‘Right at the back by the toilets.’


‘Well, you should’ve checked in online.’ I searched my handbag for my phone while also doing a check for liquids over 100ml.


‘Hold this?’ I said, holding out my handbag while turning my attention to my hastily packed carry-on tote.


When the handbag was not taken from me I looked up to see Pete’s pained expression.


‘Take it.’ I jiggled it at his chest.


Pete looked around at the surrounding cluster of disinterested, impatient-to-board travellers. ‘No.’


Admittedly the handbag was quite stand-outy. It was wicker and in the shape of a sitting camel with a decorative harness complete with tiny bells and multi-coloured tassels. I called it Alice.


‘Women come with boobs, a vagina and a handbag,’ I said. ‘You wanna play with these,’ I circled my hand over my lady areas, ‘then you have to hold this.’ I thrust him the bag.


Pete did want to play with those, so he begrudgingly took the handbag strap and held it by his fingertips, making himself look even more conspicuous than if he’d just held it like a normal person. I gave him an affectionate ‘you’re such a loser’ headshake and went back to searching for my phone.


The rush to the airport meant I hadn’t been able to text Dave, our flatmate, to tell him we’d be away for the next two weeks, allowing him to have his zombie-obsessed mates over to eat pizza and shun all things outdoor for the chance to stay on the sofa ripping apart the storylines of movies they’d seen three hundred times before. Pete abhorred zombie fests. And pizza fests. And Dave’s mates. So Dave, my friend from film school who was currently working as a night shift dispatcher for 999 until he became a director of ‘epic zombie movies’, kindly kept his ‘fests’ to a minimum. I’d also been unable to alert anyone to the exciting news that I was off on a last-minute trip to Cape Town to be bridesmaid for my best friend Priya’s last-minute wedding. Or to thank Priya.


The week before, after I’d said we couldn’t afford a trip to Cape Town at such short notice, Priya had called Pete. Apparently she’d offered to pay for the flights and put us up in her apartment if he could get us both some time off work. Priya was an actress on a Netflix show and had been in Cape Town six months a year for the past three years, so paying for two people’s flights was an achievable and amazing reality. But even if it wasn’t, that was just how Priya was; she was generous even when we were poor film school students living in a basement flat that had mould, mice and a view out of the living room window of the ankles of people running for Cricklewood station. If Priya could afford only one beer she ordered it with two glasses.


During the tube ride to Heathrow, Pete had said that getting two weeks off work had been surprisingly drama-free. Lana had been only too happy for me to take my nearly expired leave, and the head teacher of Pete’s school had a son who, in his final year at teacher’s college, was gagging for the chance to cover someone’s lessons. As he told me about the crafty co-ordinating Priya and he had been doing for the past three days I felt a rush of affection for them both. But only one of them was going to get lucky because of it. (I just want to be clear, that someone was Pete.) Images of us getting engaged (again, I’m talking about Pete here) had been filling my head on the journey to the airport. Surely the wedding and proximity to diamond mines would motivate that question being asked. We were at the end of our twenties and, unlike Annabelle with her two illegitimate children, or my commitment-picnicking parents, I wanted to do the marriage-before-kids traditional thing. Call me boring, but life was complex enough these days with software updates (seriously, must there be an update every time I turn on my computer?), austerity (something I was still intending to look up the definition of), and the fickle social challenge of trying to be the right kind of feminist, so why not keep the other stuff simple.


‘If we’d come straight from Annabelle’s, like I’d planned,’ Pete stressed. ‘We’d have better seats. I bet our chairs don’t even recline all the way back.’


‘Well, I’m sorry, but we had to go home,’ I said, still digging around in my carry-on. ‘I couldn’t spend two weeks in Cape Town with yoga leggings, three gym T-shirts, my gym shoes, a nightie, nineteen pairs of underpants – did you think I was going to have an accident, by the way? – and the bra I wear when I’m hung-over.’


Pete looked upset I’d questioned his clothing choices.


‘We made it, didn’t we?’ I leant towards him, abandoning the phone search and lowering my voice. ‘And I got to pack the naughty knickers you like.’


‘I guess that’s something,’ he said, thawing. ‘So, you’re really OK leaving Annabelle?’


Despite the fact that Pete thought Annabelle and the kids had outgrown the need for Mum and my daily assistance, I could tell his enquiry was genuine. Back at the house, when Pete had shown me the printed tickets to Cape Town my initial thoughts were sun, wine, Pete in board shorts tanning his sculpted torso, beach, sex, cocktails, sand, safaris, Pete’s tanned calf muscles in safari shorts, and yet I’d hugged him and said, ‘I can’t go.’


‘Wh… what?’ Pete had stammered, looking mystified.


‘I can’t go,’ I’d said, folding the printout in half and handing it back to my baffled boyfriend. ‘Annabelle needs—’


‘You to take millions of photos of elephants,’ Annabelle had said, handing me my coat.


‘But—’


‘And giraffes.’


‘But—’


She’d held me by the shoulders and said in a steady voice, ‘Jess, get on that plane with your boyfriend and go watch your friend get married.’


‘But the kids?’ I’d said, looking at Hunter, who was helping Katie button up her pink pyjama top. His patience with his Down’s Syndrome sister could burst your heart. It was the only time he ceased operating at Spinal Tap’s level eleven. A knot of emotion caught in my throat as he slowly did the last button up then signed ‘You did it!’ to his sister, who grinned back at him.


‘We’ll be fine,’ Annabelle had said with a look of firm determination. ‘Go. I insist.’


Pete and Annabelle, admittedly not huge fans of each other, had exchanged appreciative acknowledgements. I’d chewed my lip. Could I leave her? She hadn’t been without Mum or my help since falling pregnant with Hunter when she was a 24-year-old Art History student. Why did Mum have to be on her silent lentil retreat at the exact time I’d be in Cape Town? Dad was apparently somewhere in Scotland showing some blustery isles to a Russian, and who knows how long he’d be away this time. Not that Dad had ever been very effective in dealing with his wayward eldest. He was far too much of a softie towards Annabelle; the lovable black sheep of the family who did no right but could do no wrong.


As a child she threw temper tantrums; as an early teen she got pierced; as a late teen she took drugs and ended up in rehab then got out of there and ended up at Anorexic Camp (it was called something else ‘official’ but Annabelle and I only ever referred to it as that). Those days were tense and because Dad was often away, and Mum was trying to contain the catastrophe that was Annabelle, I’d become an independent child. I’d ordered my own organic almond-meal birthday cake from the bakery when I was eight because Annabelle had been suspended for turning up to our private school with pink hair and Mum was trying to take the neon edge out of the hot pink with henna. She ended up turning it Fraggle orange and Annabelle had pre-teen-raged the house down.


When university entrance time came around she surprised everyone by nailing her A-levels and, after a gap year in Costa Rica where she came home with a back tattoo and a worryingly extensive understanding of cannabis oil, gained entry to an Art History degree. Then fucked that up by having an anonymous one-night stand, which only I knew to be a twelve-week stand, with her very ‘nonymous’ (what is the opposite of that word?) married professor. It resulted in a darling nephew for me but also meant Annabelle had to drop out of uni to care for him. The professor moved to Arizona with his family and sent Hunter cards and money and was ungenerous with both. When Hunter was four Annabelle went back to studying accountancy part time but then Daniel the super-yacht skipper happened. He came, he impregnated (came again) then buggered off leaving Annabelle with a broken heart and a two-week-old daughter with Down’s Syndrome.


Daniel adored Katie, though, and, having bought Annabelle a teeny-tiny flat in Balham just around the corner from his place, visited as often as his sailing schedule would allow. Which usually was only once or twice a year. But he didn’t know how to be a father, much less to a child who needed as much careful attention as Katie. Her speech is delayed because of low muscle tone, which makes articulation difficult, hence the baby signing. So she has a speech therapist and regular physio. She has vision difficulties so wears adorable little elasticised pink bendy glasses and has regular trips to the ophthalmologist. Winter can be a tough time because weak lungs mean pneumonia is a concern. Her paediatrician is seen so regularly that she’s almost family. It’s a busy schedule of appointments, tests and therapies. Not to mention the unscheduled trips to the casualty department; which is why Mum and I have always been on hand to help. We all have up-to-date first aid training and have taken baby signing classes. Except Pete, so we make jokes at his expense that he attempts to be good-natured about. After Daniel broke up with Annabelle she swore off men and the family cocooned around her, breathing a sigh of relief. She’s now thirty-three and totally on the straight and narrow. If by straight you mean ‘cannabis oil in your smoothie’, and your definition of narrow is ‘Mum is her supplier’.


In the last year Annabelle had started making noises about not needing so much help, but it had become a routine nobody was ready to break. Mum would finish her radio show around 11.30-ish and head over to Annabelle’s to help get Katie through to nap time while Annabelle did accounts at the kitchen table for her small handful of clients. I’d pop over most days after work and help get the kids through the evening routine before heading home to Pete, who’d invariably made a well-balanced meal and had started eating it by himself in front of the sports channel.





The queue to board shuffled forward a few steps and I considered laissez-faire Annabelle, hyper Hunter and love bug Katie being on their own until Mum got home in ten days’ time.


‘She’ll be fine,’ I said, more to comfort myself. ‘She’ll be fine.’


‘She will.’ Pete smiled, looking relieved. ‘Like Annabelle said, the kids are older now and the alone time will be good for them.’


I stretched onto tippy toes and gave Pete a kiss, not worrying about the rub of red I left on his cheek. ‘You’re amazing. I love you very much and you are going to get very lucky later – Dad…?’


‘No…’ Pete mused. ‘No, that’s an inappropriate pet name. I’m going to have to put my foot down on that one.’


I smacked him playfully on the arm. ‘Look.’ I pointed ahead at the segregated business class politely drifting through the final passport check while our logjam of riff-raff battered each other with scruffy baggage and swelled towards the passport check waiting to be loaded into the back.


‘Oh yeah,’ Pete said, craning around the shuffling mass. ‘I thought he was in Scotland?’


‘Me too.’ I dug around in my handbag again.


‘Why don’t you just yell out?’ Pete said as I finally located my phone.


‘Because,’ I dialled Dad’s number, ‘he’s miles away. And I might get arrested for causing a disturbance at an airport. They’re very strict in these places now, you know. They might think I’m a terrorist.’


A Japanese woman to our side gave a condemnatory scowl.


‘Keep your voice down,’ Pete said. ‘And why would a terrorist call out “Dad”?’


Her Japanese partner gave a condemnatory scowl.


‘To distract everyone.’ I craned my neck over the rabble and watched Dad register his phone ringing. He shifted his leather satchel and draped suit jacket from one arm to the other while patting trouser pockets, shirt pockets, carry-on luggage pockets, satchel pockets and suit jacket pockets, then eventually discovered it in the first explored pocket. ‘You know, before letting off a bomb.’


We received matching condemnatory scowls as the couple moved away, and Pete coloured all the way down his neck.


‘Hello, Plum.’ Dad’s smooth voice came down the line. ‘How are you?’


‘Great! How’s Scotland?’ I said with a smile.


I fully expected him to respond with, ‘Actually, I’m off to Cape Town’, for me to answer, ‘Actually, so am I – turn around’; for us to have a giggle, then try and wangle seats with him in business. But instead he said:


‘Oh, fine. Lots of meetings, so not much time to get out and about. Lovely views.’ He said this as he looked out of the vast airport window.


My jaw dropped. He was lying. Barefaced, standing not fifteen yards from me looking at the Heathrow tarmac, lying. I turned to Pete but he was on his phone playing ‘stick cricket’ and therefore unable to register the dramatic event.


‘Ah—’ I managed.


Dad took a step towards the desk and handed his passport to the smiling business class steward. ‘Plum, I’m sorry, I must go. I’m being called.’


‘Uh…’ I said, struck dumb by the development. ‘But—’


‘Bye, my love.’


‘Yeah…’ I croaked. ‘Dad…?’ But he had already hung up.


I watched him pocket his phone, smile to the young steward, take back his passport and disappear through the door beyond. Then re-emerge to collect his forgotten carry-on case.










CHAPTER THREE


‘Why would he lie? Why would he lie?’ I tightened my seat belt, but not so much that my stomach escaped over the top. ‘Pete?’


‘Yes?’


‘Why would he lie?’


Pete shrugged and looked helpless. He’d been looking helpless ever since I’d hung up from Dad, grabbed the ‘stick cricket’ game out of his hands and had a mini existential crisis about my reality being ever so skew-whiffed.


‘Why didn’t you tell him you were standing behind him?’ He moved his elbow away from a busy lady sorting her multitude of bags, magazines, iPads and Kindles into the cramped seating area.


Cabin crew were walking the aisles snapping shut the overhead lockers and making sure everyone had their seat belts fastened. I’d already tried to sidestep one of them and slip up the stairs to business when we’d boarded, but I’d been rumbled and was guided politely but firmly to my aisle seat. I searched through my carry-on bag looking for my elusive phone.


‘Why didn’t you call him straight back?’


‘I don’t know. He got off the phone pretty quickly. And I think I was too shocked. I don’t think my Dad’s lied to me ever.’


Pete looked sceptical. A female crewmember strode past us in thick-heeled pumps telling people to put their devices on flight mode and their bags on the floor under the seat in front of them.


‘You know when you have that day where you find out your parents have lied about why Aunt Pip really went away for all that time; or told you your pimples weren’t all that big and close together, therefore defining them as acne, but the doctor took one look and stuck you on medication at a strength that would mortify Armstrong; or that all the kids your age went to bed before Will and Grace and you found out it wasn’t true? And you took your parents down from that massive pedestal and gave them a much shorter one that was easy to move them on and off of as you adjusted your view of them?’


Pete frowned.


‘Handbag under the seat now please, ma’am,’ another passing cabin crew said, giving me a smile that didn’t reach her eyes.


I nodded and continued talking to Pete.


‘Well, I never had that with Dad. If I asked him a question, I knew, knew, he was telling the truth. He would look me in the eye and say “yes darling, one of your ears is a bit lower than the other but you’re still growing, and it’ll probably even itself out eventually. But I love you even more with the wonky ears.” And I believed him. And you know what? They did even out.’ I lifted my hair and showed off my evenly allocated ear locations.


‘Maybe it’s a huge international deal with someone famous?’ Pete said, shifting away from his busy lady-neighbour who was getting liberal with a facial spray. ‘And it needs to be a secret?’


‘Hmmm…’


Dad’s job did involve a lot of high-profile clients and last-minute trips. Often he couldn’t tell us who the client was, or any details about the acquisition, but I’d always believed we knew where he was. The plane gave a mini lurch and began reversing away from the terminal as another crewmember bore down on us.


Pete looked flustered. ‘Put your bag under the seat,’ he hissed.


‘I just want to try and call Dad quickly,’ I said, digging elbow-deep in my cavernous tote and finally coming out with my phone. ‘He might still have his phone on.’


I had only managed to do the thumbprint thing when the cabin lady arrived at my side and said in a tight voice that I was to put my phone on flight mode and my bag under the seat in front of me immediately. A few people in the surrounding seats swivelled to gawp at the disobedient passenger and Pete got busy behind a magazine. Once we were well and truly airborne a bell sounded. The cabin crew clicked themselves out of their seats and began bustling around the service areas, walking up and down the aisle, putting their formal jackets in miniature wardrobes and doing other important things.


I unclicked my seat belt.


‘What are you doing?’ Pete said in a panicked voice, looking up and down the plane.


‘I’m going to try and get up there.’ I pulled myself to standing by the headrest of the seat in front then said sorry when I got a disgruntled scowl from the lady in the seat whose hair I’d accidentally pulled.


‘You can’t!’ Pete said, flustered. ‘The seat belt light is still on.’


‘They’re all walking around,’ I pointed to the cabin crew. ‘It’s fine.’


Pete ducked in his chair, his cheeks flushed. The plane was still climbing, so the walk to the business class stairs was uphill. As I passed one of those kitchen / service areas a crewmember stepped into my path and her face registered polite outrage.


‘Ma’am, the seat belt light is still on. You have to return to your seat,’ she said through meticulously painted red lips. Her make-up was so thick that if she went in the sun it would harden and dry like a terracotta tile.


‘I just want to pop up and see my dad,’ I said, trying to sound rational and reasonable. ‘He doesn’t know I’m on this flight and—’


‘Ma’am, it’s aircraft security. You can’t be out of your seat.’


Another crewmember stepped out from the service area, his face young yet severe. Some of the surrounding passengers stopped what they were doing to watch us.


‘That’s hardly fair,’ I said, trying to smile my way through what was rapidly becoming an embarrassing situation. ‘You’re up and walking around. How come you’re allowed and we aren’t?’


‘We’re crew and we don’t need a reason,’ the lady said with an air of dislike.


‘We’re trained in the safety aspects of this aircraft and are required to be up to perform our related duties,’ the young, severe man added. ‘It’s for your own safety.’


‘What about your safety?’


‘I’m taking you back to your seat, ma’am,’ the severe man raised his voice slightly. ‘It is the aircraft security code and you must comply.’


‘Fine,’ I said. ‘But I think the aircraft law needs some revisions.’


‘OK,’ the man said, but the undertone was ‘fuck you’.


A little while later the seat belt signs were turned off but a drinks trolley blocked my exit.


‘Anything to drink, ma’am?’ said an entirely new female crewmember with a genuine smile.


The face-spraying lady next to Pete took off her earphones, asked for wine and set about rearranging her magazines and notebooks and iPads and pens. Pete flipped down his tray table and requested water and when my turn came I ingratiatingly asked for a gin and tonic. I thought I’d explain to this nice-faced air hostess my need to get up to business, but before I could open my mouth, Face Spray Lady had bumped Pete’s elbow who spilt his water over my tray table making me jerk my tonic can to the left just as I was opening it, and the nice-faced air hostess got drenched and became death-faced air hostess.


‘Oh, I’m so sorry!’ I said, looking at her sodden skirt.


‘Sure you are,’ she spat while dabbing pointlessly at her skirt with a miniature napkin.


I shot Pete a ‘whoops’ grimace. He gave my arm a brief squeeze of commiseration then fiddled with the entertainment remote. The face-spray lady sipped her wine, read her magazine and tapped at her iPad oblivious to the mess she’d gotten me into.


‘I won’t try going up there until the lights are off,’ I confessed to Pete a little while later, as the smell of airline food wafted down the aisle. ‘I think I’m on their radar as a nuisance.’


Pete looked up and caught wet skirt lady giving me a sideways glance of extreme distaste. ‘You think?’ he said with a cynical smile.


The food trolley parked next to us and Face Spray Lady made a fuss about chicken or beef as she wanted the sides that came with the beef but not the beef, Pete ordered the chicken and received it with a striking smile, twinkling eyes and a dash of flirting, and when I too requested the chicken I was icily told they’d run out and was thrust the sweaty beef casserole. Dinner service got cleared, another drinks trolley stopped by (I said no to a beverage hoping that by declining magnanimously I could get the crew back on side), and finally the lights were dimmed. I checked in with Pete, who wished me an unenthusiastic ‘good luck’ and donned his earphones, then unclicked my seat belt for my skulk up to business under the cover of darkness. Like a ninja. One with big boobs and no weaponry, lethality or co-ordination. I made it halfway up the aisle undetected and was approaching the galley, where the curtain had been pulled across to shield the snoozing passengers from the bright lights. I was close enough to hear the sound of cabin crew gossip when a woman one seat ahead got up, opened the curtain and asked for water, throwing a shaft of incriminating light on my passing form. The gathered cabin crew’s megawatt smiles dropped and I was greeted with narrowed eyes.


‘What happened?’ Pete said as I slid into my seat, a sour-faced escort loitering a few steps behind, making sure I stayed put.


‘I’m being victimised,’ I said. ‘Wet skirt lady has turned them all against me. Apparently I’m a “safety concern” and I’m to stay in my seat.’


Pete tried to suppress a smile as he laid a blanket over me.


‘I think my basic human rights are being violated in some way,’ I continued, allowing Pete to recline my seat. ‘I’m going to look it up when I get off this plane.’


‘But you’re not going to try going up there again, are you?’ Pete said, looking worried.


I thought about that for a minute. I tightened my seat belt further and flicked the inflight magazine with force. ‘No. No, I want to sit here and think.’


‘OK,’ Pete said with relief, his fingers hovering over the entertainment remote. ‘Do you… want me to think with you?’





‘Maybe he thought you said “How was Scotland” not “How is Scotland”,’ Pete said twenty minutes later in response to my ‘Maybe he’s buying a retirement apartment for him and Mum?’ His earphones were hanging round his neck and the opening credits for a documentary about a footballer were on pause on his entertainment screen.


‘Mmm… maybe…’ I said, running that possibility through my shit detectors. It was plausible. Dad was a vague-ish sort of man so maybe he hadn’t really listened to me properly. Maybe I didn’t realise how vague, and he really had thought he was in Scotland? No, he’d definitely lied. Nobody could confuse Heathrow Tarmac with Scottish Highland. Not even my father, who once confused my sister’s face cream with white sauce and ate it with his vegetables. ‘I’m sure you’re right,’ I said, looking into his brown, concerned (or were they annoyed…?) eyes. ‘I’m just panicking.’


‘You are.’


‘Sorry for being a psycho.’


‘I’m used to it,’ he said with a grin.


I leant across and gave him a kiss. ‘You can watch your documentary now,’ I said, and Pete instantly did just that.


Within half an hour Pete was in a deep sleep. He was perpetually exhausted these days; the arduous trip from Streatham to Virginia Water was taking its toll. We’d had many discussions about moving closer to work, but I just didn’t think Annabelle was ready to be on her own and I loved Pete for being so understanding about it. Although recently his ‘understanding’ had been wavering. His boss had given him more responsibility; he had to be at school early three mornings a week to take the senior boarders on a six-mile run before breakfast, and Pete had been suffering with the additional hours. Lana had wanted to train me up to be a producer, which would have meant more money, and more money meant Pete and I might be able to afford to buy our own flat. Or at the very least, not have Dave the Body Confetti (dandruff) flatmate. But I had turned her down. The producer role came with more money but it also came with more hours. Hours I was not yet prepared to spend away from Annabelle and the kids. I liked knowing that twenty-five minutes after I clocked off at 5.30 p.m., I would be walking through Annabelle’s front door. Lana was supportive and had said the job was there when Annabelle and I were ready. Pete was less so. I rested my hand on Pete’s and even in his conked-out state his thumb gripped my pinky. I decided that if Annabelle coped on her own this trip, we could start to look at flats on the other side of London. And maybe I would talk to Lana about the producer role.


Unable to sleep, I flicked through Pete’s highlighted Lonely Planet and printed pages from TripAdvisor while coming up with all sorts of probabilities as to why Dad would have lied. The obvious ones, of course: affairs; drug deals; Dad had the sudden urge to tan; but none really fitted his MO. I kept coming back to how unlikely any of them were and that Pete must be right. Dad had thought I’d asked how was Scotland, he was talking in the past tense when he’d said ‘Lovely views’ and the only reason he was on his way to Cape Town was because the Russian had decided he didn’t want a cold Scottish isle as a gift for his five-year-old, he wanted a warm African one with nesting turtles and endangered lizards for little Saskia to collect and put in her giant terrarium.





At 11.03 a.m. we touched down and before the pilot had even uttered the whole spiel about welcoming us ‘to this land of sun and braais’, and the lie that is ‘we’ve loved having you on this flight and can’t wait to see you again’, I was out of my seat.


‘Come on,’ I urged Pete through the throng of bleary-eyed bodies un-creaking their limbs in the aisle and getting items out of overhead luggage.


‘OK.’ He yawned and allowed me to drag him forward by the sleeve.


Despite the lady next to him constantly fussing with face mists, flight socks, rehydration salts and various reading materials, Pete had managed to get about four hours’ kip. I hadn’t. Not a wink. I can function on little sleep during the week but will often crash at the weekends. Pete says the inability to stop myself falling into a coma-like slumber at 2 p.m. every Saturday is not ‘functioning’, but I know no other way. My family are nappers. We like to snooze. We must have been Mediterranean at one point in our ancestry, but no one’s bothered to find out. Probably too busy napping. We were at the very back of the plane so it took us an inordinate amount of time to disembark. Once off the aircraft we trudged along the terminal corridors following signs for Passport Control. I scanned the crowds looking for Dad while dialling his number. And then my phone died.


‘Can I have your phone?’ I held out my hand while keeping up the brisk pace.


‘What for?’ Pete said, pulling it from his jeans pocket.


‘I need to call Dad.’ I rolled my eyes like, hello, what alternative universe have you been visiting?


‘I don’t have his number.’ Pete rubbed at his eyes with a fist like a tired toddler. It made my heart melt.


‘You don’t?’


‘Why would I?’ he said, breaking into another yawn. ‘I never call him and if I did he’d most likely have lost his phone again. Or forgotten how to use it.’


That was fair. Dad often forgot how to use a mobile phone between calls. The only number I knew by heart was Annabelle’s. I dialled it.


‘Hello?’ she said.


‘Dad was on our plane!’


‘Cool,’ Annabelle said in her usual nothing-phases-me manner. ‘You guys going to hang out?’


‘What? No!’ I said. ‘Dad was supposed to be in Scotland. Don’t you think it’s odd he’s suddenly getting on a plane to Cape Town?’


‘Did you speak to him?’


‘No. The Air Hostess Gestapo wouldn’t let me up in business.’


‘I’d love to fly business,’ Annabelle said dreamily. ‘Just once. I wouldn’t even care where I was going. I just—’


‘Focus, Annabelle!’


‘On what?’ she said, amusement at the edge of her voice. ‘The fact that Dad, who works overseas, was spotted getting on a plane? Shall I alert MI5?’


‘Can you just call him?’ I huffed. ‘My phone died and Pete doesn’t have his number.’


‘No, you call him. I’ll send Dad’s number to Pete, OK? I’m taking the kids to the pools.’


‘By yourself?’ Mum usually helped Annabelle on Saturday mornings. She would stay with Hunter while he did his lesson and Annabelle would take Katie for a paddle in the toddler pool.


‘Yes. By myself.’ Annabelle said, and she’d gone from amused to annoyed.


Pete tapped my shoulder and pointed to his sports watch. According to Pete and Priya’s secretly organised schedule I was due at Priya’s bridesmaid brunch and we needed to get through Customs.


‘OK, I have to go. Don’t forget to send Pete Dad’s number.’


‘Doing it as soon as I hang up.’


We said our goodbyes as Pete and I arrived in the cavernous Passport Control. It was remarkably busy and Dad was nowhere to be seen. Pete’s phone pinged with the text from Annabelle.


‘Maybe Mum isn’t actually on a silent lentil retreat?’ I said as I dialled Dad’s number. ‘Maybe she and Dad have booked a dirty trip away and decided to keep it a secret?’


Pete wrinkled his nose.


‘Nah, you’re right.’ I shook my head. ‘It’s not very them.’


‘And too gross.’


‘Way too gross.’


Dad’s voicemail came on. I didn’t leave a message, knowing full well that Dad never checked them. We skirted around people looking up at signs or conferring in foreign tongues about how to complete the Customs arrival forms and joined the back of another long queue. I kept looking for Dad, even though I knew business class would’ve been first off the plane and would have sailed through Customs already. At Baggage Reclaim I did the same, even though his frequent-flyer priority baggage status meant he was one of the first to receive his luggage, and was often already exiting the airport while economy clientele were still hobbling to the carousel trying to reinstate normal blood flow to their kinked extremities. We stepped out into the arrival hall and, while doing a cursory scan for Dad, saw a man holding a tatty piece of cardboard with ‘JESS ROBERTS-SCHIELE’ written in almost-run-out black Sharpie.


I pointed to his sign. ‘Hi. That’s me.’


‘Hello, Jess!’ The man grinned and held out a hand for me to shake. ‘I’m Trust. Welcome to Cape Town!’


‘Trust?’ Pete said, shaking his hand also. ‘As in trust you”?’


‘Just like that,’ the grinning man said and he seemed very satisfied with our comprehension. ‘You Miss Priya’s friends? Come for the wedding? You staying at her apartment?’


I don’t know why he was asking, as he clearly knew everything but we said yes, yes and yes anyway.


‘Give to me,’ Trust said, taking my case and hoisting Pete’s backpack over his shoulder, despite Pete’s alpha male protestations. ‘Come,’ he said and made an authoritative track through the crowds.


The automatic doors to outside opened and we were hit by face-in-the-toaster-level heat. Not sticky and humid like I’d experienced in Majorca one summer but hot, dry and everywhere; back of the neck, behind the ears, behind the knees, nostrils. Everywhere. Africa was one big wood-fired pizza oven. We reached a parking ticket machine and as Trust fed in some ratty-looking notes he noticed me fanning myself with my open passport.


‘This hot for you?’ he asked with a smile.


I nodded. Trust, in jeans, closed shoes and a collared polo shirt in a fabric I deemed far too thick for this level of sun power, looked surprised.


‘You wait,’ he said and grinned. ‘It’s early now. Much hotter later.’


I decided I’d be wearing cheesecloth and netting for the duration.


‘Come,’ Trust said again, heading towards a covered car park.


We trotted behind him, weaving around people and trollies and luggage and vehicles and arrived at a white Transit van.


‘No, no,’ Trust said as Pete tried to help him with the bags. Everything he did was with a huge white grin. ‘You get in.’


I was about to climb in, hoping the van had arctic-like air conditioning, when I spotted Dad wheeling his suitcase at the far end of the car park. I knew my father’s unhurried gait anywhere.


‘There he is!’ I said, gripping Pete’s arm. ‘DAD!’ I yelled, but it got lost among the concrete pillars and the reunited people chattering on their way to their cars.


‘Where?’ Pete’s head swivelled left and right.


I gasped. ‘He’s with a woman!’ A slim lady with a flank of shiny caramel-blonde hair walked alongside Dad in a cream and gold jumpsuit, which sounds a little Mariah Carey but looked very Condé Nast – Italian Coast feature. ‘DAD!’ I yelled again, watching him place his suitcase into the boot of a gleaming white Range Rover Discovery.


They were too far for me to run over. By the time I got even halfway they’d be driving out of the car park. I grabbed Pete’s phone again and dialled Dad’s number. It went straight to his answer service again.


‘She’s probably a client,’ Pete said, finally spotting the pair, but as Dad’s arm moved to the small of the lady’s back his face creased with concern.


‘We have to follow him.’ I threw Alice (the camel bag) in the van’s middle row of seats, jumped in after her and looked back at Pete expectantly.










CHAPTER FOUR


‘Well, do your clients put their hands on the small of your back?’ I asked Annabelle as I moved Pete’s phone from one ear to the other so I could steady myself against the inside of the van door.


I’d called her as soon as Trust had crossed the car park and bumped over some barricades to catch up with the white Discovery, but an official-ish looking guy had leapt out of nowhere shouting in another language, shaking his radio and pointing to the squat concrete barricades with irate astonishment. Eventually, with a dismissive wave of his arm, Trust swung out of the car park leaving the man looking official-ish yet ineffectual, but the Discovery was long gone.


‘One guy put his hand on my tit,’ Annabelle replied down the phone. ‘But he’s no longer my client.’


‘Is he now the father of your next illegitimate child?’


‘Oh, ha ha. I’d be insulted if I could be arsed,’ Annabelle said. ‘But I can’t.’ She paused to tell Hunter to stop throwing his swimming goggles around then came back on the line. ‘She’s most likely a client. Dad’s old-school, he probably guides all female clients by the small of the back. It’s hardly going to be anything sinister. It’s Dad, for god’s sake. He wouldn’t be able to navigate the logistics of an affair, if that’s what you’re thinking.’


It was what I was thinking. But I didn’t say as much. She was right. Dad was ill-equipped to manage an affair. He was charmingly forgetful, endearingly vague and so calm that he could, and would, fall asleep anywhere. He’d once gone to see an airport chapel (him being curious as he’d never even known they were there), sat down in a pew in the darkened chamber and promptly fallen asleep for five hours. He ended up missing his flight home and his own birthday BBQ went on without him.


‘Goats!’ Pete pointed at a herd of untethered goats eating dusty grass a few feet from the edge of the craziest motorway I’d ever been on. And that included the A303 on the way to Glastonbury.


Vehicles that would’ve looked at home in a scrapyard wove left and right or sped up and slowed down, as unpredictable as bees on lavender. People cut in front of us or swerved towards us, but none of it seemed to faze Trust, who zipped in and out and from lane to lane like he was trying to replicate Julie Andrews’ dance routine on the top of that Sound of Music alp.


‘Are those houses?’ Pete stared out of the window at thousands of structures that appeared to be nothing more than rusty bits of corrugated iron leant up against each other in the shape of a shed. ‘Do people live in those?’


‘It was different from client-touching,’ I replied to Annabelle, while Trust said that yes, many, many people did indeed live in the tin shacks. ‘I can’t explain. They seemed more intimate.’ I turned to Pete, who was gaping out of the window. ‘Didn’t they? Pete?’


‘What’s that?’ he said, unable to tear his eyes away from a group of children playing football at the side of the eight-lane motorway. Rubbish lay in huge piles beyond them. ‘That kid’s in nappies!’


I looked out of Pete’s side of the van at a group of children chasing after a raggedy ball. No adult was present and no barrier was there to stop the children, including toddlers, running in front of a precariously loaded bus traversing the two lanes beside us. Or the speeding car that looked like it had been on its last wheels in 1982. A pick-up truck passed us with scruffily clad African men crouched together in the open-backed trailer; their threadbare clothing flapped violently and their eyes were tiny slits against the wind and dust. A thickset white man sat in the spacious cab, his windows up and his air con mostly likely on.


‘And wouldn’t he have told us if he was flying somewhere else?’ I continued.


‘He doesn’t always tell us, Jess. His clients change their minds all the time, you know that.’


‘It still feels like something weird is going on.’


Annabelle made a dismissive noise at the back of her throat. ‘Don’t be ridiculous. You’re just prone to amateur dramatics.’


I sniffed my offence. There was nothing amateur about them.


Annabelle asked Hunter to help Katie with her water wings then came back on the line. ‘Remember Les Mis?’ she said, her voice muffled like she was trying to hold the phone between her chin and her shoulder. ‘And the time with the beetroot and red velvet cake? Or those times you thought all of us were dead from thrombosis?’


I scoffed, annoyed that my past unfounded worries were being brought in to dilute the current concern. Les Mis was a legitimate panic. Mum and Dad had gone to the theatre with the neighbours and left Annabelle and me at home alone without a babysitter for the first time. They said they’d be back at 11-ish and at 11.17 p.m. I’d commenced phoning the hospitals and every friend in their phone book, convinced they’d been in a car accident. It turned out they were next door having several nightcaps and could see me through the windows on the phone in my nightie and just thought I’d snuck out of bed to ring the Santa hotline again. Beetroot juice and red velvet cake was a combination that had me booking in for an unnecessary (and extremely uncomfortable) colonoscopy, and thrombosis is a very real concern.


‘He’ll call back,’ Annabelle continued, ‘you’ll go to the wedding, get a tan, visit some giraffes, and if Pete manages to locate his balls he might ask you to marry him, just like you’ve always wanted.’


Annabelle’s entire side of the conversation had been audible to both Pete and Trust, and at that last remark I got a chuckle from Trust and an eye-roll from Pete.


‘What?’ I mouthed, raising my eyebrows, playing the innocent. Pete shook his head and turned towards the window. ‘Can you just send Dad a text asking him to call you back? Pete’s phone only has eight per cent battery left.’


Annabelle tut-tutted but agreed and we hung up just as the motorway narrowed into a boulevard lined with palm trees. Table Mountain, enormous and block-like, loomed to our left and the ocean, shimmering like it’d been sprinkled with crushed diamonds, came into view on our right.


‘You see the zebra?’ Trust said, pointing over his shoulder to the left, making the van drift into the other lane. A BMW glided away from us and various other cars sped up or swerved to accommodate the manoeuvre.


Pete leant across me and peered out of the window as I scrolled through his contacts and found Dave’s number. We were approaching the city centre, yet there on a golden, grassy hill beside an urban metropolis, stood two zebra chewing the dry grass like a couple of eccentrically painted horses.


Dave answered in a sleepy voice. ‘Sup?’


‘Hi. Are you at work? I’m in Cape Town and I was wondering if you can look up a car number plate for me. Have you got a pen?’ I said.


‘You’re in Cape Town?’


‘Yes. Do you have a pen?’


‘Where’s Pete?’


‘In Cape Town too.’


‘Whoa, awesome.’ He coughed a raspy smoker’s morning kind of cough. ‘How long you there for?’


‘Two weeks. And yes, you can have your zombie marathon. You can have two full weeks of zombie marathons, now can you look up a number plate?’


Dave coughed again. ‘Like I’ve said many times before, Jess, it’s not CTU here. We don’t have access to the government, I can’t look up current hospital admissions and we certainly don’t have access to the South African version of the DMV.’


‘What about tracking a phone?’


‘Nope.’


‘Can you break into an email? Can you see where a passport is on some international database or something?’


‘Nope and nope.’


‘What do you have access to?’


‘I can listen in on 999 calls,’ he said in a weary voice. ‘But only ones I’ve dispatched from my server.’


‘That’s it?’


‘That’s it.’


‘How boring.’


‘Tell me about it. So, what’s going on, Jess?’ he said in a patient yet knowing voice.


I filled him in on the Dad situation and Dave gently reminded me that I had the tendency to be a smidge psychotically, pathologically paranoid and got all, ‘Remember the time you started worrying about sink holes?’ and ‘I told you I couldn’t smell any toxic gas but who ended up paying a huge fine for calling out the National Grid emergency services for what ended up being an overripe banana?’ and I sighed and had to admit that perhaps the sleep deprivation and the sudden ripping away from Annabelle and the kids might have something to do with my heightened catastrophe radar. I hung up, handed the phone back to Pete and leant my weary head against his shoulder.
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