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A quick note
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THIS BOOK IS SET IN South Africa and so it uses UK English spelling, grammar and punctuation standards. Words like colour, favourite, maths, centre, sceptic, grey, towards and realise are not spelling mistakes. For some of the more unusual South African words, there is a glossary at the end of the book.
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Teens and other animals
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From: Samantha Steadman <turtles@cliffordhouse.co.za>

To: Nomusa Gule <Noms@cliffordhouse.co.za>;
Jessie Delaney <madness@cliffordhouse.co.za>
Date: Thursday, 8 January

Subject: Howzit!


HEY, GUYS, WHAT’S UP?

The manager of the guest lodge said I could use her computer, so I’m sitting in her office, trying to ignore the heads of dead animals hanging on the wall over my head — kudu, springbok, buffalo and even a mangy old lion with a missing front tooth. (Maybe it got stuck in the hunter, LOL.) Plus, there’s a real zebra skin under my feet and the doorknob is made of some poor buck’s horn.

I am majorly creeped out!

I don’t know why Dad chose this place for us to stay. I tried to get him to move, but he says most of these Karoo places either were (or still are!) hunting lodges. At least there are no stuffed heads in my bedroom, though I have to walk down a spooky passage with more taxidermy trophies to get there. There’s a whole stuffed baboon on a table halfway down the passage, and I swear its beady eyes follow me whenever I walk past.

The guest lodge is on a working farm, so at least the animals outside (sheep, sheep and more sheep) are still alive. They are dirty, smelly and surprisingly noisy, but still kind of cute. I feel a bit guilty when we eat roast lamb or chops at dinner, but not guilty enough to stick to veggies. There’s also a demented African Grey parrot who lives on the veranda outside and talks constantly — mostly about rugby.

It’s hard to describe this place — dry koppies, rocks baked black by the sun, flat red earth with tufts of wild grass here and there, and an endless blue sky. There’s not a whole lot to see, and it’s about as far from the green mountains and streams of the Drakensberg as you can get, but somehow it’s incredibly, awesomely beautiful. And very peaceful. I mostly just loll in a hammock under one of the massive trees in the garden out back and read. I don’t even move when the sprinklers come on. If you guys were here, I bet you couldn’t resist painting the view, Jessie. And Noms, I know you’d go for the longest runs.

There’s a tiny, artsy-craftsy village called Nieu Bethesda at the end of this sand road, with lots of funny people (funny-strange, not funny-haha) and a museum which I haven’t seen yet. (It’s supposed to be truly bizarre.) Everyone in town is up in arms about an oil company’s plan to start fracking in the area. They drill wells down deep into the shale rock layers and then extract natural gas using loads of water and chemicals. I’ll spare you all the technical details, but the TLDR version is: if it goes ahead, it’ll be an environmental catastrophe for the Karoo.

My father is down here working on a big banking system in Graaff-Reinet, something to do with the SKA telescope array, so he’ll come down again after he’s driven us back to Clifford House. Yes, I said “us” because — guess what? Dan is coming on Friday to spend the last weekend with us and Apples is coming with him!! *sigh*

So I’ll be spending a whole weekend, and the long drive back to school, in the company of my first and only love. And Dan, I suppose — though I hope he doesn’t get all big-brother protective and try to “chaperone” Apples and me. They’ve spent the whole holiday together at the Appleton holiday house in Jeffrey’s Bay. Apples invited me and I tried to twist my father’s arm to agree, but fat chance.

He was all like, “No daughter of mine is spending a holiday with her boyfriend!”

I think he’s suddenly a bit nervous because Apples is in matric. The other day, he actually said: “You’re too young to have a boyfriend in matric.” I pointed out that there’s the same two-year age gap between Apples and me as there’s always been — honestly, do parents get dumber as they get older? — but he still grumbled on about boys and expectations and pressure.

Dad wanted the whole family together for Christmas, but it turned out to be just the two of us because Dan was away and James, who’s switched to studying journalism, spent the holidays working at The Star newspaper in Joburg.

What’s news with your families? Jessie, tell Cassie I say hi. How’s your holiday in Mpumalanga been, Noms?

Aargh, in a week’s time we start school!! Can’t believe we’ll be in Grade 10. Do you remember when Grade 10s seemed so big and old, and now that’s us! O_O

It’s going to be strange having so many subjects without you, Jessie. I really hope I’m not with Cindy and Kitty in a bunch of classes.

I guess it’s too much to hope that we don’t get Delmonico for science again, but I heard from Poppy, who heard from Uvani, that Mrs. Naidoo’s coming back, so fingers crossed we get her back for maths. I can’t deal with another year of the Poison Toad bullying me in two subjects.

I have to go — the manager wants her computer back. Please send news! And you’ll have to do it by email because there’s no cell phone reception down here. ☹

Love and miss you,

Sam
xoxo
P.S. Have you done your English homework yet? What did you answer for number 5?

P.P.S. Jess, it’s titled “Self-knowledge Questionnaire” and it’s due the first day of school, so get your A into G and just do it already!




From:  Nomusa Gule <Noms@cliffordhouse.co.za>;

To:  Samantha Steadman <turtles@cliffordhouse.co.za>;
Jessie Delaney <madness@cliffordhouse.co.za>
Date:  Wednesday, 7 January

Subject:  Re: Howzit!


Howzit right back at you :)

Your email came at exactly the right time, Sam. I had just finished having (another) fight with the wrinklies about the future. I must be the only teen in the world whose parents are disappointed because she wants to go into medicine! I can’t believe they’re still trying to push me into politics just because that’s what they did. Eventually, they said, “We’ll see,” and quit nagging me, but I think only because they don’t believe I’m serious about this.

If it wasn’t for running, I’d go crazy here — all the aunties and uncles and cousins, and everyone telling me I speak strangely (like an uMhlungu) and warning me that I’m in danger of “losing my culture”. Like it’s a pencil-case you can put down and forget where you left it. *eyeroll* And, as usual, they insisted I was too skinny and kept piling more food on my plate.

I think you’re having a better time than me, Sam. Seems like you’ve got a new environmental issue to get stuck into? No, don’t even think about dragging me into it, please! Between school, my parents and training for athletics, I’m going to have more than enough to be dealing with this year. You should go into politics — you’re not happy unless you’re fighting for some or other cause.

You’ll be happy to hear, Sam, that I have at least started the English worksheet. I’d bet one hundred bucks that you’ve already finished, but that Jessie hasn’t even begun yet, LOL. For No. 5, I said I’d wish for a cure for AIDS, a cure for cancer and an end to parental pressure. And you?

Jessie, are you still in Mauritius for your dad’s wedding? Has it happened, yet? What did you wear? Deets, please.

Cheers,
Nomusa
P.S. Have fun with Apples, Sam!

P.P.S. Are you still in love with Dan, Jess?

P.P.P.S. Cute guys in this part of Mpumalanga are like unicorns! ☹




From:  Samantha Steadman <turtles@cliffordhouse.co.za>

To:  Nomusa Gule <Noms@cliffordhouse.co.za>;
Jessie Delaney <madness@cliffordhouse.co.za>
Date:  Thursday, 8 January

Subject:  Re: Howzit!


Jessie? You there? Still alive?

Nomusa, for number 5, I wished for all endangered species to be saved, for a solution to global warming and reduced crime levels in South Africa.

One more sleep until Apples is here.

xoxo

P.S. Forgot to tell you guys — I now have an iPhone! Awesome, right? Some sweet patron of the arts man from the SA Rock Art Society read about how I lost my phone when we saved the cave paintings last year and he sent me one as a reward. So I’ve joined the twenty-first century. And it is goooood!
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Playing cool
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THE ROOM LOOKED LIKE a beauty bomb had been detonated. Clothes lay strewn across the bed and floor, the smell of deodorant filled the air, and the shrapnel of make-up, brushes and toiletries covered every surface.

Samantha Steadman stood in front of the full-length mirror and examined her reflection with narrowed eyes. This was her third change of clothing and she still wasn’t satisfied. She wanted to look perfect — pretty, but casually so — for Apples’ arrival.

First, she’d dressed in denim shorts and a red tank top, but a glance at her appearance had her second-guessing her choice. Maybe it was too skimpy? Next up had been jeans and a T-shirt, but that had looked — and felt — much too hot. The midday summer sun was baking the semi-desert outside and she didn’t want to be a hot, sweaty mess when she finally saw Apples for the first time in five weeks. Off came the jeans, and on went a sky-blue cotton sundress. It looked pretty and brought out the colour of her grey eyes, but it also looked like she was trying too hard, so she stripped and put the shorts and top back on again. It would just have to do.

Shoving the scattered clothes back into the wardrobe, she gave her sandy brown hair another quick brush, grabbed the book she’d been reading and ran downstairs. From the shady front veranda, she could keep an eye on the sand road which led up to the guest lodge. She’d see the telltale cloud of dust signalling the arrival of the boys long before she heard the car’s engine over the distant bleating of sheep. Her brother, Dan, and his best friend, Mark Appleton, had caught an intercity bus from Jeffrey’s Bay to Graaff-Reinet and Sam’s father had set off an hour previously to go fetch them from the sleepy little town.

Hamish the parrot was bouncing on his perch, squawking, “Red card, red card!” as he always did when he wanted a treat.

Sam looked around, spotted a half-eaten cob of sweetcorn on the floor below his perch, and went over to retrieve it.

When she offered it to the parrot, he took it between the finger-like claws of one foot and screeched, “He scores! Go Bokke!”

“You’re welcome,” Sam said.

She parked her butt in one of the cane chairs on the veranda and sipped a glass of iced water. Although way too excited to read, she kept the book open on her lap as a prop, hoping it made her look as laid back as she didn’t feel.

“Tackle him, tackle him!”

This time Hamish was objecting to the meerkat who’d crept cautiously up the side of the veranda and now stood upright with his long tail pressed against the red cement floor for balance. For a few seconds, he alternated his wary gaze between Sam and the pellets of food in the dog bowl. Sam held herself still until, by some silent signal, the meerkat indicated to the rest of his family that it was safe, and a clutch of babies scrambled up beside him, shepherded by another adult. They scurried over to the dog bowl and immediately began raiding the contents, seizing the pellets in their tiny hands and nibbling at them with sharp teeth.

The pups were adorable — all fuzzy hair and dark eyes and clumsy feet, clambering over one another to get to the food. Then a sharp bark scattered them. Tripod, the farm’s three-legged Jack Russell terrier, was dashing across the sandy forecourt to defend her territory.

“Tackle him! Red card!”

In his excitement, Hamish dropped the cob again. When she got up to retrieve it, Sam saw that a car was coming up the road to the lodge.

Fast as a meerkat, she ran inside to check her appearance in the mirror by the front door. She bent over and then gave her hair a final flip back, applied another coat of tinted gloss to her lips and slapped her cheeks — half to give them some colour and half to smack some sense into herself. Then she ran back outside, flung herself into the chair in what she hoped was a relaxed pose and lifted her book just as the car came around the side of the massive shearing shed, announcing its arrival with a jaunty hoot.

Sam lowered the book slowly, gave a casual wave and eased herself out of the chair. The boys were already climbing out of the car, stretching their arms and cracking their necks. Tripod and her sister, Quad — who had a full set of legs — were running circles around the car, barking madly and leaping up to greet the new arrivals. Even the sheep seemed excited. They ambled up to the fence of their enclosure and bleated loudly.

“Well, check this out,” said Dan, looking unenthusiastically around at the sheep, sheds and dust.

Sam had eyes only for Apples. He was wearing skinny jeans and a T-shirt with the faded picture of a skeleton surfing an enormous wave. His thick black hair was longer than she’d ever seen it, and his eyes were a vivid blue against his tanned skin. He was gorgeous enough to make her forget how to speak.

“Hey, Sammikins, howzit,” said Dan, giving her a brief side-hug.

“Hey, Sam.” Apples walked around the car and gave her a longer and tighter hug. “It’s good to see you.”

“You too. You got taller.”

“Ruck and roll, ruck and roll!” screeched Hamish from the veranda.

“Dan, Mark, I’ll leave you boys to unpack. There’s a Coke inside with my name on it,” said Mr. Steadman, heading inside.

“Man, but it’s hot here. It’s like the inside of an oven. Tell me there’s a pool, sis.”

“There’s somewhere to swim,” Sam said.

“Good, because my brain’s already baking. Here, carry this for me.” Dan handed her a bag, then gave her face a double-take. “What’s that on your lips?”

Sam wiped at them self-consciously.

“And I’ve got to say,” said Dan, waving a disapproving hand at her shorts and tank top, “you’re not wearing enough fabric for a sister of mine.”

Apples grinned. “I don’t know, mate. I think she looks great.”

Sam blushed but Dan scowled at them both. “Get a room, you two. No, wait! What am I saying? Don’t you dare!”

“Here, I’ve got that.” Apples’ fingers brushed Sam’s as he took the bag from her hand.

“Offside! Are you blind, ref?” Hamish yelled in such a human voice that Apples looked around to see who’d spoken.

“It’s the parrot,” Sam explained. “He catches me out, too.”

“Lead the way, Sammy,” said Dan. “Is it too much to hope for air-conditioning? I think I’ve started to melt. Let’s dump this stuff in our room and get changed, and then you can show us the pool.”

“No air-conditioning. Here we go — you’re upstairs and to the right,” Sam said as they walked through the front doors. “In the twin room just past the crocodile.”

“The what?” Apples asked.

Dan began climbing the broad, carpeted stairs. “We’re sharing? Bummer. One day, when I’m rich, I’ll have entire suites to myself. Penthouses! With aircon and mini-bar fridges and jacuzzis. And babes in bikinis.”

“And what?” Sam demanded.

“You must be loving this place,” Apples said to Sam, scanning the gallery of stuffed animal heads.

“Oh, yeah, it’s my best.”

Dan reached the first floor and stopped. “What’s with all the dead critters? It’s like Pet Cemetery, Extreme Edition, in here.”

“Wait ‘til you see the baboon,” Sam said.
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Ducking and diving
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FIVE MINUTES LATER, Dan and Apples were dressed in their baggies and running down the stairs, laughing and snapping towels at Sam. The quiet, musty lodge was suddenly full of life and noise.

“Go Bokke!” Hamish squawked as they left.

Sam led Apples and her brother along the path that rose up the small koppie behind the farmhouse. Without her quite knowing how it happened, she found herself walking alongside Apples. Dan brought up the rear, complaining about the heat all the way up the hill.

“So what’s there to do here?” Apples asked Sam.

“Not a lot, I guess. There’s a cute little village down the road with some galleries and museums and fossil sites. The lodge reception has a stack of brochures if you want to see what’s on.”

“We don’t read brochures, Sammy, that’s what you’re here for,” said Dan. “Jeez, but it’s hot! How hot is this?”

“It gets to about thirty-eight or thirty-nine degrees.”

Dan swore. “That’s insane, man! I mean, that’s like the surface of Mars. Or, like, the bowels of hell.”

“The bowels of hell? Exaggerate much?” Sam said.

Just then, the toe of one of her flip-flops caught on a rock and she stumbled forward. Apples grabbed her hand to steady her and after that, it just seemed natural to keep their fingers intertwined.

“I’m really, really hot,” griped Dan.

“Hey, dude, we didn’t know that. You should have said something,” Apples said, and Sam giggled.

They drew near a few fat sheep nibbling at the stubby grass while flies buzzed around their faces.

Apples side-eyed their dirty yellow wool and stained teeth. “Got to say, they’re cuter in pictures and poems than real life.”

One of the sheep bleated balefully in reply.

They walked for a few more minutes to the soundtrack of Dan’s grumbling until they arrived at a reservoir fed by a high, creaky windmill.

“Ta-da!” With a flourish, Sam gestured to the open, circular water tank with its high brick walls and greenish water.

“This?” Dan said. “This is the ‘pool’?”

Sam grinned; it wasn’t often she got one over on her brother. “It’s cool and wet — what more do you want?”

“I dunno — a little more chlorine? A little less algae?”

Apples peeled off his shirt, climbed up the ladder fixed to the outside of the reservoir wall and hesitated for a moment before cannonballing into the reservoir, splashing Sam and Dan with a spray of cold water.

Dan stood on tiptoe to peer suspiciously over the rim of the tank. “What’s on the bottom? I don’t like things between my toes.”

Apples shook water from his hair like a wet spaniel. “You are such a wuss, Steadman!”

Dan climbed in, dived under and came up smiling. “It’s not too bad, actually.”

Sam stood beside the reservoir, not knowing quite where to look. She wanted to look at Apples — at his broad shoulders and his chest which, she noted, was firmly muscled — but when he caught her staring, she blushed furiously and looked away.

Tripod had followed them up the koppie and was now running around the water tank, barking furiously.

“Cork it, sample,” shouted Dan.

“She wants to get in but she can’t climb up the ladder.” Sam scooped up the terrier and deposited her into the tank where she paddled happily between the boys.

“What happened to her other leg?” Apples asked.

“A sheep ate it,” Sam said.

“Sheep, man, the woolly terrors of the veld.” Apples made his way over to where Sam stood halfway up the ladder. “Aren’t you coming in?”

She shook her head shyly. She’d swum in the reservoir often before, but at that moment she felt too self-conscious to put on her bikini and swim with the boys. Instead, she stood on the ladder, watching Dan and Apples ducking, diving and mucking about in the water with something close to admiration. They had zip, zero, zilch concern about what they looked like in just their cozzies. They were hot, so they swam — simple as that. Must be nice to be male, sometimes.

Still, she could cool her feet. Perching herself on the reservoir wall, she dangled her legs in the water and gave her brother a fierce glare.

“Don’t even think about pulling me in, Dan!”

“Would I?” Dan said, all wounded innocence.

“Yes!” said Sam and Apples together.

“Phfft! I don’t need to pull you in. I bet you fifty bucks I can talk you in, Sammikins.”

“You’re on.”

Treading water so that his toes didn’t touch the slimy bottom of the tank, Dan said, “Come on in, lil’ sis.” His tone was so sweet that Sam was instantly wary. “The water’s great and the company” — he tilted his head at Apples — “is even better.”

“No, thanks, I’m fine here.”

Dan shrugged. “Okay, then.”

“That’s it? ‘Come on in, the water’s great’ — that’s your best effort at persuasion?” Apples said.

“Hey, I tried.” Dan floated on his back, idly sculling water with his hands. After a moment, he sighed happily. “This is the life! Hot sun, blue sky, cool water. Clouds shaped liked curvy babes ... You know what’s missing, though?”

“I’m sure you’ll tell us,” Sam said.

“Something cold to drink — that’s what’s missing. Like a nice long Coke with some ice. Or an exotic cocktail. With a bendy straw.” He paused to consider. “And one of those little paper umbrellas. Why don’t you run along to the farmhouse, Sam, like a good girl, and get us some drinks.”

“What do I look like — a waitress?”

“You’re female, aren’t you?”

Sam spluttered in outrage. “You– you sexist pig!” She leapt into the tank and dunked Dan. “Swine!” she shouted at the head she was holding under the water.

As the seconds ticked by, Apples began to look concerned. “Uhm, shouldn’t you let him up now?”

“Just a little longer,” Sam said.

Dan finally thrashed his way free, and emerged gasping and coughing. But he was also grinning widely.

“You owe me fifty bucks, Sammikins!”
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Rudely interrupted
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DINNER THAT NIGHT WAS roast leg of lamb, served at the long stinkwood table in the lodge’s dining room. Sam pulled a guilty face at Apples as she popped the first succulent, rosemary-scented morsel into her mouth.

He grinned. “Got to say it, Sam, they taste better than they look.”

“Hey, what do you call a sheep with no legs?” Dan asked.

“No idea,” Sam said.

“A cloud!” He guffawed and added another helping of roast potatoes to his plate. “And what did the one cloned sheep say to the other?” Without waiting for an answer, he said, “I am ewe. I am E-W-E! Get it?”

Sam rolled her eyes. “Yeah, we get it.”

“Okay, okay, last one: Mary had a little lamb, her father shot it dead. And now it goes to school each day, between two hunks of bread. Wait, final last one! Mary had a little lamb, she kept it in a bucket. And every time that it got out, Mary said —”

“Daniel!” Mr. Steadman warned. “Stop now.”

His face was so stern that Dan stuck to eating his lamb, rather than telling jokes about it, for the rest of the meal. Later that night, after Mr. Steadman had gone off to bed, Apples came to visit Sam in her room. He sat down on her bed and for a while they chatted, catching up on their holiday news.

“So, I brought you a present.” Apples fished a small, slightly squashed box out of the pocket of his jeans and handed it to her.

“Thanks.” Sam pulled off the ribbon and wrapping paper, and opened the box. Inside was a silver chain with a delicate silver pendant in the shape of a shark's tooth. She’d never seen anything like it. “It’s lovely!”

“Here, let me help you,” said Apples, looping the chain around her throat and fastening the catch behind her neck.

His fingers were warm against her skin. Sam only just restrained herself from turning to rub her cheek against his hand.

“I’m glad you didn’t get the real thing. You know how I feel about turning sharks’ teeth into necklaces and stuff,” Sam said. Why did her voice sound so breathy?

“Sharks’ teeth? No such thing! This is a vampire fang. It is, in fact, a fang from the very vampire I slayed — or it it slew? — while defending the orphans. You remember I told you last year?”

“Yes, I remember. You said that was how you got this scar.” Sam lightly traced the silver line on his forearm. “And this one.” She touched the tiny crescent-shaped scar at the corner of his lips. He turned his face so that her fingers brushed over his lips.

And then they were kissing. And it was wonderful — breath-taking, dizzy-making, heart-racingly wonderful.

A loud knock at the door made them jump apart. Mr. Steadman stuck his head into the room, looking embarrassed, and asked them whether they’d seen his spectacles anywhere.

“They’re hanging around your neck, Dad,” Sam said, unamused.

Mr. Steadman gave a false start of surprise. “So they are! Well goodnight, you two. Don’t stay up too late now. I think I’ll just ... ah, leave this door open for ... um, the breeze.”

He wedged a horrible zebra hoof doorstop against the base of the door and left with a little wave. As soon as Sam heard the door of his bedroom click shut, she got up, pushed the doorstop out into the passage with her foot and closed the door softly.

“Honestly!”

“Where were we?” Apples said, patting the bed beside him.

No sooner were they where they’d been before the interruption, than the door banged open and Dan stood glowering at them.

“Right, that’s it,” he said. “Bedtime.”

“What?” Sam protested.

“Dude, I’m seventeen, not seven,” Apples said. “And you’re not my father.”

“But she” — Dan pointed at Sam — “is just fifteen. And she’s my sister. So the chances of you two spending more than another minute alone together in Sam’s bedroom are haha percent.”

Dan spun around and exited the room, leaving the door conspicuously open. From the absence of footsteps marching back down the passage, Sam figured he was waiting just outside.

“They’re not going to give us a moment’s privacy, are they?” Apples sighed, got to his feet and lightly flicked her necklace. “Sleep tight, Sam.”

“See you in the morning.”

And with a last, soft kiss, he left.
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AWOL and AOSBBL
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From:  Samantha Steadman <turtles@cliffordhouse.co.za>

To:  Nomusa Gule <Noms@cliffordhouse.co.za>;
Jessie Delaney <madness@cliffordhouse.co.za>
Date:  Saturday, 9 January

Subject:  AWOL Jessie


JESSIE!!! YOU ARE OFFICIALLY Absent Without Leave. Write now.

Or else!

P.S.The apple has landed, but AOS BBL!




From:  Nomusa Gule <Noms@cliffordhouse.co.za>;

To:  Samantha Steadman <turtles@cliffordhouse.co.za>;
Jessie Delaney <madness@cliffordhouse.co.za>
Date:  Saturday, 9 January

Subject:  Re: AWOL Jessie


What’s an AOSBBL? Sounds a bit rude — like a tiny bubble on your ass! :)

xoxo
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— 6 —

Damage
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WHEN, BY NOON ON SATURDAY, the boys still hadn’t emerged from their room, Sam decided to take matters into her own hands. She marched up to their door, thumped five times against the wood as hard as she could, repeated the noisy rhythm and then scampered back past the stuffed baboon and down the staircase. Twenty minutes later, the boys ambled into the dining room, damp-haired and sleepy-eyed.

“Hey, Sam,” Apples said.

Those dimples did something confusing to her brain. All she could manage in reply was, “Hey.”

“What’s for breakfast?” Dan asked.

“Breakfast was four hours ago.”

“Huh. Well, what’s for lunch, then? I’m starving.”

After a meal of sandwiches and salad, Sam, Dan and Apples hitched a ride into the nearby town on the back of the farmer’s truck. It was a hot, dusty and spine-jarring ride but Sam, leaning up against Apples with his arms around her, wished it could’ve lasted forever.

The tiny village of Nieu Bethesda, with its wide, dusty streets fringed by pear and poplar trees, lay at the end of the rutted gravel road. The farmer slowed the truck down to a crawl to avoid hitting the stray goats and chickens, and an old-fashioned donkey cart giving visitors a tour of the town.

“Ooh, look,” Sam said, pointing at an arrowed sign reading Bushman Art and Fossil Sites.

“Ooh, look,” said Dan, pointing at a similar sign reading Microbrewery and Beer Garden.

They passed a funky art gallery, a craft shop, a dazzlingly white church with pointed spire and a quirky café before the farmer dropped them outside the town hall, telling them there was an information kiosk inside.

“This looks like a good place to start,” Sam said, leading the way up the steps.

Dan looked less enthusiastic. “This had better not be educational; I’m on holiday.”

Set up around the small hall were tables and display boards with information on a variety of topics — a local literacy project, the latest fossil finds and the mountaineering club’s most recent expeditions up the nearby Kompasberg.

Dan wandered over to the nearest table where brochures about a tourist train trip were on display, while Apples immediately headed over to the section dedicated to the Square Kilometre Array radio telescope project being built in the heart of the Karoo. But Sam, who’d heard more than enough about that project from her father, was drawn to the fracking display.

A dreadlocked woman wearing a T-shirt with the logo No Fracking Way! sat beside a table stacked with pamphlets on shale-gas mining and the damage it could do to the Karoo environment. The name tag pinned to her shirt identified her as Xenia, Fracktivist. Soon she and Sam were deep in a discussion about high-pressure rock fracturing, contamination of groundwater by toxic chemicals, and the obscene profits made by multinational oil companies.

“And in a country with severely limited water, especially in a semi-arid region like the Karoo, we can’t afford to frack. Our gas reserves are really deep down — between four and six kilometres below the surface — and it can take twenty-million litres of fresh water to frack just one well,” said Xenia, handing Sam a bright red Don’t frack with my future supporter’s button. “Up to one percent of that could be chemicals — that’s two hundred thousand litres of chemicals, many of them known carcinogens, per well!”

“Wow.” Sam pinned the button onto her blouse while reading one of the news articles posted on the board.

Apples came over and gently brushed her hand away from the badge. “You’ve pinned it upside-down. Here, let me.”

He smiled down at her, his teal-blue eyes full of mischief, as his fingers slipped inside her shirt, to clasp the catch of the badge. Her heart stuttered at the contact of his fingers against the skin at her collar bone.

“Oi! Get your fingers out of my sister’s shirt,” Dan said so loudly that everyone within a ten-metre radius peered nosily over at them.

Sam blushed as red as the button on her shirt, but Apples merely grinned.

Xenia played them a Time Magazine video about a farmer in America who’d allowed fracking on her land, only to have her groundwater polluted with barium, radioactive strontium and so much explosive methane gas that she could set fire to the liquid that came out of her taps. Sam blinked at the footage of the
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