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‌Chapter One

   Back to the Bottom of the Bag

   I’m Rani, Rani Ramgoolam, investigative journalist and soon-to-be travel journalist, reporting on the fascinating history and best places to visit in my favourite country…

   “Hellooooooo, Mauritius!” said Dad as our plane practically skimmed the ocean as it approached the lush green island. “Or should I say, ‘Bonzuuuuuur, Maurice!’”

   “We’re really here!” I pressed my face against the window, taking in the sugar-cane fields and jagged mountains as the runway came into sight. It’d been three years since our last visit and I’d really missed all of my aunties and uncles and cousins. Better still, we were going to spend the first part of the holiday with one of my favourite people in the whole world. “Nani, here we come!”

   We’d taken a plane from England to Dubai, then another to Mauritius. In total we’d been flying for fourteen hours and waiting in airports for hours more. I was exhausted, but as soon as I saw the blue sea sparkling in the sun, all I wanted to do was throw on my swimming costume and leap into it.

   “Sir Seewoosagur Ramgoolam International Airport,” I said, reading the lettering across the glass airport building as the plane bounced down onto the tarmac. “Ramgoolam?” I looked at Mum in surprise.

   “No relation!” She smiled. “There are lots of Ramgoolams in Mauritius. That one was the first prime minister after we got our independence from the British in 1968.”

   “The British? Like me?” I gave her a sideways glance.

   “Hah!” she said as the seat-belt sign pinged off and people started getting up to grab their bags. “You may be British, but you’re also Mauritian, so you’d better practise your Creole while we’re here!”

   “Welcome home, Ramgoolams!” called my uncle, Mamou Ved, as the doors of the airport swished open and we stepped out of the cool building into the tropical heat.

   The airport was in the south-east of the island and we were going way up north to where Mum and Dad grew up. Mauritius is so small that it only takes just over an hour to cover that much of the island.

   Mum sat in the front chatting to her brother while I leaned against Dad’s shoulder in the back, gazing out of the window as we whizzed along the palm-tree-lined motorway, passing buses, pick-up trucks and motorbikes. I took out the old phone Mum had given me for the trip. It didn’t have a SIM card in it to make calls, but it was easier to carry than my camera and would be useful for making my very first travel documentary.

   Dad pointed out the various landmarks along the way as I filmed. “These mountains once formed the giant volcanoes that created Mauritius,” he told me. “That one is Le Pouce, the Thumb.” The pointy peak really did look like a big thumb. “And that one is Pieter Both.”

   “It looks like it has a head on the top.” I zoomed in on the funny-shaped boulder.

   “That’s the milkman,” Mamou called back. “They say he was travelling through the mountains and saw a group of fairies dancing together. The legend goes that if he told anyone he had seen them he would be transformed into a rock. As you can see, he wasn’t good at keeping secrets!”

   Mamou had just as many amazing stories as Nani. He worked as a tour guide, driving small groups of tourists around the island in his taxi, showing them its beautiful waterfalls, mountains, temples and beaches, as well as the busy waterfront capital city – Port Louis. I hoped Mamou would take us on some day trips while we were here as I wanted to do some filming for my travel documentary. Even though we were on holiday, a reporter should always be on the lookout for a good story.

   “Back to the bottom of the bag!” called Dad as we passed the sign for Nani’s village. Fond du Sac really does mean bottom of the bag, which I think is a cheeky name for a town, especially one where both of my parents were born. Small shops lined the road with little glass cases outside full of tasty snacks like gato pima chilli cakes and butterbean curry wrapped in roti.

   Mamou beeped his horn as we turned onto Nani’s street. A pack of dogs that had been lazing around on the dusty road sauntered off to find another sunny spot.

   “Kishan and Palahvee are waiting for you, Rani!” said Mamou as I caught sight of my cousins sitting on a whitewashed wall. They jumped up and waved us through the gates.

   “Kish, Vee!” I squealed as we pulled onto the gravel drive.

   They yanked open the door of the taxi and pulled me out. Vee was fifteen, four years older than me. She looked very grown-up now. Her curly hair reached her waist and she had a little gold stud on one side of her nose. Kish was ten and his grin was cheekier than ever. His vitiligo patches had joined together around his eyes, which made him look like he was wearing a white superhero mask. I knew he’d been waiting for that to happen in the hope it would give him superpowers. It probably hadn’t, but it did look cool.

   “I can’t believe you’re here!” said Vee. “I’ve got a summer job at my friend’s family restaurant, but it’s only part-time so I’ll still see you lots and I’m off for Holi. It’s going to be so much fun!”

   I was very excited that Holi, the Hindu festival where people throw coloured powder to celebrate love, spring and new life, was taking place while we were here. It meant that this visit to Mauritius would be extra special.

   Nani leaped out of her chair on the veranda and rushed over. She kissed me on both cheeks and swept me up in the biggest, squeeziest hug.

   “Ayo, Coco! Look how much you’ve grown!” I’d only grown two centimetres, but was happy she’d noticed. It had been just over six months since Nani’s visit to England. We video-called each other all the time, but as she threw her arms around me it felt like years since I’d last seen her.
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   “Are you hungry? Sit! Eat! Manzer, manzer!” There was a lot of hugging, kissing and talking at full speed as we were all pushed into seats around a long table that had been set up between Nani’s house and the house of my uncle and aunt for a huge lunch. My auntie, Mami Brinda, brought out plate after plate of delicious food. Warm roti, spiced rice with vegetables, rougaille – a spicy tomato sauce – gato pima, little samosas, fried noodles with shredded vegetables and Nani’s famous spicy crab soup. I got out Mum’s old phone to film the Mauritian feast for my documentary.

   “How is the food, Rani?” asked Mami Brinda as I scooped up the last of my rougaille with a piece of roti.

   “Mari top!” I said, pleased I’d remembered the Creole word for awesome. Everyone laughed and Mum gave me a thumbs up.

   Mauritius is only three hours ahead of England in time, but with so much travel I’d lost track of when I last slept, and Mum and Dad wanted me to stay awake long enough for a normal bedtime.

   As it got dark, which always happens close to six o’clock in Mauritius, the adults relaxed on the cane chairs on Nani’s veranda to drink vanilla tea. I sat on the wall with my cousins, watching the stray dogs and cats going about their business now that the street was quiet and full of shadows.

   “Remember when you thought Nani’s chilli paste was chutney and ate a whole spoon of it?” Vee said with a grin as we shared memories about my last trip to Mauritius.

   “It felt like my tongue had burned right off!” I laughed. “Remember when Kish kept poking that crab until it pinched his finger and wouldn’t let go?”

   “I thought I was going to have to wear it forever!” said Kish.

   “Hey, did you see last week’s match?” asked Vee.

   “Yeah, when Liverpool and Manchester United drew two all?” added Kish. Kish supports Man United and Vee supports Liverpool FC.

   “No, I missed it,” I said quickly. There was no way I was going to get dragged into an argument over which team played best!

   “Nani read your news articles to us,” said Vee. “I can’t believe the adventures you both had while she was in England.”

   “Do you think you’ll find any stories while you’re here?” asked Kish.

   “I don’t know.” I smiled, trying not to yawn. “I think the best stories find you.”

   I was finally allowed to head to bed just after eight o’clock. I always shared Nani’s room when we visited.

   “Notice anything, Coco?” she said as she made up the extra bed and helped me unpack my case. I could hardly miss it. On the wall were two frames containing the news articles I had written – “The Trickster’s Treasure” and “The Copycat Crook”.

   “I’m so proud of you, my little journalist!” she said as I gave her a big hug.

   I was asleep almost before my head hit the pillow. Kish and Vee had promised that tomorrow the real fun would begin!

   [image: N/A]

   I blinked myself awake as the morning sun streamed through a gap in the curtains. It was only six thirty but the wooden bed next to mine was already neatly made and I could hear Mum, Dad and Nani bustling about in the kitchen. I stretched and watched a little gecko emerge from under a picture and scurry across the wall to the shadows behind Nani’s wardrobe.

   “Is Rani awake yet?” yelled Kish. I hopped out of bed, enjoying the feel of the cool tiles on my bare feet as I flung open the window to see him leaning out of a window in the house across the drive. His shout had set two dogs off barking around the back of the house.

   “Zako!” shouted Mami Brinda. “You little monkey! Are you trying to wake her up?”

   “I’m already awake!” I called back.

   “Then unpack your swimming costume!” called Kish.

   The door burst open to reveal Nani in a flowery kaftan and a sun hat. She struck a pose and looked over the top of her sunglasses. “Beach time, Coco!”

   Mamou had taken the day off to take me and my cousins to the beach with Nani while Mum and Dad went to catch up with more family. It’s only a short drive from Nani’s to Mont Choisy – my favourite beach in the world. The sea is warm and blue, and the strip of beautiful white sand stretches for almost two miles under the coconut palms. Kish and Vee had brought snorkels, and together we swam in the shallows, watching little silver fish dart around as we searched for shells and broken coral.

   “Come join us, Nani!” I shouted.

   She yelped and ran straight out of the water after barely wetting her feet.

   “Kot to pe ale?” Mamou called after her, which means where are you going?

   “I’m not going to freeze my toes off!” she called back as she plonked herself down on a chair under an umbrella and opened a French romance novel. “I’ll just lie here and look beautiful!”

   Kish caught a purple jellyfish in a bucket and swooshed it over the rope that marked the shallow swimming area.

   As we hugged our beach balls and bobbed on the water, looking back at the island, I thought of lines I could use in my documentary when I added a voiceover, like: jagged green peaks run down the centre of Mauritius like a sleeping dragon’s spine.

   Mamou bought us fresh green coconuts from a stall under the palm trees. The tops had been cut off and we drank the sweet water through straws, then gave the empty pods back to the man on the stall. I asked if I could film him for my travel documentary as he hacked them open with a machete and scooped out the soft white flesh for us to eat. We ordered noodles from another stallholder in a van, who set up a table and chairs on the beach for us. Nani bought some fresh pineapple slices that had been sprinkled with salt and chilli, then we dashed off for another swim.

   I LOVED Mauritius and after watching my documentary, I hoped a lot more people would too!

  

 
  
   
‌Chapter Two

   Mango Mystery

   It was two in the afternoon when we got back to Nani’s house. Mum and Dad were waiting to take me and Nani to visit Dad’s brother, Rajesh, at the other end of town, but first I had an important call to make!

   KAKAKAKAKAKAKAAAAA! PULL UP YOUR SOCKS! WIPE YOUR NOSE!

   “Cookie!” I cried as my African grey parrot filled the screen of Mum’s tablet. Kish ran into the kitchen as soon as he heard Cookie’s voice and leaned over my shoulder to wave at him.

   DON’T-FORGET-TO-LIKE-AND-SUBSCRIBE! LIKE-AND-SUBSCRIBE!

   “Hey, Rani! How’s Mauritius?” said my friend Ollie as he reached out and gently nudged Cookie aside. The parrot flapped back from the camera then hopped onto his shoulder to nibble at his floppy blond fringe.

   “Amazing, thanks! This is my cousin, Kishan.”

   “What football team do you support? Liverpool or Manchester United?” Kish chipped in.

   “Umm, I’m not really into football,” said Ollie, blushing as Kish’s jaw dropped.

   I’d been nervous wondering who to leave Cookie with. Our neighbours aren’t exactly his biggest fans. Weirdly, one of Cookie’s favourite people is someone who many people find as annoying as Cookie’s police-siren impression: Ollie’s sister – Lexi Steel. When Ollie and Lexi offered to look after Cookie for us, it seemed like the perfect solution.

   THAT’S THE WAY THE COOKIE CRUMBLES. LIKE-AND-SUBSCRIBE! LIKE-AND-SUBSCRIBE!

   “What have you been teaching him?” I asked.

   THAT’S THE WAY THE COOKIE CRUMBLES!

   “Oh yeah…” said Ollie, looking even more embarrassed. “I’ve been meaning to tell you about that. It’s—”

   “…his catchphrase for when he appears on my show!” said Lexi, bouncing into the picture and flicking back her pink-striped blonde hair.

   “Ayo!” Kish shook my arm, eyes wide. “That’s Lexi, from Steel Reveals! You didn’t tell me you knew someone FAMOUS!” I groaned inwardly as Lexi’s head seemed to grow bigger on screen.

   “Hi!” Lexi beamed at Kish. “It’s so lovely to meet one of my Martian fans!”

   “Mauritian!” Ollie corrected her. “It’s near Madagascar, not Mars!”

   “I bet you have fans on Mars too!” sighed Kish, with a dreamy smile.

   “What do you mean his catchphrase?” I asked Lexi. “Have you put Cookie on your Steel Reveals channel?”

   “As if I could keep him off my videos!” said Lexi. “He’s a born star!”

   I’LL MAKE YOU A STAR, KID! squawked Cookie. AND THAT’S THE WAY THE COOKIE CRUMBLES!

   “A talent like this deserves a show of his own!” Lexi said as a voice in the background called them for lunch.

   “Please don’t make him a channel!” I said quickly.

   “Don’t worry, Rani,” said Ollie. “I’ll make sure she doesn’t, but I don’t think I can keep him off the Steel Reveals channel!”

   “Catch you later, Rani,” said Lexi. “Don’t worry about Cookie. He’s having a blast!”

   CATCH YOU LATER, ALLIGATOR! DON’T-FORGET-TO-LIKE-AND-SUBSCRIBE! Cookie said as the call ended.

   I checked Lexi’s channel. Even though Cookie had only been with her for a couple of days he was all over it. He perched on a papier-mâché alien head while she talked about UFO sightings, and helped her unwrap brand-new games and devices from companies who wanted her to review them on her show.

   “I can’t believe it,” I said, shaking my head, “She’s turning Cookie into a—”

   “Star!” said Kish dreamily. “Just like her!”

   I shook my head. My own cousin – a Lexi fan! Even in Mauritius, there was no escaping the Lexi Steel effect.
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   The next morning Mamou was taking Mum and Dad into Port Louis to renew their Mauritian passports and find out how to get one for me too. I loved the idea of belonging to two different countries, but I was glad I was staying behind with Nani.

   “OK, OK! I promise not to pierce Rani’s nose while you’re gone!” I heard Nani call as Mum got into the car. “Go, go!”

   Mami Brinda was making gato patate – little coconut pasties. I helped Kish roll small balls of sweet potato pastry out into circles, then Nani filled the middle with shredded coconut and vanilla and pinched them closed in a half-moon shape. Kish told his mum and Nani about the videos Lexi had made with Cookie. He’d watched them all several times already. Lexi was taking good care of my parrot, but I was a bit annoyed that she was using him to increase her views and likes!

   “You’re worried that Cookie might like Lexi more than you?” Nani asked as if she’d seen my secret thoughts. “Don’t worry, Coco,” she said, giving me a floury hug. “You’ll always be his number one person!”

   Mami fried the gato patate until they were golden brown, then Nani took a few of them for us to eat under the mango tree on the scrubland behind the two houses. Nani said that my grandad’s family had lived here for generations. I wondered what the place had looked like when they arrived from India.

   “Meet Katsu and Sushi,” said Kish as he opened a gate to let out their dogs. They bounded around us, barking excitedly and begging for scraps. Katsu was a big, square black dog with pointy ears, while Sushi was a scruffy white terrier with light brown patches and a stumpy tail that never stopped wagging.

   “Fetch!” Nani threw the dirty ball Sushi had dropped at her feet for the fifth time. It was funny to see the little dog zipping through the undergrowth, yipping excitedly in search of the ball.

   “Watch Katsu dance!” said Kish. He clapped his hands and the dog stood on her back legs and jumped and spun each time he twirled his finger.

   “Now where did Sushi go?” asked Nani after a while. We looked around. “Sushi! Suuuushiii!”

   “She was barking at something over there a couple of minutes ago.” I pointed to the mango tree.

   “That dog has no brains!” said Nani, charging towards the tree. “She’ll be looking for that mongoose again. It bit her tail a few months ago. Sushi! Come here!”

   I was interested to see a mongoose. Dad had told me they looked like a cross between a weasel and a cat.

   We squeezed through the undergrowth until we reached the mango tree. Between the roots there was a hole in the ground – an opening to a burrow. We could just see the tip of Sushi’s dirty white tail as she kicked rusty-coloured earth out at us.

   “Hey, zako! Get out of there, you little monkey!” Nani dropped to the ground and reached in to try and grab the dog.

   Kish began banging a metal food bowl to try and lure her out. Katsu was bouncing around in delight at having an excuse to bark about something. “Sushi! Dinner time!” Kish shouted.

   Sushi stopped digging and began to wriggle.

   “Is she stuck?” I said as the little terrier jerked around, kicking out more soil as she tried to squeeze out backwards.

   “She’s got hold of something,” said Nani. “It had better not be the mongoose!”

   “Sushi wouldn’t hurt it,” said Kish, trying to hold back Katsu, who was desperate to help dig. “It’s probably just a bone.”

   “I think I can get her.” I lay down next to Nani and inched forward on my stomach, reaching down through the roots to grab the terrier. My head was inside the hole now and I could barely see a thing as Sushi’s scrabbling paws kicked dirt into my face. Nani was right! She was holding on to something and growled as she tried to pull whatever it was out with her.

   “Drop it!” I shouted. I really hoped a family of angry mongooses wasn’t going to come charging out at me! Finally, whatever she was holding slipped from her mouth and I dragged the squirming dog backwards out of the hole.

   Sushi shook herself, showering us with dirt as she yipped with pride.

   “Ayo!” cried Nani. “You naughty, dirty dog!”

   “What is that?” said Kish, pointing at the frayed end of a thick piece of twine, which ran down into the hole.

   “That’s what she was pulling at,” I said, crouching down and tugging on the twine. “There’s something attached to the end. Give me a hand.”

   Kish grabbed on to it too and helped me pull as Nani held back the excited dogs.

   Suddenly something gave way. We all fell back as a package slid out of the hole. It was about the size of a thick dictionary and wrapped in stiff yellowed canvas tied up tightly with the twine. Whatever it was, it had been in the ground for a long time.
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   “Enough!” said Nani, covering her ears as the dogs barked and bounced excitedly around us. “Let’s do this in the house.” She took Sushi and Katsu back to their kennel area as Kish carried the package to the kitchen and plonked it on the table.

   “So, what’s inside?” said Nani, closing the door to silence the barking.

   I removed the twine and pulled open the stiff canvas. Inside was a metal box, green and brown with age. It had a little handle on the top and a small keyhole in the front. I picked it up; it weighed about the same as a bag of sugar. It didn’t make a noise as I tipped it gently from side to side, but there was definitely something in there.

   “Treasure!” said Kish.

   “I don’t think it’s heavy enough to be treasure,” I said.

   “It looks like an old tea or spice box,” said Nani. “My own nani had one like it. Not as old as this, though.”

   “I wonder how long it was buried out there?” I turned the box over, looking for more clues as to its age.

   “It was probably in the ground before that mango tree was a seed,” said Nani.

   “It’s locked,” said Kish. “Maybe we can break it open?”

   “No need for that,” said Nani. “What do you think, Coco?” She took out a couple of her hair pins. “Can you open it?”

   I took the pins from Nani and straightened them out. “I’ll try.” I went to work on the lock while Kish leaned over my shoulder, watching every move and gasping excitedly at each click.

   “Give her room!” said Nani, flapping him away.

   “It’s really stiff,” I said at last. “I’m not sure I can do it. Maybe we should break it open.” I expected Nani to jump on the idea, as she’s usually the first to suggest bashing and smashing as a solution to everything, but she waved her finger at me.

   “That could damage whatever is inside. I have a better idea!” She grabbed a tin of ghee – the clarified butter she normally used for cooking – then dipped in a spoon and poured a few drops into the lock.

   We watched the ghee soak in for a minute and I tried again. I could feel things moving this time. I slid the hair pins around inside the lock until I found the areas I needed to catch and turn. Kish cheered as he heard the click of the box unlocking. I took the handle and pulled hard at the lid. It wouldn’t budge.

   “Let me try!” Kish flexed his skinny arms.

   “Less muscle, more brain!” said Nani, shooing us away. She turned the box upside down, dripped a little more ghee along the rim of the lid and let it soak down under it. She rubbed the excess grease off the box, which gave the old brass a lovely shine.

   “Now try,” she said.

   I held the bottom while Kish pulled at the lid. This time it popped open.

   Nani nudged Kish aside as he grabbed for its contents. She gently removed a black cloth from the box and began to unfold it. A small leather pouch fell out, but this time even Kish didn’t reach for it. Instead we were all staring at the frayed cloth Nani was holding in her outstretched arms. It was a flag.

   “A pirate flag!” I whispered.
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