Tilly and Thandeka’s Frist Adventure

CHAPTER ONE:
The house on the hill
The first glimpse of the house made Tilly think of
loneliness. It came into view slowly, its edges smudged and
made ghostly by the glare off the Indian Ocean behind
it. She had to put her sunglasses on to get a proper look.
The house itself stood atop a bright green, sugar-cane hill,
cloaked in a kind of forgotten elegance. As the car got
closer, she noticed the broekie lace on the wide, wraparound veranda was damaged and missing in places, a bit
like the lace hemming of a long-forgotten and ruined party
dress.
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So, this was the house of her great aunt, the famous
adventuress.
This was where she’d be living from now on. Her
new home.
But the word just didn’t fit, no matter how often
she whispered it to herself. Home was an idea that lived
in the past and that had stopped existing ever since her
parents’ mysterious and tragic disappearance on one of
their medical research expeditions in Cameroon. Tilly
touched the travel case on the seat next to her. She still
had the battered and by now very dog-eared postcard they
had sent her from Yaounde, where they’d made a stop
before heading out into the surrounding rural areas. It
was the last message from them before the silence of their
disappearance.
Since then, she’d been moved around a lot and
stayed in lots of places, but none of them ever felt like home.
It made her sad to think about words like home.
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So, to stop herself from thinking about it anymore,
Tilly pretended that she was on an adventure. She loosened
her seatbelt and peered curiously out the open car window
as they approached the ghostly old house. Now she was
discovering long-forgotten ruins, fighting her way through
unchartered jungle, aboard a ship on its way to the South
Pole. Almost immediately, the house began to look a little
less lonely and a little more exciting in a grand, setting-offon-an-adventure kind of way.

What was her famous explorer
aunt really like? She was from her
mother’s side of the family, but Tilly
couldn’t remember meeting her. That
was probably because she was always off traveling in
faraway places. The big house came closer and Tilly couldn’t
help imagining being taken along on exciting expeditions.
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Tilly stood on the steps of the veranda where the
taxi driver had left her. Her battered ladybird travel case sat
patiently next to her like a little dog. She glanced back and
watched the car make its way down through the sugar cane
tracks until she couldn’t see it anymore. What on earth was
she supposed to do now? She stared at the front door. It
stood open. Was that so she could enter or had someone
forgotten to close it? Was it rude to just go in? Should she
wait?
Suddenly a shadow moved inside the darkened
doorway. Tilly froze. She gazed intently into the dim
interior and made out the shape of a border collie with
a distinct white patch over one eye. It was sitting quietly
staring at her, cocking its head to one side, as if to say
“Well, what are you waiting for?”
She stared back at the dog. It gave what she thought
was an inviting whine.
“Oh, all right, I’m coming. It’s hot out here. I guess
you’re my welcome party.”
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The dog wagged its tail and looked very pleased
with itself.
When Tilly entered the strange, old house she was
struck by the clutter – everywhere were display cabinets
of all shapes and sizes. They were filled with the most
amazing artefacts: stuffed animals with glassy eyes and
delicate insects pinned carefully to silk boards, feathers and
unusual shells, rows of rocks, beautiful beaded jewels and
frightening masks. Tilly gulped. She had the feeling she was
walking into a private museum not a home.

Feeling very out-of-place, she called down the
entrance hall, “Hello?”
Only silence answered back. She glanced at the dog
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again, who gave her an encouraging wag with its fluffy tail.
“Hello? Anyone?” She tried again, taking a hesitant
step forward.
This time, she could just pick up the sound of
voices. They were coming from some room at the back
of the house. With her heart pounding in her throat, she
followed the sound to a stained-glass door on the seafacing side.
The voices belonged to two people engaged in
a lively conversation that rose and fell like waves as they
agreed and disagreed with each other. The door was
slightly ajar, and Tilly could make out two people seated in
comfortable armchairs arranged around a Nguni cowhide
on the floor.
Tilly cleared her throat.
This didn’t make even the tiniest dent in their
attention. Once again, Tilly took a deep breath and
thumped her case down next to her. That did the trick.
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The conversation died, and the two adults turned towards
the door.
“Oh, my goodness, I completely forgot. You
must be Matilda! My dear girl, welcome!” A woman with
large glasses and strong limbs leaped up. She wore loose,
practical linen pants and her arms
were covered in an array of strange
and wonderful bracelets. Tilly found
herself enveloped in a tight embrace
and the spicy scent of far-off places.
This must be her mysterious Great
Aunt.

“And please meet my dear
colleague and friend, Professor
Mchunu from the Museum and
Rare Artefacts Society. We were just
discussing a new project to trace
ancient pottery that was recently
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discovered in the Jozini area.”
A portly man with glasses and wispy hair shook her
hand rather formally, although his eyes twinkled the whole
time as if he was thinking about a joke he’d just been told.
“Well then, my dear. Just make yourself at home.
Professor Mchunu and I simply must finish up this work.
Your room is upstairs. I’m sure our dear Ma Thandi has
made it ready by now.”
And with an absent pat on the head that may as
well have been meant for the dog, the stained-glass door
was closed, shutting Tilly out. She hadn’t even said a word
yet! She looked around at the strange collection of objects
around her, feeling very alone. What was her new home
going to be like?
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