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MZUNGU: /(ə)mˈzʊŋɡuː/ Noun: EAST AFRICAN noun: mzungu; plural noun: mzungus

a white person

“there was a mzungu just off the Nyeri Road who was a teacher”


Chapter 1

Emma woke up to the now-familiar feeling of a leaden ball in the pit of her stomach. Two days and counting. As she slowly raised her head off the pillow she was promptly assaulted by the all-too-familiar feeling of a nasty hangover. Yep. Cotton-wool mouth, thumping headache, and bile rising in her throat. “Awesome,” she muttered to herself. Looking over at the clock she realised it was already 11 a.m. – definitely time to get up, even if she most certainly didn’t feel like it.

She gingerly swung her legs over the side of the bed and tentatively stood up. Well, the room wasn’t spinning quite as much as it could be and she had a ton of stuff to do. She wobbled into the bathroom and braved a look in the mirror. Hmmmm. Long, lank, dark hair plastered around a particularly pale oval face, brown eyes half-stuck together where she’d failed to remove her mascara before going to bed – again – and knickers and bare legs out for all to see as she’d obviously been too drunk to put her PJ bottoms on last night.

Two hours later and Emma was sat in the kitchen drinking her third cup of coffee and trying to force down an unappetising piece of toast. A shower, hair wash, clean teeth and plenty of mouthwash had left her looking and smelling slightly fresher, even if she didn’t feel it. Mental note to self for the future – less smoking and definitely no shots at the end of the evening. Ah hell, like she hadn’t thought that a hundred times before and it always ended up the same. Checking her diary she discovered what she already feared – another leaving party tonight.

“Not really sure why I’m so worried about going to Africa,” she grumbled to herself. “I’m likely to party myself to death before I even get there.”

She finished the last gulp of coffee, threw the toast in the bin and looked around decisively. Then, refilling the cup of coffee, she sat back down with ‘The List’.

“Okay then, what’s next?” she murmured, even though she already knew.

Everything to do with leaving her job had been done – handover completed, desk cleared out, department-only after-work drinks on the Friday and official leaving party on the Saturday. Work was well and truly finished.

Saturday had been set aside for packing but had actually been spent recovering. Sunday had originally been set aside for shopping, but had been spent half-heartedly doing some of the packing up of the flat not even attempted on the Saturday, continuing into Monday which had then ended up in a third ‘goodbye’ party in a bar down the street – hence the hangover today.

Emma wandered into the small lounge and took a good look around. She knew she needed to get herself organised and get things done but she was lacking the energy or motivation to do it. She told herself this was just due to the one (or twenty) too many she’d had last night, but she knew in her heart that it wasn’t only that. It was also due to the sinking feeling in her stomach that told her she really wasn’t as confident about the decision she’d made as she was leading everyone to believe.

It had been a whirlwind two months, she mused. Getting an interview with Mercy Humanity Worldwide, after so many years toying with the idea, then actually landing the job in Burundi; handing in her notice at work, attending the induction course – it had been hectic. And with everything she’d had to do, and everything she’d had to organise, the idea of going, the idea of actually stepping onto the plane and stepping off again in Burundi had been pushed to the back of her mind.

But in the last few days, as things had become organised, work had been handed over, a new tenant had been found for the flat, vaccinations had all been received, as the leaving date got closer and closer, she was beginning to feel more and more sick at the thought of her immediate future. Did she really think she could do this? Move to Africa? Away from her friends, her family, to the middle of a conflict zone? To do aid work? What the hell had she been thinking?

The phone rang, dragging Emma out of her spiralling panic. Quickly checking the screen she picked up the call with one swipe.

“Hey, Mum, how are you?”

“How’s the packing going, dear?” came through the phone.

Emma hooked the phone under her chin and moved to pick up one of the few empty cardboard boxes left.

“Should be finished by this afternoon. I’m going to stay round Lou’s tonight, but I’ll be down to you tomorrow, okay?”

A short and inconsequential chat later, Emma decided that a quick burst of energetic packing, coupled with a deliberate effort to not think about the looming flight towards doom – “Stop it! Stop it!” she chided herself – was in order. That way, everything would be packed up in the car by mid-afternoon, she could say a quick solo weepy goodbye to her home of the last three years, then take herself off to town to meet up with the others for her – what? Fourth? – leaving party.

By four p.m. the packing had been finished. Emma sighed as she looked around the now empty kitchen. Her mum and dad were going to come round next weekend to pick up the rest of her stuff and return the keys to the estate agents. This was it for her. Three years of her life, finished with. A new chapter.

She picked up her folder of paperwork from Mercy Humanity, her handbag and her keys and let herself out of the flat. It was a fairly pleasant summer’s day as she wandered out into Clapham high street, and she pulled her sunglasses out of her handbag as she rounded the corner. Ten minutes later found her sitting at a corner table in the local coffee shop, sipping on a large americano and flicking through the papers in the folder.

Job description – Administrator. Main duties and responsibilities: blah blah blah. ‘Reporting to’, ‘Responsible for’… She had read it all before a thousand times. And at least now she could locate Burundi on a map. When she’d first met with Mercy Hum it had been a general interview, assessing her suitability for overseas placement. They had then called her back for a second interview, specifically for a position in Burundi. After the interview she had gone straight to an internet café and googled Burundi. She was directed to Wikipedia where she read that Burundi was one of the poorest and one of the most conflict-ridden countries in the world. Hmmmm. She read about a long-standing conflict between Tutsis and Hutus (she had thought that was Rwanda?) and a long history of military dictators. Double hmmmm.

She had toyed with the idea of calling Mercy Hum and explaining that much as she really wanted to work for them, a slightly less death-trap-sure-to-die placement for her first time in Africa would be very much appreciated. She had stopped herself though, pretty sure that the response wouldn’t be, “Okay, let’s see if we can find you something in the Maldives,” but rather, “Okay, let’s forget it.”

They had promised to send her briefing papers and indeed they had, by the dozen. She flicked through the other papers in the folder. A ‘Mercy Hum Burundi contact detail list’, security guidelines, health guidelines – her personal favourite: seven pages detailing the myriad of diseases that she was probably going to get and probably going to die from – a recommended reading list, and a remarkably long synopsis of the country profile including political, economic, social and cultural facts. On top of that was a checklist of what personal items to bring with her.

She pulled out a pen from her bag and looked back down at the checklist. ‘Torch – preferably the head torch type’ – check. ‘Swiss army knife’ – check. ‘Sunglasses’, ’small padlock’, ‘earplugs’, ‘holdall bag’, ‘eight passport photos’, ‘rain jacket’ – all check. She’d bought her loose cotton trousers, T-shirts, fleeces, teva sandals, flip-flops and shortie pyjamas, all brand sparkling new. Like, really, brand, brand sparkly new. She was definitely going to stand out from the crowd as a newbie. She wondered briefly if there was time to take the new gear to a field somewhere in Kent and roll around in the mud in it. She had paid enough attention to the seasoned aid workers who talked at the induction she’d attended to realise that those pitching up in the field with brand-new clothes and equipment immediately stood out as being greener than green, although she had yet to work out why that was such a bad thing. In fact, the returned aid workers hadn’t been overly friendly with the ‘newbie’ bunch. They’d talked quite cheerfully at the new crowd about their experiences, but during the coffee breaks had huddled away to themselves, chatting excitedly and occasionally laughing in quite a mean-spirited way whilst looking at one of the new guys. Or perhaps that was just her paranoia?

She’d attended the induction three weeks earlier – taking her last five remaining holiday days from work to do it. It had been over in Shepherd’s Bush, which had been a pain to get to, but the course itself had been really interesting. She learnt about ‘log frames’ – apparently ‘logical framework analysis’ within which projects could be designed, implemented, monitored and assessed in a logical, efficient and organised manner, and also about something called PRA, also known as participatory rural appraisal. She’d quickly learnt that her new role was going to be awash with various acronyms and shortened terms that she’d better memorise fast if she expected to keep up.

She heard words like participatory, ownership and engagement more than she ever had in her life before – particularly when not being applied to sexual activities, buying a car, or getting married. The course had made her realise, for the first time, that she wasn’t just going off to Africa to do some casual aid work: she was starting again, at the bottom, in a whole new industry. For a second she had stopped worrying about moving to Africa, and started worrying about learning a new job – but only for a second: she’d promptly decided that she easily had the mental capacity to fret about both at the same time. Hell, it’s always worthwhile practising multi-tasking.

The course had been both fascinating and daunting, with various different sessions spent looking at humanitarian aid principles and practices, specific Mercy Humanity Worldwide systems and procedures, general information on living and working in remote African contexts including stress management techniques, health risks and how to minimise them, first aid, standard security protocols, and a dozen more things.

The course had been run by a variety of people – some of whom, Emma had learnt, worked full-time in the London head office and some of whom were passing through between assignments. She found those that had returned from abroad helpful but aloof. Two in particular had taken a number of sessions – Tom, who had just returned from the DRC (apparently the correct name for the Congo) and Val, who had just returned from Cambodia. Even though they had both recently returned to London from different countries it was immediately clear that they knew each other well and whilst they were polite and accommodating to all the new people, it was only when they were talking together that she saw them become truly animated, all waving hands, talking eagerly at and over each other, conversation punctuated by bursts of staccato laughter.

Shelly, one of the HR officers, had told Emma that the two had worked together for a few months two missions ago in Somalia, and so were enjoying catching up. Emma had looked around at the other eight or nine people – strangers – attending the induction with her and wondered if she would have the same kind of relationship with any of them after working together. She was intrigued by watching Tom and Val together: she couldn’t detect any romantic involvement between them but they seemed too close to just be good friends – particularly if they had only worked together for a short time before each going their separate ways to different countries.

Through the luck of the draw (typical, she thought), there wasn’t anyone else on this induction course going to Burundi. There were two going to the DRC – one to replace Tom and another in a newly created position – one going to Kenya; one staying in the London office; one going to Ghana; and three going other places she couldn’t even remember. Only two of the others, John H and John C, were totally new like her. The rest had worked overseas before with other NGOs. Emma had got the impression that Tom and Val were more at ease talking to those who had worked abroad before than they were talking to her and the two Johns all from Planet Novice.

A ringing jolted Emma from her thoughts and she checked the time as she picked up the phone.

“Hey, Lou, how ya doing?”

“Emma, my friend, it’s twenty past six. Where the hell are you? I thought we were meeting?” was shouted out of the phone, accompanied by a loud background noise of early evening bar chatter and music.

“Sorry, sorry,” Emma apologised, “I lost track of time, I’ll be there in twenty.”

“Okey-dokey, see you then,” came back followed by a click – always the same, short and sweet.

She picked up her bag and the folder of information, gulped back the remaining cold coffee, and walked out of the coffee shop.

*

Emma woke up to the now-familiar feeling of a leaden ball in the pit of her stomach. One day to go and counting. As she slowly raised her head off the pillow she was assaulted by the all-too-familiar feeling of a hangover. Yep. Cotton-wool mouth, thumping headache, and bile rising in her throat. “Marvellous,” she muttered to herself. She looked over at the clock – one-thirty p.m. “Oh, God!” Definitely, definitely, time to get up.

Emma gingerly swung her legs over the side of the bed and tentatively stood up, wondering how this whole ridiculous hungover morning ritual had become such an embedded routine within such a short space of time. Well, the room wasn’t spinning as much as it could be and she had plenty of things to do. Namely, to leave Lou’s tiny little apartment, get herself down to the train station, and then down to her parents’ house – by twelve-thirty. Hmmmm. Clearly, that was not going to happen. Sighing, she pulled her mobile phone out of her jeans pocket and started dialling.

By three-thirty that afternoon Emma was sitting in her mum and dad’s living room in suburbia-hell – otherwise known as Middlesex. She momentarily closed her eyes – against both her headache and her mum’s well-worn, well-practiced and often-heard rant about daughters who are late. The only good thing was that this rant – perfected over the years – had been recently spiced up with an addition of daughters who are late and who choose to run off to deepest darkest Africa to do God knows what. It’s always nice to change things up a bit, right? thought Emma, whilst nodding apologetically in mostly the right places.

All the family came round for Emma’s last night – the last supper, as she thought morosely – and despite her increasing level of fear, she had fun. Apart from her mum, everybody else seemed to think she was embarking on a hugely exciting adventure, and couldn’t wait to see her photos and hear her stories when she returned six months later. “IF she returns,” commented her mum, darkly, but other than that, she behaved herself. Emma remembered the ‘conversation’ (also known as a screaming match) that she’d had with her mum a month earlier, when she’d first told her where she was going. The conversation had ended abruptly when Emma screamed down the phone, “I’m twenty-seven, for God’s sake, not seventeen,” and promptly hung up the phone, only to pick it up thirty seconds later, phone back and say, “Gosh, I’m ever so sorry, Mum, we musta got cut off – really, very sorry ‘bout that.”

She knew that since then, her mum had tried really hard to refrain from making her dark and snarky comments, and she also knew that her mum was terrified about her leaving. But seriously, trying to deal with both her own fear and that of her mum’s had proven really quite wearing.

Still, it was her last night at home and everything had gone pretty well, given the circumstances. As Emma fell asleep that night in her old, comfortable, childhood bed, she felt a feeling of calm wash over her.

“Like it or not,” she told herself, “tomorrow I’m off to Burundi.”

*

Emma was standing in the middle of a long, deserted, dusty road. On both sides there was nothing but dense swampy grasses leading into thick scary-looking jungle. In the distance further up the road she could see the jungle fall away on the left-hand side and a few round, thatched huts. The air was still and quiet and she was totally alone. She heard a high-pitched squeak behind her and whipped around. There, sitting in the middle of the road, not five yards away, was a cat. Her cat, to be precise. Tofu, who was her childhood pet and now living out his twilight years sleeping on the beanbag in her parents’ spare room. She didn’t know what he was doing here, but then, come to think of it, she didn’t know what she was doing here either. She looked around again, and then looked back at the cat. He looked so little and scared, out here, in the middle of nowhere. He meowed, a small, pitiful sound, and she moved closer to pick him up, but he edged away as though he was scared of her. She made cooing sounds and gently crept closer, but just as she was about to grab him, he darted off into the dark jungle. She started after him, but stopped at the edge of the road, the jungle looking just too dark and creepy to enter. She called out for the cat in an increasingly desperate voice, knowing that if he didn’t come out of the jungle now she’d never see him again. She could now hear all the threatening noises of the predators living in the jungle and she cursed the fact that she hadn’t been able to stop Tofu from running away. The jungle was no place for a small tabby from Middlesex. The jungle was no place for her.

Suddenly she was in the middle of a bustling street, full of people, donkeys and cattle. Most of the people were only dressed in rags: those that wore clothes were dressed in military fatigues and marched along the street with massive automatic weapons in their hands. The noise was deafening, and she couldn’t work out what was the most disturbing: the braying of the donkeys, the low wailing of the people, or the angry shouting of the guys with the guns. She didn’t know what they were shouting about, she didn’t know what she was supposed to do. She whirled around, looking for someone who could help her, who could tell her what to do, where she should go, but she couldn’t see anybody she thought could help, or even speak to her in English. She heard renewed shouting behind her and, on turning round, gasped when she saw her long-dead grandmother arguing with a huge military-dressed African man. The man was pointing an AK-47 at her nan: her nan was jabbing him with a knitting needle, whilst holding the other needle, a half-knitted scarf and a ball of bright orange wool in the other hand. Both her nan and the man were shouting at each other in a language Emma couldn’t make out. As the man cocked the weapon Emma was screaming, “He doesn’t want the scarf, Nan!’” but she knew in her heart she was too late……

Emma woke up with a start, and also with the certain knowledge that she was going to throw up. And this time, it had nothing to do with alcohol. She made it to the bathroom just in time and after emptying the contents of her stomach down the toilet, she sat back on the edge of the bathtub. This was it. She was going. She didn’t think she’d ever felt so terrified in her life.

Forty minutes later Emma was dressed and sitting in her parents’ kitchen, drinking coffee and trying to swallow a bowl of cornflakes. Giving up on her breakfast, she wandered out into the garden for a quick cigarette. Normally she would never smoke so early in the morning, but this morning wasn’t anything close to being normal.

The sun was already halfway up in the clear blue sky and it looked to be another bright summer’s day. The grass smelt fresh and the flowerbeds looked cheerful. Emma carefully looked around, committing this last sign of a typical English garden carefully to memory. “Oh for crying out loud,” she muttered under her breath. “When did I get so damn sentimental?” She turned back inside, meeting her parents as they came down the stairs and plastered a huge, brave smile on her face.

“Are we ready to go?”

*

Heathrow was, as usual, manic. Emma quietly cursed as she pushed her way past hordes of people with her too-new, too-shiny rucksack and her mum gave her a gentle slap round the head in admonishment. Emma turned round and glared, but left it at that. They made their way to the British Airways check-in desk and got in the queue that had already formed, despite it being more than two and a half hours before the flight.

“Welllll,” said her dad in a rather hesitant tone.

Emma looked up.

“This is it, sweetheart. If you’re going to change your mind, this would be the time.”

Emma smiled. Until this point, her dad had not shown any of the fear or worry that her mum had: he’d talked about how exciting it would be, what a challenge, what an opportunity – but now he looked just a little bit pale and as though he would welcome the three of them just turning around and going back home.

“On the basis that I’ve quit my job, leased out my flat, sold my car and given my cat away – I think I’m kinda committed now, wouldn’t you say?” Emma inquired lightly. “Don’t worry – I’ll be fine, I promise.”

The check-in was uneventful – uneventful in that she didn’t get an upgrade, the bastards – and after dumping her rucksack (too new, too shiny, too cursed-cursed-novice green) she picked up her tote carry-on bag and went to get a coffee with her parents before going through customs. The air between the three of them had become somewhat heavy, the atmosphere tense. Now that the moment had arrived, no one knew quite what to say.

“It’s only six months – I’ll be home before you know,” was what came out of Emma’s mouth. Worth a try, she thought to herself.

Her mum replied with a watery smile, trying hard to hold back the tears, and her dad murmured something that could have been ‘of course’ but could easily also have been ‘we hope’ – or ‘maybe’, ‘unlikely’, or even ‘God willing’.

Emma looked at her watch. She still had plenty of time but dragging this goodbye out didn’t seem to be doing any of them any good.

“Well,” she said brightly as she downed the last of her coffee, “I’d probably best be off, I need to do a bit of duty-free before I go, ya know, cigarettes and stuff. You guys going to walk me down?”

Her parents both slowly nodded – so much in sync with each other that it almost made her laugh out loud – and the three of them stood up to leave. She met her mother’s eyes.

“Seriously,” she whispered, gently taking her hand, “it will be okay.”

Emma had previously travelled widely – through Europe, America, and a round-the-world trip the year after she finished university – but she had never seen her parents cry as much as they did as she waved them goodbye and walked out of sight. What she found a lot more disturbing was the way her own eyes burned with tears and she angrily swiped at her eyes, berating herself for her lack of proper British stoicism. To make up for the momentary weakness, she gave the security guards at X-ray a bright smile, trying desperately to damn well pull herself together.

She grabbed her bag the other side of the X-ray machine and turned around for one last glimpse of her parents, but from this angle they were out of sight.


Chapter 2

The journey took forever. The first leg was Heathrow to Nairobi, which was near-enough ten hours. She sat next to a very quiet elderly gentleman who had smiled pleasantly at her when he first sat down but after that, totally ignored her. She had watched a couple of films, dozed on and off, and drank a couple of glasses of wine. She was met at Nairobi Airport by a taxi that the Mercy Humanity Nairobi office had arranged for her, and which took her straight to one of the local airport hotels. It was gone ten p.m. by the time she checked in, so she ordered room service with a glass of white wine and after that went straight to sleep.

She was faintly disappointed. She felt that stepping foot on the African continent for the first time ever shouldn’t have been so, well, so… anti-climactic. It had been too dark to see much of Nairobi (and in fairness, there was little to be seen on the five-minute taxi drive between the airport and her hotel) but she felt that the moment deserved a little more awe and recognition than she had been able to give it. Going to a hotel, ordering room service, then promptly falling asleep seemed, well, just so boringly normal.

The next morning she had woken bright and fresh and the same taxi driver had brought her back to the airport in time for her nine a.m. flight to Bujumbura, the capital of Burundi.

This flight was a lot more entertaining as she found herself sitting next to a lovely French-Canadian guy with shaggy blond hair, designer stubble and an extremely filthy sense of humour. He worked for another NGO in Bujumbura and was on his way back after a three-week holiday at home. She was pretty sure that at least three-quarters of the stories he told her were either exaggerated or totally made up (they must be, surely?) but he was kinda cute, he had a very sexy French accent, and she was delighted that she would have at least one friend when she arrived.

But then, as they got off the plane in Bujumbura, he’d immediately whipped out a cell phone and started shouting into it in such fast Quebecois French that Emma couldn’t understand a word. She got separated from him in the crowds as people pushed and shoved their way off the crowded Kenyan Airways flight onto the hot tarmac at Bujumbura International Airport. There were no buses to ferry people to the terminal, but there were a number of army guys carrying remarkably big guns that surrounded the plane and herded the passengers in the general direction of the low-level building to the right that appeared to be the terminal.

Nobody else seemed particularly worried, so Emma figured this was normal. She wanted to take the time to appreciate the magnitude of the moment – she had just stepped foot in the country where she would be working for the next six months, not to mention the fact that she really hadn’t savoured the ‘first step, African soil’ Armstrong-esque moment in Nairobi – but there simply wasn’t the opportunity. She was caught in the tide of people making their way to the terminal and her new favourite Canadian had disappeared.

She stood in a queue along with everyone else waiting to get her passport stamped. There were only two guys who appeared to be doing anything in terms of letting people through and Emma noticed that after ten minutes one of them quite casually wandered off, never to return. There was no air-conditioning in the room and it felt like it was at least thirty degrees. Everything seemed loud, and big – lots and lots of African people shouting at each other, but not in a particularly unfriendly way, just in a particularly gesticulative and enthusiastic way.

She was one of the last to eventually reach the customs desk. Damn her inherent English-queuing gene. She handed her passport over to the unsmiling man behind the desk. Even though he was indoors he was wearing large dark sunglasses and he leafed slowly through her passport without saying a word. She’d got her visa before coming – or rather, Mercy Humanity had got her visa for her, and she was now suddenly aware that she hadn’t actually checked any of the dates on it, or what it said. What would she do if they didn’t let her through? What would she do if they wouldn’t let her use a phone? What if they tried to ask her a question and she couldn’t understand them? Let’s face it, her French really wasn’t that good, and now she came to think of it, even in France she had problems understanding properly, and that was proper French French, not some exotic Swahili-infused African French. She tried to calm herself down, recognising that she had now got to the point that she was babbling in her own thoughts. How ridiculous. She tried to roll her eyes and shake her head with a sigh at the same time and promptly made herself dizzy. Frankly, this just added to the whole ridiculousness of the situation.

She could still feel the panic rising up in her throat and wanted nothing more than to turn around and go straight back home. The feeling wasn’t eased at all when the customs guy – still without saying a word – flicked his finger towards one of his colleagues who came sauntering over. “ONG,” the silent and unsmiling one mumbled, without even looking up. His colleague took the proffered passport and started to walk away.

Oh no you don’t, thought Emma, and went bouncing after the man carrying her passport, grabbing his arm and swinging him around.

“What the hell is ONG? – Ah, pardon, mais, qu’est que c’est ONG? Où est le… Ermmm… Tu as pris… Ermmm… Tu vas prendre mon passport où? Ermmm… s’il vous plait.”

Smoooooth, she thought to herself dryly.

“ONG is to mean organisation non-governmental,” he said in pretty good English, grinning at her. “NGO je pense en Anglais. You are aid worker, yes? Is good. You need extra stamp here in passport, will be fast for you. Will return before bag comes, okay?”

He turned to leave, then turned back with another high-wattage smile. “Oh – and you have nice French.”

Emma took a deep breath and tried to calm herself down. He’d seemed genuine and friendly enough. You know, plus, he’d complimented her French, and Emma was a sucker for a compliment. Nobody had warned her that her passport might be stolen at the airport, and she was sure it was something that would have at least been mentioned in passing if it was likely to happen. She took another deep breath and wished she could have a fag. Oh, wait. Looking around, half the people in the room were smoking. Oh, right, Africa. Probably haven’t got round to implementing no-smoking-in-public-places bans yet. She fumbled for her packet of Marlboro lights in her bag and lit one with a shaking hand.

There was no point even trying to get close to the one small conveyor belt with the luggage, as it was three deep in people pushing, shoving and shouting. It wasn’t just the noise level that was loud either. Apart from a couple of soldiers, she suddenly noticed how everyone was dressed in brightly coloured, flowing outfits: blues, oranges, greens and pinks. She had noticed some of the passengers on the Nairobi plane wearing traditional African dress, but there seemed so many more here. Emma suddenly realised that the room she was in wasn’t restricted to passengers only and she watched as people walked freely in and out through the small exit manned by yet more soldiers.

She looked around for her cute Canadian friend just in case she needed help with the French thing. You know, just in case anybody actually talked to her in French which, admittedly, they hadn’t done up till now. But she couldn’t see him anywhere. So she stood, and smoked, and waited for the crowds around the conveyor belt to calm down. And smoked a bit more. And waited for her passport. And smoked a bit more.

Suddenly the olive-clad army guy with the incredibly big gun returned with her passport, which he handed over in an anti-climactic rush of less fuss and bother than she had worked up in her mind as was likely to happen. She was actually a little disappointed.

After fifteen minutes and three cigarettes the crowd didn’t seem to be thinning out at all but she was suddenly tapped on the shoulder and spun around to be met by the grinning, sweating, sun-lined face of a middle-aged white man with short grey hair and intelligent blue eyes.

“Emma, Emma Crozier, right?” he asked in a thick Belfast brogue. “I’m Ted – the country director? Welcome to Burundi, pet.”

She smiled with relief. Thank the lord. “Hi, yeah, I’m Emma. Nice to meet you.”

She looked behind Ted at a young black man standing and grinning like a lunatic.

“Emma, this is Claude, one of the drivers,” introduced Ted. “Claude, c’est Emma.”

Claude leant around Ted and pumped Emma’s hand vigorously up and down, repeating “Enchanté, enchanté,” over and over again.

Ted looked Emma up and down, and then around at her feet. “Where’s your bag?”

“Errrmmm…” Emma started, reluctant to admit that she’d been too scared to join in the scrum currently surrounding the luggage conveyor belt. If she couldn’t cope with a simple airport, how the hell was she going to cope with working in this country? Ted took one look at her face and laughed.

“Don’t worry about it, pet. I know, it’s not exactly Heathrow. What’s ya bag look like?”

Emma explained and Ted translated it into French, turning around and asking Claude if he’d mind trying to retrieve the rucksack.

As Claude dived enthusiastically into the fray like a demented African kamikaze pilot, Emma took the opportunity to inconspicuously study Ted. Maybe an inch taller than herself, she would have put him mid-to-late fifties: pretty fit for his age, although starting to get a small beer belly; short grey hair, deeply lined face, but kindly crinkly eyes and an open and warm demeanour. She began to feel better about being here already.

“So, pet, how was your flight?” Ted inquired.

Emma told him it was fine, mentioning the Quebecois guy she’d been sitting next to on the way.

“Right. That’d probably be Gerald,” laughed Ted. ‘I’m betting he told you a story or two, right?’

Emma laughed too as she replied. “Yeah, I was thinking he must have made up most of the things he said.”

Ted looked at her a little strangely before replying. “Well… probably not made up.” He grinned. “Maybe exaggerated. And definitely not for the uninitiated.”

He grinned again. Emma got the impression that he probably grinned quite a lot.

“Don’t worry about it, pet. I know things seem pretty weird right now, but you’ll soon settle in.”

He looked around as Claude came scuttling up behind him, looking inordinately pleased with himself for finding the right bag. Ted clapped him on the shoulder and with a, “Merci…bien fait…on y va,” all rolled into one quick sentence the two men turned towards the exit. They’d gone five steps when Ted turned round, looking at Emma left standing where she was.

“Well, come on then, pet. What are you waiting for?”

*

Emma followed Ted and Claude out of the airport terminal. They got through the exit from the baggage reclaim room without any fuss, and she just concentrated on the back of Ted’s head as she pushed her way through the hoarding crowds. She was concentrating so much on not losing the sight of the back of Ted’s head that she actually walked into him as she emerged out of the building into the sunlight to find that he had abruptly stopped. She squinted around in the bright midday sunlight and fumbled in her bag for her sunglasses as she tried to get her bearings. There was a wide tarred road curving round the low airport terminal and out into the distance, presumably towards the city. Across from the road there was a large car park – again, tarred.

Emma smiled ruefully to herself. What did she expect? – Savannah and giraffes right outside the airport?

She quickly followed Ted and Claude across the road to an old white Jeep-like vehicle sitting in the car park. Claude chucked her bag into the back, which Emma saw had two bench-type seats going down either side of the vehicle, enough to hold probably ten people. Ted hopped gracefully up into the back as Claude was standing holding open the front passenger door for her, still grinning inanely. Emma struggled to climb up into the high front passenger seat as Claude ran round the front of the car to jump into the driver’s seat. Ted had scooted all the way along the bench seats in the back of the vehicle so he was sitting immediately behind the driver’s seat. The front seats were so wide that Emma could comfortably sit looking out of the front window and looking at Claude and Ted. In fact, now that she came to notice it, the seat she was on had two seat belts, so was obviously made for two people. They took off out of the car park.

The journey to the office took half an hour. Ted told Emma that they were going to pop into the office, say hi to a couple of people, then he’d take her to the hotel. They only had one apartment in Bujumbura itself, he explained, which is where he stayed with the other Bujumbura-based expatriate, the accountant, Hannah. All the guys from the unpronounceable-Madzivazivigo, which was the main project location, stayed in a cheap hotel called the ‘Beau Site’ whenever they were in town. It was fairly central, and close to the office and the apartment.

So, Ted had explained, they were going to stop at the office, then he would take her to the hotel to get settled in, whilst he had a UN meeting to go to. After that, he would come back and meet her in the hotel, introducing her to some of the other people she’d be working with. They’d have dinner, then they could go through all the formalities the next day.

Ted must have noticed that Emma’s eyes were glazing over because his voice trailed off into silence. Emma was too busy staring out of the front windscreen in complete fascination. The road from the airport into the city had been wide and straight and not particularly foreign-looking for the first few kilometres. But then, as they reached the outskirts of the city, Emma became transfixed.

The road was very, very busy and the driving was very, very erratic – a pseudonym for downright dangerous if ever there was one. Cars were overtaking other cars left, right and centre, and not being shy with the horn either. Small minibuses were filled to overflowing with dozens of people jammed in so tightly that they must have been sitting on each other’s laps. The minibus drivers seemed to be the worst of all, careening around corners so tightly they were practically on two wheels and honking continuously.

As Emma looked at the faces of the drivers she couldn’t see any animosity or anger or even aggression towards their fellow road-users: the haphazard, unpredictable and extremely loud traffic just seemed to be par for the course.

Emma then focussed on the pedestrian traffic as they got further into the centre of the city. Many people were still clothed in the colourful African dress that Emma had noticed at the airport, but there were also lots of people wearing western-style suits, or jeans and t-shirts. The streets were bustling with all kinds of different people. She saw tons of women with babies tied to their backs with what looked like towels. She noticed how tactile people seemed to be, with even men together walking along holding hands or with arms slung around one another’s shoulder. There were shop fronts that reminded her of some of the seedier parts of London, but with such grimy windows that she couldn’t see what they were selling. On the streets there were stalls… Well, not so much stalls, but stuff laid out on mats along the wide pathways. Fruit and veg seemed to be a particularly popular thing to sell, and from what Emma could see as they drove past it all looked incredibly fresh. Other mats were displaying little wooden knick-knacks, others still, watches and jewellery. Around the mats sat a variety of women, tall, slim, beautiful-looking women, dressed in traditional African dress, some with babies on their laps, long legs stretched out straight in front of them, laughing and joking and chatting with customers and with each other.

It all seemed so…so…well, so, relaxed, thought Emma.

So… so… so… well, convivial. So genial. So amiable. So completely not what she was expecting. Although, come to think of it, she wasn’t really sure what she had been expecting.

Her thoughts were interrupted as the car turned left into a driveway and honked loudly. A few moments later a guard – presumably – came and opened the big gates to let the vehicle cruise gently into a large compound. There was a square, low-level, white-painted building that looked almost Mediterranean in its architecture. Ted jumped out of the back of the vehicle and came round to the passenger side as Emma slid inelegantly down out of the seat to the ground.

Two other Jeeps were sat in the driveway together with a small saloon car that was dwarfed by the bigger cars. The two larger vehicles looked brand-new. Ted followed her gaze.

“The hardtop and the pick-up are new – just cleared customs,” he explained as he slammed the door shut behind her. “Constance just needs copies of the gift certificates to finish off the exemption paperwork, then they’re on their way up to Mad. The Corolla’s ours.”

He glanced at the bemused expression on her face – quite clearly showing that Emma had understood absolutely nothing of what he had just said – and she was treated to another wide grin.

“Don’t worry about it, pet – it will all become clear,” he threw over his shoulder as he bounced up the low steps into the front of the building.

Emma trailed after him. She was pretty sure she was going to be seeing a fair few more grins from Ted in her time here, and she found the thought surprisingly comforting.

Emma followed Ted into the quiet, cool office. He walked through one large open-plan room with two desks in it into what seemed to be a large, square hallway, off of which she could see three doors.

“Right,” said Ted, as he peered quickly into room after room. “I’m not sure where everyone is.”

In the third room he found somebody and Emma was promptly introduced to Jubilee, the local administrator in Bujumbura. Ted quickly established that Constance was out doing some purchasing; David was over at UNICEF checking on something or other; Hannah had left for the day because she was sick – at this, Ted frowned slightly; Noah and Amy were at a nutrition meeting at WFP, whilst Connor was at an ‘FI’ meeting discussing a wash issue. Well, that’s what Emma thought Ted said. To be honest, it was all complete gobbledegook to her. And she wasn’t sure really how much there was to discuss about washing at a UN meeting? She was pretty sure she must have misunderstood that one.

Despite this, Ted relayed all this information to Emma in English as though she would have any kind of clue what he was talking about. She rearranged her face back into the blank, quizzical expression that she was beginning to suspect she would be using quite a lot in the immediate future. Her heart began to sink as she realised that a reply seemed to be expected and she offered the only thing that sprang to mind.

“Huh?”

Real smooth, Em, she told herself, for the second time that day.

Ted responded with his predictable, yet charming smile.

“Don’t worry, pet, everything’s grand,” he reassured. “You’re really not expected to know everything straight away, and you’ll be up to speed in next to no time, I promise.”

He walked out of the room swearing to be back inside of ten minutes and Emma turned to face Jubilee, to whom she had whispered a quick ‘bonjour’.

Jubilee smiled warmly at Emma and started chatting away in too-fast French. Emma could feel herself begin to panic – she couldn’t understand. Oh God, she couldn’t understand. How on earth was she going to cope? How had she thought she could do this? But Jubilee must have seen the alarm on her face because she started talking more slowly and Emma realised that she could actually understand a few words… No, wait a moment, she could understand most of it.

Jubilee was hard to put an age to, although, as they chatted, Emma discovered that she had three teenage children and had been married for eighteen years. Emma assumed that she was probably in her late thirties, although she looked much younger. She was short and a little plump – Emma had already noticed that most of the people on the streets seemed to be quite tall and slim – but Jubilee was extremely pretty, with the clearest, darkest skin Emma had ever seen, high, defined cheekbones, and bright, straight teeth. Her hair was short and braided against her head, looking a little like cord ropes that had been stuck onto her skull at inch-wide intervals, from her forehead to the nape of her neck. She was extremely warm and welcoming and exuded an aura of motherliness coupled with a no-nonsense headmistressy-ness that Emma was pretty sure you wouldn’t want to get on the wrong side of. Emma was also pretty sure that it was probably Jubilee who ran the office in Bujumbura.

This idea was confirmed when Ted returned forty minutes later and Jubilee berated him for ‘leaving that poor girl here with nothing to do when you promised you’d only be ten minutes and she’s only just arrived in the country what is wrong with you?’ all delivered inside of one breath. Emma giggled, then tried to quickly wipe the smirk off her face when Ted glared at her, but she continued to chuckle silently to herself. Partly because of the deference Ted seemed to show to ‘Jubs’ as he called her, but mostly because she was delighted with the fact that she was understanding the exchange. Once Ted had thoroughly apologised to ‘Jubs’ for his selfish and inconsiderate behaviour, which he promised, would never happen again, he bid her good afternoon and grabbed Emma’s arm, steering her out of the door. She shouted goodbye herself over her shoulder as she followed Ted back to the car where the smiling Claude awaited.

They all jumped into the Jeep and set off for the Beau Site hotel. Ted carried her bag into the lobby and spoke quickly with the concierge, before turning back to Emma.

“Listen, pet, I have this meeting now, and I’m a wee bit late so I have to dash, but Jean-Pierre here will take good care of you.”

He looked at his watch.

“Shite. I’m more than a wee bit late. Okay, pet, it’s two-thirty now, these UN meetings tend to drag on a bit, so I probably won’t be back till five or sixish, but then we’ll grab some dinner and round up the others for you to meet, okay?”

With that he was gone, before Emma could even say a word.

She turned round to Jean-Pierre who smiled kindly at her whilst picking up her bag and ushering her up the stairs. He led her up to the third floor and into a plain, yet comfortable room overlooking an internal courtyard. The hotel looked like it had seen better days, but the room seemed to be okay, with a small bathroom with a toilet, sink and shower, a double bed, a small desk, a wardrobe, and a little table with a kettle, cups, tea and coffee.

Hmmmm, coffee, she thought to herself as she flicked the switch on the kettle.

She dragged her rucksack onto the bed and opened it up. Half an hour later she was showered, changed, and onto her second cup of coffee and her third cigarette. She was flicking through a magazine she had picked up at Nairobi Airport and listening to some music on her new travel iPod speakers. It was only three-thirty and she still had a while before Ted would be back. She didn’t really feel brave enough to explore the hotel – and definitely not brave enough to explore the streets outside – so she was at a bit of a loose end for the afternoon. There was no way she could sleep due to the amount of caffeine she had just consumed, but she couldn’t concentrate on the magazine either.

She pulled out her information pack again and turned to the personnel sheets. Okay, Ted, she had already met. He was the Country Director, the guy in charge. He had gone off to a meeting with UNICEF – the UN children and education fund-type agency. He had said, what? That Noah and Amy were at a nutrition meeting at WFP. She knew that WFP were the food-aid branch of the UN, so it made sense that they were hosting a nutrition meeting. And who were Noah and Amy again? She read through the list. Ahhh, okay. Noah was the programme coordinator in Madzivazivigo, which was the main programme area.

Hmmmm, she could maybe start by learning how to pronounce that properly. Although, of course, Ted had simply mentioned that the vehicles were going to ‘Mad’… Well, if that’s what everyone else called it, that was fine. Okay then. So, Noah, who was based up in ‘Mad’, was the coordinator, and Amy was…searching through the notes again…Amy was…she was…the health coordinator. Okay then. Now she was getting somewhere.

Noah, the programme coordinator, and Amy, the health coordinator, were both at a WFP meeting about nutrition. Connor… What had Ted said? Connor was at an ‘FI WASH’ meeting. She had actually come across FI during her induction, and knew that they were an organisation specialising in boreholes – basically, provision of clean water. It was shorthand for ‘Forages Internationale’ which meant ‘boreholes international’ in English. Connor was the…flicking through her notes…and flicking the switch on the kettle again at the same time…Connor was the…the…the water and sanitation coordinator. Okay then. Ahhh, that was it. ‘WASH’ wasn’t a word in this context, it was an acronym – water, sanitation and hygiene. That made sense.

So, the three of them were down from ‘Mad’, presumably for these meetings. She knew that Hannah was the Accountant based here in Bujumbura. Who did that leave? She checked her notes again. Grace Short, Oliver Alexander, and Sam Morrison. Assistant Logistician, Programme Support Officer, and Logistician, respectively. She poured herself another cup of coffee. She felt like she was beginning to get somewhere.

By five p.m. she had drunk no less than six cups of coffee and smoked over half a pack of Marlboro lights. She knew she should have stopped after two cups (not to mention the number of cigarettes she had smoked): she was totally wired and was pacing around the small hotel room like some kind of caged animal in heat. There was no way she could stay cooped up in the room any longer, so, grabbing her cigarettes and her room key, she headed out of the door. She still wasn’t quite ready to face the streets yet, but she was feeling brave enough to have a wander around the hotel.


Chapter 3

The hotel had four identical floors set out around a small open-air courtyard. In the lobby there was a TV showing CNN, two old battered leather sofas and an old PC with what seemed to be an incredibly slow internet connection, if the exasperated sighs and tapping of fingers of the guy using the computer were anything to go by. A narrow corridor from the lobby led into the internal courtyard, filled with uncomfortable-looking metal patio furniture. A small, forlorn-looking pool stagnated quietly in one corner. A corridor leading out of the other side of the courtyard led into a small bar with a number of high round tables surrounded by bar stools. The bar, in turn, led into a large dining room with large round tables which were at that very moment being set with cutlery in a relatively relaxed and lackadaisical manner by smart-looking waiters. Other than the waiting staff, both the restaurant and bar were totally empty.

Emma smiled lamely at the waiters setting up the restaurant and backed out. It appeared that the lobby, courtyard, bar and restaurant were the sum total of the exploratory options in the hotel. She walked back across the open courtyard, down the narrow corridor and through the lobby out onto the street. She stood in the doorway of the hotel looking up and down the street, wondering if she had enough courage to go for a walk. The street was bustling with end-of-working-day traffic, and it was full of people pushing past each other on the pavements and crossing the road without looking and getting hooted at by cars. The women who had been selling fruit and veg and other wares on the pavements opposite were packing up their goods and getting ready to go home. Emma sighed. She didn’t want to go back to her room, but she also wasn’t quite ready to face the chaos of the bustling African city outside the hotel. Not for the first time by any means, Emma questioned her capacity to even be here.

She was just turning to go back into the lobby, and return to her room, when a familiar-looking white Jeep-type vehicle (wait, what had Ted called it? – a ‘hardtop’?) pulled up in front of the hotel, hooting madly. Emma returned Claude’s impossibly bright and permanent smile as Ted jumped out of the passenger side of the car and four other people fell out of the back. Ted said something to Claude through the window that Emma didn’t quite catch and Claude gave a wave just before he drove off.

“Hey, pet, how’s ya afternoon been?” Ted called out as he started walking towards the hotel.

He continued talking without waiting for an answer.

“Good that you’re here, pet, you can meet the team – well, some of it, anyway. How long have you been standing there? Have you been waiting for us? Sorry if you’ve been bored, pet, the meeting dragged on forever…”

A very tall, very good-looking guy who looked to be in his early-to-mid-thirties stepped around Ted with a broad smile on his face. He had shoulder-length blond hair, sharp blue eyes and he was actually, Emma thought, looking up, really very, very tall and really very, very good looking.

“You must be Emma. I’m Noah. Nice to meet you. Don’t mind him, he doesn’t often expect an answer – and he very rarely gets one. You’ll soon learn that a lot of what he says is generally no more than white noise.”

Noah accompanied his comment with a disarming smirk back at Ted which nicely coincided with Ted gently slapping him upside the head, made all the funnier by the fact that Ted had to reach up to do that, and a gesture which Noah smoothly ignored, turning his charming smile back to Emma again. She could almost feel herself swooning.

Noah turned back to the others who were standing behind him.

“So, this is Amy,” he said, gesturing towards a short, older, quite scary-looking woman with short grey hair and thin pinched lips.

“Hi,” she said in a mildly Scottish accent. “You must be the new girl with absolutely no experience that we’re all expected to train, because of course we have nothing else to be doing. Nice to meet you.”

“Errr… nice to meet you too?” muttered Emma with her head down, shaking the proffered hand. She was confused – what had she done wrong?

“And this is Connor,” Noah continued, shooting a glare at Amy and then gesturing towards a lanky, dark-haired guy with thick black glasses who was stood with his hands stuffed into his jeans pockets, staring at the floor, looking awkward.

“Hi,” Connor mumbled as he nodded at her without really making eye contact, and making no move to remove his hands from his pockets to shake her hand.

“And this is Hannah,” Noah continued, gesturing towards the final person in the group, a short, plump woman with faded blonde highlights and a flushed face who looked to be just a few years older than Emma.

“Hi,” she said brightly. “Welcome to hell.”

“Hannah,” Ted warned in a tone that Emma hadn’t heard him use before. “Give it a rest, would ya?”

“I’m only joking,” she trilled, leaning forward to shake Emma’s hand energetically. “It’s great to meet you – I’m sure you’re going to love it here, don’t worry, I’ll fill you in on everything over a couple of drinks. Straight to the bar then, is it?”

Ted and Noah shared a look that Emma couldn’t quite place as Hannah pushed forward and into the hotel.

“Okay, we may as well grab a couple of drinks before dinner,” said Ted in an overly bright yet somehow resigned voice.

The group all turned to follow Hannah into the hotel.

Emma followed Hannah, Ted and Amy through the lobby and down the narrow corridor towards the bar. She turned round just in time to see Noah clapping Connor on the back and Connor walking off in the other direction towards the stairs.

“He’s not coming?” Emma inquired as Noah jogged the last couple of steps to catch up with her.

“Nah,” Noah replied. “He had a bad meeting over at FI – I’ll tell you about it later – but also, the thing you have to know about Connor, is that he’s not so much into socialising. He’s a great guy and everything, really good at the WASH stuff, and all the national staff love him, but he’s just not much of a joiner-in-er, if you get what I mean. He’s not good at small talk, he doesn’t like group stuff…you know what I mean, right?”

“Sure,” said Emma, not really sure that she did.

She felt a bit uncomfortable with the fact that Noah was talking about Connor so openly in front of her – and she didn’t know either one of them at all.

She also felt a bit weird that it was her first night here and Connor – with whom she would be living and working in Mad for the next six months – had no interest in getting to know her. She knew that was a kinda selfish perspective – it’s not like she’d been expecting a welcoming party or anything – but all of a sudden, she was feeling a lot less confident and positive about being here than she had been a couple of hours ago. Connor had no interest in talking to her, there was obviously something strange going on between Ted and Hannah – and Emma remembered his frown earlier in the day when Jubilee had told him Hannah had gone home sick – and Amy hadn’t exactly been friendliness personified.

“Hey, are you coming or what?”

Emma looked up from her musing to see Noah was already four steps in front of her.

“Yeah, sorry, I’m coming.”

She quickened her pace towards him and the two of them then sauntered across the courtyard together. Emma snuck a sneaky glance sideways at him as they walked. Her spirits lifted a bit. Damn, he was hot.

Hannah and Amy had grabbed one of the tables on the far side of the courtyard just outside the bar. Ted was obviously inside ordering drinks. Emma took about half a second to reflect on the fact that she hadn’t actually been asked what she wanted to drink, but then dismissed the thought and sat down next to Hannah, taking one of her proffered cigarettes.

“So, Emma,” Hannah started. “Welcome to Burundi. How ya doing? Probably feeling a bit weird, right? It being your first day and all. Bit homesick, maybe?”

Emma wasn’t sure, but there seemed to be a slight desperation in her tone, a neediness for Emma to admit to homesickness, or fear, or unhappiness. However, she didn’t have too long to reflect on that because suddenly a thought hit her with the power of a cruise missile. Homesick! She wasn’t – strangely enough, not at all at the moment – but she had completely forgotten to phone her parents! They were going to be worried sick. She couldn’t believe that she’d forgotten. And now she was going to look and sound like a five-year-old on her first day of kindergarten when she asked permission to leave the table and go phone her mummy and daddy. She felt such an idiot that she didn’t do it earlier before anyone else showed up. Really not the impression she wanted to be giving.

She sat there nervously biting her thumbnail while trying to think of the best thing to do. She didn’t want to excuse herself, but at the same time she could envisage her parents calling the bloody foreign office because she’d been in Africa for twenty-four hours and they hadn’t heard from her. How embarrassing would that be? Ted returned with five beers… Oh, again, the not-being-asked-what-she-wanted-to-drink issue, but as everyone else seemed to think it was a normal thing to do she wasn’t going to be the only one to say anything.

“What is this?” asked Amy pointedly, staring first at the bottle of beer on the table in front of her, and next at Ted.

“Errr, beer?” he answered, seemingly quite genuinely confused.

Amy sighed, a long, deep, and heartfelt sigh.

“How long have I been here, Ted?” Amy asked. “Four months,” she carried on without waiting for an answer. “Four months. I have been here for four months and you still find it impossible to remember that, unlike the rest of you degenerates, I do not drink beer. I don’t smoke…” at which point she glared at the cigarettes currently in the hands of Hannah, Ted, Noah and Emma, “…and I don’t drink, and I’m really beginning to get quite fed up with you assuming that everyone drinks like you do and smokes like you do and generally has as little respect for their bodies as you do.”

As she was speaking Emma found herself subtly pushing her chair back from the table. Damn, but Amy was quite scary. On the other hand, Ted, Noah and Hannah all seemed pretty unfazed by Amy’s outbursts.

“Sorry, pet,” said Ted mildly, as he turned around and tried to get the attention of one of the waiters just inside the bar. “I forgot. What d’ya want – Coke, Sprite, coffee?”

The waiter came over and Ted looked at Amy expectantly. “Un café, s’il vous plait,” Amy sniffed, quite ungraciously.

Before the resulting silence could continue too long, Ted turned an appraising look at Hannah.

“I forgot to ask you, pet. Jubs said you went home sick today. How ya doing now?”

Hannah looked uncomfortable. “Migraine,” she muttered. “Gone now. You know how they come and go.”

Ted just nodded. The table went silent again, and not in a comfortable way. In a desperate attempt to break the silence Emma blurted out her not-forgotten need to call her parents. The other four at the table all just turned to look at her.

“So, I’m just wondering. Can I call from the phone in my room? Do I need to tell the lobby first? Does it get billed to Mercy Humanity, or I can pay if necessary, it’s just important that I let them know I’m here, you know?”

Ted smiled at her and all of a sudden she realised just how tired he looked.

“Of course you can call your parents, pet. Just dial nine from the phone in your room for an outside line, then the number. It will automatically get billed to Mercy Humanity. You’ll get one free phone call every couple of weeks, really anything under twenty minutes is fine. Anything over that, you’ll need to pay for, but we can talk through those details tomorrow. Knock yourself out.”

Emma quickly excused herself and left the table. As she walked up the stairs she was feeling more confused than ever. It was only her first night and she was already noticing a whole bunch of tension between the others in the team.

She’d kinda expected a close-knit team group who… well… liked each other, for a start. She’d always worked with people before, colleagues, who didn’t necessarily agree with each other or even like each other, but that was in a nine-to-five job where you got to go home at the end of each day and spend time with people you did like, more often than not to bitch about the people you didn’t like but that you had to work with.

She was just beginning to realise that in a situation like this, when your work colleagues were also your housemates, and your social group, things might be a bit more complicated than she had previously thought. She didn’t know if she was even capable of navigating the apparent minefield of personalities that existed here – and hell, she hadn’t even met the whole team yet.

As she walked up to her room, she took a quick stock count of where she was so far: Ted; very nice, seemingly mild and even-keeled, apart from when he talked to Hannah. Hannah; superficially very nice so far, but there seemed to be an underlying unhappiness, and clearly an issue with Ted that she didn’t know about. Amy; really very scary and didn’t seem on particularly friendly terms with anyone. Noah; nice (and oh so very, very cute) but, he hadn’t defended Emma against Amy’s earlier comments, and he had also been completely uninvolved in the argument at the table. Actually, he’d looked quite nonchalant – even bored – by it. And then there was Connor, who didn’t even want to come have drinks with her on her first night. Emma walked into her hotel room to call her parents with a heavy heart. She kinda wished she’d brought her beer with her.

Twenty minutes later Emma walked out of the room. She’d spoken first to her mum and then her dad, and her jaw was currently aching from the big, fake smile she’d had plastered on her face for the duration of the phone call, in a vain attempt to ensure her big fake jolly lies over the phone were backed up by a big fake jolly tone. Someone had once told her, years ago, that if you were smiling when on the phone, the other person could hear that. Right now, she wasn’t entirely convinced that that wasn’t just a load of old cobblers. The only tangible thing she could see that it had achieved was to give her an aching jaw. She stretched out her mouth as she walked back to the courtyard and earned herself a couple of odd looks from the other guests she passed on the stairs.

She’d told her mum all about the arrival at Bujumbura Airport, the scare with the security guy taking her passport, meeting Ted and Claude and Jubilee and then meeting the others tonight. She’d told her how nice and friendly everyone seemed, and how she really thought she was going to settle in really well here and was looking forward to starting work properly. She’d then repeated the whole thing with her dad (her parents had never quite come to grips with the idea that if you had more than one phone in the house, both of them could be on the phone with her at the same time – conference calling had obviously not made it to middle-aged Middlesex suburbia yet) but neither one of them had seemed convinced that she was okay.

They were very disappointed when she’d explained that she would only be able to call them once every two weeks, but she had pacified them with the promise that she would email when she could. When she had first accepted the job (what now felt like decades ago) her parents, after their initial shock, had gone to Tescos and bought themselves a home PC. They had then promptly got wireless (even though they still didn’t understand how it worked and spoke of it with the kind of awe and mystic wonderment usually reserved for witchcraft) and both of them had done an intensive evening course in the use of computer and email. The upshot of all of this was that they now had a joint email account ready and waiting (and currently empty of any incoming emails) for news from their African adventurer daughter.

Emma returned to the table to find Ted and Noah deep in one conversation and Amy and Hannah deep in another. They all looked up as she approached.

“How’re the folks?” asked Ted.

“Ah, you know. They’re fine. Worried about me, but fine. I guess that’s normal, right?” Emma laughed as she sat down and picked up her beer.

Noah laughed with her. “When I first came to Africa, my mum tried to phone me every day for three months. This was despite the fact that I was in a really remote location in Zambia, without any phone access at all.” He looked slightly nostalgic, staring into the distance. “She used to phone the head office in Lusaka, and one of the guys there – the accountant, Rod – would speak to me over the radio…” Noah put on a deep, serious voice. “Alpha-oscar-two, alpha-oscar-two, this is alpha-oscar-one, I repeat, alpha-oscar-one, do you copy, over?” He laughed again. “I’d speak to him over the radio – a ten-minute conversation that basically constituted, ‘Dude, you alright?’ – ‘Yeah, I’m grand-so,’ and then he’d speak to my mum and tell her I was fine and that was that.”

He laughed again and turned back to Emma.

“It’s a new thing for you, and the thing to remember is, that it’s also a new thing for them. Don’t sweat it. They’ll calm down. And believe me, the first time you go home after your six months – presuming you come back afterwards, of course – the first time you go home they’ll see that you’re okay, and happy, and you’ll show them all your photos, and after that they’ll be fine. Hell, the second mission I did I was actually quite annoyed at how rarely my parents or friends phoned or emailed. Seemed once they figured out that I was fine and dandy it really was a question of out of sight, out of mind.” He laughed again. “Really, don’t worry about it.”

Hannah turned her chair around to face Emma. “So, Emma. Tell us all about yourself.”

Her voice was over-bright and her face looked slightly flushed and again, there was that neediness Emma detected that seemed to almost want Emma to admit to unhappiness or regret at coming here… Although how Emma thought she could tell that from one question, she didn’t know. She was rarely one to outright dismiss her instincts, though, and something told her to tread carefully with Hannah.

“Well…” she started, directing her comments towards Hannah. “I’m twenty-nine, this is my first time doing this kind of work, as you know…” – a quick, yet pointed glance in Amy’s direction as she said this – “…but it’s something I’ve always wanted to do and, oh, I don’t know, I wasn’t really going anywhere in my job in London, I fancied a change, and like I said, it’s something I always wanted to do. I saw a TV ad for Mercy Humanity and just figured I’d apply, and well, here I am.”

Hannah smiled encouragingly.

“So, why now in particular? Break-up with a boyfriend, was it? I know what that’s like, I got divorced not long ago – ugly, depressing time, I kinda felt the need to get away.”

Emma looked at her blankly.

“Well, no, not really. I mean, yeah, I had a boyfriend, but we broke up months before I decided to come here. No, I mean, it really wasn’t that I was running away from anything. I just, well, I just always wanted to do something like this. You know, help people, do something meaningful with my life. That kind of stuff. I just, well I just figured I could do something that actually makes a difference, you know?” She looked around expectantly.

Amy opened her mouth to say something but Ted quickly jumped in.

“Absolutely right, pet. That’s the best – in fact, the only reason…” – with that, a pointed look at Hannah – “…to be doing this work. And if you want to stay just for six months, that’s okay, or if you want to stay for the rest of your life, that’s okay too. We’re happy to have you here, for however long, and I can promise you: the work that you’ll do in the next six months, it really will make a huge difference to lots of people.”

He picked up his beer and held it out towards Emma.

“Welcome to Burundi, pet.”

Emma clinked her glass with his and returned his smile. Her spirits were picking up.

She spent the next hour listening to Hannah explain, in depth, why her year-long marriage had failed, and what a complete and utter bastard her ex-husband was. In that time the sun had set – at such a rapid rate that Emma thought it had literally fallen out of the sky, but, according to Noah, that was because they were so close to the equator, and the nearer the equator, the quicker the sun set, but she shouldn’t be too impressed with it here in Bujumbura because goddamn, wait until she gets to Madzivazivigo where the sunsets will completely knock her socks off – and everyone had got through quite a few drinks. They’d decided to eat where they were already sitting, and all of them ordered food from the bar menu that mainly consisted of sandwiches, chips and burgers. So much for traditional Burundi (Burundese?) food on her first night.

Amy had sniffed (again) at this and pointedly ordered another coffee whilst simultaneously sighing and glaring at the empty beer bottles and the overflowing ashtray on the table. Emma was beginning to think that Amy was going to be a pain in the arse. She decided, right then and there, that she would follow Ted and Noah’s lead and gently, and politely, ignore Amy as much as she could. Of course, that was a decision made after ohhhh, fifteen cups of coffee during the day and two – no, three – beers on an empty stomach in the last hour. Not to mention a tough phone conversation with her parents when she kinda just wanted to burst into tears and ask them to come get her and bring her home and the fact that, oh yes, she’d just moved continent and was now living and working in a strange African country and was going to be friends with a bunch of people who didn’t actually seem to like each other, and the jury was still out on whether they liked her. Time for another slug of beer.

Oohhh, chips. Her dinner had arrived, so things were looking up. She shook her head to try and clear it, and decided to concentrate on eating. As she munched away on her chips, she tuned into the conversation between Noah and Ted. They were leaning in towards each other, each with a bottle of beer in their hands, and each ignoring the plates of food in front of them. As she began to hear their conversation, she caught the name ‘Connor’.

“…he’s fine, seriously.” It was Noah speaking. “He was trying to explain to FI about our WASH programme and what we plan to do, they kinda shouted him down. I didn’t know, but apparently they have plans to start doing boreholes in the Mad-Ndela area. Did you know about that?”

Ted sighed.

“Yeah, I had heard. I explained myself last week what we were doing, but they didn’t back down then and I kinda knew what their position was.”

Ted looked at Noah and there was genuine regret in his eyes.

“This is my fault. Of course he’s pissed off. I knew they were going to be difficult about this. I should have warned him before the meeting. Is he really upset?”

“He’ll get over it. You just… really, Ted, you should have said something before he went.”

Ted grimaced. “Noah, don’t start, not now.”

“Ted, what d’ya want me to say? It’s not like this is the first time, man. I mean, come on, if you can’t share what’s going on with the rest of us…”

“Really, Noah, don’t start, not now. I’m really not in the mood.”

Noah looked at Ted, concerned. “What happened?”

Ted sighed. “Nothing for you to worry about, lad. Really, it’s okay.”

Noah snorted, and ran his hand through his hair, exasperated.

“You always do this! And quite frankly, Ted, that’s the entire fucking problem!”

Hannah and Amy both looked up from their conversation at this outburst, but, with nothing more immediately forthcoming, they went back to talking about whatever it was they were talking about.

“Seriously, Ted, you’ve gotta stop this, man,” Noah continued, in a quieter voice. “This is the problem with Con at the moment. You know something, you know something that’s going to affect the programme – the programme that we’re ALL working on, yet you keep it to yourself.”

Noah sighed and his voice softened.

“I know you think you can protect us all. I know you think that’s part of your job. But what you never seem to get, is that it actually makes our job more difficult. It’s the same thing as what happened in Somalia, man. When are you ever going to learn?”

Noah sighed again, and leaned in closer, touching Ted’s arm. It struck Emma at this point just how tired and, well… how worn-down Ted actually looked. Noah continued.

“Tell me what’s going on. It’s kinda my job too, ya know? I can help.”

Ted sighed and took a swig of his beer. “Okay then. You know I had the UN coordination meeting this afternoon, right?”

Noah nodded.

“Well, we have the funding for the reduced NFI distribution and I was discussing that this afternoon with them.”

Emma was racking her brain. NFI, NFI, she’d heard that somewhere. Okay, yeah, non-food-items. What she’d read, was basically blankets, jerrycans, mosquito nets, that kind of thing.

She turned back to listen to what Ted was saying. “…so anyway, I told them we were in a position to start the distribution in the Mad-Ndela area.”

Noah was nodding vigorously. “The five thousand households, like we talked about, right? Mosquito nets in particular, ready for the rainy season?”

Ted nodded, but wearily. “Yeah. The reason I knew that we’d have the capacity to do that is ‘cos I knew FI would have a thousand obstacles to throw in the way of our WASH programme, given their own plans. And yeah, I should have told Con that, and I get why he’s entirely pissed off. But I figured, our WASH programme is not completely down the toilet,” he smirked at his own pun, “it’s just gonna be suspended for a couple of months, and in the meantime, we could use the WASH team to do the mozzie net distribution. And it’s still linked, right?”

Emma couldn’t help herself. “Sorry. Really, very sorry to interrupt – sorry to be eavesdropping. Although, like, we’re all sitting around the table together – it’s not like you guys are having a private conversation. Right?”

Ted and Noah both just looked at her. She somehow (probably due to the beers) found the courage to continue. “So anyway, my question would be: what’s the link between WASH and mossie nets?”

Noah and Ted looked at each other, as though trying to work out which one of them would be answering that question. Ted muttered something about the loo and left the table, which decided the situation.

Noah looked at Emma. “There’s no real link between mozzie nets and WASH. However, the point of water and sanitation is to provide clean water and, well, you know, sanitation, to the general population in our target area.”

“Okay,” said Emma. “And…?”

“Well…” Noah continued. “The point of clean water and sanitation is better health, right? Less sickness, less diarrhoea, less other water-related diseases, right?”

“Right,” replied Emma.

“Well, okay, the main aim – the main goal, if you like, is less disease, right?”

“Right,” replied Emma. She still couldn’t really see where this was going.

Noah sighed, again. “You wouldn’t be expected to know this, but the biggest killer of children in this country is malaria. Seventy percent of all under-five deaths in this country are due to malaria. The single most effective effort against malaria – against a disease that kills, in some counties, one out of every four children under the age of five – the single most effective effort against this is not multi-billion-pound prophylaxis treatment, drug cures, anything else. Do you want to know what the single most effective effort against this is?”

“Mozzie nets?” offered Emma, in a very small voice. She didn’t want to take the wind out of his sails, he seemed to be on quite a soap-box roll, but in terms of working up to a grand conclusion he hadn’t hammered the point home so much as he’d battered it all the way down to Australia. Or wherever was the opposite side of the world from here.

“Mozzie nets,” he confirmed, in a slightly deflated tone. “Mozzie nets. They cost, like, a dollar a pop, and they save so many, so very many lives.”

“So, what’s the problem?” questioned Emma. She understood what Noah was saying, she just didn’t understand why there would be a problem in distributing mosquito nets, if everyone agreed how much good they did.

“Well, I don’t really know myself,” admitted Noah. “But clearly, Ted’s had this UN meeting today, and there’s a problem with the supply.” He sighed. “I can’t tell you any more. Honestly, it’s not that I don’t want to be explaining stuff to you, but I’m not sure myself what’s going on, and obviously Ted’s kinda upset about it. On top of that, I am aware that it’s your first night here and we’re all really aware that this is your first mission.” Noah looked intently into Emma’s eyes. “I don’t want to be saying stuff that’s going to be disappointing you, or depressing you, on your first night.” He laughed, somewhat bitterly. “There’ll be plenty of time for that, believe me.” He sighed again. “Just take it from me, this is not a conversation you want to be having on your first night.”

Ted returned to the table, but only to throw some money down and tell everyone that he was leaving. He hadn’t touched his dinner, and when Emma checked her watch, she saw that it was only eight-thirty. She watched Noah stand up and move away from the table to have a further, minute-long conversation with Ted. Noah seemed intense; Ted just seemed tired. Noah gave Ted a quick one-armed hug, and with a quick backward wave, Ted was gone.

Noah sat down again, and caught Emma’s eye.

“Seriously, forget it. At least for now. Believe me when I tell you, soon enough you’ll know what’s going on, and you’re probably going to be as pissed off with it as Ted is.”

With that, Noah turned to Hannah and Amy with a big smile – reminiscent of the fake jolly smile Emma had assumed whilst talking to her parents – plastered on his face.

“So what’s new with you guys?”


Chapter 4

Emma had left the courtyard an hour or so later. It was still early, but it had been such a long day. Amy had already gone up to her room not long after Ted left, and when Emma left Noah was patiently listening to Hannah talk about how badly her ex-husband had treated her, and also how difficult it was to live with Ted in Bujumbura.

“You really don’t know him at all, Noe. You know, I mean, I know you come down from Mad every now and again, but you stay here in the hotel, you don’t have to live with him and work with him twenty-four-seven. He’s actually really difficult to get on with.”

Hannah drained the last of her glass, whilst simultaneously signalling to the waiter to bring another round. Noah frowned slightly at this but didn’t say anything.

“I do know him, Hannah. Really pretty well, in fact. You forget that we worked together in Somalia. I always found him really easy to get on with.”

Emma missed the rest of the conversation as she walked out of earshot. She was feeling very confused. She hadn’t really known what to expect, but she was pretty sure that she hadn’t expected this. The tensions, the arguments – everything seemed really pretty complicated, and it was only her first night. She’d been worried about the job, but now she had to worry about all the personality politics too? She went to bed with a heavy heart.

The next morning her alarm went off at six-thirty. Noah had told her that the restaurant was open for breakfast from seven and they usually met downstairs between seven and seven-thirty and then got picked up by Claude at around eight.

She got up and showered but, taking a last, long, lingering look at her make-up bag and hair straighteners, thought it was time to give those things a miss. She hadn’t left the house without straightening her hair and the very minimum of powder, lip-gloss and mascara for years now. But, this was a new chapter in her life, a new era if you like, and she felt the need to recognise that fact with a change of attitude. Plus, she’d noticed yesterday that neither Hannah, Amy, nor Jubilee were wearing any make-up, and she didn’t want to look silly.

She grabbed her key and left the room. Her long dark hair was still wet as it lay natural over her shoulders; her face was uncomfortably devoid of make-up (apart from a little Vaseline on the lips, and a very light dusting of powder – a girl can’t give up everything at once) and she was dressed more casually than she had been in a long time, in jeans, a loose grey t-shirt and her favoured holiday haviana flip-flops. It had taken her fifteen minutes to get ready – literally from the moment she rolled out of bed to the moment she walked out of the door, and that was something she could definitely get used to. In London it used to take her an hour in the mornings to get ready for work.

She walked across the courtyard. The sun was already high and bright in the sky, and it looked set to be another blisteringly hot day. Despite the early hour, the hotel seemed wide awake and ready for the day, and the restaurant was at least half full. She’d noticed as she’d come down the stairs that even the street outside was already bustling, and the pavement-stall women opposite the hotel were already set up and selling their fruit and veg to early-morning passers-by.

She spotted Noah, Amy and Connor at a table over in the corner. A couple of baskets of croissants and pain-au-chocolat pastries sat on the table, and there were a couple of empty cafetières of coffee sat next to the half-full one. There was also a small teapot-for-one and a variety of little dishes of butter and various jams and marmalades.

“Morning,” Emma offered shyly, all of a sudden once more aware of how little she knew about all of the people sitting here. She also suddenly realised something that she’d never thought about before: breakfast was the most intimate meal of the day. It’s the meal normally eaten with those closest to you – parents, siblings, roommates and boyfriends (with that a quick, sneaky look at Noah – damn, but even first thing in the morning he still looked hot). Now she would be eating it with, let’s face it, complete strangers.

Emma slid into the vacant seat. Noah grinned at her. “Hey, morning. How did you sleep?”

“Fine, thanks,” replied Emma. “How about you?”

Noah nodded his affirmation. She turned towards Connor and Amy.

“Hi guys, how are you?” she inquired politely. Connor looked up and actually smiled at her, albeit shyly. Well, that was a turn-up for the books. He was being almost friendly. He then shocked her even more by speaking up.

“Hi. Sorry ‘bout last night. I was just, well, really tired, you know?”

Emma smiled back. “Don’t worry about it. It’s okay.”

Amy looked up from buttering her croissant.

“Good morning, Emma. I hope you slept well.”

Emma smiled warmly at her. “Yeah, great thanks. You?”

Amy sighed. “As well as possible, given the circumstances.”

Out of the corner of her eye, Emma caught Noah rolling his eyes and sharing a look with Connor. The look seemed to suggest that not only was moaning what Amy did best, but also that they were all about to be treated to a bout of it right now. The looks on the faces of both Noah and Connor were so comical that Emma couldn’t help but laugh – unfortunately just at the same time as she took her first sip of coffee so the laugh turned into a snort and then a coughing fit as she ended up exhaling coffee through her nose. Noah was halfway out of his chair to come to her assistance, as she waved him back down and tried to stop coughing. She could see a look of irritation on the face of Amy, and a look of quite open amusement on the face of Connor.

Hmmmm. Smooth, she thought to herself. That wasn’t at all embarrassing.

Once she’d started breathing properly again, the rest of the breakfast passed quite smoothly. Connor seemed much friendlier this morning – still not the most talkative of people, but perfectly pleasant. Her near-miss with choking to death had obviously cut off Amy before a full-on moaning rant could start (and in the back of her mind, Emma filed that away as a possible tactic to use in the future) and as she munched on croissants and greedily gulped down hot black coffee she started to feel better about the day ahead.

After breakfast everyone went back up to their rooms to collect bags and laptops, and then met again downstairs in the lobby where they all trooped outside to where the smiling Claude was waiting in the hardtop. This time, Emma jumped into the back with Noah and Connor – she was given little choice in the matter as Amy had gone straight for the front seat – and they set off together for the office.

On arriving at the office Noah and Connor went straight for the kitchen to make more coffee. Amy started setting up her laptop at one of the spare desks, whilst at the same time calling Jubilee over and barking orders at her in rapid-fire (and really very good, Emma thought, reluctantly) French.

Emma could see Hannah and Ted through one of the open doors in what she assumed to be Ted’s office. They seemed to be having an argument; from the looks of it, Hannah seemed quite hungover. Unclear as to what she should be doing, Emma scuttered into the kitchen, where she took the proffered cup of coffee from Connor. The guy might not be the friendliest person on the planet, but he’d obviously noticed how she drank her coffee as he handed it to her black, strong and sugarless. He had to get points for attentiveness, right?

Just then, Hannah marched into the kitchen with a dark scowl on her face. She grabbed a cup from the drainer, poured herself a coffee, and marched right on out again without so much as a word. Ten seconds later, Ted walked in. He still looked tired, and somewhat distracted, but as soon as he saw Emma he plastered a trademark grin on his face.

“Hey, pet. How are you? Did you sleep well?”

Emma smiled, and nodded yes.

Ted continued: “It was a late one last night, huh? Hannah didn’t get home till gone midnight.”

Emma was confused. She’d gone to bed by ten at the latest. She thought Noah and Hannah had left shortly after her – and Noah seemed perfectly bright and breezy this morning. Connor excused himself and left the room, just as Noah and Ted shared another look that Emma couldn’t quite place. Feeling uncomfortable, Emma followed Connor’s lead and promptly left the kitchen too.

She wandered next door into what she assumed to be the main admin/finance office. Hannah was sat at the large desk in the corner, staring morosely at the computer screen in front of her. Jubilee was sat at another desk – obviously having finished receiving whatever instructions she had been listening to from Amy – and talking rapidly in what Emma presumed to be Swahili with another Burundi woman. The other woman was tall and incredibly slim, more like the norm that Emma had noticed in the streets. She was paler than Jubilee, with a completely shorn head of hair, and the highest, most pronounced cheekbones Emma had ever seen. She was stunningly, stunningly beautiful.

Jubilee looked up and noticed Emma. Her face broke into a huge smile and she immediately switched to French as she introduced Emma to Constance, the cheekbone-lady, who was the logistician in Bujumbura. Constance was as sweet and friendly as Jubilee seemed to be, and Emma settled in the corner with them as they continued their discussion – in French now – about their work plans for the day, constantly turning to explain little things to Emma and ensure that she was included in the conversation.

She noticed outside in the hallway Connor, Ted and Noah were having a conversation that seemed to be getting more and more heated. She assumed it had to do with what Noah and Ted had been talking about the night before. Ted glanced up and saw her watching and quickly ushered the other two into his office, shutting the door behind them.

Emma passed the next couple of hours with Jubilee and Constance, all the time with Hannah sitting sullenly in the corner, and Amy working away on her laptop in the other room. She noticed that neither Hannah nor Amy seemed to be on particularly friendly terms with either Jubilee or Constance, which was weird given how nice Jubilee and Constance were being to her.

She also met David, the local storekeeper, a tall, young, quietly spoken man who had none of Jubilee or Constance’s gregariousness but seemed very polite, if a little shy. He did take her out the back of the office to the garage which was used as a small store: and showed her all the items in the store.

There was the usual office supply stuff – paper, pens, Tippex, etc. – organised neatly on various shelves down the right-hand side. At the back there was a stack of large tyres and an assortment of other garage/vehicle-type supplies. Emma wandered over to look at the things stacked up on the left-hand side of the mini warehouse.

“N-F-E samples,” offered David, quietly.

Emma walked around the items stacked up. There were a few bales of what looked to be blankets – she picked one of the loose ones up from the top of the bales; it felt very thin and scratchy. There were some jerrycans, and some cooking pots and pans. There were also a couple of bales of what looked to be netting.

“Mosquito nets?” asked Emma, realising as soon as she said it that she didn’t know the word for ‘mosquito net’ in French.

David looked blank for half a second, but then smiled.

“Mousquetaires?” he suggested. Emma nodded. Why the hell not?

“Oui,” he continued. “Mousquetaires, de UNICEF. On a les cent-cinquante ici, et on pense qu’on va recevoir les autres la semaine prochaine.”

“Okaaayy then,” murmured Emma, smiling at David. “Bien fait, I guess.” She turned around and walked across the yard back to the office.

Nothing had changed in the office since she’d gone outside. Ted’s door was still shut, Hannah and Amy still hadn’t said a word to her or to each other, but now Constance had sat down at the desk opposite Jubilee’s and they were both getting on with work. Once again, Emma wasn’t sure what to do with herself. Jubilee looked up and beckoned her over. Emma grabbed a free chair and pulled it up next to Jubilee’s desk, sitting down and making herself comfortable.

For the next hour she sat quietly watching Jubilee work. Jubilee explained that as it was coming on towards the end of the month she was working on payroll for all the national staff in the country. Even though there was another administrator in Mad – whom Emma would be responsible for – all salaries were put through in Bujumbura. She showed Emma the spreadsheet she was working on, pointing out the different lines that related to housing allowance, children allowance and other tax-related bracket things that all looked pretty complicated. She explained how the overtime system worked: all overtime had to be authorised by line managers, and the authorised overtime would be sent to Jubilee at the beginning of each month to be included with the next month’s paycheque. There were also columns on the payroll spreadsheet to fill in sick leave and holiday leave which accumulated from month to month.

As Jubilee went through inputting the various data from individual sheets into the main spreadsheet Emma thought she was beginning to get it. She still couldn’t get over the amount of administration and, well, basic office-type stuff that she had seen even in the short time she had been here. She hadn’t really thought about that side of the work that went on – possibly indicative of a slight lack of common sense on her part, given that her role here was that of ‘administrator’. Duh. But it all seemed just a bit mundane.

Sitting here in an air-conditioned office, with broadband wireless internet – oohhh, she must remember to check her emails – and working on a spreadsheet with Jubilee, she could almost still be in London rather than deepest, darkest Africa. Well, of course, apart from the fact that she was sitting here with Jubilee, and the fact that Constance was speaking into the phone in Swahili on the other side of the room. Okay, so not exactly like London.

Amy walked into the room and, completely ignoring Emma, started to ask Jubilee if she had done any of the things that she had asked for earlier. Jubilee started to explain what she had accomplished so far, and the things that would have to wait until the afternoon because the payroll had to be finished by midday. Amy sighed, and turned to Emma.

“This is what I’m talking about. I don’t know how I can be expected to run a nutrition programme if I don’t get any of the systems support that I need. I mean, really, is it too much to ask for a little support?”

Even though Amy was talking in English, Emma felt incredibly uncomfortable. From her tone alone, she was sure that Jubilee could guess what she was saying, and her entire attitude towards Jubilee just seemed so superior and rude. Amy sat down on the corner of Constance’s desk – completely unmindful of the fact that Constance was trying to work – and continued.

“I hope you are going to learn very quickly, Emma, that the point of systems staff,” with this she gestured expansively around the room, “administrators, accountants, logisticians, the point of systems staff, is to support the programme. That’s the like of me and Connor, you know, the ones that actually do the programmes. Without the support we need, we simply can’t get anything done.”

At this Hannah looked up, for the first time that morning.

“Give it a rest, would you, Amy?” she said with an air of weariness. “Jubilee has to finish the payroll by lunchtime: if I don’t give salary instructions to the bank by this afternoon, then nobody gets paid by the end of the month – and that includes your programme staff. I’m not sure you’re going to be getting much done if nobody’s been paid, right?”

“And is there a reason that it was left to the last minute?” questioned Amy.

“Yes, Amy,” replied Hannah tiredly. “It’s the same reason that it’s left to the last minute every month. We have to collect the data from two different cost-locations, input all the data into the salary spreadsheet, double-check the figures and add everything into the accumulated payroll data sheet. You know this, given that I tell you the same thing every month.”

Amy sniffed. “Well, I need the nutrition figures breakdown for my UNICEF report ASAP. What am I supposed to do?”

“I don’t know, Amy,” replied Hannah. “Is there a reason you left that till the last minute?” She smiled sweetly.

Amy glared at Hannah and then flounced out of the room. Curiously, whilst both Jubilee and Constance had been watching this exchange with interest, as soon as Amy left they both just returned to their computer screens and carried on with their work. Hannah also went back to staring at her computer screen without another word. Huh. Seems like that was a normal exchange.

Emma turned back to Jubilee’s computer, just as Ted’s office door opened and Ted, Noah and Connor all emerged. They all seemed happy enough, and Noah beckoned to Emma as the three of them trooped out of the back door and lit cigarettes. Quite happily, Emma joined them.

“How’s your morning been so far, pet?” inquired Ted. “Sorry we’ve been locked away all morning – we had some stuff to sort out.”

Emma took a deep drag of her cigarette. “Yeah, it’s been good so far,” she enthused. “David gave me a little tour of the warehouse, and apart from that, I’ve just been sitting with Jubilee, going through payroll spreadsheets.”

Noah laughed. “Kinda dull, I know, but it has to be done. People need to be paid.”

“Oh no, it wasn’t dull at all,” Emma replied. “Jubilee was really nice, she explained everything she was doing as she went along, and really, she was really helpful. I think I’m beginning to get to grips with that, at least.”

“Good then,” said Noah. “Anyway, it’s near enough lunchtime now, but we were thinking, how would you like to come to the coordination meeting with us this afternoon?”

Emma nodded enthusiastically. “Sure – that sounds great.” She paused for a moment. “Ermmm, what’s a coordination meeting?”

Noah laughed again.

“It’s a weekly thing, with all of the UN agencies and NGOs working in Burundi. Ted always goes…”

At this point he was interrupted by Ted commenting, in a dark voice, “Because apparently it’s part of my job description.”

Noah continued, laughing, “Ted always goes, because apparently it’s part of his job description, and when I’m in town, I always go, because apparently it’s part of my job description too. Neither one of us likes it that much…”

Another interruption from Ted, in the form of a cough that sounded remarkably like, “That’s an understatement.”

“Neither one of us likes it that much, because more often than not it’s a two-hour waste of time. Every NGO and UN agency gets to give a brief update of where their programme is, the constraints, the problems, what’s been achieved in the last week etc. Frankly, it’s not the type of meeting that ever accomplishes anything, things are generally worked out in smaller, more casual, bilateral meetings, but it is an opportunity to get a broad overview of the current situation.”

Noah then hit Ted lightly on the arm. “And even though it can be kinda dull, and kinda repetitive, it’s much better to have regular coordination meetings than not to. At least then, everyone’s on the same page, and is at least making an effort to be working in a, well, in a coordinated fashion. Seriously, you’ll find it interesting, I’m sure.”

Ted joined in. “Yeah, pet, I’m just joking with ya. It’s a worthwhile meeting, you’ll get to meet some of the main players in town and, like Noah said, get an overview of what’s going on. Plus, you’ll get to see just how good your French actually is, with a whole bunch of people arguing each other down over the table.”

Emma paled. “It’s in French?”

“Of course.” Ted laughed. “It’s a French-speaking country, pet. Everything’s in French.” He saw the alarm on her face. “Don’t worry, pet, you won’t be expected to speak. Come on, how about we go have some lunch?”

They ate lunch in the office – apparently Claude or one of the other drivers went out every day to grab various sandwiches from a shop around the corner. Emma took the opportunity to further study the interaction between all the people who worked in the office. David, Jubilee and Constance ate lunch with them and Emma was relieved to see a much easier, more respectful, more even-levelled relationship between the national staff and Ted, Noah and Connor than she had witnessed between Jubilee and Constance and Hannah and Amy. There was gentle teasing and joking going on between the whole group except Hannah and Amy, and Noah and Connor both seemed genuinely interested in the opinions of the national staff on a whole variety of subjects. She resolved then and there that she would use Ted, Noah and Connor as examples to follow, rather than Amy or Hannah. But hell, she’d pretty much figured that out last night anyway.

After lunch she jumped into the hardtop with Ted and Noah, to set off for the coordination meeting. Well, would you look at that? She’d learnt so much in the last day that even in her head she was now referring to the six-month-old, non-duty-paid Toyota Land Cruiser as a ‘hardtop’ rather than as a ‘Jeep-type-thing’. Yay for her, she was really getting this lingo down pat.

The meeting was a mixture of terrifying, confusing and disappointing. She’d been more excited than she’d wanted to let on about the thought of attending a UN meeting. Despite what Ted and Noah had said, she’d imagined a room full of serious, noble people discussing serious, noble issues that would result in thousands of lives being saved by good, well-planned humanitarian aid. She’d expected the UN agencies that she’d heard and read so much about – WFP, UNICEF, UNHCR and others – to be explaining their grand plans in calm and knowledgeable tones, assuring all the NGOs present there that their work would be supported and sustained by the long-term UN plan to eradicate poverty and death in central Africa.

Instead, she spent two hours trying to keep up with the rapid-fire French of the forty or so people in the meeting as they argued and bickered about access areas, coverage areas, and what, in their opinions, everyone else was doing wrong. She heard talk about GAM rates and SAM rates, mobile nutrition centres, stabilisation centres, sphere standards for boreholes and latrines and national protocols for health strategies. At some point she’d decided that she wasn’t likely to understand any of this in English, let alone in French and so had stopped concentrating quite so hard on the French and started to let her mind drift. She focused instead on subtly examining those sat around the table.

There were about forty people sat around the table, give or take. Everyone had been introduced at the beginning of the meeting (thankfully for Emma, Ted had introduced her) and there was representation from most of the UN Agencies and NGOs that she had heard of, together with some that she hadn’t. She was the youngest person at the table, by a long shot. Well, apart from Noah, who wasn’t that much older than her. Come to think of it, probably some of the others weren’t that much older than her either. They just looked it.

Even though everyone was talking passionately – and loudly – everyone just seemed a little old and, well, jaded. Emma suddenly put her finger on the impression she was getting. It wasn’t so much the people that seemed jaded; it was more that the arguments themselves seemed jaded, as though they had happened over and over again and people were – passionately and loudly notwithstanding – just going through the motions.

When the meeting finished everyone trouped out into the mid-afternoon sun. It was just before four and the temperature was still in the high thirties. Emma was sweltering, but it looked like everyone else was used to it. She stood with Ted and Noah having a cigarette and making small talk with some of the other people around. It seemed like almost everyone here smoked, and though she had been introduced to everyone that had passed by she was quite content to stand quietly and listen to the chitter chatter around her. Her mind continued to drift and she suddenly realised just how tired she was. She must have zoned out for a few seconds because Ted touched her arm and she turned around to see both Ted and Noah looking at her, concerned.

“You okay?” asked Noah in a worried tone.

“Sure,” she replied, her voice sounding too desperately bright and breezy even to her own ears. “Just a little tired, you know? Maybe the jetlag’s catching up with me.”

“Hey, it’s been a busy couple of days for you, pet,” said Ted. “How about we get you back to the hotel, and you can have a nap.”

“No, no, I’m fine, really,” protested Emma. “Didn’t we have security guidelines to go through?”

“Yeah, but I’d rather you were awake enough to actually hear them when we go through them.” He smiled. “Why don’t you go and rest up this afternoon, and we’ll go through the security briefing tomorrow morning before your flight to Mad? How does that sound?”

Emma smiled gratefully. “Actually, that sounds really good.”

The three of them turned and walked towards the hardtop. Even in the short drive back to the hotel, Emma could feel herself drifting off. Wow, she really was tired. Her head felt like it was about to explode with all the information she’d tried to assimilate in the last twenty-four hours: everything had just been so intense. And she couldn’t believe that she’d only been here for twenty-four hours! It felt like leaving Heathrow had been a lifetime ago, and she couldn’t even remember how her life had been in London. It all felt so very, very distant from her life now.

She could hear Ted and Noah talking quietly behind her about the meeting they’d just attended. They were talking about mosquito nets, although for the life of her she couldn’t remember when mosquito nets had even been mentioned in the meeting. And thanks to David, that was one French word she did have down pat. But she couldn’t even muster the energy to ask them about it.

They dropped her off at the hotel before going on to the office. The day wasn’t over yet for them, but for her it pretty much was. It was only four-thirty but Emma didn’t think she could keep her eyes open for another second. She didn’t even worry about waking up at three in the morning if she went to bed now: she was so physically and mentally exhausted she felt she could sleep for a week. She could barely keep her eyes open as she walked up the stairs and only just managed to take her malaria pill and clean her teeth before pulling off her jeans and t-shirt and falling onto the bed.

She was asleep within minutes, but her sleep was far from relaxed. She awoke less than twenty minutes after dozing off with the sure knowledge that she was about to throw up. She just about made it to the bathroom in time and only remembered, as she was desperately and painfully dry heaving into the toilet, that she wasn’t supposed to take the malaria tablets without food.

After she’d finished in the bathroom Emma went back to bed and this time cried herself to sleep. She really didn’t know why she was even here. She just wanted to go home.


Chapter 5

Emma woke up at five in the morning. It was still dark outside and utterly quiet. Having got close to twelve hours’ sleep she was feeling much brighter and happier than she had been the day before. She couldn’t believe what a rollercoaster ride of emotions she had been through since she’d arrived here in Bujumbura, and it had been less than forty-eight hours.

She picked up some of the photos that she had brought with her and started thumbing through them. Even though of course she kept all photos on her phone, she had always liked hardcopy photos to hold. One of her parents on their last trip to Paris, both grinning inanely at the camera with the Arc de Triomphe in the background. Then there was one of the three of them, with Tofu the cat, in the back garden last spring. Then there were some with her friends from university, some with her old school friends, and some with her work colleagues and London pals.

She was feeling much chirpier than she had been the night before, but she was also really quite homesick. She’d only been here for two days – how was she going to cope with six months? She had an overwhelming desire to speak to her mum, but knew that it was far too early and so she was going to have to satisfy herself by looking through the photos.

By six a.m. Emma had managed to work herself into quite a state of self-pity and she had to physically pull herself away from her spiralling freefall descent into depression to go have a shower. No point being depressed and smelly, she told herself.

The shower did the trick and when she emerged she sat and watched the sun climb high into the sky with an energy and speed that it always lacked in the UK. That, combined with her clean, tingly hair and skin cheered her up no end and she packed up the few things that she had unpacked over the previous two days and locked up her rucksack. At that precise point in time, she was looking forward to the day ahead: the security briefing and radio training with Ted and then the UN flight up to Madzivazivigo to properly start her job for the next six months. She was excited again, and that was despite having cried herself to sleep the night before. She couldn’t believe how up and down her emotions had been since she’d arrived here – she was normally such a stable and level-headed person. But, with her new-found optimism linked to the rise of the sun, she wasn’t going to let that worry her now. Emma practically skipped out of her room on the way down to breakfast.

It was still way too early for anyone else to be up – well, Noah, Amy and Connor who were all staying in the hotel. Given that it was a Sunday, she wasn’t that surprised when she found herself the only person in the restaurant. She was surprised at how comfortable and natural she felt as she greeted the early-morning waiter in the restaurant, graciously accepting – and understanding! – the message that Ted would be around to pick her up about nine-ish, and ordering a lovely continental breakfast of cold meats and bread, with a pot of strong hot coffee presto.

After breakfast Emma sat outside in the courtyard where they’d had drinks – was it only two nights ago! – on her first night here. She’d brought a book down with her, knowing that she would have a couple of hours before anybody else showed up. She had it with her more for the security of pretending to be busy rather than any actual desire to read it. She was actually quite happy to sit in the warm morning sunshine and reflect on the events of the previous couple of days.

Emma pondered on the fact that right at this moment she was feeling upbeat and excited about the days, weeks and months ahead, yet only last night she had cried herself to sleep. She tried to reflect on her experiences over the last forty-eight hours in a more logical and less emotional manner. Okay, so her new colleagues were not exactly what she expected. But, having said that, she hadn’t really given much thought as to what she did expect. And whilst she felt that Hannah and Amy were both difficult – and, let’s face it, not that nice – Ted and Noah were both great, and Connor so far was neither good nor bad, he was so quiet he was practically invisible. And she wouldn’t even be working closely with Hannah, after today. So that tipped the scale in favour of the ‘nice guys’, right? But wait a second. She wouldn’t be working closely with Ted either – so back to even odds. Still, the national staff had seemed really nice, and so that boded well for the future, if the guys in Mad were as nice and friendly as those here in Bujumbura.

Other positive things to have happened; her confidence in her French had skyrocketed – as evidenced by her casual interaction with the waiter this morning which elicited not an ounce of worry in her. She’d learnt at least a hundred new acronyms about humanitarian aid work; and even if her belief in the UN and how aid was organised and managed had been severely shaken in the coordination meeting yesterday, there was still good work being done and more to be done. And she was here, ready and willing.

She was so caught up in her (worryingly) schizophrenic silent conversation with herself that she didn’t even hear Ted walk up behind her and jumped when he tapped her on the shoulder. She hadn’t even opened her book.

“Hey, pet, how are you?” he asked in a genuinely concerned tone. “You weren’t looking too hot yesterday.”

“Oh I’m fine, thanks,” said Emma. “Good night’s sleep was all I needed. And don’t worry – normally I’m much more capable of getting on with things, I mean, I’m not going to be piking out and having to go to bed for a nap in the afternoon every two days, I mean, I think it was really just ‘cos of the flight and…”

“Okay, okay, I get it,” Ted laughed. “Calm down, pet, it’s not a problem. First couple of days are bound to be tough, I’m not worried, I’m sure you’ll do just grand so.” He paused to inspect her more critically. “You do look much chirpier than yesterday, I have to say.” He paused again, as though trying to figure out whether to say more, or maybe how to say it. “Listen, pet. My first time doing this kind of work, well it was a long time ago, you know? But wow, I remember those first few months – well, those first few weeks in particular. Up and down I was – one minute excited, really happy, the next minute not knowing what the fuck I was doing there – pardon my French. See, pet, what I’m trying to say is if you’re finding things tough, well, that’s kinda normal, ya know?”

Emma smiled. “Yeah, I’d kinda figured that out.” She looked at Ted with gratitude. “But thanks for confirming that for me. So anyway, we have some security training planned for this morning?”

Three hours later Emma happily considered herself a radio and security expert. Ted was actually a pretty good teacher. She’d been secretly a little worried that formally going through security procedures and protocols would really bring it home to her exactly what a dangerous situation she’d put herself in and that would freak her out enough to trigger a flight instinct. As it was, Ted’s calm and matter-of-fact way of explaining security concerns to her made her feel very safe and comfortable. It was clear that Ted knew what he was talking about, and if he wasn’t unduly worried, why should she be?

Ted started with a brief summary of the main security concerns in Burundi – a little bit of the history that she had already read up on, and more specific information that could only come from personal experience in the field. He then explained the function of UNDSS (UN Department of Safety and Security) and some of the security phrases they used, such as ‘Level 3 security alert’ and ‘MOSS-compliant’ – apparently meaning compliance with ‘minimum operating security standards’. Ted went on to explain that security procedures were all based on the three main areas of awareness, communication and preparedness. Emma thoroughly enjoyed the session and managed to listen intently to Ted whilst at the same time happily imagining herself saying, ‘This is a code red, I repeat, code red,’ in a cheesy American Hollywood accent.

Even better, she next got the opportunity to practice aloud (well, not those exact words, obviously) when Ted taught her how to use the radio. He explained the difference between HF and VHF radios and told her a lot of dull stuff about transmission rays bouncing off the ionosphere at different angles, blah blah blah. He then showed her exactly how the ‘Codan’ (apparently a brand name) radio worked, which was an HF radio meaning you could use it to talk long distances and the radio itself would either be a ‘base station’ set up in the office with a huge antenna on the roof of the building (damn, she’d never even noticed that there before) or it would be a ‘mobile unit’, fitted into a vehicle.

Ted had her practice on the ‘Codan’, telling her that there would also be ‘Motorolas’ (now, she knew that was a brand name) up in Mad which were handheld radios, only to be used within short distances.

So, he explained how the radio worked – how to find a good channel, how to ‘ring’ the radio she was trying to talk to, how to use the PTT button (literally, ‘push-to-talk’, which made her laugh) and then he moved onto radio protocol. He had her go through the phonetic alphabet a few times, went through callsigns and general radio do’s and don’ts, and finally, he went off outside to the car and Emma waited for him to call.

Even though she was expecting the call, the shrill ‘bring, bring’ of the radio made her jump. She picked up the handset as Ted had shown her (the base station also had a microphone that you could use, but somehow she felt more comfortable with the handset in her hand) whilst double-checking the list of callsigns on the wall. Mike Hotel Mike 2 was the vehicle sitting outside – Mercy Humanity Mobile (car) number 2; Mike Hotel Oscar 1 was the Mercy Humanity Bujumbura Office, 1 and only, where she was sitting. Check. She giggled to herself – this was fun. She pushed the PTT button.

“Mike Hotel Mike 2, Mike Hotel Mike 2, this is Mike Hotel Oscar 1, how do you copy, over?”

She giggled again, mainly at the sing-song movie voice she’d just inadvertently put on whilst talking on the radio. Where did that come from? Silence from the radio – how odd. Oops – she was still holding the PTT button, it had been explained to her that she couldn’t hear anything whilst holding that. Quickly, she let go.

“…oud and clear. How do you copy, over?”

Phew, she hadn’t missed anything too important. Okay, time to concentrate here.

“Mike Hotel Mike 2, this is Mike Hotel Oscar 1, copy you 5 over 5. Please go ahead with your message, over.”

This time she immediately let go of the PTT button.

“Mike Hotel Oscar 1, this is Mike Hotel Mike 2. Message as follows: you have passed the test. Repeat again, you have passed the test. Well done! This is Mike Hotel Mike 2, out.”

A minute later Ted walked back in the door.

“See pet, not rocket science, hey?” Emma smiled. Actually, it was pretty good fun.

At around lunchtime Noah, Amy and Connor all arrived at the office, with take-away shawarma sandwiches and coffee in tow. The five of them all sat around in Ted’s office chatting pleasantly – even Amy, surprisingly – and happily munching away on their food. There was a very different atmosphere in the office today, much more relaxed. Obviously it was a Sunday, and so none of the national staff were in. But quite aside from that – Ted seemed more relaxed than he had been over the past few days, and Noah, Amy and Connor all seemed quite excited to be going back to Mad. Hannah’s absence was noticeable – was that why Ted was so much more relaxed?

After lunch Ted, Noah, Connor and Emma all stepped outside to have a cigarette. Ted and Noah moved slightly away and talked in hushed tones to each other, but both seemed happy enough. Emma was left with Connor who, whilst still not saying much, had an excitable vibration about him, as if he were a dog pulling impatiently at the end of a lead. He really wants to get back, thought Emma to herself, and even though she had never been to Mad, she could imagine that Connor was much more at home in a rural setting than he was in the middle of a capital city.

Goodbyes were said to Ted in the office and then they all bundled into the car where the ever-smiling Claude had been sitting patiently waiting. Emma’s bags had already been transferred to Claude’s vehicle, so they were all ready to go. Ted leaned in through the window at the last minute and grabbed Emma’s hand.

“Pet, you’re going to have an amazing experience so just remember – enjoy! If you need anything, I’m on the end of the sat phone or the radio, but Noah here will see you right – up in Mad, he’s in charge of everything, got it?”

Emma nodded and smiled, all of a sudden reluctant to leave Ted. He had been so fatherly to her in the – wait, two days that she’d been here? Two days? Was that all? That was ridiculous, how could she get so attached to someone in only two days? She smiled more firmly, and nodded more firmly, only stopping herself when she began to feel like a nodding dog. “No worries, Ted, I’m sure it’ll be fine. Thanks for everything, hey?”

Ted gave the hardtop a couple of hard whacks on the top, and they were off.

The flight to Mad was amazing. Emma had never experienced anything like it in her life. Firstly, it was only the four of them on the plane. Not that the plane could have carried many more – it was, apparently, a ‘Caravan’ which took up to ten passengers, but with all ten on board it would have been fairly damn crowded. Emma was therefore pretty pleased it was only the four of them.

The plane looked old and rusty and inside the seats were torn and the seatbelt buckles didn’t work. The plane was, according to the two young South African pilots flying, one of the safest in the world. Specifically, “This baby flies through rain, storms, thunder lightening – sure, you’re going to get bounced around five ways to hell, but nothing can bring this baby down.” Hmmmm. Emma wasn’t completely convinced.

Once everyone was settled in their seats, one of the pilots turned around and gave a very cursory safety spiel, which basically consisted of him saying that those passengers that had working seatbelts should use them. He had then grinned and said that there were no refreshments served on this flight due to the lack of facilities on board and in-flight entertainment would consist of looking out of the window and listening to the pilots singing very loudly and very out-of-tune. Hmmmm again.

However, once Emma’s heart had recovered from the very bumpy and nerve-racking take-off (not helped by the fact that one of the pilots had his eyes closed and actually literally seemed to be napping) and then became used to the feeling of the plane being tossed around in the turbulence, she became fascinated with the views out of the window – mountains, valleys, lakes, and little villages spread so far apart with just tiny, windy dirt roads joining them.

Two hours later they circled over a village that seemed slightly larger than the others they had been flying over. Noah leaned over and tapped her on the shoulder. Pointing down, he mouthed over the noise of the engines, “Welcome to Mad.” Emma looked down, excited. This was to be her home for the next six months (minus two days).

The plane circled to line up with the airstrip, and then flew in low as if to land, but pulled up at the last minute. Emma looked over at Noah, confused, but he just laughed and pointed down out of the window. As Emma looked down, she could see two or three… goats? – running away from the airstrip. Noah leaned in close and shouted in her ear. “Goats, pigs, sometimes even kids – the fly-by scares them away so the plane can land safely.”

“Gotcha,” Emma mouthed back, with a grin on her face. If only her parents could see her now – in a tiny plane that has to do a fly-by before it lands to scare livestock and kids away from the airstrip!

The plane landed safely, if not particularly gently, and as they taxied to a halt at the end of the runway, Emma noticed two hardtops parked at the edge of the airstrip. As the plane slowed to a stop and the pilots began turning everything off, the two vehicles slowly started driving towards the plane. Emma could see the Mercy Humanity Worldwide stickers on the sides of the vehicles.

Once the pilots had opened the doors, Noah and Connor both bounded enthusiastically off the plane. Amy followed at a more dignified and sedate pace, and Emma shyly brought up the rear.

Connor had gone immediately to two African guys that emerged from one of the vehicles and was pumping their hands up and down and chatting in French in a more animated manner than Emma had ever seen before. She looked on, amazed at the transformation. Noah had gone straight to the two white people who emerged from the vehicle. A young-looking tall skinny guy with dark hair and dark eyes – not as good looking as Noah, but very sweet looking, and then a tall, impossibly skinny white girl with the most amazing red hair in dreadlocks down her back and a face full of freckles. Emma assumed these must be Sam and Grace, the last two international staff left to meet. Noah was enveloped in a hug from Sam first, and then he turned and picked up Grace as he swung her round. It was clear from that very first moment that Sam, Grace and Noah were all very close friends and Emma felt a tiny pang of loneliness and jealousy.

As she watched on, forgotten in these first moments of hellos, Connor turned to Sam and Grace, earning a handshake and quick hug from Sam and a big enthusiastic hug and kisses from Grace. It was clear that, even if their friendship with Connor was not the same as it was with each other and Noah, they still had a significant amount of affection for him. Noah had turned to the two African guys in the group and was busy shaking their hands and chatting away. In fact, it was a picture-perfect, harmonious and well-oiled snapshot of the core of the Mad team, were it not for Amy who was talking to the pilots as they offloaded the cargo and as yet had not said hello to anybody.

For the first time since she’d met Amy, Emma started to feel a bit sorry for her. She could see, as an outsider to this group, that Amy had not made any effort to greet the others – but it was equally clear that Amy felt uncomfortable and unsure how to join in with the others. Connor was certainly a quiet guy, but it had become immediately clear how confident he was in the company of the national staff, and he was also of the same age group as the others and seemed to have no problem with them, as it was vice versa. Amy, on the other hand, was significantly older than the others and seemed to have a very difficult time fitting in.

Emma noticed as a look passed between Noah and Grace and then Grace went over to Amy and gave her a quick, awkward-looking hug and a kiss on the cheek. “Welcome back, Amy,” she offered in a strong New York accent. “How was your trip?”

“It was fine, thank you,” replied Amy in a tight-lipped and formal manner. “And how are things here?” At least Amy was trying to make an effort, right?

“Oh, you know, same old, same old,” drawled Grace. “Good to have you guys back though.”

Grace turned round and presented Emma with a megawatt smile. She really was quite beautiful, Emma decided.

“And you must be Emma. Welcome to Mad. We’ve all been really looking forward to meeting you.”

Noah had stepped over with Sam and the other guys. “Guys, this is Emma, our new Administrator here. She’s new to Mercy Humanity, and new to Africa, so let’s all try and be nice to her, hey? – Make sure she doesn’t run away within the first week?”

He said this with such a disarming smile that Emma didn’t even think about taking offence, and the others all laughed.

“So, Em, this is Sam Morrison, our erstwhile logistician here,” said with a slap on Sam’s back, “and our beautiful, token American here,” pointing towards Grace, “is Grace Short, our assistant logs guy,” and then, with a quick glance at Grace’s indignant face, “errr – girl.” He paused. “Yay for gender equality?” Grace good-naturedly punched him on the upper arm, but said nothing.

Sam had taken Emma’s hand to shake it, whilst Grace leaned in and gave a hug and a kiss. Noah continued, switching seamlessly into French.

“…Et ici…” turning round and pointing to the taller of the African guys, “il est Nyararai, il est le magasinier,” Storekeeper? thought Emma, “ici en Mad et puis, l’autre…” now pointing towards the shorter guy, “il est Koke, il est un des chauffeurs ici.”

Both men took Emma’s hands and pumped them up and down enthusiastically, whilst chanting, “Enchanté, enchanté, bienvenu à Mad.” All in all, it was a very nice welcome, Emma thought.

Between them all they made good time in transferring all the cargo (Emma hadn’t even realised there was so much) from the plane into the two waiting Land Cruisers. Emma particularly noted that everyone, including Amy, was mucking in and giving a hand. They waved goodbye to the pilots, and Noah signed something, then they all piled into one Land Cruiser with Sam behind the wheel, and Koke drove off with the other vehicle loaded up with all the goods.

“Right then,” said Noah, looking at his watch. It was just gone half four. “Home or office?” He looked expectantly forward, at the back of Sam’s head, who had glanced up in the rear-view mirror to meet his eyes.

“Well,” Sam began. “Koke and Nyararai will sort out all the cargo. Did you bring the vehicle parts, by the way? Mobile 5 has been off the road since you left, it’s killing us.” At Noah’s nod yes, Sam continued, “Great, anyway they’re not really expecting us back at the office and we could go there if you want, but you know you’re just going to get sucked into stuff and end up staying all night. I vote we go straight home,” with a smile at Emma, “let Emma get settled in, all get to know each other a bit, and start with the work stuff tomorrow.”

“Hear, hear, I second that,” came the low New York drawl.

Noah grinned. “Home it is then. How about we catch up with the bottle of gin I’ve brought back from Bum?”

Grins all around apart from Amy, but at least she didn’t look as disapproving as she had been in Bujumbura. Or ‘Bum’, apparently. Emma had a little giggle to herself at that.

In general, thought Emma, she was really very, very glad she was here.

As the guys had been chatting in the car Emma had been staring intently out of the window. They’d left the airstrip which had a couple of abandoned wooden buildings by the side of it, and were now driving along a bumpy dirt road with round mud-type huts on either side. Some of these were quite large, and Emma noticed that most of them had wooden doors and wooden shutters on the windows. To every four or five round huts there was a square building that looked to be made more out of concrete than whatever the huts were made out of and reminded Emma more of European-style houses. There were smaller square wooden constructions which reminded Emma of outhouses shown in old western movies – of course, that’s probably what they were anyway, latrines.

As they’d driven away from the airstrip the road split, and the other vehicle with Koke and Nyararai in it had turned left, whilst they had gone straight ahead.

It was less than 5 minutes before they then also turned left – Emma had the feeling that the major part of the village was to the left – and then immediately right, where they stopped outside of some bamboo gates that had a Mercy Humanity Worldwide flag up on them. Immediately they stopped the gates started to open and two smiling faces of young guys beamed out of them. As the vehicle came to a stop in the front yard, Noah and Connor were both jumping out of the vehicle ready for another round of vigorous handshaking. Emma was duly introduced to Pierre and Philippe, two of the guards at the house. Whilst the boys started to unload the vehicle, Grace took Emma into the house.

“We call it a house, but basically it’s just two rooms,” Grace explained. “This here’s the general dining room/living room area, although we spend more time out the back – you’ll see in a second. Through there is the kitchen but really just where we get to keep our food stocks – our cook, Benjamin, cooks outside for us. Through here,” Emma was taken into a small room off the main one, “is the bathroom – no running water but, thank the lord, a toilet installed, and here,” she now pointed to a big drum in the corner, “is always filled up with water by the guards, so we just use that to flush and for showering and stuff.”

As they backed up out of the tiny room, Emma looked again around the main dining/living room area. A rickety table with some chairs around it and a couple of cushions on the floor, some books piled up against one wall with an iPod sitting in speakers against it. It didn’t look all that homely to be fair.

Grace tugged her arm, impatiently, to pull her out through the back door of the house.

“As I was saying, this is where we spend most of our time.”

As she walked out of the back door Emma looked around in utter amazement. She was standing in a large patio area which was covered above by a high bamboo and grass ceiling. It was surrounded by a low brick wall and along the wall, and hanging from the ceiling, were little candles and some gas lanterns. There were more of the cushions she had seen inside dotted around, together with some low tables. There was a dartboard hanging from the outside wall of the house and a chessboard sitting on one of the tables. Two old and battered, but comfortable-looking sofas completed the picture. It looked great.

Grace was studying Emma’s face, and grinned as she saw her look round.

“Nice, hey?” she asked. “Not even the best bit. Come on.” And with that, she tugged Emma’s arm again. They walked out through the back of the patio and Emma saw that in the back part of the compound there were six or seven little round mud huts with thatched roofs – similar to those she had seen along the road, but much smaller. Grace led her over to one and opened the door, beckoning Emma to go in.

“Welcome to your bedroom,” Grace announced.

Emma looked around and grinned. It was perfect. It was small and round, and held one single bed, one small bedside cabinet, and one set of shelves. There was faded blue chequered cloth covering the inside of the grass roof, and matching cloth hung at the little window. There was a hook coming down from above the bed which held a mosquito net – now neatly tied up and out of the way, but Emma could see it would fully cover the bed as soon as she untied it. Another hook coming down from the centre of the room held an unlit gas lamp. It was like a little playhouse. It was simply perfect. Emma knew she had a look of pure delight on her face.

Grace laughed, clearly thrilled at Emma’s reaction.

“I knew you’d like it! Isn’t it just soooo cute? And the best thing is, this arrangement? Well, like I said, we spend most of our free time – not that we get that much! – but we spend most of our free time over on the veranda, you know, chillin’, playing darts, chess, and, well, drinking. But ‘cos we each have our own tukal, well, anytime one of us needs a bit of head space, we each have our own place to come, listen to music, read or whatever. It just works out really well.”

Emma turned round, smiling.

“It is great,” she said, genuinely meaning it. “Really, it’s just like a little playhouse or something. But, yeah, it’s great. What did you call it again?”

“Oh, it’s a tukal. Don’t really know where the word comes from, but that’s what it’s called.”

Grace was just leading Emma out when Noah and Sam arrived, Sam carrying Emma’s rucksack. “Is this where we’re putting her?” Sam asked Grace, whilst gesturing towards the tukal they had just come out of.

“Oh, God,” stuttered Emma, “I’m so sorry, you didn’t have to carry my bag for me, I could have got it.”

“No worries,” laughed Sam, as he dumped the rucksack in the middle of Emma’s floor. “Welcome to Mad.”

Emma didn’t even bother unpacking. The three of them trooped back to the veranda, where Noah was chatting to the guards and one other African guy who appeared to have materialised out of nowhere. She was duly introduced to Benjamin – the cook – and began to wonder how on earth she was going to remember everybody’s names. The guards and Benjamin soon wandered off, just as Connor and Amy both emerged from different tukals and sauntered over. Amy was carrying a toilet bag and a towel.

“I’m going to freshen up and then rest for a bit in my room,” said Amy to the group, slowing down, but not stopping as she walked past them.

“No worries,” replied Noah.

Even though it was clear that Amy was not about to join them for the evening, both her tone and her demeanour appeared more relaxed than they had been in Bum. And Connor certainly looked like he was settling in for a bit of socialising, as he threw himself down on one of the cushions and lit a cigarette. Noah turned to the one bag he had kept with him and pulled out a bottle of gin with a flourish.

That first evening was perfect for Emma. The five of them sat around on the cushions chatting, drinking and smoking. As the sun went down behind the tukals – a truly amazing, unbelievable sight, as the sky turned vivid orange and then red and then a soft grey, and the sun fell out of the sky with a bang and then lolloped and inked its way softly into the horizon – the candles were lit and the veranda became a place of soft lighting mixed with shadows.

The gin and tonic was warm – no electricity, so no fridge – but that didn’t matter, and the conversation was mostly between Noah, Sam and Grace as Connor seemed happy just to sit and listen, and Emma was feeling a little shell-shocked with everything, but in a good and slightly tipsy way. The conversation between Noah, Sam and Grace was excited and loud – for the first couple of hours the two of them who had remained in Mad updating Noah with all that had happened since he’d been away, and Noah then updating them with Bum news. She didn’t understand half of what was said, but couldn’t help but get caught up with the general happiness and enthusiasm in the air. It really felt like long-lost members of a family had come home, and all was right with the world now that everyone was back together again. Noah and Sam had a long, drawn-out and frequently ignored game of chess as they all chatted, and at one stage Sam took a step back from the conversation as he had a game of darts with Connor.

They were all so nice, Emma decided. Even when they were talking about work it was in a light-hearted and witty, sarcastic way, the lively discussion punctuated with frequent laughter. They all seemed to enjoy each other’s company so much, and on top of that, there was a real respect for each others’ professional opinion and capacity. Emma let herself be lulled by the conversation and gin, quite content to sit quietly and feeling neither left out nor any pressure to make more of an effort to join in. Every now and again one of the three would turn and explain something to her, or ask her a question about herself, but other than that she was quite happy to take a back seat.

Connor left the group at around ten, and then it was just the four of them. Emma was physically exhausted, but not ready to go to bed and hell, the cushions were as comfortable as a bed any day of the week anyway. She drifted lazily off into a semi-sleep state and only half woke up when Sam gently grabbed her arm a few hours later and escorted her to her tukal. He even untied her mosquito net for her as she flopped onto the bed fully clothed, and within minutes she was in a deep, peaceful sleep.


Chapter 6

Emma woke with a sudden start. For a few seconds she was totally disorientated, and lay statue-still with only her eyes rapidly roving around the small and dark hut she found herself in. She literally had no idea where she was and it was terrifying. Then, all of a sudden, everything rushed back to her. The few days in Bujumbura, the flight to Mad, meeting Sam and Grace and Philippe and Pierre – she took a moment to feel a little bit smug that she remembered those names, although, drat, she forgot about the other two she met at the airstrip, and she couldn’t quite remember their names. So bonus points were cancelled out by minus points… Oh, now where was she in her train of thought…?

Oh yes, remembering everything that had happened over the last few days. It was still dark in her tukal although her eyes were beginning to adjust. She moved to get out of bed – realising she was still fully clothed – and found herself tangled up in a massive spider-web of a mosquito net. As she fought and fumbled her way out of bed – And won’t that be fun? she thought to herself. Doing this every sodding morning… – she vaguely recalled flopping onto the bed last night and immediately falling into a deep, exhausted sleep. She hadn’t put the mosquito net down. Which meant Sam had. Hmmmm. Not embarrassing at all.

Once free from the evil mossie net she moved over to her rucksack which was still on the floor against the tukal wall, and fumbled in the top zipped pocket where she knew her small travel torch was. Flicking on the torch, she looked at her watch. 6.30 a.m. Wow, that was early. She wondered what had woken her at this ridiculous time of the morning with such a start. Pushing the mossie net to one side, she sat on a corner of her bed and took stock. Whilst still dark, she could see light beginning to shine around the little gingham curtain covering the window. But certainly not enough light to wake her, so it wasn’t that. She sat still and listened. There was a low level rumble of what she could only assume to be normal early-morning start-of-the-day village hustle and bustle that she could hear in the distance, but nothing loud enough to have woken her with such a start. She then sniffed – cautiously at first, then with more vigour. Why not try out all the senses whilst I’m at it? she thought. But no strong or strange odour appeared to be around that could have woken her so suddenly.

Emma decided she couldn’t sit there all day waiting to figure out what had woken her up, and as she stood up to pull the curtain across the window the light that had been creeping in through the edges suddenly flooded the small hut. Immediately, a flash of a small creature leaping from the pushed-aside mosquito net had Emma simultaneously jumping backwards, emitting a high-pitched (although luckily not that loud) squeak of terror, and clutching her heart – or where she thought her heart was. Slight tangent of thought, but is it left or right side of the chest, she wondered? She frantically looked over to where she thought the creature – what was it? – had gone, but then another flash of movement back by the foot of the bed had her jumping away from there towards the door. Her heart was hammering and she wondered if she should go and call someone for help, but then another flash of movement showed the culprit. It was a tiny, very pale, almost white, frog. She looked closer and could have sworn that it looked up at her with forlorn, liquid eyes, before jumping under the bed. When she knelt on the floor to look, it seemed to have disappeared.

Well, that solves the mystery of what woke me up, Emma concluded. The frog must have been jumping on the outside of the mossie net (please, please let it have been on the outside) which woke me. Feeling quite pleased with herself for her marvellous mystery-solving skills – I should have become a detective, she thought, I clearly have a natural talent – Emma decided it was time to venture out of the tukal.

Being already dressed, Emma pulled a clean pair of cargo trousers, a t-shirt and some clean underwear out of her rucksack, together with her wash stuff and her brand-new travel towel, still folded in its little mesh pack. Actually, still with the label attached. So armed, she opened her tukal door, ready to venture out and take her first bucket shower. Well, not her first, actually. During her year out before uni, she had done a round-the-world trip for a few months and in many off-the-beaten-track places had dealt with bucket showers, and worse. But this was somehow different. That was a transient, reality-suspended, holiday – a quite lengthy holiday, admittedly, but a holiday nonetheless. This, however, this, was meant to be her new reality. This was her actual job. She had an actual job that required she shower from a bucket every morning. Emma grinned widely to herself. She was going to like it here.

Looking out from her tukal door she saw Noah and Grace sat on the veranda having breakfast – which looked even from a distance to be. Oohhh, fresh baguette and coffee. Delicious, although Emma did idly wonder where freshly baked bread could be found here in the middle of nowhere. Then she remembered hearing somewhere – from someone – that a brilliant benefit of working in an ex-French colony was the delicious bread. But wait – wasn’t Burundi an ex-Belgian colony? Wouldn’t that mean delicious waffles? Emma decided to halt this particular tangent of thought before it went any further…

Watching Noah and Grace from her tukal doorway, Emma was reminded once again of how intimate breakfast was. Noah and Grace certainly looked very intimate, sitting so close together, heads bowed, and – oh, wow, did Noah just take Grace’s hand? It hit Emma like a brick – they were together! Of course they were, she decided, not without a small pang of envy. He was so good looking, Grace was so stunningly beautiful – so tall and thin that even at five foot six and a standard size 12 she made Emma feel like a short plump heifer next to her. And Noah was soooo hot, and also nice with it. Of course they were together, and clearly Emma had never stood a chance with Noah. All of her sudden her good mood of just seconds ago evaporated and she was left feeling a lot more insecure about herself and what she was doing here.

Emma was beginning to get a bit tired of the rollercoaster ride she was apparently subject to with her emotions. She had always considered herself a fairly even-keeled person but since arriving in Burundi – hell, even from before, since accepting the job – her emotions had been up and down in a whirlwind of elation and then feelings of insecurity that she had never experienced before. She sternly reminded herself of what Ted had told her before she’d left the city – this was normal. This was normal, this was normal, this was normal… Well, actually, talking to yourself like this probably wasn’t that normal. But then to be fair, she had always done that – that wasn’t something to blame Burundi for.

Emma looked across to the other side of the courtyard where, with a start, she saw Sam standing in the doorway of his tukal. He looked like he had already had a shower – his dark hair was wet and curling over his shoulders. He hadn’t noticed her and was watching Noah and Grace with such a dark look of intensity that it almost frightened Emma. Last night he had seemed so relaxed and friendly with the two of them, but this morning his face looked anything but friendly.

Emma’s spirits sunk even lower. So, Noah and Grace are together. For whatever reason, Sam is not happy about this – maybe he likes Grace? – hell, maybe he likes Noah… Duh, it is the twenty-first century… but either way, he is not happy. It was clear that the personality politics in the city had been difficult, and Emma’s initial impression that here would be different had just been well and truly destroyed. With a much lower level of enthusiasm than she had had moments before, Emma pushed away from the tukal door and walked across to the veranda, with a big fake smile plastered on her face.

“Good morning,” Emma called out as she approached the veranda. She could see out of the corner of her eye that her movement had stunned Sam out of his (quite morose, she thought) stupor and he also started to move towards the veranda, the previous dark look on his face fading and being replaced with a more normal relaxed look.

Noah and Grace both looked up – looking slightly guilty, Emma thought – and quite consciously moved apart a foot or so before calling out morning greetings. Emma felt a bit awkward as she and Sam reached the veranda at the same time and both stood looking down at Noah and Grace with them looking up expectantly. No one said anything.

Emma cleared her throat and eventually spoke. “Errr, is the bathroom free? Does anyone mind if I go and have a quick shower?” She noticed as she spoke that everyone else was dressed already. Well, so was she, but that was because she had slept in her clothes – she assumed the others hadn’t and so were already ready for the day.

“Go for it,” replied Grace with a sweet smile. “It’s all yours.” As Emma moved inside the house she sensed Sam behind her sitting down and swiping up some bread whilst someone – Noah or Grace – poured him coffee. “What’s on the agenda for today?” Noah asked him and Emma heard Sam begin to reply as she shut the bathroom door, with no trace of what she’d seen on his face earlier in his voice.

Emma made a bit of a mess of the shower – it had been a while since she last had a bucket shower. It took her five buckets of water – scooped out of the barrel of water sat in the corner – to properly wash her body and her hair. It was also freezing cold, and she really wasn’t convinced that this was something she wanted to do for the next six months of her life. She thought Africa was meant to be hot, dammit. In London she was used to washing her hair every day. She considered changing that strategy sharpish whilst here. Oohhh – I could get dreadlocks like Grace, she thought. Maybe? Even though Grace seemed to pull them off – and they matched quite well her hippy flowing clothing style – Emma had never been a fan of dreads on white people. Or maybe I could just chop it all off – go short, she mused. Kind of a Sinead O’Connor look? She giggled as she imagined herself going home at Christmas with a shaved head, and how her parents and the rest of her family would react when they saw her.

After the shower, and quickly getting dressed in her clean clothes, Emma went and dumped her stuff in the tukal and then went back to the veranda for breakfast. Only Grace was left there, finishing a coffee and with her laptop open, engrossed in something that looked to Emma at a glance to be a particularly complex spreadsheet.

“Where are the others?” Emma asked as she sat down and swiped the left-over bits of baguette, simultaneously nodding at Grace as she picked up the coffee pot and waved it in front of Emma.

“They went to work already,” Grace replied, pouring Emma a coffee as she did so. “Actually, this morning we were all a bit delayed – normally we go in between six and six-thirty.” She laughed out loud as Emma literally spat out her coffee, a look of sheer horror on her face. “We normally start between six and six-thirty?” Emma repeated. “In the morning? Like, every day?”

Grace laughed again. “You’ll get used to it, I guarantee,” she promised. “After a week or so your body clock will have adjusted and it will seem like the normalest thing in the world…hmmmm. Normalest? That’s not a word, is it? Most normal.”

Emma almost wasn’t listening, so aghast was she at the thought of starting work at six in the morning. Like, every day. But clearly immune to her horror, Grace just carried on chatting.

“So anyway, Connor and Amy went in early, but for some reason Sam didn’t get up till a bit later and me and Noah… well, we just ended up having a bit of a chat about… well…” Grace broke off, looking a bit embarrassed. “Anyway,” she continued quickly, “Sam and Noah headed into the office, I said I’d wait for you and walk you in.”

“We don’t always have to walk in together. We do have basic security procedures that here in Mad we walk in pairs, but you know, that doesn’t mean we have to go everywhere as a group of six. The office is just a ten-minute walk through the village – you’ll love it, the community is all super friendly – so when you’ve finished your breakie we can make our way.”

“No worries,” said Emma through a mouthful of baguette, immediately screwing up her nose and offering an apologetic look for speaking with her mouth full. “I’ll be done in five minutes, okay?”

“No rush at all,” said Grace. “Take your time.”

They sat in comfortable silence, Grace going back to scrutinising her spreadsheet and making little tutting noises every few seconds, and Emma enjoying the food and coffee. Once Emma had finished they left the table as it was – Benjamin, the cook, would clear up, Grace had said, and Emma collected her laptop, backpack, and they set off to the office. As they walked out through the front bamboo gates which Philippe – or Pierre? Damn, Emma thought, she had been so smug about remembering the names she hadn’t considered that she should probably know one from the other – opened for them, the first thing Emma noticed was dozens of small children playing right outside the Mercy Humanity gates. Pretty hard not to notice them, of course. Particularly when they all started squealing with delight as Grace and Emma walked out, and ran up to them, completely surrounding them.

Grace laughed at Emma’s questioning expression. “Some of the village children,” she said, by way of explanation. “We generally have an ‘escort’ to work and back – we’re still a bit of a novelty to them. And we generally like it.” Grace was saying this whilst three of four of the little kids were wrapping grubby little hands around Grace’s fingers – and, Emma suddenly noticed, others were doing the exact same with her. “They’re pretty much normally waiting outside here and outside the office gates and whenever we walk between the two – as I said, it’s only about a ten-minute walk – they always walk with us.”

“Don’t their parents worry where they are?” asked Emma.

“Hey, this isn’t exactly London or New York, you know,” Grace said, laughing. “It’s a pretty quiet village. There are some issues with some of the rebel groups further afield, but this is pretty safe. And these kids are all too young for school – that usually starts at five if they’re lucky, or later if there are issues with school fees or other stuff. The kids always find their way home; their parents don’t bother too much about it.”

Emma looked around at the kids, some of them definitely no more than three, and wondered at an environment where parents didn’t mind if their small children just wandered off through the village. It most certainly is not London or New York, she thought to herself.

As they wound their way through the village – literally past small family huts with women sitting outside around small fires cooking breakfast – Emma noticed a few things. The friendliness of everyone was astounding. Yes, she couldn’t understand anything anyone was saying – and was relieved to suddenly realise that was because it was Swahili and not that she had suddenly forgotten all of her French – but that didn’t stop the people she passed from chatting away to her, apparently not noticing – or not caring – whether she understood. It seemed that nodding and smiling worked just as well as replying anyway.

Secondly, Emma noticed that they seemed to be picking up more kids as they went along, a serious pied piper effect, she thought to herself gleefully. Oohhh, maybe she should fashion some kind of whistle to complete the look? And perhaps a pointed hat and some leggings and…wait, was that the pied piper or was she thinking of hobbits? Or Peter Pan. Oh, yes – back to the point. What was the point? Ahhh yes, so, people friendly, check. Picking up more kids as they went along, check. The last thing Emma noticed – with quite a sinking heart – is that she would never find the way on her own. The path seemed to wind around in the most curious of all directions, turning back on itself, going through actual backyards and then jumping over a small stream, and all the huts looked exactly the same. There was literally no way Emma would be able to find her own way back.

“Errr, Grace?” she started. “How exactly do you know which way to go? I’m already completely lost!”

Grace just shook her head and replied, “Don’t sweat it, Ems.” Huh? Where did that nickname come from? Emma was often called ‘Em’ at home, but never ‘Ems’. “Remember – this is still your first morning here. Once you’ve walked it a few times you’ll begin to know the way. But remember, our security protocols say we have to always walk around in pairs anyway – not that there is any kind of danger here at all, but those are the procedures we have – so you’re never actually going to be here on your own. Plus, this is kind of a shortcut. Where we came out of the house compound and went left? Well, I don’t know if you noticed, but yesterday in the vehicle we came from the right – that’s where the road is. And it’s easy enough to get from the house to the office via the road, it’s just shorter this way going straight through the village.”

That was a road? thought Emma idly to herself. I thought it was a dirt track…

And then they arrived at the office. Much like the house compound, there were bamboo gates with a Mercy Humanity sticker on the front of them and the gates miraculously opened for Emma to be introduced to Alain and Fabrice, two more guards – and just as smiley as everyone else she had met so far. Alain and Fabrice ushered Grace and Emma into the compound and gently shooed away the little children as they closed the gates.

Emma looked around the outside of the compound. Over to the left she saw a small area cordoned off and stocked up with what looked like spare car parts. It was almost like a small mechanic garage area. Sam was over there with a couple of other guys and they were offloading and storing some of the cargo that had come up with them on the flight the previous day. Sam looked up and waved, but didn’t come over.

There were two vehicles in the compound – one of the hardtops that had met them at the airstrip the day before when they arrived, and a pick-up truck as well. The outside part of the compound was pretty large, with an area with some rickety wooden benches sat underneath a tree. Grace saw her looking around and pointed over towards the tree.

“That’s where we have our morning briefings which start at 7.30 – so in about fifteen minutes,” Grace said. “Here, I’ll give you a quick tour before the meeting starts.”

Grace took Emma into the one-storey building – not that different from the house, in fact, just a bit larger. All the rooms were pretty basic, with three to four desks in each, and shelving units overflowing with folders and papers. In one of the rooms Grace stopped at a particular desk and turned to Emma.

“This is where you’ll be sitting. Luke, who is the national administrator, sits there,” pointing to the desk opposite, “and over there,” pointing towards a corner, “is where Hatim sits. He’s the cashier. Luke is essentially the field version of Jubilee. I’m not sure where they are right now,” frowning, looking at her watch, “but they should be at the morning team meeting.”

With that, Grace indicated to Emma to drop her bag on ‘her’ desk and then with a flick of her head got Emma to follow her outside, where others were gathering.

That first morning meeting was a blur to Emma, as was the rest of the day. She met numerous national staff – she hadn’t actually realised that this was such a big operation – at the meeting but quickly forgot most names, which she was highly embarrassed by. She had also left her notepad in her backpack – So assiduously packed before leaving the city, she thought, but what’s the use if you don’t bring it meetings? – so was unable to take notes. Noah ran the meeting in efficient French and everyone was extremely friendly when he introduced Emma to the team, but she struggled to keep up with the fast-flowing pace of conversation and soon found her spirits down again, wondering what exactly she had signed up to.

Things had got better after the meeting when Luke and Hatim had come up and introduced themselves, and the three of them had gone back to the admin office together. She didn’t see Noah or Sam at all after the meeting – and come to think of it, she hadn’t seen Amy or Connor at all that day – and had only seen Grace briefly at lunchtime when she had come in to deliver a small packed lunch of bread and cheese, which Benjamin apparently had bought over to the office. Grace had run straight out again, citing trucking issues to deal with, leaving Emma alone as her ‘team’ of Luke and Hatim had left the office for their lunch.

It was late in the afternoon, and Emma was busy checking the local national staff payroll spreadsheets for the current month. She had already found a couple of formula errors and wondered if that meant she was supposed to go back through previous months to see if the same mistakes had meant mistakes in salaries. Should she check this with Hannah in Bujumbura? She shuddered at the thought – and it also occurred to her that if there were errors on the spreadsheets it perhaps should have been Hannah’s job, as the country accountant, to pick that up and rectify it? Emma had certainly got the impression that Hannah wasn’t very… ummm, what was the word… ‘committed’? to her work or the organisation, but this seemed like quite a basic mistake to make. But then if Emma pointed it out to Hannah, would Hannah get defensive about the new upstart coming in and criticising her work? But if she didn’t point it out then would she get blamed if the mistake was found later? It was quite a conundrum for the first day on the job.

Emma sighed. Even a day ago she would have happily gone straight to Noah – Ted did tell her, after all, that Noah was in charge up here – but this morning Noah had seemed much more distant, and he hadn’t even come into her office at all during the day to see if she was doing okay.

Emma glanced at her watch – it was nearly 6 p.m., and nobody had come to let her know it was time to go home. Luke and Hatim had both left, so she was alone in the office and part of her wanted to walk around and see who else was there, but another part of her felt a bit shy. She didn’t know exactly why, apart from the fact that she hadn’t seen any of the other international staff all day, and felt a bit disappointed that her expectations – not that she had many, but those that she did have – of all of them sitting around discussing and debating noble ideas of saving lives, seemed quite far removed from the actual reality of work. Which was that she was left alone all day, and given her work introduction by Luke (who was lovely, and great at his job; Hatim was very quiet and in some ways a bit sullen, but you can’t have everything, right?), with the others nowhere to be seen.

Of all people, it was Amy who poked her head round the door a few minutes later.

“Hi, Emma, how has your day been?”

Emma tried not to let her surprise at the friendly tone show on her face. “Errr, fine, I guess. I’m still trying to get my head around everything, sooooo, well I think it’s going okay…” She trailed off. “Ummm, I haven’t seen any of the others, I wasn’t sure what I was supposed to do or when it was time to go home?”

Amy gave her a kindly smile – a shock in itself, thought Emma wryly – and moved further inside the office.

“It’s been a bit of a crazy day, I’m afraid, and Noah and Sam have both been trying to sort out a WASH issue with Connor, although I’m not sure they’ve been that successful. Which left poor Grace alone to try and oversee the repairs to get Mobile 5 back on the road and sort out the trucking for our nutrition outreach this week.”

Wait, was that actually – compassion – in Amy’s voice? Emma thought in amazement. Will wonders never cease? – Amy? Being compassionate?

Emma briefly wondered if somehow she had slipped into an alternative reality. Oohhh, one in which Noah wasn’t seeing Grace, and fell madly deeply in love with Emma? No, stop it, stop it, she told herself. But then it seemed best just to go with the flow, and as Amy indicated that Emma should start packing up her stuff and that they would then head back to the house together she decided to simply be grateful. She nodded yes to Amy, packed up her laptop and notebook into her bag as quickly as she could, and Amy and herself left the office and greeted the small children waiting to escort them back to the house.


Chapter 7

When Emma woke up the next morning (not to a cute little white frog this time) she lay in bed for a few minutes – in her PJs, and under the mossie net that she put down herself – contemplating the past few days. When she and Amy had returned to the house last night the atmosphere seemed strained. Noah and Connor were sat together in the house, avidly staring at a laptop as though it held all the answers to the universe. They had barely even looked up as Amy and Emma walked through. Food was laid out on the table outside – some rice, and some meat together with the obligatory baguettes and a couple of beer bottles sat around. Emma wondered idly where they had come from; she didn’t remember beer being part of the cargo coming up to Mad. I guess you can probably buy beer locally in most places, however rural, she mused.

Grace and Sam were sat outside on the veranda, quietly playing a game of chess. It was a very different atmosphere from the previous night with all the laughter and chatting and the chess game a secondary distraction. Tonight, it seemed like a necessary focus.

“Hi, guys,” Emma said quietly as she and Amy approached. Grace and Sam both looked up and gave exhausted smiles. “Hey right back atcha,” said Grace, sliding over to give Amy a place to sit down. “How was your day?”

“Yeah, how was the first day?” chimed in Sam. “I’m really sorry we were all so busy – things just got out of hand pretty quickly, sometimes that happens.”

“It was fine, thanks,” replied Emma. “I was mainly working with Luke – he’s great, by the way – and he showed me the ropes. Kind of. Mainly. Well, mostly…” Emma realised she was getting a bit bumbly. Wait, was that actually a word? “Anyway, Amy came and got me,” with a grateful smile across to Amy, “and explained that you guys had all got tied up with stuff. It’s fine. Is everything okay? – Is there anything I can do?”

Sam smiled. “Nah, it’s fine, I’m sure it will get sorted. We’ll explain it to you at some point, but right now I think we’d all just rather decompress a bit after today, if you don’t mind?”

Emma had nodded her acquiescence, but inside she felt a bit put out, as though there was a secret that everyone knew but her. She could understand that maybe people didn’t want to continue to talk about work into the evening – although it was very clear that was what Noah and Connor were doing – but it still felt that she was on the outside of something everyone else was privy to and the feeling made her uncomfortable.

At Sam’s invitation she had sat down opposite him and he twisted the chess board around – it looked like Grace had given up on the game and was now talking softly to Amy, and Amy – of all things! – had put a friendly arm around Grace and seemed to be comforting her. Emma had wondered once again if she had stumbled into an alternate universe. And she also reflected – once again – that it seemed Amy and Grace were talking about work just as Connor and Noah were, so in fact, it was only that they didn’t want to talk about work with her. She was somewhat mollified by Sam’s gentle insistence that she play chess, and even though he had to remind her of the moves, as she hadn’t played for many years since her dad taught her as a child, and even though she lost despite Sam’s obvious attempt to go easy on her, she had found it somewhat relaxing.

Her thoughts came back to this morning. She had awoken by design this time, and having set her small battery-operated travel alarm for 5.30, she knew she had plenty of time. On Sam’s advice she had actually had a quick bucket shower before going to bed – the water was warmer and as she had been hot and sweaty from the high daytime temperatures it had been a much more pleasant experience. This also meant that this morning all she needed to do was roll out of bed, put her clothes on, drag a brush through her hair, and she was ready to go – five minutes, maximum.

Emma contemplated the fact that she hadn’t even thought about make-up yesterday, or even looked in a mirror. She could literally feel the change and maturing within her. No, wait a second. That was hunger. Yep, definitely hunger. She had felt so confused last night by the complete change in atmosphere that she had done no more than pick at dinner, meaning this morning she was most definitely starving.

Hmmmm. Wait a minute. She hadn’t actually even noticed that she didn’t have a mirror in her room. Well, a small one in her powder compact, but not one hanging on the wall anywhere. And she hadn’t even noticed – she, the girl who, just two weeks ago, couldn’t even leave her flat without checking every inch of her face in the mirror. Wait, it wasn’t even two weeks ago. It was not even one week ago. Emma double-checked the date in her head. It was Tuesday, right? Yesterday had been Monday? She had flown from Heathrow on Thursday. Had it really only been less than one week? She felt so much had happened, and she had already changed so much, that it felt like months, not less than one week.

She flipped her torch on, which was under her pillow, and fought her way out of the mosquito net – that wasn’t getting any easier – and this morning, given that it was still quite dark outside, she picked up the matches that were on the top shelf in the tukal (she hadn’t noticed them the previous morning) and lit the small oil lantern hanging from the ceiling. The lamp gave off a warm, soft glow that cast shadows across the bed but lit most of the tukal perfectly adequately.

Emma made short work of getting dressed and headed out of her tukal but it was still pretty dark and there didn’t seem to be anyone else around. Hmmmm. She went back inside and sat on the bed, unsure what to do.

Emma pulled her laptop out of her backpack and booted it up. Yesterday Luke had helped her connect her laptop to the printers in the office and – more importantly – the satellite email system. It obviously only worked from the office, and then only twice a day when it was switched on (apparently when the system first arrived everyone was so delighted to be connected they were using it all the time, and the first bill that arrived was more than $3,000: that had swiftly put paid to that and now usage was closely monitored). However, she did have Outlook on her computer and had set up her Gmail through that, meaning she could write emails offline and then just send them when the sat system was online.

Just as she was starting to write an email to her parents, she heard movement and voices outside.

Emma opened the door as Sam walked past, saying hi to her as he continued to where breakfast was laid out on the veranda. It was almost completely light. Wow! How had that happened? Was she in some kind of time warp? Just moments before, she had looked out into the dark, onto a deserted veranda, hadn’t she? And now – how much time had passed? Five or ten minutes? – it was light, breakfast was all laid out, and, well, it was light. Light! She checked her watch It was just gone six a.m. How on earth had the sun come up so quickly? Was it hidden somehow, and then someone pulled the curtain and there it was?

Whilst contemplating this she hadn’t noticed that Sam had stopped in his tracks and turned around, looking at her quizzically. “Are you coming to breakfast, Emma?”

She realised that she had just been standing there, probably with a gormless look on her face as she tried to work out just how the sun had come up quite that quickly.

“Hey, Emma, are you okay?” Sam was backtracking now, walking towards her, a genuinely concerned look on his face.

“No, no, I’m fine,” explained Emma hurriedly, “absolutely fine.” She felt bad about making him worry. “It’s just… It’s just…” She paused, unsure how to go on without sounding insane or stupid. Or both, or course.

“Yes?” Sam encouraged, still looking a little worried.

“Well, it’s just. Well.” Emma really didn’t know how to continue. “Okay, here it is.” She took a deep breath. “I came out fifteen minutes ago and it was completely dark and the veranda was deserted and it was basically like the middle of the night, and then I come out now and it’s light and there’s food laid out and everyone is around and I’m wondering if I am caught in some kind of weirdo time warp strange type of thing,” she said all in one breath.

Sam just stared at her. “Wow.” He then burst out laughing. “Have you never been this close to the equator before?” he asked.

“What…? Huh, what now?” Emma replied. “What’s that got to do with anything?”

“The closer you are to the equator, the quicker the sunrise – and sunset too, actually,” Sam explained.

“Right, but that quick? Really, it was, like, not even fifteen minutes,” Emma retorted.

“Hey, quick is quick,” Sam said with a wink. “Come on, it’s time for breakfast.”

*

During the following couple of weeks Emma’s life began to fall into a routine. She was able to calibrate her getting up time to precisely the time it took her to roll out of bed and be one of the first – but not the first – on the veranda for breakfast. She got her bucket-shower time down to approximately three and a half minutes and only three buckets of water, something that she was (probably disproportionately) proud about.

She hadn’t really left the village at all, and also hadn’t quite remembered the way to and from the office through the maze of small huts which they navigated every day. Every morning and every evening she promised herself that this time she would really pay attention, but her attention was always instantly distracted by the kid army escort. She and Sam in particular, when walking together, started to chat away to the little children – in English, so there was no way they could understand what was being said, and about anything and everything – and the children, after a couple of trips looking at them both like they had two heads (each, not between them, which was quite normal) then started replying in kind. But in Swahili, obviously. Emma began to really look forward to these office ‘commutes’ with Sam more than the others, as neither Grace nor Noah seemed inclined to join in with the game. And certainly neither Amy nor Connor seemed inclined either.

Emma had hardly seen Connor since arriving in Mad. To be honest, she hadn’t seen a lot of Noah either. She had discovered from both Sam and some of the national staff that there had been a problem with the last report sent to the donor about the ongoing WASH programme and there was something about delays in agreeing with villages where boreholes should be placed that were ‘concerning’ the donor (“Their word, not ours,” Sam had said whilst explaining this).

Apparently Connor and the team he worked with – Jean Claude, Innocent, Aimable (Emma loved the Burundi names) and Fleur-Dora – had worked really hard to implement this project in equal partnership with the villages they were working with, instead of just imposing the ‘aid’ by telling them where they were going to put the boreholes. But this meant ongoing negotiations with different groups within the villages. Sam had explained to Emma that in particular, men and women in villages had different ideas about where a borehole should be, so they tried to ensure everyone in the community had a voice and could have their opinion heard. This was important, apparently, to ensure that when the boreholes were dug they were accessible to everyone and it was something that was ‘sustainable’. To be fair, Emma had started drifting off at that point as Sam had gone into a bit of a preachy monologue about what constituted ‘good’ aid. She wanted to learn and everything, of course, but at that point the kidlets’ excited Swahili chatter seemed a bit more interesting then Sam’s earnest explanation of good borehole placement.

Anyway, the national staff had also been talking about it in the office courtyard one time when Emma was outside having lunch, and she had found her French was now good enough to understand the majority of what was being said. They seemed to think there was also a problem with the donor because of another project in a completely different country – Rwanda, apparently – but funded by the same donor and problems there with fraud. Emma frowned. Sam hadn’t mentioned that. It also reminded her she still hadn’t emailed Hannah about the payroll discrepancies – not that that was fraud, of course, but she should probably get it sorted as they were paying some people too much and others not enough, and Emma had learnt enough already to know that would create even more problems when the next financial report was submitted. Particularly if there were issues of actual fraud or corruption with the same donor in another Mercy Humanity country programme.

So apparently the funding for the WASH programme had been suspended until a donor visit could be arranged within the next few weeks. Emma had learnt that in addition to this, FI apparently had available funding and were ready to ‘swoop in’ and dig the boreholes, essentially rendering Mercy Hum’s programme redundant. No wonder Connor was so stressed.

In the meantime, Emma had a number of tasks to do every day as part of her routine, including daily counts of the cash that was kept in the safe, and ensuring all the trucking guys and labourers that worked in the warehouses were paid, amongst other things. She still had to sort out the payroll issue – she frowned slightly to herself at that; she really must get on that and speak to Hannah about it – and other than that, some general HR admin duties.

One of which she found herself doing on the Friday afternoon, together with Grace, and that was driver tests. There were three vehicles currently based in Mad, all of them were of Toyota-make. The two ‘hardtops’ that had met them at the airstrip and the pick-up truck, ‘Mobile 5’ which had been off-road and waiting for a new part were the current vehicles based at the Mad office. And imaginatively named (not!) Mobile 3, Mobile 4, and Mobile 5. Emma had to admit, she had never thought about ‘naming’ vehicles, but even so far she could tell it made it much easier to keep track of who was where by using the vehicle number. And even in the last couple of weeks, she had overheard the radio used so much – was it really only two, three weeks ago she had had her radio lesson with Ted in Bujumbura? – that of course it was necessary to identify which vehicle was being called.

The radio room was located in a small, almost cupboard-like room sandwiched in between the admin office with her, Luke, and Hatim, and the logistics office (or ‘logs’ as it was generally referred to) where Sam, Grace and the national logs staff sat. When they were in the office, which was rarely.

Anyway, there were five drivers for the three vehicles who worked on a very complex rotating schedule that Grace and Dieudonné (Emma still had trouble pronouncing that), the national logistics manager, looked after. There were two more vehicles in Bujumbura – Emma remembered seeing them on her first day – that had just had their paperwork finalised and were due to come up to Mad. They would be named – wait for it… wait for it – Mobile 6 and Mobile 7. Sooo imaginative, thought Emma, sarcastically.

She was just a bit disappointed that the names couldn’t have been a bit more than simple numbers. Back at school and university, when she had inherited her mum’s old car when she passed her test, her little red mini Metro had been called ‘nippy’. Which it wasn’t. But that was beside the point – cars deserved names, not numbers. She idly wondered if she should start a new movement; she could just imagine herself making posters and whipping up support… Oh, wait, where was she? Oh yes, driver interviews.

So, two of their most trusted drivers – Koke and Emmanuel – would be flying down to Bum to pick up the vehicles and drive them back to Mad. In the meantime, Emma had to assist Grace in interviewing new drivers. They would need three new ones to cover the extra two vehicles. Grace had explained to Emma that the extra two vehicles were necessary for the expanded nutrition programme. Apparently Mercy Hum had received extra funding for the nutrition outreach – Emma still wasn’t entirely sure how that worked – which was going to be expanded into new areas, hence the need for two new vehicles. Grace hadn’t mentioned – and Emma therefore hadn’t asked – what would happen if the WASH programme was cancelled. Wouldn’t there then be two of the other vehicles freed up? Emma also wondered what would happen to the drivers if the WASH programme was cancelled. Would Emmanuel and Prosper (also a great name), the WASH drivers, lose their jobs, or would they move over to the expanded nutrition programme and the new drivers be let go?

That also made Emma think about the other staff on the WASH programme, which made her sad. If the project was cancelled, it was more than just Connor who would be affected. Well, of course, to start with, it would be all the people currently without clean water in the villages. But then on top of that, it would be the WASH staff here in Mercy Hum Mad with whom Emma had already started feeling close. Jean Claude was just showing her photos the other day of his new-born baby girl, who was with his wife in Bum. Innocent had four young children to support, who lived with his mother as his wife had sadly died. These people needed their jobs.

But back to the present. Grace and Emma had spent Friday morning conducting eight short interviews with prospective new drivers, of whom four had been invited to stay for a test in the afternoon.

Grace had explained to Emma the process. “Right, we’ve finished the interviews – and to be fair, none of them seemed brilliant. But hey, we need to work with what we’ve got, right?”

Emma thought this seemed a bit harsh. “I thought they were okay – at least the four we’ve asked to do the test, right?” She thought for a second. “And Koke, Emmanuel and Prosper are all great. I’m sure the new ones will be the same, once they start with us and get into the routine and such?”

“Maybe,” Grace conceded. She didn’t look convinced, though. “Thing is, Koke and Emmanuel are both from Bujumbura initially. Not to sound too much of a snob, but the staff recruited there generally have higher education levels and that’s really why they are so good. With Prosper, we just got really lucky – he was recruited locally.” She paused. “I guess we’ll just have to see.” She looked dubious.

Two hours later Emma and Grace sat in the courtyard having a cigarette, in slightly shell-shocked silence. Emma couldn’t have even begun to imagine quite what it would be like conducting driver tests. She almost felt the need to ask for extra danger pay or something if this is what she was expected to do. The first driver was okay. Not brilliant by any means, particularly in terms of how badly he crunched the gears – Emma could feel Grace cringing as much as she was – and in addition, when asked to open the bonnet after the short fifteen-minute drive around the village, was completely unable to do so. Even Emma knew how to open the bonnet of a car, even if she didn’t have any clue as to what to do after that. But this guy couldn’t even open the bonnet – even though he had said in the interview that he was a ‘very good mechanic’. Hmmmm. So that would be a no.

The second one was even worse. Even worse! Emma would not have believed it if she hadn’t been right there, you know, experiencing it. The second test candidate seemed unable to put the seatbelt on. Seriously, it was almost as though he had never – never – worn a seatbelt before. Despite the fact that he claimed in the interview to have worked for years for many different UN agencies. Even Emma knew that if that was the case he would have had to follow rules such as, you know, wearing a seatbelt. But after Grace had insisted three times that he put the seatbelt on before starting the car, he tried twisting it around himself to the point of actually strangling himself with it – Grace and Emma had both had to leap forward to untangle him before he actually hurt himself. That had been the end of that test.

The third one, had tried to drive without actually putting the vehicle into gear. Apparently he had only driven automatic vehicles before, despite his assurances in the interview that he had many years’ experience driving Toyota hardtops (and Grace pointed out afterwards that there are no Toyota hardtop automatics).

The fourth one was not great, but slightly better than the first one in that the crunching of the gears wasn’t quite so bad. On the basis that he didn’t strangle himself with a seatbelt or fail to even move the car, Grace had congratulated him after the test and said that, subject to references, he would get the job.

Which left Grace and Emma sitting, shell-shocked, in the courtyard. Emma looked sideways at Grace. “Next time you ask me to help with driver interviews?”

“Yeah?” replied Grace.

“Don’t,” Emma stated, shortly.

Then they both started giggling.

“Come on, let’s head home,” said Grace, jumping up and grabbing Emma’s hand and hauling her up off the low bench. “It’s Friday, meaning that we get to have a bit of a lie-in tomorrow – it’s Amy’s turn for the radio room.”

In Mad, they worked five and a half days a week, so including Saturday mornings. Emma had come to enjoy the work on Saturday mornings. They went in a bit later than during the week, and it was a more relaxed atmosphere in the office. They took it in turns to go in for 6.30 a.m. like normal, and open up the radio room just in case teams out in the field needed to call in. Some of the national staff sometimes came in, but generally not for long, just to finish off paperwork or something. The international staff usually took the time to also finish up things that needed some peace and quiet, and also use the satellite internet to send personal emails back home.

Grace was still talking. “And I’m pretty sure there’s still some of Noah’s gin left – and I think we deserve it after this afternoon!”

Emma just smiled.

That evening, Amy headed off to her tukal quite early – but she did have the excuse of getting up early the next morning, of course – but the rest of them sat around until gone midnight, drinking, chatting, laughing, and playing chess. Connor looked exhausted but seemed content to sit listening to the increasingly rambunctious chatter of the others. At some point Emma vaguely thought she should write a long email to her parents. She had written them a couple of short emails just to let them know she was well and safe, but she hadn’t really given them any proper news yet, she had been putting it off for some reason. She knew she had to give them proper news. She had so much to tell them she didn’t think she would know where to start. Ah yes, she thought. I know where I’ll start. I’ll start with, ‘I think I’m going to like it here.’


Chapter 8

By the next month things had really settled into a routine for Emma. With the help of Luke, she was able to quickly feel on top of all her basic admin work, and then take on a bit more, working on setting up the reporting of numbers and financial monitoring for the expanded nutrition programme they were taking on. She also found the time to write long emails to her mum, dad, and to Lou, and others, telling them all about her adventures here. She took a whole lot of photos – of the house, her tukal, her office and desk, and of the village, which she also emailed home.

Emma felt so comfortable with the others that she could barely remember a time when she didn’t know them. How was it possible to become so close to people she had only known for a couple of months? It was mad, but she really couldn’t quite imagine a time when they hadn’t been a part of her life. Whilst thinking this Emma also realised that right now, life felt… how to put it? Somewhat suspended? Yes, she thought, that was it. Life here felt suspended, in some kind of bubble. Bujumbura, the capital, felt like a thousand miles away and London? – London felt a universe away. When she really thought about it, she just couldn’t conceive that she was really sooooo far away from home, and actually living here, being a whole professional-type aid worker. Here in Mad! She could quite literally refer to herself when she went home as an ‘aid worker’.

“And what do you do for a living?” she imagined some random person asking her in some random place at some random point in the future. (Even she had to admit to herself that this was not a particularly focussed daydream.) “Me?” she would reply, nonchalantly. (She felt she should probably work on her ‘nonchalant’ attitude beforehand. Come to think of it, she didn’t really quite know what ‘nonchalant’ meant. Hmmmm.) “What do I do for a living?” she would continue, in the same nonchalant manner. “Well, I’m an aid worker. Yes, I’ve just come back from working in Burundi, actually. What’s that you say? Oh no, no, I’m not brave, I’m just doing my little bit for the starving children, you know…”

Emma was snapped out of her daydream by Noah poking his head around her door and asking her if she could add paper clips to the next stationary order. Hmmmm. Not quite the image of the ‘brave and noble’ aid worker her daydream invoked.

Noah was still as gorgeous as ever, although his initial friendly attitude – whilst not becoming at all less friendly – didn’t seem to get more friendly either. It also seemed to stop short of the really close friendship he appeared to have with Sam and Grace.

Emma had learnt that Sam and Noah knew each other from working in Somalia – where they had worked with Ted too. They had become good friends there, where actually Noah had been the administrator – doing Emma’s job now – and Sam had been on his first mission overseas as a logistician. But Sam had worked for a couple of years in the Mercy Hum HQ office in London, so had known Noah and Ted from even before that.

Sam was great, a really relaxed, funny guy. Even when he got stressed with work, he would try and shake it off as quickly as he could, and certainly seemed to take on the role of class clown in the evenings. Emma had never seen again the look she saw on his face when he had been watching Grace and Noah that first morning she arrived in Mad.

Of course, Noah and Grace were close, given that they were together. Emma herself hadn’t seen any more of this after that first morning, which actually seemed really odd given so much else they shared about their personal lives and their past. Emma assumed that maybe personal relationships weren’t allowed, or were frowned on, particularly as Noah was in charge up here in Mad, so the rest of them supposedly reported to him as their boss. It made sense then that they kept their relationship as discreet as they could.

Grace herself had become a really good friend to Emma. It turned out they shared a very similar, slightly sardonic sense of humour, and Grace was also the least experienced person in the team next to Emma, so she was probably better than the others at remembering how she felt when she went on her first deployment, and explaining things to Emma. This was Grace’s first time working with Mercy Hum, but she had worked with another organisation in Mali at the same time Noah worked there, before he moved to Somalia. Emma wondered if they got together in Mali or were just friends there.

She also wondered when they found the time to be alone. They were always either at work or together with the rest of them on the veranda. They worked five and a half days a week, and the rest of the time – at least last weekend – had been spent either resting, writing home, or reading. (There was a small library of books that various people had left over time in the house, although Emma had also fully stocked up her Kindle with six months’ worth of books before coming, courtesy of an Amazon gift voucher given to her by work as a very thoughtful leaving present.) She and Grace had at one point taken a walk around the village and down to a river where they had a nice time wading in the shallow water and splashing around with the village children. But there didn’t seem to be any particular length of time where Grace and Noah had sneaked off, and they were certainly very discreet around the others. Maybe they just crept into each other’s tukals after everyone else has gone to bed?

Anyway, she probably shouldn’t dwell on Grace and Noah.

Emma thought about the other two team members. Despite the ongoing stress and uncertainty Connor was facing with the WASH programme, Emma discovered more and more what a nice guy he actually was. He was much quieter than the others (with the exception of Amy) but every now and again he offered up a particularly witty comment or aside. He had a very, very dry, deadpan sense of humour which Emma had become convinced was only shown to those he trusted, so she felt pleased that she was beginning to see this side of him.

Emma was still unsure of Amy. She seemed to vacillate between the scary stern woman that Emma had first met in Bujumbura, and the more kind, compassionate woman she had met when Amy walked her home after her first day in the office in Mad. Emma couldn’t really work it out: Amy seemed quite even-keeled in general, so this Jekyll and Hyde complex was confusing.

However, in the second month there, Amy finally invited Emma out to a nutrition distribution. Emma was ecstatic; she had been itching to get out of the village and the office since she arrived. She absolutely understood that her job as an ‘Administrator’ related mostly to, well, administration, but she couldn’t help but want to do something that was a bit more exciting and community-based. To actually see the people they were all there to help, and also, to be fair, to be able to talk about being an aid worker when she went home and know that that meant more than ensuring paper clips were included in the next stationary order.

She was going to join Amy and Sam, and the nutrition team, going out to two places about 100km north-west of Madzivadzido. Mad was by no means a rich village, but it wasn’t the poorest of the poor either. Sitting close to a major river, Mad had relatively good irrigation for subsistence farming and so whilst their office was based there, they didn’t do any actual work within the village. It was just the easiest base to operate from. Other organisations – such as FI – operated from a different, larger village called Nembudigo that was about 30km away to the south-east – it was closer to Bum, but further from some of the places of most need. It was all much of a muchness, Noah said. (He had then talked about coordinating the setup of different bases to try and make sure that the wealth brought by an international NGO office, like staff and buying local produce and such, was shared amongst different places as much as possible, but Emma had begun to drift off at that.)

Because they were going over 100km, they were going to do the nutrition outreach – something called ‘community management of acute malnutrition’ apparently – in two different villages, and they were going to camp there overnight. They would be leaving at six a.m. on the Thursday morning and, because of the roads, they would probably arrive at the first village around lunchtime – Six hours in the car to do 100km? Surely the roads can’t be that bad? thought Emma – and do the nutrition outreach in the first village. Then, they would finish and stay there that night, then drive across to the other village at dawn the next morning, do that nutrition outreach, then drive back to Mad, aiming to make it back before dark.

The places they were going were closer to the Rwandan and Congolese borders – a hotspot of trouble for years, with apparently a lot of ‘displacement’ (basically people being made homeless by fighting between various rebel groups and national armed forces) and the area had also in the last year been hit by a severe drought, rendering all the crops next to useless. Wow, Emma had thought upon learning this. Some people have no luck whatsoever.

The ‘community-based…something?…of acute malnutrition’, Emma had been told, was a way to deal with acute malnutrition in kids whilst keeping them at home in their communities – ‘community management’, that’s what it was – rather than admitting children into clinics or hospitals which was inordinately expensive. Also, as mothers had to stay with the children that were admitted for up to one or two months, this was really harmful to the other children in the family left home without their mum. Plus it meant the mothers couldn’t work in the fields or care for the grandparents in the family as they would usually do, so all in all, being able to treat malnutrition whilst the kids stayed at home was a brilliant idea.

Emma had been impressed by Amy as she explained this – not just because of her knowledge, but because in her current ‘Hyde’ persona of the Jekyll and Hyde duo, she had taken the time to explain it to Emma, and not even in a patronising or condescending manner. Wait, which one out of Jekyll and Hyde was evil and which was good? Emma realised that she didn’t actually know. How embarrassing – even if she was only thinking in her own head. She made a mental note to try and check this at some point when she was next online.

Anyway, she was really excited about going out to the nutrition work and was awake on Thursday morning by five a.m., earlier than even usual. She had packed a small day pack to take with just some clean underwear and a clean t-shirt to wear. At some point a few weeks earlier she had noticed that most of the others wore logoed t-shirts. There seemed to be a couple of different designs, either in white or navy blue and either plain tees or polo-necked shirts. When she had asked, Grace had taken her to a corner of the small stores they had within the office compound. Emma hadn’t yet been over to the larger warehouse which was called a ‘rubhall’ over at the perimeter of the village. But in the small stores, Grace had opened up a couple of boxes full of Mercy Humanity branded t-shirts and baseball caps and told Emma to help herself, and to just let Nyararai, the storekeeper, know what she had taken.

So, this Thursday morning Emma was dressed in a pair of stone cargo pants and wearing a navy polo-neck t-shirt, with a matching navy baseball cap. She had a spare pair of knickers, a spare – white – t-shirt for tomorrow, and her hairbrush and toothbrush and headtorch. That was really about it. Oh – she suddenly remembered – toilet paper! Grace had warned her last night that she should take a roll with her for all of her ‘personal use’. So Emma nipped out into the morning dark and into the house where toilet rolls were kept in a small cupboard by the side of the shared bathroom. Well remembered. She sighed to herself – that could have been very awkward.

She snuck back to her tukal – why was she ‘sneaking’, she wondered? It’s not like she wasn’t allowed to move around the compound, of course she was – and sat on her small bed. She still had thirty minutes to go before they were supposed to be leaving. They had packed the vehicle they were taking with various supplies yesterday. Two trucks of the bigger bags of things to be distributed – something called plumpy nut, and something called CSB, Emma really wasn’t clear on what either thing was – had left the day before, with two of the distribution team accompanying the trucks. Apparently at the destination villages the sacks would be stored in either the local store or a classroom in a school for the night, guarded by a ‘committee’ from the village. Then the distribution would start when they all arrived.

Sam was joining them with Claude as they would work with some of the local people to set up some shading for women and babies to wait and for where the nutrition work would actually be done. Within the vehicle with them they had various boxes of medicines – Amy had started to explain what they were to Emma but after ‘eye drops for conjunctivitis’ and ‘suppositories for worms’ Emma’s eyes had started to glaze over a little at the long medical names of things, so Amy had wisely given up.

As the light came up, Emma left her tukal, meeting Sam and Amy as they simultaneously emerged from their tukals.

“All ready?” asked Sam. At matching nods from Amy and Emma, they walked across the veranda, picking up some bread from the breakfast lay-out on the way, and out through the house to the front of the compound where the driver was already in the car, waiting for them.

*

Thirty-six hours later and Emma was sat in the back of the hardtop on the way back to Mad, her eyes closed. It had been an incredible two days; terrifying, heart-breaking, distressing, exhausting. And awesome. Extraordinary. Amazing. Emma was emotionally exhausted by trying to sort through all the different and contradictory feelings she had about the last two days. She was physically exhausted, simply by the activity and lack of sleep of the last two days. She was slightly grubby and probably slightly smelly – as were Amy and Sam, and the rest of the team.

She tried to organise her thoughts as she rested her head back against the window. To be fair, that was something in itself that had changed in the last 48 hours. When she had left Mad on Thursday morning she had never – ever – believed that she would be able to comfortably rest in a car on these roads. On Thursday morning she had been utterly amazed, and in awe, of the national staff team – whom they had picked up at the office on the way out of Mad – and how, after greetings had been made, they had almost all leaned back, closed their eyes, and drifted off to sleep. How could anyone sleep in a vehicle that was bouncing around like a rollercoaster on steroids? Emma had wondered in amazement. But here she was, just a day later, her own body relaxed and leaning back against the window, eyes closed and, well, whilst still not asleep, in a pretty slumber-like state.

When they had left yesterday morning, and the nutrition team had joined them at the office, she suddenly realised that hardtop Land Cruisers were nowhere near as big as one thought they were, when filled with eight people and twenty-odd boxes full of medicine. Amy – of course – sat in the front seat with the driver, and the other six sat along the two benches that ran down the back of the vehicle, with all of the boxes in the middle. Emma sat right up behind the driver’s seat. She wasn’t jealous of how quickly the rest of the team – including Sam, who had put earphones in and shut his eyes immediately – had seemed to drift off. She didn’t want to fall asleep, she was excited about seeing the scenery – but she was quite amazed at their ability to sleep on this level of bumpiness.

And it was bumpy. Boy, was it bumpy. She felt the need to grip the driver’s seat in front for at least the first three hours on the road. And it simply never let up, there was no reprieve at all. Her mate Lou, back at home, had started going to a fitness class that involved standing on vibrating plates whilst doing various exercises. Emma felt very much that this experience was a lot like that.

As they left the environs of Mad village, Emma saw that the landscape opened up. They were on one main road – well, dirt track, but it still seemed kind of ‘main’. Somehow. Within the first couple of hours Emma saw various villages to the left and to the right, but the further they went north, the more sporadic the villages got. In some cases she also saw – further away from the road – what looked to be the burnt remnants of other villages. That just made her extremely sad, and she wondered what had happened to the people who had lived there. To be honest, it also made her a little nervous. But mostly sad.

By the time they arrived at their destination it was six hours after leaving and they had had one ‘bathroom’ break along the way. At that point, Lairia, one of the nutrition team, had kindly taken Emma with her to find the nearest suitable tree behind which to discreetly wee. Emma found even that difficult and shuddered at the thought of having to do anything more. Even with weeing, she was not keen to repeat the experience and had deliberately drunk less water the rest of the journey than was probably wise. Hmmmm – planned dehydration, such as that you don’t really need to wee, but you also don’t pass out. How fine a line really is it? she wondered. Not for the first time, she envied men and their ability to pee standing up without any kind of effort. She also began to worry a little about the overnight stay. She hadn’t really thought about toilet needs. Well, she had, of course, because Grace had reminded her to bring toilet roll. But she hadn’t really thought about it or what it would entail. She wondered if there would be even a latrine tonight where she was staying.

When they arrived at their destination it was already midday and the sun was high in the sky. There were hundreds of people – actually, almost all women – standing and sitting around, each holding multiple small children and babies. Emma was astonished. Even in Mad she had never seen quite so many people standing or sitting around in one place, and in actual fact it felt a little intimidating.

“Oh, God, they all came early again,” said Amy to Sam, turning around in her seat with a slightly panicky look in her eye. “How quickly can you get the shade set up for the waiting area at least?”

Sam leant forward and grabbed Amy’s hand. “Fifteen minutes tops, Amy, like always, okay? And the centre will be set up and ready too, within thirty – like always. I know you hate the thought of people waiting around for us, but they always come early, you know that. Which is why myself and Claude come out with you, for us to do our logs thing whilst you and the nutrition team set up your thing. Well-oiled machine, remember?” He shot Emma a slight rolling of his eyes together with a wry smile and then made to go and jump down from the back of the vehicle.

The others had already made short work of offloading the boxes whilst Amy and Sam had had their little exchange, and Dieudonné, who was the most senior national nutrition staff member – he was the team lead, Emma recalled – had started speaking with an elderly guy who had walked across to meet them. Emma looked around. She still hadn’t got out of the car and she still felt a little nervous and intimidated. She hadn’t really thought about this nutrition outreach having quite so many people around – all of whom seemed to be staring at those emerging from the car. She felt very, very white. And very, very exposed.

She took a moment to compose herself in the vehicle, and as she did, she looked around out the window. They had driven up to a large patch of desolate-looking land. It was mainly dirt, with small patches of yellow dried grass here and there. Around the periphery she could see some huts – ahhh, so that was the village, over there – but this patch of land certainly seemed like nobody’s land, or at least common land. The building closest to the patch of land was a badly constructed rickety storeroom of some kind, which certainly did not look like it would keep the rain out when it rained. Claude and Sam were running about, with a few other guys who appeared from nowhere, carrying long poles and dragging massive sheets of tarpaulin out of the rickety storehouse.

They soon made short work of getting two large open spaces set up and covered with tarpaulin that offered at least a little respite from the harsh, unforgiving midday sun. Amy’s team then began to gently usher the waiting women into one of these spaces, whilst also throwing down rush mats for people to sit on. It was at this point that Emma decided she should absolutely get out of the car and begin to help. She jumped down from the back, and moved forward.

Emma was soon lost in the hectic frenzy of the day. Once the women had been ushered into the ‘waiting area’, Sam and Claude had finished the ‘treatment’ area with some kind of plastic netting fence wrapped around the four outer posts, creating an enclosed, but still open area. Then various rickety tables and benches had also come out of the store, and were set up as stations around the treatment area. There was a way in and a way out and a certain logic to the set-up meaning that women would come in with their babies, make their way around the different treatment ‘stations’ and end up leaving closest to the storehouse where Claude was waiting to deliver rations of CSB.

Emma had learnt that CSB was ‘corn soya blend’ and was a specially formulated and fortified mixture that made up a very nutritious porridgey-type thing. It was given to women not just for the sick – well, malnourished – child, but also enough rations for all the other members of the family for the next week, so the mother wouldn’t want to share the ‘plumpynut’ with all the children.

(Yes, that was right. The nutrition team, or at least some of them, came back to these sites every week!)

Anyway, the ‘plumpynut’ came in little foil packets and from what Emma understood, was some kind of peanut-butter-based super-duper, specially fortified food mush that: a) babies and small children liked because it was based on peanut-butter and was super-sweet and, b) made them all better because of the specific balance of tons of nutrients and vitamins and stuff. Oh yes, and, c) it was easy for a badly malnourished child to eat because it was a paste, and apparently a baby that was badly malnourished didn’t have the energy to chew anything.

Emma had briefly wondered why the babies weren’t breastfeeding, then found out that some of them were and the plumpynut was in addition, and then of course for the older children too, as children up to the age of five were being treated.

Emma had also briefly wondered what happened when someone had a severe peanut allergy – like Lou did, back home. What did that child get?

After that, she really hadn’t had much time to wonder anything at all. As the women started coming in, an almost conveyor-belt-like system started. Women would start with Lairia, who sat at the first station, and would look at paper records if it was a returning woman and child, or issue a new health something-or-other recording card if it was a new woman. Apparently there were all kinds of local community volunteers who went around all of the surrounding villages and told women about this service. They had some kind of brightly coloured traffic-light-type measuring tape which could be used very simply to identify if any child was possibly malnourished. If they were, then their mothers were told the next date that the nutrition team would be coming out, and invited to come along. They then radioed the numbers back to Mad so Sam and Grace knew how much of the food and medicines to take out. It was quite a complicated operation.

Whilst with Lairia, sorting out paperwork, the babies and small children also had their eyes checked for conjunctivitis, and if necessary, were given eyedrops. This is when they started crying; generally crying which escalated to screaming as they made their way around the different stations and were poked and prodded and ended up being weighed in a hanging scale and measured on a large wooden board.

Emma had spent a lot of the afternoon working at the ‘measuring’ station, with Constance – another member of the nutrition team. Not being a mother, Emma had had no idea how difficult it was to measure the length of a crying, screaming baby, with their little legs all bent and kicking around. Constance had soon shown her how to tickle them behind the knees, which made most babies instinctively straighten their legs, and then you could quickly take the measurement. It took a certain knack though. Emma’s job was then to call out the measurement to Gloria, another nutrition team lady, who somehow had gotten the cards from where the mothers had first come in and seen Lairia, and was noting down both the height, and the weight called out from Dieudonné manning the scales. At the very least, Emma had thought, she was improving her French numbers in leaps and bounds. But it was not easy work, and the noise of all these screaming babies was simply draining.

Emma couldn’t have imagined anything worse than the noise of all of those crying babies. She wished for just one baby that didn’t cry. Until she held one that didn’t cry. Didn’t even make a sound. Just lay in her arms after his mother had handed him over, limply and with big liquid eyes just looking up languidly at her. He didn’t cry, he didn’t fuss, he allowed himself to be measured without even seeming to be present and it was the same with the weighing. Emma had looked over to Constance with horror in her heart.

“Il est très malade,” Constance said, shaking her head sadly. “Probablement…” She cut off and looked away.

Probably he is going to die, thought Emma. All of a sudden she had tears pricking her eyes, and didn’t know where to look.

The day had continued, with many more babies to see. They had finished just before it began to get dark, and Emma was glad that Sam had explained to her that they saw mothers in the order of how far away their village was, so the last women to be seen lived within a mile of where they were and should still be home before dark.

Emma was grateful for that, for as she tried to fall asleep that night in her sleeping bag in the rickety old storehouse together with Amy and Sam and Claude and the rest of the team, she could feel how inky black it was after the sun went down. And she wouldn’t have wanted to think about any of those poor women having to walk miles home in the blackest of nights.

Before going to bed, Lairia had taken her to the latrine in the courtyard of where the village leader lived. It was still not comfortable using a latrine rather than a toilet – more comfortable than the roadside, of course, but still not comfortable – but having seen what she had seen today, Emma didn’t feel that she had the right to complain. About anything. Ever again.

The following day had been a repeat of the same. And on the drive back to Mad, sitting back on the seat and relaxing her body, allowing it simply sway with the bumps in the road, Emma had closed her eyes and contemplated the last two days, her thoughts always coming back to the little boy who lay so limply in her arms and looked at her with such languid, vacant eyes.


Chapter 9

Emma realised that she was a lot quieter, reflective and contemplative over the next few days. She found she had a huge amount more respect for Amy, and spent more time asking her questions, truly listening when she explained the nutrition work they did and what kind of difference it made.

Emma had also discovered new-found respect for Sam. She had always liked him – he was fun, relaxed and laidback, funny and easy to be around, of course. But she had never really thought about the work that he did. Out there in the field, though, the way he took charge and got everything set up and ready to go in super quick time was pretty amazing. Emma had watched with an increasing sense of awe and respect as Sam had taken command of the situation, joking with the local volunteers as they set up the site but also making sure that everyone was focussed.

Emma didn’t really want to speak with any of them about the feelings the experience had stirred in her. She was still haunted by the face of the little boy and couldn’t seem to marry the contradictory sensations of absolute awe and wonderment for the work that they were doing – the work that she was part of doing – and the dread and distress about what she had seen. Unlike her first couple of weeks when she had found herself on an emotional rollercoaster of feelings, being ecstatic one moment and terribly depressed the next, this was different: now she felt both happy and sad at the same time, if that was even possible? She found it difficult to reconcile the feelings, and knew absolutely that she did not want to discuss it until she had a chance to understand the feelings herself.

So after returning to Mad on the Friday afternoon Emma had excused herself from the veranda early, citing the exhaustion of the long trip, and gone and read in her tukal for a couple of hours. She had walked into work the following day with Connor, drifting towards him as the person least likely to ask her to open up, and he had obliged, walking the now-familiar walk through the village in companionable silence. She had worked longer on Saturday than she had done the previous weeks, and after returning to the house later in the afternoon, joined the others on the veranda but with her Kindle as a gentle deterrence to any probing conversations. The others took the hint, and left her alone to read and to contemplate.

By Monday though, she realised that she might have to either put a time limit on this era – she recognised ‘era’ was probably too grand a word for the length of time she had currently been in her quiet, reflective mood, but what the hell – of contemplation, or speak to someone about it. She was considering this on Monday afternoon as she walked across the office to the logs room, needing a signature from Sam. But hearing her name stopped her in her tracks just outside of the slightly ajar door into the logs office.

“Emma will be fine, and you know it’s best just to let her be for now.” She heard Sam’s voice, in a more exasperated tone than she was used to from him.

“I know that too.” That was Noah, just as exasperated. “But I’m just wondering if anything happened at the outreach last week – she’s been more than normally quiet since coming back.”

“…”

“I know, I know,” Noah snapped, cutting off Sam before he could speak. “I know it was her first time at the nutrition outreach, I know we all acted similarly. I can remember, you know.” He sighed. “I was just checking to see if anything out of the ordinary happened, that’s all. To be honest, Sam, I don’t know why you got so defensive?”

“Well, maybe because it’s not actually your job to go around comforting all the girls here, that’s why!”

Emma froze outside the door. This was no longer about her, and she absolutely should not be listening to this conversation. Honestly, she shouldn’t have been eavesdropping anyway, but this…well, this…this was getting into Noah and Grace territory, Emma suspected, and she really, really, really shouldn’t be listening. She stayed exactly where she was.

“What’s that supposed to mean?” Noah’s voice had got dangerously quiet and dark.

“You and Grace?”

“What about me and Grace? What are you talking about?”

“I saw you both together, like two months ago, when you first brought Emma up here. Don’t play dumb with me, Noah! I saw you. Does Marie mean so little to you?”

Hmmmm – intriguing, thought Emma. Who is Marie? That was not a name she had heard before.

“How dare you…” started Noah, but then Emma jumped as Claude tapped her on the shoulder from behind, smiling at her as he skirted around her to get into the office. With a squeak Emma panicked, and turned and ran back across the hall into the admin office. She sat at her desk trying to calm her racing heart. ‘Please don’t let Claude tell them I was outside the door. Please don’t let Claude tell them I was outside the door. Please don’t let Claude tell them I was outside the door,’ she murmured under her breath, like some kind of comforting mantra.

What would she do if he told them she was eavesdropping? What would she say? How could she explain it? She knew she should never have been listening to such a private conversation, and she didn’t mean to, she really didn’t, but she had just been rooted to the spot.

She was unsure what to do next. She still needed her supplies request form signed off by Sam, but no way was she going back in there now. Even if they didn’t know she was eavesdropping, from the tone of both of their voices she knew it would be a mistake to get in the middle of things.

And who was Marie?

Half an hour later, Emma had made a decision. She had given the form to Luke, to give to Claude to give to Sam to sign off. She realised that this was slightly cowardly, but there it was. She had then caught Grace just as she was leaving the office to go and do a warehouse stock count, and asked if she could go along too and learn how to count stock. (How difficult could that be, really? It’s basically counting, right?)

Grace looked thrilled to have the company, and also seemed to be eagerly anticipating Emma opening up to her about her experiences at the nutrition site. Which wasn’t exactly the reason that Emma wanted to escape to the warehouse, but if that’s what Grace chose to think, it was better than her knowing Emma had deliberately listened in on an ugly argument between Sam and Noah about Grace. Wow, things had got complicated quickly. Complicated in a relatively trivial way – compared to the little boy at the nutrition outreach who still haunted her thoughts – but still complicated.

They walked in companionable and relaxed silence over to the rubhall. This was basically a massive tent that was used for storage of all the WASH and nutrition supplies. Emma had seen it on Thursday morning as they drove out of Mad, but this would be the first time she had gone inside. And when she did – wow! It was huge. And extremely hot. And full – full! – of stacks and stacks and stacks and stacks of food bags, like the CSB, and boxes and other things. Hmmmm. How difficult can counting be? It was slowly dawning on her that if they were meant to count everything in here it was a rather Herculean task, and she wasn’t sure that the argument back in the office wouldn’t have been easier to deal with.

Grace took one look at her face, and burst out laughing. “Come over here,” she said. She led Emma to a small table in the corner that Emma hadn’t noticed before, and that was overflowing with lever-arch files. Grace picked one up at random.

“These are all the stock cards,” she explained, opening the file up. “The store guys record everything that comes in and goes out. Once a month, me, Sam, Nyararai and Claude do a full stock count, of like, everything.” She paused. “However, this is not the end of the month, thank God. So, twice a week I come over here and do a spot check.”

At Emma’s slightly puzzled looks, Grace clarified. “I pick up a random file,” she held out the file she was already holding, as an exhibit, “and I pick out two or three random stock cards,” Grace was doing this as she was speaking, “and then I check those items and tick off that the number written here is the same number we have in stock.

“It’s basically about accountability, it’s just a standard check built into the system.”

Grace and Emma spent the next couple of hours doing random stock checks of different items, and Emma learnt a lot. As they left it was gone six and already getting dark. Luckily Grace – the erstwhile logistician – had thought to pick up two torches, and seemed completely at ease walking back through the village in the dark, which made Emma relax a little.

Actually, in the dark, it felt easier to talk about the nutrition outreach the other day.

“I know I’ve been a bit quiet this weekend,” Emma started. “And I know you all know why, I overheard… Well, never mind about that.”

“It’s okay, we get it,” Grace replied quietly. “Tell me about the outreach.”

So Emma talked, about the cacophony of crying, and the silent little boy that she couldn’t get out of her head. She talked about how it made her feel and even though she knew that Grace knew all of this, and had gone through it herself, she was grateful that Grace simply kept quiet and let her talk.

By the time they got back to the house Emma realised they had been walking and talking – well, she had been talking – for more than 30 minutes. The warehouse was only a 10-minute walk away from the house – everything in the whole village was really only 10 minutes from everything else – so either Grace had got lost or she had deliberately walked them round in circles so Emma could get everything off her chest. And Emma didn’t think it was the first option.

Bless her, Emma thought, and really did feel lighter by the time they got home.

Which was good, given the atmosphere they walked into. Noah, Sam, Connor and Amy all sat on the veranda, but the tension was palpable and Emma couldn’t help but compare it again to that first day she arrived a couple of months ago when the evening had been quite magical.

Both Noah and Sam looked stressed and angry. Amy sat reading quietly, but with pursed lips which suggested she was in a bit of a high-horse, sighing, judgemental-type mood. Emma did take a moment to consider how she could have got all of that just from how Amy’s lips looked. But she really did get that impression. Connor seemed dejected, but no more so than he had done over the past few weeks anyway, as there was still no further resolution as to whether the WASH programme would continue or not. In fact, he was due to leave to Bum the next day to try and sort it out.

Grace seemed confused when she noticed the tension. She hadn’t heard the argument between Noah and Sam, of course, so had no idea that they had fallen out. Over her. Emma felt bad for her, but knew it wasn’t her place to say anything. She desperately wanted to try and lighten the situation though, and she suddenly had a thought and spoke up as she and Grace sat down and grabbed some dinner left on the table for them.

“Hey, Grace,” she asked, “have you ever played backgammon?”

Grace was still looking at the others – notably Noah and Sam, trying to catch their eyes and question what this unpleasant mood was about. But she turned and responded to Emma.

“No, I’ve heard it’s a great game though.”

“It’s a brilliant game,” Emma replied. “Not as complicated as chess, but still really good. I’ve got a travel set in my rucksack, if you want, I’ll teach you after dinner?”

Grace agreed and after dinner they sat quietly, Emma explaining the game to Grace. Sam had excused himself and headed off to his tukal. Grace seemed utterly confused and Emma felt bad that she couldn’t tell her what she had overheard. Noah’s face was impassive but did not at all invite conversation, and Connor and Amy seemed to be unsure as to whether to stay or go.

It was weird, thought Emma, how very different the same place and same people can be one night to the next.

*

Nothing really improved over the next couple of days. Emma certainly felt lighter after talking to Grace about the nutrition outreach, but the dark mood remained over the whole team. Sam and Noah not talking seemed to have thrown the whole dynamic of the team out of whack. Emma didn’t know if Grace had asked either one of them what the fight had been about – and who was Marie? – but nothing seemed to have been resolved.

Emma’s spirits were quite low, and she began to recognise that out here, her mood was completely at the mercy of the general mood of the group. Because they were so isolated, and because they worked and lived together, one argument between two people had changed everything. This was something she had never prepared for before leaving London, but thinking back to the induction she had attended, she thought that some of the returning aid workers who had spoken had tried to get the ‘newbies’ to understand some of the issues like this. She hadn’t listened properly, or at the very least, she hadn’t understood, at the time. Maybe it was impossible to understand, she pondered, until you find yourself in this situation? Maybe it’s not something anyone can be ‘told’, maybe it’s something you simply have to experience?

Either way, she found herself increasingly despondent because of the black mood around her, and having absolutely no idea what to do about it.

Two days after Noah and Sam’s argument Emma overheard Luke and Claude speaking. Wow, she was really developing a new career for eavesdropping. That was interesting; she had never considered herself to be such a person back in London at all. Hmmmm. However, she had heard the name ‘Marie’, and was thinking that couldn’t be a coincidence, surely? She had felt she had no choice but to stop and listen. She didn’t, really, did she?

She had been standing outside the logs window, having a cigarette, and Luke had been standing the other side of the Land Cruiser, talking to Claude who had his head under the bonnet. Of course the national staff had noticed the atmosphere too – how could they not? – and Claude was telling Luke what had happened when he had gone into the logs office whilst Noah and Sam were arguing.

He didn’t seem to know who Marie was, but it sounded like the argument had got even worse after Claude had gone into the office. Out of deference towards Claude they had apparently left the office, but then continued the argument in the hallway, probably unaware, or not really thinking, that Claude was one of the few national staff who actually spoke pretty okay English.

Emma had herself realised in her short time there that, when you spend the working day speaking in French, it does almost feel that you are invisible when flipping to English. Hmmmm. What’s the sound-equivalent of ‘invisible’? ‘Unhearable’? No, that didn’t sound right. Oh, right, where was she?

Oh yes, well, it seemed easy enough to feel protected when flipping to English in the office when you were used to speaking in French. Emma had taken the unspoken cue from the others and really tried hard to keep to French in the office out of respect for the national staff; it felt a bit rude to be speaking in a different language in front of people that couldn’t understand what you were saying. But if Emma were having a big argument with someone, then she probably wouldn’t want anyone else to understand what she was saying either.

Anyway, Sam and Noah probably hadn’t realised, or had forgotten, that Claude did speak English and he could still hear them as they argued outside the office. He was relaying what he overheard to Luke in a relatively straightforward manner – it was weird, Emma thought, how it was possible for men to gossip without really gossiping – and the upshot was that the argument had got even nastier. Sam had accused Noah of cheating on Marie – ahhh, a girlfriend back home, then? – and Noah had then responded that Sam didn’t know what he was talking about, and if that’s a conclusion he would immediately jump to then Sam didn’t know him at all and their friendship wasn’t really worth a damn.

Wow, that sounded bad.

Emma knew they simply couldn’t continue this way, but was also surprised when Sam came to tell her on Thursday afternoon that he was heading out into the community the next day for four or five days with Amy. He made it sound like it had always been planned, but Emma was sceptical – this was the first she was hearing about it. He was looking for some petty cash to take with him and normally people put those requests in two or three days in advance. Luckily they had plenty of cash: the plane that had come up from Bum on Tuesday to collect Connor had delivered new supplies, including cash.

Sam explained that he and Amy were going to recce a few of the new sites for the expanded nutrition project. He looked tired. He had lost all of his jovial, joking mannerisms, and Emma really thought he needed a break. But that wasn’t her call to make. She had sorted out the cash for him and he’d slouched out of the office, still looking like a dejected little puppy. Emma felt sorry for him.

On Friday night that just left Noah, Grace and Emma. Connor was in Bujumbura, and Amy and Sam were both in the field. Boy, did Emma feel like a third wheel. Even though, hold on a second, Grace and Noah didn’t actually seem to be talking.

My word, what is it with all the drama up here? Emma thought. She sat quietly, playing backgammon with Grace – Grace really seemed to enjoy the game – whilst Noah studied his computer, with a frown on his face.

Emma went to bed early again, still feeling quite low.

On Saturday she went into the office early, and stayed there till quite late in the afternoon, after the others had left. The national staff didn’t always work on a Saturday – well, unless they were out in the field at a distribution, they didn’t work in the office on a Saturday – and Emma actually enjoyed the peace and quiet and felt able to catch up with various bits of admin (admin for the admin work, she smiled ruefully to herself) which meant she felt prepared for the following week. The quietness and solitude in the admin office also gave her a chance for reflection, although right now she wasn’t ecstatic about what it was she was reflecting on. She was reflecting on whether she wanted to go home.

She had hopefully thought that the rollercoaster of emotions of the first few days would be over by now, close to three months in, but she felt so low. The atmosphere had changed dramatically – just in the few weeks since she had been here – but she wasn’t sure she was emotionally strong enough to last in an environment where other people having an argument had such a profound effect on her own happiness. That had never happened to her before, at least not to this degree, and it scared her a little.

Emma noticed the sky outside getting a bit dark, and frowned. It was too early for sunset, surely? She hadn’t been here all day? She glanced at her watch and realised it was only 4 p.m. – so why was it getting so dark? She walked outside to get a clearer view. Ahhh, storm clouds approaching. She was aware that it was getting to the beginning of the rainy season, and figured it might be time to finish up and head back to the house. It was still extremely hot – humid, in fact, and she welcomed a storm, hoping it would clear the air a bit, but she didn’t want to get caught in an equatorial downpour.

Emma went back to shut down her computer, and paused on the latest spreadsheet she had opened. She still hadn’t resolved the spreadsheet error she had found on her first day here. Damn, she had completely forgotten about it – had she actually ever emailed Hannah about it, or not? Things were so hectic, and there was so much new stuff she had to learn, she really couldn’t remember at all. She sighed, and sat back down.

Scrolling back through her email outbox, she realised she never had done anything about it. She penned a quick email to Hannah, pointing out the discrepancies and the overpayments and underpayments that had been made – that might add up to quite a significant loss of money, depending on how long the error had been there – and then turned on the email ‘bgan’ system and hit send. She then packed up her laptop, turned everything off, said goodbye to the guards at the gate, and, with a heavy heart, trudged home.

Emma did get caught at the beginning of the downpour, and was rocking the drowning rat look as she arrived back at the house. Noah was sat on the veranda on his own – still working, she could see – and gave her a sympathetic smile.

“I wondered if you would beat the rain or not,” he said. “Sorry you got so wet.”

“Ahhh well, a little bit of rain never hurt anyone,” Emma replied. “Well, you know. Apart from those that got pneumonia and then died. I guess it hurt them.”

Noah laughed – the first real laugh she’d heard from him in days. “You have a point. I would suggest you go and get dried off and maybe put a jumper on.”

The temperature had cooled quite a bit actually, with the rain, and Emma did as suggested and went and towelled off and then pulled out her big fleece from the bottom of her rucksack – never used here at all until now – and pulled it over her head. She didn’t bother showering given that the water was cold anyway. This was the first time since arriving that she really, really, really missed a hot shower.

She left the tukal and ran the few yards through the pouring rain back to the veranda. In the past 15 minutes since getting changed, food had magically appeared on the table. Wow. It made Emma stop to think for a second. Of course she saw Benjamin, their cook and Daphrose, their housekeeper, around the house. Benjamin was an old, bent over, slightly wizened man who actually had very little French so Daphrose, their sweet young housekeeper who also happened to be Benjamin’s granddaughter, would translate everything from French into Swahili for him.

Emma had just realised though how quickly she had become used to food simply appearing, and washing simply being taken away and returned all nicely clean and folded the following day. These were perks she certainly hadn’t had in London, but given her current low mood, she found herself missing the opportunity to wash her own clothes and cook her own dinner rather than having everything just ‘appearing’. Well, maybe she didn’t actually miss washing her own clothes. And to be fair, she had never cooked that much in London. Unless you counted cheese on toast. Which according to her mother, apparently you didn’t. Still, damn it, she was in a sad mood and that required feeling a little bit sorry for herself, so she would continue to reminisce about the lost chance to do her own laundry and cook her own dinner.

She grabbed a plate of food and started munching. It actually was quite delicious – mostly the same – stew, rice, occasionally some potatoes, and always, always, the ubiquitous warm, freshly made baguettes. Emma had been stunned to learn only the previous week that Benjamin actually made the bread himself, fresh every day.

Emma realised that she would really have to put effort into feeling sorry for herself for not having the opportunity to cook if she wanted that to stick. Particularly in the middle of eating the delicious food provided by Benjamin.

“Where’s Grace?” she asked Noah, who was still working and looked as though he wasn’t even going to eat.

“Huh?” he asked, looking up, confused. “Sorry, did you say something?”

“Ummm, I just asked, ummm, where Grace is?” Emma replied, looking at him more carefully. He looked exhausted. Is everyone around here falling apart? thought Emma.

“Oh, she’s in her tukal. I think she fancied a quiet evening watching some DVDs – you know more came up with the last plane that took Connor to Bum, right?” Emma noticed that Noah was carefully avoiding the subject of whether he and Grace were speaking, or had had an argument or something. She perked up a little at the thought of new DVDs though. She hadn’t realised when she first arrived that the small ‘library’ (so grandly called, given that it was basically a rickety old bookshelf) of books also contained some DVDs. Most of them were bootleg copies, and many had that thing where, in the middle of the film there was a shadow across the screen, and you realised that it was the person in front of the person filming in the cinema who had stood up to go to the loo. And some of them had dodgy subtitles in Korean or Japanese or something, which you couldn’t get off the screen. And one of them was in French with Russian subtitles, neither of which could be changed.

But apart from that, it was great to have DVDs to watch, and whilst sometimes they had watched a film together in the evening, six of them (well, normally five as Amy often didn’t join in) crowded around one 11-inch laptop screen didn’t make for the most comfortable viewing. So they more often than not retired to their room to simultaneously watch a film and gain some alone time.

Emma was excited that there were new DVDs though; she hadn’t been aware of that.

“I might follow her example then,” she said, as she finished her dinner up and went into the house to look through the new offerings. Picking a couple of easy-to-watch mindless romcoms, she walked back onto the veranda.

“Listen, Noah?” she said.

“Yeah,” he offered, without looking up.

“Noah,” she repeated, with a bit more urgency. At this, he looked up.

“Don’t work all night, okay?” she told him. “Watch a film. Get some sleep. You look exhausted.”

He gave her a grateful smile. “Thanks,” he said, tiredly. “Listen, Emma.” He paused, seemingly unsure of how to go on. “Listen, I know things have been…well…I guess what I mean to say is, I know…there have been…well, tensions…that is to say…” He sighed. “Life here has its ups and downs, Emma. I know things aren’t great right now, but they will get better.”

Emma just smiled sadly at him. “I hope so,” she said quietly, and left him to his thoughts as she made her way back to her tukal.


Chapter 10

Emma woke in the middle of the night to the sure knowledge that there were two men in her tukal. As she opened her mouth to scream she felt the mosquito net being lifted up and they both jumped on top of her, one putting a rough hand over her mouth to stop her from screaming and the other grabbing at her PJ bottoms and roughly pulling them down.

Oh God, oh God, oh God. Emma was literally frozen with terror. She couldn’t move, she couldn’t think, she knew what was coming and there was nothing she could do to stop it.

Emma woke up with a start, her heart thumping. She lay statue-still for a few moments, waiting for her heart to calm down. No men. She was alone. It was a nightmare. She still felt, though, the absolute pure fear that had consumed her in the last few moments of that nightmare. She couldn’t remember much of the dream from before the…she shuddered…before that last bit, but she knew it had been dark and disturbing. She wasn’t normally prone to nightmares – thankfully, she thought to herself, if this is what they were like – so was curious as to why she had had such a bad one now. Her heart was still racing and even though she knew it was silly, she still couldn’t move, still frozen in place on the bed.

Very, very slowly, Emma began to sit up, and realised what had awakened her and perhaps what had caused the nightmare. She leant out from the mossie net – she was getting to be an old hand at dealing with the mossie net now, that was something, at least, right? – and pulled back the small curtain from the small window. As she did so, the sky was lit up by the most brilliant lightning Emma had ever seen, at exactly the same time as the loudest clap of thunder she had ever heard, which sounded as though it was immediately overhead. Emma jumped back from the window, half expecting to see a crazed clown face lit up by the lightning or something else straight out of a horror film.

There was the biggest storm raging outside that she had ever heard in her life, and the noise was deafening. Even if something had happened and there had actually been strange men in her room, nobody would have heard her screaming over the howling wind and pounding rain. Not to mention that thunder. She felt scared, and exposed in her little tukal and for the first time since being here she wished with all her heart that she had a room in an actual house rather than a goddamn hut in the courtyard.

Oh, wait. Emma remembered, there was a room in the house. Grace had shown her when she first arrived, she hadn’t been in there since but it was set up as a guest room and had seemed pretty comfortable. Emma thought about it. Maybe it would be quieter in the house than it was in a bamboo sodding shack? Emma made the decision. She grabbed for her headlight under the pillow, and turned it on, hastily flashing it all around the tukal to make sure that it had just been a dream, and there were no strange men about to jump her. She shuddered again.

She shoved her feet into her tevas by the side of her bed – her feet would get completely wet and muddy just on the short run to the house, but she could wash them quickly before going to bed – and pulled her fleece over her head. With a sudden thought, she leant over to the chair and grabbed her towel which was hanging on the back of it. She then prepared herself, and took a couple of deep breaths before opening the tukal door and…

Wow! She had never felt all of her senses so overwhelmed by nature before – the raging wind flung the door back as soon as she opened it and within seconds she was already wet as the intensity of the rain was such that it bounced up off the ground and hit her from all angles. Struggling to pull the door shut behind her against the howling wind, she managed to secure the latch, and the set off at a sprint towards the house.

As Emma entered the house, she stopped for a minute, leaning over and resting her hands on her knees, taking a deep breath. She was soaking wet and still jittery, now also out of breath from that short little run. I really must start jogging again, Emma thought to herself distractedly. Oh, wait. I never did jog. Well, I should probably start.

She moved as quietly as she could to the bathroom – although she wasn’t quite sure why she was tiptoeing given that Grace and Sam were both in their tukals – and dried herself off as best she could. She then crept – again, why? – through the living area and round the corner, into the bedroom. It was definitely a bit quieter here, and Emma thought she would probably be able to sleep better in here. Which was something, at least, after the night she had had so far.

As she slipped under the covers she felt the movement of another person already there, and let out a piercing scream. Just as Grace’s head popped up from the other side of the covers, also screaming and brandishing – was that a flipflop? – in Emma’s face.

When they had both stopped screaming – which was probably longer than either of them wanted to admit to – they both leant back, top to toe in the double bed, and tried to calm their racing hearts. Emma didn’t even need to ask what Grace was doing here – she assumed it was the same as what she was doing there. Just my luck if Noah comes to join us next, Emma mused. Wouldn’t that be a particularly uncomfortable threesome?

“Emma, there’s something I need to tell you,” Grace said, suddenly. “Particularly given that we’re both – well, here, right now. I really hope it won’t be a problem, but, well, you should know, and I hope it will be okay…” Grace took a deep breath.

“It’s okay, I know about you and Noah,” Emma said, at exactly the same time that Grace blurted out, “I’m gay.”

“What?” they both said, at the same time.

“You’re gay?” Emma said, over Grace stating, “Noah’s married.”

“Noah’s married?” Emma asked, incredulously, over Grace confirming, “Yes, I’m gay.”

“Okay, okay,” said Grace. “Can we speak one at a time please?”

She looked at Emma’s face and asked, softly, “Is that a look of surprise or…disgust? …Emma? And about me being gay or Noah being married?” She continued quickly, “Not that there is anything to be disgusted about in terms of Noah being married, but…ummm, wait a second. Did you say you knew about me and Noah? I know Sam thought something was going on – that’s why they’re fighting, by the way, I need to talk to Sam when he gets back, as he… well, never mind, how do you know what you think you know?

“Emma?

“Emma, please say something. I mean, I get you might be uncomfortable, that’s why I didn’t say anything about my… well…” Grace simply looked sad.

“Please, Emma, say something,” she pleaded.

Emma looked up at Grace. “Okay,” she said. “Confession time. Firstly, I don’t care at all that you’re gay – seriously, Grace, it’s 2022, not 1822, and I’m not that person, okay.” Just to prove it, she gently kicked at Grace under the blanket with her leg. “Look, I’m in bed with you, and it doesn’t bother me, see?”

Grace looked hugely relieved. “Thank you,” she said in a small voice, full of gratitude.

“So the thing is, I think I know why Sam thought you and Noah were together,” Emma continued. “My first morning here, Sam and I both came out of our tukals at about the same time, and you and Noah were together on the veranda looking, well, looking really, really close.”

A look of recognition appeared on Grace’s face. “Wow. That was when you first came up, right?” Grace started shaking her head. “Wow. Again. So the thing is, when I was on R&R a couple of months ago in Nairobi, I met up with an old… well… someone who was once very special to me.” Grace paused, and looked sad again for a second, eyes downcast. “I thought we might be getting back together again, but the week before you arrived here she emailed me and… well… and… I thought wrong, that’s all.”

She looked back up at Emma. “Noah is the only one here that knows I’m gay, Emma. It’s Africa, you know? Attitudes aren’t exactly…well, liberal…here. And some of the consequences…” She trailed off. “Well, the thing is, you just have to be really careful about who you tell. And Noah was the only one that knew, and I was upset, and he was comforting me, that’s all.”

Emma could see that was a perfectly reasonable explanation. She felt so sorry for Grace, having to keep such an important part of herself secret, but she had read about some of the backward laws on homosexuality in Africa, and she could completely understand why Grace had wanted to keep it a secret.

“Okay, but what about Marie, then?” Emma asked. “Is she Noah’s wife?”

“Wait a second,” Grace interrupted. “How do you know Marie’s name?”

“Well, this was actually going to be the ‘confession’ time I mentioned earlier,” Emma said, wryly. “So, the day we went and did the spot check stock count thingy in the warehouse?”

Grace nodded.

“Well, just before asking you if I could come with you, I sort of overheard Noah and Sam arguing.” She caught Grace’s eye and continued, quickly. “I really didn’t mean to be eavesdropping, I really didn’t. But I heard my name, and then just kind of ended up standing outside the door. The conversation moved on from me to you really quickly. Well, you know, when I say ‘conversation’,” Emma did air quotes with her hands, “I mean ‘argument’. Then Claude showed up and I ran away.”

Grace giggled. “You ran away?”

“Well, you know.” Emma was slightly indignant. “In a very dignified and professional manner, of course.”

Grace giggled some more, than quietened down. “Thank you, Emma,” she said quietly. “It means a lot to me that you’ve accepted who I am. And it also makes it easier for me to tell Sam when he comes back. Noah wouldn’t break my confidence, which is why Sam is still mad, but I’ll talk to him when he gets back and it will all go back to normal, you’ll see.”

Emma nodded. “I hope so. Hey – wait a moment! So what is the story with Marie?”

As Grace filled in Emma on Noah’s very happy marriage with Marie who was back in London and worked for Mercy Hum HQ – and was a good friend of Sam’s too, hence the outrage – Emma was happy that everything seemed to be in the process of being resolved, and they could all go back to the sheer joy of her first few weeks here. But she also felt a little despondent that Noah had never mentioned to her that he was married. It was almost as though the closeness she had felt amongst them all hadn’t been real, and that made her feel sad.

Grace noticed the look on her face. “Hey, what’s wrong?”

Emma wasn’t sure whether to tell her or not, but she felt pretty close to Grace at this point – hell, they were in bed together – so she opened up about her feelings.

Grace smiled at her. “The closeness isn’t fake, Emma, I promise,” she said, gently. “But here’s the thing, right? You have only known us for a couple of months…I know, I know,” she continued hastily, over Emma’s impending protestations… “I know it feels like a lifetime to you. And we all really like you, we do, honest. But Noah’s a pretty private person, okay? And he also really misses Marie when he’s overseas, so it’s easier for him not to talk about her too much. But also, we haven’t actually known each other long.”

Grace began to look a bit confused about her ability to structure sentences.

“Well, me and Noah have known each other for a long time. And Noah and Sam have known each other for a long time. I meant we haven’t all known you for a long time. And actually, I haven’t even known Sam for more than a few months. But we’re talking about you right now.” She paused, for breath. “It doesn’t mean that the closeness isn’t real,” she repeated. “It is real, but it just feels more intense for you because it’s your first time in a place like this.” She looked at Emma intently. “Does that make sense?”

Emma nodded. It actually did make sense, and she felt a sense of great relief as she drifted off to sleep.

*

Emma woke the next morning feeling refreshed and lighter than she had done for a long time. Well, for a few days. Which apparently constituted a long time out here in this weirdo-time warp place, she thought. She grinned to herself. When Sam came back, Grace would talk to him and everything would go back to normal. Well, what constituted ‘normal’ out here in this weirdo… Okay, okay, enough of that.

Speaking of Grace – Emma leant up on her elbows and looked to the other end of the bed. No Grace. She rolled out of bed and shoved her feet into her tevas and stumbled out onto the veranda. The sky was a spotless, cloudless, deep blue already, with no sign of the storm that raged the night before.

Grace and Noah looked up from scoffing down breakfast. “Hey, sleepyhead,” said Grace with a smile. “How did you sleep?”

Noah laughed. “I heard you guys had an eventful night,” he teased, with a twinkle in his eye.

The mood seemed a hundred times brighter than it had the day before.

“Yeah, yeah, tease the girl who inadvertently slept with a lesbian,” mumbled Emma, with a grin at Grace.

They all laughed.

After a shower and getting dressed, Emma and Grace decided to go for a walk around the village. Noah declined to join them, he still had work to do, but the black mood that had engulfed him in particular over the past few days had definitely blown away with the storm. Emma was beyond grateful.

On their walk Grace explained to Emma that she had told Noah all about their midnight conversation the night before – although not the part about Emma eavesdropping, she had left that out, thank God – and had also told Noah that she would talk to Sam as soon as he got back. That seemed about enough to put Noah in a much better mood. It must have been horrible, Emma mused, to have been unable to defend himself against Sam’s accusations without breaking another person’s confidence, and so to have a good friend such as Sam think the worst of him. Poor Noah. But it would all be better when Sam got back, Emma thought.

Grace and Emma spent some time down at the river, as they had a couple of weeks before, and had lots of fun splashing around in the water with the village kids.

Emma was in particularly high spirits as they returned to the compound, but surprised to see a Mercy Hum vehicle sitting outside.

“That’s Mobile 5,” said Grace, looking confused. “It was one of the vehicles that went out to do the nutrition recce with Amy and Sam.”

They looked at each other, then walked past the vehicle and on into the house. Sam was stood in the middle of the living room. He looked like he was swaying slightly.

“Hey,” said Grace, “you’re back early. Is everything okay?”

Sam turned around and Emma gasped. He looked awful, pale and sweating, and now that she noticed, his swaying was becoming more pronounced.

“Jesus,” breathed Grace and then, immediately, much louder, “NOAH!!”

“I wasn’t feeling too well,” Sam mumbled. “Amy thought it best I come back early… but… I started feeling worse… in… the car.”

Seconds later Noah appeared in the back doorway. One look at Sam, and his response echoed Grace’s.

“Jesus, Sam,” Noah said, as he moved with lightning speed to Sam’s side just as his swaying turned into collapsing. Noah managed to catch him before he hit the floor, and, with one arm around his waist and another holding Sam’s arm over his shoulder, Noah dragged him the few feet out of the back door and onto the biggest sofa on the veranda.

All this time Emma had just stood there in shock, but now, together with Grace, they moved in tandem outside as well.

Noah was knelt in front of Sam, trying to get him to look up. “Hey Sam. Sam. Come on, look at me now,” he cajoled.

Sam’s head was in his hands and he was clearly trying to knead away pain.

“Come on, Sam,” Noah was now gently trying to pull Sam’s hands away from his face. “Come on, Sam, talk to me. Malaria?”

“Hurts,” mumbled Sam, “and yes.”

Emma just looked on in horror.

“What’s the matter with him?” She hadn’t even realised that she had spoken out loud until Noah actually looked around to answer her.

“Malaria,” he said, shortly. “It’s not the first time, he’s had it before. Listen, Emma I need you to get Sam’s medical kit from his tukal, okay? – It’s probably somewhere in his rucksack.”

Emma wanted to object to rummaging through someone else’s stuff, but the look on Noah’s face, and the small whimpering sounds coming from Sam, suggested that would be a bad idea. As she ran off towards Sam’s tukal she heard Noah’s next instructions, to Grace.

“Grace, can you go to the office and grab the sat phone? I need you to call across to FI in Nembudigo, they have some MSF doctors there right now, can you see if one of them can get over here today? Oh, and then call Ted and let him know what’s going on, tell him I’ll call him in a bit, okay? Oh, and tell FI that Sam has malaria, so the MSF doc knows what to bring, okay?”

Emma soon found the medical kit in Sam’s rucksack, and took it quickly back to Noah. They were still in the same position, Sam sat on the sofa, head in his hands, and Noah knelt before him, speaking quietly to him. Sam seemed a bit more with it as Emma approached, and even managed to look up for a moment, eyes squinting heavily against the sun.

“Right, Sam, you know the drill,” Noah said, keeping his voice soft and gentle as he grabbed the med kit from Emma and started looking through it. “I sincerely hope you do have some fansidar in here?”

Even though he had his eyes closed again, Sam nodded. Only Emma could see the look of relief that passed across Noah’s face, and she wondered what he would have done if there hadn’t been any ‘fansidar’, whatever that was. Oh, wait a second. Emma thought back to the half-day first-aid training she had had as part of her induction. She had fansidar in her med kit too. She remembered from the training that it was to be used in absolute emergencies only, when there was no immediate access to hospitals. I guess this counted as one of those times.

Emma snapped back to the moment; Noah was speaking to her.

“Emma, grab me a glass of water from the table,” he asked sharply, clearly repeating himself.

Emma jumped to it, handing it to Noah who lifted it up for Sam to drink. “Take the pills, Sam,” Noah instructed as he handed the first little white pill to Sam. Sam took it, then shakily took the glass of water from Noah’s hand and with a wince, flicked back his head as he swallowed the pill. He repeated the same with the second and third pill and then sat back and leant his head back against the sofa. Noah took the glass from his hand before he dropped it, and handed it back to Emma without even looking at her.

“Okay, let’s give it some time,” Noah said, as he stood up and moved away towards the table. He wiped a hand down his face.

“What happens now?” Emma asked in a small voice. She was horrified. She had never seen anyone look quite as ill as Sam did, and it absolutely brought home to her how far away from any kind of medical help they were. She had never really thought about it before. She had always been pretty healthy, didn’t get sick very often and had never really had any major accidents, so it never occurred to her that she should be worried about being so far away from any doctors or hospitals. But looking at Sam there, now she was worried. Very worried. She felt awful thinking about herself in a time like this, and the guilt was of course completely overpowered by her concern for her friend. Although that itself was somewhat overpowered by her sheer relief that Noah was here, and knew what to do.

“We’ll sit here with him for a bit,” Noah said, wiping his face again. “He’s had it before, he was fine then, so…” He trailed off. But then, stronger, “So of course, he will be fine again. I mean, he’ll feel like shit for a couple of days, and you know, probably feel pretty weak for the next couple of weeks. We’ll send him down to Bum to recuperate.”

Noah looked at Emma.

“He’ll be fine, Emma,” he assured her. “This is not the first time he’s had malaria. And hopefully Grace has managed to get in touch with the MSF guys in Nembudigo – it’s only 30km away and it’s a better road than going north. With any luck a doctor will be here in the next couple of hours. Just as precaution, you know. But it’s an arrangement we have with FI and MSF.”

Noah grabbed the glass of water again, going and sitting next to Sam.

“Hey, Sam, want some more water?” Noah asked quietly. Sam just shook his head, still shivering and looking just absolutely miserable. Noah leant down to the floor and picked up the discarded med kit, fishing around in it and pulling out a thermometer.

“Okay, we’re just going to take your temperature, Sam,” Noah said, shaking the thermometer as he tapped Sam gently on the side of the cheek and then gently pushed the thermometer into his mouth. A few moments later, Noah took the thermometer out and shook his head, frowning.

“Not good, but not as bad as it could be,” he murmured, to himself.

Noah moved to stand up, but all of a sudden Sam’s arm shot out and grabbed his – with surprising strength, it looked to Emma.

“I’m sorry,” Sam mumbled. “I’m really sorry about before, about the stuff I said about you and Grace…”

“Shush,” interrupted Noah. “It’s fine. Don’t worry about it, Sam, everything is fine.”

“No, but it’s just… It was… none of… my business… I knew that…” Sam’s voice was beginning to drift off, but he was agitated and it was clear that he wanted to continue.

“Stop it, Sam.” Now Noah was getting a bit stern. “It doesn’t matter anymore. Don’t worry about. Right now, you have malaria, and you need to calm down, okay?”

Just then, Grace came racing back through the door.

“How is he?” she asked, trying to catch her breath. She looked over at the sofa. “Wow.” She looked as horrified as Emma felt at Sam’s current state. Emma almost felt like bursting into tears.

Noah got up and ushered them both away from the sofa. He kept his voice quiet. “It’s okay, Grace – you too, Emma,” with a glance over at her. “I know he looks in a state right now, but he’s taken the fansidar. Grace?”

Grace looked up, expectantly.

“The sat phone?” Noah asked, pointedly, looking at the phone in her hand. “Did you call?”

“Oh right, yes. Yes, I did. FI actually said that they had a vehicle with an MSF doctor on board not far from here, should be here in the next…” she checked her watch, “twenty or thirty minutes actually. They were on their way back from a medical outreach programme up north so actually have a whole bunch of malaria medications on board, and they radioed to the car whilst I was speaking with them. The doctor can stay over the night if we can maybe give him a lift back to the FI base tomorrow? I said yes, of course.”

Noah breathed an audible sound of relief. “That’s awesome,” he said, dropping his head back for a second and blowing out a long breath. Emma realised that the pressure of being in charge at this point in time, with Sam so sick, must be overwhelming. She had never really thought much about the future in terms of ambition for work, that is, until she had started working here. In the last few weeks she had thought about it a lot, and imagined what it would be like, perhaps on another mission, to move up the ladder so to speak and have a job with more authority. Like Noah’s. Right now, she wouldn’t swap places with him for the world. She was terrified, he must feel even worse.

“I then phoned Ted,” Grace continued. “He’s going to be waiting by the phone expecting your call later. He says he’s ready to organise a medevac whenever you say the word.”

That also seemed to provide Noah with some extra relief. This wasn’t all down to him, and there was support around, Emma realised.

There was a whimper from the sofa and they all moved over, Grace sitting next to Sam one side and Noah on the other. Emma grabbed a cushion and sat down in front of him. Sam was still shivering and pale and sweaty, but as he felt the sofa dip, he opened his eyes.

“I feel like shit,” he announced.

Emma, Grace, and Noah all smiled. The Sam they knew was back.

*

Twenty minutes later they had moved Sam to the spare room in the house. They thought that would be easier, as the doctor could sleep in the living area – they planned to drag one of the nice sofas from the veranda into the house – and that way he could keep an eye on Sam’s vital signs. Or whatever it was that doctors did. Emma realised that she had got that reference from watching Grey’s Anatomy, so she wasn’t sure it was necessarily applicable to all medical situations. But, hey, it sounded good.

Grace was sat in the room with Sam, talking quietly to him. Emma didn’t know if she was revealing her big secret, or even if Sam would remember it later if she was. He was still very sick, but seemed to be stable – Noah had taken his temperature again, and it hadn’t increased.

Noah was sat on the veranda having an emergency cigarette and talking quietly into the sat phone – Emma could only imagine he was speaking with Ted. She hoped Ted was reassuring him that he had done everything right. Emma had been so impressed by Noah and how calmly he had handled all of this. It probably helped that he had seen this before. But Emma was certain that there was nothing and nobody in the world that could ever make her want that kind of responsibility. She still shuddered thinking about that first sight of Sam, standing, swaying, in the middle of the room. What if Noah hadn’t been there? What would Grace and Emma have done? Would they have even remembered about the fansidar in the med kits? Oh God, it didn’t even bear thinking about.

Emma heard a car beeping outside and Noah clearly did as well, as he jumped up and in one smooth movement stubbed out his half-smoked cigarette as he put the sat phone down on the table. Hopefully having said goodbye to Ted first, Emma thought.

He ran out through the front door, just as one of the guards – it was Philippe, Emma saw – was opening the gate. She stared in surprise. The guy walking through the gate was the French-Canadian guy she had chatted to on the plane coming to Burundi. The one with the filthy sense of humour and the designer stubble. He was a doctor? Wow!

He came in and looked quizzically at Emma, as though he thought he knew her but wasn’t really sure where from. Emma didn’t necessarily think this was the time to tell him, so she let him pass with Noah making speedy introductions “Gerald – Emma. Emma – Gerald.” Gerald, of course. That was his name.

As Gerald and Noah entered the bedroom, so Grace came out. They took one look at each other, then went and grabbed two beers from the barrel of water where they were kept (it didn’t really keep them cold, but they could pretend) and then sat on the edge of the veranda and lit up cigarettes.

The sat there in silence for a couple of minutes.

“Did you tell him?” Emma asked, breaking the silence, genuinely curious.

Grace knew immediately what she was talking about. “Yes. But I doubt he’ll remember. I was kind of using it as a practice run, you know?”

Both of them burst out laughing. It wasn’t appropriate, but it did release some of the tension and fear they had both been feeling.

Gerald and Noah came out of the bedroom a little while later, talking in low voices to each other. Whilst they had been in the room Grace and Emma had laid out all of the cold cuts that were left over from Saturday. Benjamin didn’t work on a Sunday, so on this day they just scrabbled around for whatever was left-over from during the week. Sometimes they cooked, if they felt like it, but it meant lighting the fire and today they just didn’t feel like it.

Gerald and Noah came out to the veranda and each grabbed beers, before giving an update on Sam’s condition. He was going to be fine. Emma and Grace both breathed out huge sighs of relief. Gerald was going to stay until the next morning, just to make sure, and to be on hand in case his condition suddenly changed, but really all he needed now was some sleep.

There followed a rather subdued evening, despite Gerald’s exuberant – and Emma was still convinced, over-exaggerated – stories and dirty jokes. He was actually a really nice guy, but the rest of them were not really in the mood tonight. Both Gerald and Noah checked on Sam intermittently, but he was fast asleep apparently.

Emma had her own thoughts to sort through. Today had really scared her, and after the darkness of her dreams last night she couldn’t stop thinking about what would have happened if the fansidar hadn’t worked. What if there were no MSF doctors close by? What if Noah hadn’t known what to do? What if Noah hadn’t been there?

And – as guilty as she felt about this – what if she got malaria? What if she was in a car accident? She had literally never considered how remote and isolated they were up here, and whilst she felt stupid for not even really thinking about it before, now she felt awful that she couldn’t stop thinking about it.

She also had a whole new career that she had started to think about, and get excited about, but after today she was not sure she wanted to advance upwards in this type of work, if it meant taking on the kind of responsibility that rested on Noah’s shoulders.

The only thing that comforted Emma slightly was watching Grace and Noah listen politely to Gerald’s newest raunchy escapades. She got the feeling that they were both thinking similar thoughts. Those stories must be exaggerated.


Chapter 11

Ted arrived Tuesday lunchtime from Bujumbura. Gerald had left early Tuesday morning to go back to FI and the vehicle that took him had picked up Ted and Connor, who had got on a UN flight to Nembudigo rather than directly to Madzivazivigo.

Ted had gone straight to the house to see Sam, who had moved from the bedroom in the house back to his tukal on Monday evening – he said he felt more comfortable there – and was of course still on sick leave. Ted had then come into the office, and they were having a late lunch together over a ‘management’ meeting, which consisted of Ted, Noah, Emma, Grace and Amy who had returned back from the field late the night before. Amy had felt awful that Sam had ended up so sick, but neither Sam nor Noah seemed to hold it against her, and Emma had overheard Noah telling her that she had done exactly the right thing by sending Sam back when she did. Emma thought once more how lucky they had got – what if Sam had got really sick whilst still out on the recce with Amy? What if Amy didn’t have a med kit with fansidar in it? Emma had shuddered once more at the thought – she seemed to have been doing that quite a lot lately.

Whilst she still felt she had a lot to consider, and the concerns about her future in this type of work thrown up by Sam’s sickness hadn’t faded, she was delighted to see Ted.

Connor wasn’t with him, he had stayed in Nembudigo to do work planning with FI on what was going to be a joint continued WASH programme. That was one piece of brilliant news that Ted had bought with him: the WASH programme funding had been reinstated, with no worries at all, and on top of that, it turned out that FI did not have quite the level of funding that they had initially boasted about. So in Bum, the two organisations had managed to come to an agreement where they would work together on the programme. This seemed to be such a sensible, logical solution to the problem that Emma was a bit confused as to why everyone was so disproportionately pleased and impressed that this solution had been found. When she had questioned this, everyone laughed.

“Coordination between organisations can be tough, and doesn’t happen as much as we would all like, pet,” Ted explained, with a big smile on his face.

Emma had missed Ted!

So the WASH programme was the first item on the agenda, and Grace suggested that they think about a party the next weekend, for Connor and the whole WASH team, to celebrate. Everyone – even Amy! – seemed enthused by the idea, and Ted seemed quite genuinely sorry that he wouldn’t be able to stay for it.

However, he did say that even though funding for WASH was reinstated, they were still on thin ice with that donor, so absolutely nothing more could go wrong. All the reports, particularly the financials, had to be spot on he had said, absolutely no room for error. Emma felt a prick of uneasiness. She still hadn’t got around to mentioning the discrepancy she had found in the payroll spreadsheets. Oh God, why? Why? Why had she not said something before? She had meant to, but things kept cropping up…in her heart she knew it wasn’t just that, though. She had been worried about broaching the subject with Hannah. Well, it was basically akin to saying that Hannah wasn’t competent at her job, and Hannah wasn’t actually the easiest of people to talk to anyway. Oh, wait, she had sent that email to Hannah – when was it? Before Sam got sick, it was the day of the storm, she was sure of it. But Hannah hadn’t responded at all, had she? Emma thought carefully. No, she had definitely sent the email, and she had definitely not had a reply.

Now she wasn’t sure whether it had been something she should have raised directly with Noah. She hadn’t; she hadn’t wanted to be told, “Why are you telling me this? Can’t you sort out your own work?” so she had kept procrastinating. But now, she realised how much this one error – and she had checked and double-checked and triple-checked and… what was the word for four times? Ahhh, yes – and she had quadruple-checked, and whatever the word for five times was…quintuple-checked…? Hmmmm. That didn’t sound right…

But back to the point. She was absolutely certain that there was an error in the payroll. She wasn’t certain as to how long it had been going on as she couldn’t seem to get access on her laptop to the payroll from previous months, but it was either a small problem or a very big problem, depending on how long the error had been there. And apparently, it was something that could derail the WASH programme again if Ted was really serious about the whole ‘thin ice with the donor’ thing. She resolved to speak directly to Ted about it, immediately after this meeting.

Oh right, the meeting. Emma tuned back in.

“So, what do you think?” Ted was asking. “You all get a say.”

Hmmmm. Emma had no idea what he had just asked. She tried to keep her face neutral, with her eyes downcast hoping that she would pick up on what the actual question was by the answers the others gave.

“Fine with me, of course,” said Grace immediately.

Well. That was not at all helpful.

“Emma?” Noah asked. Now Noah was asking her opinion before he gave his own? That seemed mighty unfair, thought Emma.

“Errr, suuuure…?” said Emma, uncertainly. The faces around the room all looked as though this was a slightly problematic answer, so she tried again, with a bit more conviction. “Of course, sure, it’s fine with me,” she said, trying to sound more convincing. She had no idea what she was agreeing to, but if Grace had already agreed to it, then it couldn’t be that bad, could it?

“Noah?” asked Ted. “It ends up being your responsibility, at the end of the day.”

“Hey, it’s fine by me.” Noah seemed very sure. “I know he really wants to stay here. But it would be helpful, Ted, if you could speak to him before you leave and tell him that he is completely and totally not allowed into the office for at least another week.” Noah turned to Grace. “And also, I’ll need you to – ya know, probably on a daily basis – make sure he knows everything is under control.” He paused. “Everything will be under control, right? You and Claude have things covered?”

The look on Grace’s face had Noah backtracking pretty quickly.

“I know, I know, of course you have things covered – stupid question.” He grinned. “I just wanted to make sure, okay.”

Ahhh, right, so they were talking about Sam, of course. Emma was glad she had got her answer right before. Who needed to know what the actual question was, before answering, right? For yes-or-no answers there was a fifty-fifty chance of getting it right anyway.

The issue was whether Sam went back to Bujumbura to recuperate, or whether he stayed in Mad. Sam and Noah had argued about it the night before, when Sam came out of his tukal for a couple of hours in the evening to lay on a sofa on the veranda. He was feeling better than before, but was still very weak and kind of shaky. He had lain on the sofa quietly with his eyes closed as Grace and Emma had played backgammon and Noah and Gerald had chatted about various people they both knew. Then the subject of Sam going back to Bum had come up. Boy, did that not go down well.

Noah was quite insistent that Sam leave with Ted two days later, for a recuperation period. Sam was equally insistent that he didn’t want to go, and that he would recuperate better here in Mad, in the quiet of his own tukal and with company in the evenings rather than in a ‘crappy strange hotel room with nobody around at all’ – his words, not Emma’s. Noah had argued that if he took a turn for the worse there were doctors immediately available in Bum. Sam had argued he was recuperating so wasn’t going to suddenly get worse, and Gerald had actually backed Sam up on that, earning a particularly dirty look from Noah. Gerald had quickly retreated from the conversation, and become extremely interested in the backgammon game Grace and Emma were playing. Grace and Emma themselves had kept their heads down and also become extremely interested in the game.

Noah argued that if Sam stayed in Mad he wouldn’t rest and would want to get back to work sooner than he was ready. Sam had simply promised that he wouldn’t. That kind of cut that argument off straight away – how can you argue back to that?

Eventually, Noah had realised that Sam was getting too agitated and beginning to sweat and sway a bit – Sam had sat up on the couch sometime during the conversation – and Gerald, too, had noticed, and seemed about ready to intervene. He was a doctor, after all.

“Okay, okay,” Noah had conceded. “Sam – lay back down, okay? If you really want to stay, I’ll talk to Ted about it, and see if he agrees.”

As he said this he was gently pushing Sam to lay back down on the sofa. Despite the sweating and swaying, Sam had a small cheeky grin on his face, knowing he had won.

“I’m not promising anything, okay?” Noah had said, noticing Sam’s ‘victory’ grin. “I’ll talk to Ted, that’s all. But you know the protocol with malaria is to recover in Bum, not up here.”

Sam had just nodded, his eyes now closed. “I know,” he had mumbled. “But you just promised you’d try. That’s good enough for me.”

Emma didn’t know what conversation Ted had had with Sam when he first arrived in Mad, but obviously it had been agreed that he was allowed to stay. Emma was pleased – it was what Sam wanted, and anyway, she enjoyed having him around and would have missed him if he left. But she also wondered if it would be what she would want if she were that sick. She was pretty sure if she had malaria she wouldn’t just want to go back to Bum, she would want to go back to London and have her mum look after her. She was still somewhat haunted by the memory of seeing Sam standing, swaying in the middle of the room. She had never seen anyone get quite so terribly ill, and it had truly scared her.

The next item on the agenda was the extra distribution of mossie nets, which Ted had talked about the first day Emma had arrived in Burundi. Apparently that was going ahead, and because the WASH programme wouldn’t start again until amended joint workplans with FI had been approved by both donors, they still had a window of two weeks with which they could use the WASH team to do the distribution. This was also great news, and for Emma, became even more exciting when Ted asked her if she would want to help Grace organise that – given that Sam was out of action. Emma was delighted. Something more than doing payroll and ordering paperclips! She could imagine herself in the field, calmly directing a distribution. – Hang on a sec, how did you do a distribution? Was it like a house-to-house (or hut-to-hut) thing? How did you know you weren’t missing anyone out?

Never mind, she was sure someone would explain things to her. And she’d be working with Grace on it – she shot Grace a big grin – and simply not knowing the first thing about doing something wasn’t any reason not to enjoy happy daydreams about doing it. Right?

Meeting adjourned, Emma’s heart sank a little as she realised she still had to have the payroll conversation with Ted – the albatross around her neck.

“Hey, Ted? Can we have a quick word please?” Ted and Noah were both on their way back into Noah’s office, and they both turned around in surprise.

“Sure, pet, of course.”

*

Two hours later Emma felt both better and worse. Ted had been shocked, and had quickly called Noah into the admin office too. They had all gone over the payroll spreadsheets, and Emma had pointed out where the errors were. Both Ted and Noah had been really nice to her about not reporting it earlier – although she may not have actually quite admitted exactly how early on she had realised the error. Well, that wasn’t really important to solving the situation now, was it? So she may have perhaps indicated – inferred maybe… Was that the right word? Or was it implied? Emma could never quite remember which way around they went… Oh, right. Back to the point. Yes, Emma may have perhaps indicated that she had only recently realised the error, but again, that really had no bearing on the solution now.

Both Noah and Ted seemed to take this very seriously, and Ted became quite tight-lipped when speaking about how Hannah really should have noticed this herself, what with being an accountant and everything. Not to mention Hannah not responding to the email Emma had sent about it, but Hannah had also been the one to set up these spreadsheets and Emma could tell that both Noah and Ted were really worried the error had been there since the beginning of the programme – meaning this was something they would have to declare to the donor, as the salaries would be completely misaligned with the project budget.

Ted had asked – although it definitely wasn’t a question – if he could use Noah’s office, and he had taken Emma’s open laptop and the sat phone with him – obviously to call back to Bujumbura and speak with Hannah. Noah and Emma shared a look, relieved that neither one of them had to be around for that conversation. Emma started to feel a little bit sorry for Hannah. She hadn’t particularly liked her when she met her in Bum, and she had got the impression that she wasn’t particularly competent or hardworking, but the look on Ted’s face had been quite scary. Emma decided she really didn’t ever want to get on his bad side.

Noah and Emma stepped outside for a cigarette, Emma relatively quiet and reflective.

“Listen, don’t worry about it,” Noah told her. “Now that we know, Ted will sort this out.” He paused. “And well done, Em, really, for finding that. It was a good spot, and you have prevented a disaster.”

“What will happen to Hannah?” Emma asked.

Noah looked at her for a few beats, as if trying to figure out whether to tell her something or not.

“Hannah’s not really been working out,” he said, at last. “It’s not just this, there have been other… things.” Noah looked like he was struggling to find the right words. “Listen, it almost doesn’t matter now, this is pretty much the last straw, and when Ted gets back he’ll have to speak to her and that will be it.”

“She’ll be sacked because of this?” Emma asked, horrified that she may have had something to do with someone losing their job.

“No, no,” Noah reassured her quickly. “She won’t be sacked because of this, well, not just because of this. She hasn’t been working out, Emma, and there have been a number of errors. Plus, she isn’t actually happy here.” He paused, again trying to find the right words. “I think Ted might have mentioned this to you on your first night in Bum, but the thing is, everyone has reasons for coming to do this type of work, and some of them are good reasons and some… well… not so good. But on top of that, some people are suited to this… type of work.” He paused again.

“And some are not?” prompted Emma.

Noah smiled.

“Yes, and some are not. Unfortunately Hannah didn’t really have great reasons for coming over here. Running away from a bad divorce isn’t a great reason. She’s also not particularly suited to this type of… environment, I guess. She isn’t happy, she isn’t really paying attention to the work, and when mistakes like this happen – and believe me, this isn’t the first – she potentially puts the entire operation at risk.”

Emma had been staring at the ground whilst Noah was saying this. She felt like she had been doing a good job, and fitting in quite well, but she still wanted to ask him if he thought she was suited to this type of work. But she was also afraid what his answer might be.

“Emma?” Noah said softly, waiting for her to look up at him. “You’re not Hannah. You are very suited to this work, believe me.”

Emma grinned widely.

Noah continued. “You know, I never told you this before, but you look a bit like my wife’s sister, Janey.”

He laughed at the look of surprise on her face, and Emma was glad that he mistook her surprise for shock at the fact that he was married, rather than shock at the fact that he was sharing the fact that he was married. She wasn’t supposed to know that he was married, right? It had all got a bit confusing there for a while, who knew what, who was supposed to know what – to be honest, it was quite exhausting.

But now Noah had assumed her look of surprise was because she didn’t know he was married, and that was okay with Emma.

“Sorry I didn’t tell you before.” Noah was still speaking. “I don’t talk about my wife – Marie – that much when I’m away on mission. I don’t really know why, I guess it just reinforces how much I miss her. Sam and Grace both know – actually Sam and Marie are good friends.” Noah paused and took a drag of his cigarette. “I don’t know if you noticed but just before Sam got sick, we’d had a bit of an argument.”

He didn’t know if Emma had noticed?? Good grief, how oblivious did he think Emma was? A blind, deaf, mute person living on the moon – in a hole – in a coma – would have noticed that him and Sam had had a fight.

“Anyway,” Noah was continuing, “it was because he thought there was something going on with me and Grace – which there’s not,” he said hurriedly, “because she’s gay, you know that. But anyway, Sam and Marie are good friends.” He stopped, uncertain of where to go from there. “And you look a bit like Janey, Marie’s little sister.” Another pause, as he stamped out his cigarette. “And you are pretty suited to aid work, Emma.”

With a little pat on her head that only slightly made her feel like a pet poodle, he disappeared back inside the office, leaving Emma feeling really very happy.

*

Ted changed his schedule and left them on Wednesday, anxious to get back to Bum and resolve the issue with the payroll discrepancy. Noah had told Emma that there was nothing they could do about it now, apart from wait to hear what the donor thought. Ted had travelled back via Nembudigo, so he had told Connor about the problem, and Noah had also had a long conversation with Connor on the phone. Connor was staying in Nembudigo until Friday, finalising the workplans with FI – they had decided not to mention to FI yet the potential problem with the donor. They were all being relatively optimistic.

Sam, Grace and Amy had all been filled in too, and they had decided that whilst waiting, they would still plan the party for the weekend. Again, being relatively optimistic.

Emma was excited about the party on Saturday. Once mentioned to the national staff, there was quite quickly a committee set up, with different people taking on duties for games, decorations, and speeches (speeches?? What kind of party was this?) and Grace and Claude taking charge of sorting the logistics of the food and drinks.

The party was going to start in the afternoon with a football match on the open patch of ground over by the airfield. Then it was going to move back to the office compound.

She was also excited about the mosquito net distribution. That was still going ahead, regardless of the decision of the donor about the WASH programme. The mossie nets had already been purchased, and were on their way up to Mad via truck from Bujumbura. Grace and Claude were busy frantically getting space arranged in the rubhall by moving things around, and organising trucks for the distribution. The whole WASH team had been reassigned, and were spending their days out in the distribution areas, registering all the households, making sure that when the distributions happened they would go ahead smoothly. They had 10,000 ‘units’ coming, so basically, that meant 10,000 nets – Why can’t they just say that? Emma thought – which would be distributed to 10,000 families, just in time for the beginning of the rainy season.

They were going to do the distribution over the next three weeks, and Emma and Grace were working closely together on it, and Emma was learning so very much.

Sam was becoming more troublesome the better he felt. He was itching to get back to work, despite Ted having told him the absolute condition of him staying in Mad to recuperate was to rest for at least another week. Noah had added to that, trying to bribe Sam by saying that he could only come to the party on Saturday if he stayed in the house compound and rested until the weekend. But Sam was frustrated, and when Noah happened to catch him on Thursday afternoon at the rubhall with Claude, Noah became pretty frustrated too.

Noah had frogmarched Sam back to the house and apparently quite an argument had followed – according to Amy, who had been writing up her nutrition monthly report on the veranda when they arrived back. When Grace and Emma got home Sam was tucked away in his tukal and Noah was sitting in the living room with pursed lips in front of his laptop. Amy had quietly filled Grace and Emma in, and after a shared look between Grace and Emma, Grace had gone inside to speak to Noah. Ahhh, did that mean Emma was meant to go and speak with Sam? Hmmmm. She actually wasn’t great at deciphering what these ‘shared looks’ were meant to communicate.

Whilst making a mental note to try to get better at deciphering shared looks Emma, with a put-upon sigh, stood up and went over to Sam’s tukal. He answered her knock in a fairly surly tone, but at least it was a ‘come in’ rather than a ‘go away’. Walking in, she found him sitting on his bed, looking quite morose. And also, actually, still quite tired.

“Noah’s not going to let me play in the football match on Saturday,” he said, glumly. “Or drink beer.” He paused. “My life sucks.”

Emma tried very hard not to laugh at him, as she had a feeling that wouldn’t go down very well. She sat down next to him on the bed but didn’t say anything.

“I know, I know,” Sam said, sighing. “I know what you’re going to say. He’s only worried. He wants me to get better. I promised that I would stay away from the office…although technically, I didn’t go into the office. I went to the warehouse.” He looked across at Emma, who kept quiet.

“And that’s a completely different thing.” He paused, and Emma remained quiet. “Like, completely different. Well, okay, maybe not that different. Actually, I probably shouldn’t have gone.”

Emma just sat and looked at him.

“I can see why he’s pissed off,” Sam concluded. “I’ll go apologise, okay? No need to go on and on about it…”

Emma, again, choked back a laugh. Well, this had been easy.

“Ohhh, look!” she suddenly cried out, pointing into the dark shadows beneath the desk in the tukal. “How cute! – Can you see the little frog, Sam?”

Emma had stood up to kneel down in front of the desk, to get a closer look.

“Don’t get too close, Emma,” Sam warned, a sudden urgency in his voice.

“Why not? Look, it’s really cute.”

“And really poisonous,” Sam explained. “Well, not really poisonous, it won’t kill you. But it will burn if it spits at you. And they’re kind of… spitty… little bastards.”

Emma jumped back and sat back up on the bed. She turned her head to look at Sam. “The first night I was here,” she began to explain, “when I woke up in the morning, one of those was bouncing up and down on the mossie net about an inch from my face. I tried to play with it.”

Sam burst out laughing.


Chapter 12

Connor came back on Friday, and was greeted like a returning hero. The joint workplans with FI had been finalised, and the donor had been mollified – the WASH programme was back on! Emma didn’t know what was happening with Hannah, and didn’t like to ask. Also, she was aware that it was really none of her business. She did wonder what would happen if – when, seemed more likely – Hannah was sacked. Would she be sent home immediately? Emma wasn’t sure how that kind of thing happened over here. But still, none of her business.

Right now, everything was so busy she hardly had time to think about it. Things were full on with the mossie net distribution, which would start on Monday. But mainly, things had been busy with the party.

All of the international staff there had chipped in some money to pay for the party – it wasn’t going to be too much between them, and it wasn’t something they could use Mercy Hum funds for.

Grace and Claude were organising the food and beer. Luke, Emma’s trusted right-hand man for admin, had nominated himself in charge of decorations. Koke and Prosper, two of the drivers, and Nyararai – from stores – were organising the afternoon football match. And apparently taking it very, very seriously.

Jean-Claude and Fleur-Dora had presented Noah with a schedule of events that looked a bit to Emma, when Noah showed it to her, trying not to laugh, like something better suited to a military parade than a party. Everything was scheduled to the last second.

4 p.m. – 6 p.m., football match. That included a time-cushion for any extra stoppage time, but not any actual extra time, which wouldn’t be allowed, according to Koke. Then back to the office compound, where the party would start 6 p.m. – 6.30 p.m. with presentation of awards to the football winners, and it would seem to Emma, commiseration awards to the football losers. Okay, well that seemed fair – Emma had questioned Noah what the awards would be, and he had just winked and said Claude was on the case.

After that, there seemed to be a whole schedule of people making speeches until at least 8 p.m., after which there was scheduled time for ‘dancing’ and scheduled time for ‘eating and drinking’. Emma had thought it was just going to be buffet-style food. She had questioned Noah about this too, and he had confirmed it was just buffet food. He had then laughed at the look on Emma’s face.

“Burundians take partying very seriously,” he had said, laughing. And left it at that.

Saturday morning arrived bright and breezy, and the sky looked clear and blue so they were all hoping the football match and party wouldn’t be rained off. Everyone was in the office – apart from Sam – and trying to get things finished ready for the big distribution starting the next week, but there was a buzz of excitement around the office and Emma knew everyone else was looking forward to the afternoon and evening as much as she was.

Emma felt as though she were long overdue for a party, even though she also knew that this was kind of ridiculous. She understood in her head that she had only been here for a few months – which was crazy beyond crazy, because she felt as though she had been here forever. Well, maybe not forever. But certainly for more than – what? Four months? Four months! That was all. Every time she thought about it, it made her crazy. How could it only be four months? So much had happened. She felt so different. She knew that somehow here was a weird time-warp place with no sense of the normal rules of time that existed in normal dimensions. Oohhh – perhaps she had stumbled across something that would be relevant to quantum mechanics? Or the theory of relativity? Or string theory – wasn’t that the new physics-y thing that was all the rage right now? Who was the dude who wrote the book about time and stuff? Well, actually, just about time. No other stuff. She couldn’t remember his name, but maybe she should write to him and let him know her discovery about the movement of time in Burundi?

Hmmmm. Maybe not.

Right, back to the point – ahhh, the party.

The football match started right on time, at 4 p.m. It was weird, Emma thought, that her experience of Burundi so far was that nobody was ever on time for anything. Ever. Apart from parties, apparently. It would appear that everyone could show up just on time for a party, if not for a meeting or in fact anything else in life. Emma mused about how this was the exact opposite to life in the UK – where most people were sticklers for punctuality for everything except parties. In the UK, a party was the one thing that nobody turned up to on time.

The game was kicked off by Koke as the oldest – and therefore most respected – member of the team. He was also acting as referee (and was pretty fit for his age, Emma soon realised), assisted in his refereeing by Aimable and Innocent from programmes and – in deference to some level of gender equality – Fleur-Dora, and Amy of all people!

Sam was sat on a log at the side-lines, allowed to watch but under pain of death – or at least pain of being sent back to the house like a small child, Emma had overheard – not to move or join in at all. He looked relatively grumpy, but at least he was there. And, Emma had to admit, if he sat still during the football match, that boded better for him being able to stay up and enjoy the evening party too. He was feeling much better, and it had been nearly a week since he got ill, but he still tired very easily.

Emma and Grace were both playing themselves, as was Noah, and actually they had quite a gender-balanced group on the team as most of the national staff, male and female, were joining in. The game had drawn a big crowd from the village – all of the ‘walk-to-work’ children Emma had gotten to know on her daily ‘commute’ and all of their parents, it would seem, had come out to watch this match and have a fun afternoon.

And Emma was having fun; lots of it. Connor had come back from Nembudigo with a whole bunch of red and green football vests. She had no idea where he could have got them from, but they reminded her of the vests they used to use in PE in secondary school when they played netball, or hockey. Both Emma and Grace were on the green team, and Noah was a red. As they started the game, Emma could hear that the crowd were beginning to take sides, and she could hear competing chanting growing louder.

“Allez les verts!” and, “Les rouges va gagner!” rose stronger and stronger from the crowds.

By the time the match finished everyone playing was pretty exhausted, but it had been an awesome afternoon. Unfortunately – for Emma and her team – the reds had ‘gagner’. By quite a big margin, actually. But it had still been tons and tons of fun, and as Emma watched the reds – including Noah and Connor – take a victory lap, giving high fives to literally everyone in the crowd, she couldn’t have removed the massive grin from her face even if she tried. She loved it here. At this moment, she realised that this was exactly where she wanted to be, and what she wanted to be doing, and she couldn’t quite believe how lucky she was to be able to live here and experience all of this. She could still remember how she had felt the day before she had left Heathrow, and how terrified she was, and how she had really thought seriously about backing out and not coming. And if she had, she would be missing all of this. She couldn’t quite believe how close she had come to missing all of this.

After the reds had their victory lap, the rest of Emma’s teammates were shouting at her and Grace to join in with their commiserations lap, and she continued to grin widely as she ran around the ‘pitch’ high-fiving everyone in the crowd, and hearing their ‘ça ne fait rien’ over and over, meaning ‘never mind’. Emma had a particularly wide grin for Sam and his quietly mouthed, “Ça ne fait rien, Little Miss Vert,” at her.

They then all trooped over to the office, and as the guards opened up the gates for them, Emma gasped in delight. The entire courtyard was lit up with lanterns hanging from the trees, and tiny fairy lights wound into the trees and around the outside of the fences. It looked… beautiful. Stunning. Like some kind of fairy-tale castle courtyard. She could hear the generator going in the background and some gentle music playing. Along the back side of the fence there were long buffet tables set up, with tons of food already laid out. There were meats and rice and vegetable dishes, together with more western-style crisps and mini baguette bits laid out. At one end of the buffet was the ‘bar’ area, which consisted of a lot of beer in a massive barrel of cold water.

Emma grinned over at Grace. She and Claude had done a great job with the food.

As a non-player, Sam was tasked with handing out the trophies to the winners, which ended up being actual small plastic silver cups, modelled on the FA cup, Emma thought. Both the winning and the losing teams got them, with Sam making touching personal little comments about every player, and how well they had played – even when it was about how brilliant the fake-hurt-diving had been, those comments directed mostly at the national guys, most of whom had been spectacularly over-dramatic on the field. It was very funny, and Emma was quite impressed – she hadn’t realised Sam was paying that much attention.

Then the speeches started and, whilst long and somewhat tedious, they were also hilarious. Everyone seemed to be asked to say a few words, and as they were coming to the end of the speeches, Emma was handed the microphone and suddenly realised that she was also expected to say something. She also realised that she was a little bit choked up. On the upside, she was less nervous speaking in front of a big crowd than she had thought she would be. Back in London Emma had always hated any public speaking. But here, in this sparkling, twinkling courtyard, surrounded by people she had rapidly come to care about and respect and whose company she really enjoyed, she didn’t feel nervous as much as overwhelmed with love for her ‘family’ here and gratitude for simply being here.

“This is my first Mercy Hum Mad party,” she started, hesitantly, willing herself not to cry. She paused, wondering what more to say, or at least how to put how she was feeling into words. It had suddenly become very important to her that they all understood – not just Sam and Grace and Noah, but also Luke, and Claude, and Nyararai, and Koke – and Lairia, and Constance, who had been so nice to her when they were out at the nutrition outreach.

“This is my first Mercy Hum Mad party,” she repeated, willing herself to be stronger and to say more. She looked around at the expectant faces, her roving gaze ending up on Sam. He nodded at her, encouraging. “And I want to tell you all how very glad I am to be here. The last few months that I’ve been here have been… like no other…” She took a breath before continuing. “And I am so loving working with you all…it means so much…” She trailed off, and the whole courtyard was hushed, waiting for her to continue. She could feel the tears pooling in her eyes – not from sadness, but the exact opposite.

From the corner of her eye she could see Grace start to move forward towards her, and Sam stop her with a hand on her arm and a quick shake of his head.

Emma took a deep breath. “This is my first Mercy Hum Mad party,” she repeated a third time, looking up with a glint in her eye, this time not tears. “But I really, really hope it won’t be my last. Now who’s going to start the dancing?”

Clapping abounded and somebody – thankfully! – cranked up the music. How embarrassing if she had made that call to dance-action and everyone had just stood around. But the music was turned up and the courtyard had almost immediately turned into a seething mass of moving bodies. And boy, could these people dance. Luke stepped up almost immediately and, grabbing her hand, pulled her into the middle of the dancing crowd. There followed an hilarious couple of hours where all of the staff took turns trying to teach Emma how to shake her hips and move with the rhythm and grace that all the national staff seemed to naturally have. Emma felt a bit like a lumbering elephant next to them, but looking over realised that Noah and Grace and Amy and Connor were all in the same boats. Emma stopped moving for a second to take a mental picture of Amy – Amy! – trying to get jiggy with it with Innocent and Aimable… That was a sight Emma didn’t want to forget in a hurry!

Looking around again, Connor was perhaps one of the most uncoordinated people she had ever seen dancing, arms flailing around like some drunken giraffe, completely oblivious to how he looked, but seemingly having fun. Grace was actually dancing quite well – of course she was, Emma thought, but with no hint of jealousy, just a feeling of affection. Emma couldn’t see Noah, but she could see Sam getting his groove on with Fleur-Dora and Lairia, and so figured Noah would probably appear quite soon, if only to tell Sam off.

Hoping to head off an argument before it started, Emma jitterbugged her way over to Sam, and, grabbing his hand, pulled him off the ‘dance floor’ and over to a low bench under the tree in the corner. It was a bit darker and a bit quieter here, but Emma figured that’s what he needed. She could quite understand why Noah got so frustrated – even a few minutes of dancing seemed to have done Sam in and he was breathing way too heavily for someone that hadn’t just run a marathon. He just wouldn’t learn – she could see that he didn’t want to be left out of things, but he simply wasn’t doing himself any favours.

She pushed him down onto the bench. Cutting off his protest before it could even start, Emma made him a deal.

“You sit here quietly for two minutes and get your breath back, and in return I’ll get you a beer and not tell Noah, okay?”

Sam looked up at him, and she could see he wanted to continue his protest, but actually also wanted a beer.

“Oh, okay, fine,” he grumbled. Emma hid her smile as she walked over to the beer barrel and pulled out two, uncapping them just as Noah came over.

“Is one of them for Sam?” Noah asked, mildly.

“Errr, possibly?” Even Emma wasn’t sure if her response was a statement or a question.

Noah nodded, and smiled. “Thanks, Emma.”

Emma took that as permission, and went back to Sam, where they both quietly sat enjoying a beer and sharing a cigarette that Emma had lit up.

“Nice speech,” he said to her, by way of initiating conversation.

“Right back atcha,” Emma replied. “How on earth did you remember what everyone did on the pitch?”

“Ah, I just paid attention,” Sam said. “It wasn’t that difficult…well…” For the first time since she met him, Sam suddenly looked shy. “It was slightly difficult, only because I was watching you most of the time.”

Emma’s heart suddenly started beating in triple time, and she turned to face Sam and look him in the eyes. They were sitting so close together, heads almost touching. Then their lips were touching, and they were sharing probably the sweetest kiss Emma had ever experienced.

Finally, they both pulled away.

“Wow,” breathed Emma.

“Wow,” agreed Sam.

Emma looked around at the dancing crowd – nobody had noticed their little indiscretion, she realised.

“I’m so sorry, Sam,” she said suddenly, getting to her feet. “I can’t do this.”

With that, she left.

*

Sam and Emma had avoided each other for the rest of the party, and Sam had left early – escorted by Amy – to head home to bed. He was still tiring out very easily, and it had been a long day. Emma had stayed and danced the night away, annoyed with herself that she had given into temptation with Sam but resolved not to let that moment ruin the night.

Emma knew she spent too much time daydreaming in her head, and so sometimes missing experiences she would never get back because she wasn’t there fully in the moment at the time. And she was determined that would not be the case tonight, and she would remember every moment of this wonderful party. The kiss with Sam had been… awesome… fabulous… magical in fact, but at the same time she knew she didn’t want to start a relationship here. God, even thinking that Noah and Grace were together had screwed everything up so badly, with everyone being out of sorts and Emma in particular being extremely vulnerable to the moods of those around her. She knew it wouldn’t be right to get into a relationship and risk having that happen on an even more messed up scale. If she and Sam started something, and then had a fight or broke up, or anything really – Emma had enough experience with her previous boyfriends to know that there was always a fight, or a break-up, just around the corner – then the fall-out would be horrible. Both still stuck here with nowhere to go. Noah and Grace – and Amy and Connor – caught in the middle of it, not wanting to take sides but probably being forced to. And of course they would take Sam’s side. Well, they’d known him longer, and he and Noah were so close. Probably Emma would have to leave.

No, Emma was right, she couldn’t do it. For the first time in her whole adult life, she had found work she was passionate about, and something she wanted to make a career out of. She wouldn’t risk it all for an ill-advised relationship – no matter how lovely that kiss had been.

When she got back to the house after the party that night, Emma knocked on Sam’s tukal door. It was close to 1.30 a.m. and she knew he needed his sleep, but she didn’t want this to wait until the morning. Also, it was pretty difficult here to get any time alone without all of the others around.

“Yes, what’s the matter? Is something wrong?” she heard Sam’s voice, sleepy at first, but then getting more focussed as he must have realised the time and wondered why someone would be banging on his door in the middle of the night. Oh, crap, thought Emma.

“No, it’s fine, Sam,” she tried to reassure him through the door, and in a whisper so the others didn’t hear. She didn’t think they would. Amy had come home with Sam, and Grace, Noah and Emma had all come home together, all pretty drunk, and half carrying an extremely drunken and extremely funny Connor. After putting Connor to bed, Emma was pretty sure Grace and Noah had both immediately collapsed asleep in their own beds.

Still, she kept her voice low. “Can I come in for a minute?” she asked.

There was a pause, and then the door slowly opened from the inside, and Sam vaguely waved his hand in a ‘please, enter’ motion before shuffling back to the bed and shoving his mossie net out of the way so he could sit down.

Emma stood at the door. “I’m sorry,” she said quietly.

Sam just looked up at her.

“The kiss was… it was lovely, Sam. And I really like you. But I like being here more. I like doing this work more. I think this is something I could really, well, you know, really make a career of, you know?”

“And something happening between you and me, that would spoil that?” Sam asked.

“Yes.” Emma was still one hundred percent sure she was right about this. “Right now, yes, definitely yes.”

She moved over and sat next to Sam.

“I’m still really new here.” She began to explain. “This is your place, these are your friends. It’s all been great…don’t get me wrong…I feel really welcome.” She took a breath. “But if we had even one argument, Sam, I would feel like…well, I don’t know…but, well, like everyone would be on your side.”

She picked up his hand and tugged at it slightly to make him raise his head and look her in the eye.

“I really want to do this well,” she said, softly. “And I really want you to be my friend but right now I can’t do anything more than that.”

Sam smiled at her. “It’s okay, Emma,” he said and his tone seemed genuine. “I get it, I really do. Friends, okay?”

Emma breathed out a sigh of relief.

“Friends,” she said, hugging him tightly.


Chapter 13

Sam kept true to his word, and, with no grumpiness or sulking, in the weeks that followed they remained friends. Neither one of them ever mentioned the kiss again – although it wasn’t as though Emma didn’t think about it often enough, after all, it was a pretty awesome kiss.

Things had settled down to normal after the party. Well, at least what seemed to pass as ‘normal’ up here. Sam was completely back on his feet again, and he – most reluctantly – admitted one night that Noah’s enforced rest had probably been a good idea. Emma was pretty sure nobody had seen her and Sam kiss, so there was no fall-out from that. Amy’s expanded nutrition project, and the newly confirmed joint Mercy Hum – FI WASH project were a big boon to the programme and everyone felt energised and enthused after the party and all that had happened before, ready to settle down and get on with some serious work.

For a month after the party Emma had been completely immersed in the mossie net distribution. It turned out that distributing 10,000 units – hark at her, now even in her head she was referring to them as ‘units’ – across just under one hundred villages was a massive undertaking.

The mosquito nets had arrived on a convoy of four trucks from Bujumbura on the Tuesday after the party. Sam was doing half days by then – watched over carefully by Noah, and with Grace acting as some kind of double agent, pretending to be on Sam’s side, and sympathising with him, but reporting back to Noah on a daily basis. It had made Emma laugh, and also convinced her even more that she had made absolutely the right decision about Sam. She was simply not willing to mess up the dynamics they had here already.

Sam had gone straight back to working on the nutrition programme with Amy, so Grace and Emma had been left almost to their own devices with the mossie net distribution. When the nets had arrived from Bum, and were being offloaded into the warehouse, Emma had been right there with Grace, counting off the bundles as they were thrown down from the back of the trucks. Grace had admitted to Emma that this was the first time she was running such a big distribution all on her own, and she was fairly nervous.

That had not made Emma feel better.

But actually, Emma thought, on the ride back from the last distribution, it hadn’t gone too badly at all. She was shattered, though. It had been non-stop for almost the whole month. They had only distributed 8,000 of the nets (give or take) as that is all they had received from Bujumbura so far. They were going to do the rest immediately they arrived, as they were now well and truly into the rainy season, where mosquitos were at their worst.

Grace had managed all of the trucking schedules, with Claude helping the WASH distribution team to set up mini stores at each of the distribution points that were arranged so there were the least number possible, for efficiency, but also so that nobody would have to walk more than 8km to get there. A lot of the distribution points used the same places where Amy’s nutrition team were working, and some of them even coincided with the nutrition outreach work, meaning that people didn’t have to walk to the distribution point twice.

Emma had really enjoyed the work, and really enjoyed being out in the communities so much, but she was looking forward to being back in Mad. She knew she had a bunch of payroll and admin stuff to catch up on – poor Luke and Hatim, they had been holding the fort since she was helping with this.

She also missed Sam – she hadn’t seen him in nearly a week. And of course Noah, and Amy, Connor. That’s what she meant, she corrected herself sharply. She missed them all. She didn’t miss Sam any more or less than any of the others. Well, maybe a bit more than Amy. And probably more than Connor, if she was going to be honest with herself… but no, no! She did not miss him any more or less than the other friends she had in Mad. Because he was just a friend. That was absolutely definitely without a shadow of a doubt the right call.

So why did she still feel doubt?

The night Emma got back to Mad after finishing the last of the first-phase 8,000 net distributions was one of the best she had had in Mad. She had gone straight to the house – deciding she could bypass the office and her emails and paperwork and leave that till Saturday morning.

She grabbed a quick bucket shower – she was now down to two buckets to fully wash herself including her hair – and ran across the yard to her tukal with just a towel wrapped around her. She grabbed a fresh pair of cargo pants and a fresh t-shirt and immediately felt… well… refreshed. She dragged a brush through her hair and rather haphazardly rubbed some moisturiser into her slightly sunburnt face. Then she picked up her laptop, which she hadn’t even opened since leaving Mad nearly a week earlier, and all the paperwork from the distributions, and lugged it all over to the veranda. She picked up a beer and lit a cigarette whilst waiting for her laptop to boot up. She was hoping to get all the data from the distributions entered into the spreadsheet Grace had given her before the others got back, so that she would be able to email it straight to Grace the next morning.

She had almost finished – but not quite – when Noah and Sam turned up. Wow, she had missed him. Them! Damn it! – She meant, she had missed them.

Grace and Amy showed up a bit later – and finally Connor, also fresh from being out doing WASH work. There was almost a party atmosphere as it was the first time they had all been together in what felt like a really long time, and the conversation flowed as smoothly as the beer.

Emma went to bed that night slightly tipsy, but very happy.

*

When Emma went into the office the next morning she had another nice reunion with Luke and Hatim. Hatim certainly did not normally work on Saturday mornings, but had come in just to say hello. Or so Emma thought. It may not have been the case, it may have been that he had been so overworked since she had been jaunting around the villages handing out mossie nets that he had to work overtime just to keep up. Hmmmm. Emma hoped it was the first reason.

Hatim had always been a hard read. To begin with, Emma thought he was surly and a little unfriendly – particularly when compared to all the other staff who had been nothing but friendly. Then Emma thought he was maybe a bit shy. Then she had thought he was maybe a bit lazy. Eventually she had moved back to the ‘shy’ option. There was nothing that suggested he didn’t care about his job, but it had taken Emma a long time to even get him to look her in the eye when they spoke. And they never spoke about anything else than work, quite unlike Luke, who had told Emma all about his family, and his childhood, and his own children, and his dreams for them, and… well, everything, really.

Anyway, Hatim seemed pleased to see her – she thought. And after they did a quick cash count in the safe together – everything was fine, of course – Hatim had wished her a nice weekend and left. Luke stayed a bit longer to get some signatures from Emma and finish up some of his paperwork. They were chatting as Emma fired up the bgan and began to download some of her emails. A couple from her mum and dad, one from Lou, the usual.

One from Hannah, and Emma froze. Hannah had been fired almost a month ago, and from the very brief update Noah had given them all, had immediately gone back to the UK. Why would Hannah be writing to her?

Emma opened up the email with trepidation, which she soon realised was the right response. The email was nasty, a long rant from Hannah about how Emma had ‘gone behind her back’ and got her fired, and if there was a problem, why didn’t Emma just point it out to Hannah? Which was clearly unfair, given that Emma had actually pointed it out to Hannah. Emma read the email once, then twice, then quickly shut her email system down and grabbed her cigarettes and went outside for a smoke. If Luke noticed the abrupt way she left the office, he didn’t say anything.

Emma’s hand shook as she lit her cigarette. The email had been quite horrible, and was completely undeserved. It wasn’t her fault if Hannah couldn’t be bothered to do her job properly, was it? And she’d had no choice but to tell Ted when she did. But a little voice niggled at the back of her head. She had had a choice, hadn’t she? She could have pushed more with Hannah, perhaps following up the email with a telephone call, and let Hannah admit her mistake directly to Ted. She absolutely definitely could have told Hannah months before she did. But she didn’t. And it was probably a completely innocent mistake, and if Hannah had gone to Ted herself with it, and apologised, and suggested how it could be rectified…

But Noah had said it wasn’t just about this mistake, he said there were other… things. He said Hannah wasn’t suited to this type of work. And that she hadn’t come for the right reasons. So it really wasn’t Emma’s fault that she got sacked, right?

Emma sighed. She had always hated confrontation, even within her own head. But she knew deep down that she had handled the whole payroll error thing badly, and that she was partly to blame for not giving Hannah herself a chance to fix her own mistake. She wandered back inside the office and sat down, wiping a hand down her face as she did so and opening up the email again.

Well, what now? She knew that before – before coming here, before here had changed her – that she would have either responded straight away, being very defensive and probably quite mean, telling Hannah exactly why it wasn’t her fault that Hannah got herself sacked or, she would have deleted the email and tried to put it from her mind. Neither of those options seemed… well, fair. Or okay.

As she sat pondering what to do, she noticed another new email in her inbox that she hadn’t seen before – from Ted. She opened it up. This one made her smile. It was from Ted to her and Noah both, reminding them that Noah was supposed to do Emma’s appraisal, but also pointing out that as Noah had already indicated he was most happy with Emma’s performance, Emma should let him know if she wanted to extend her contract for another six months.

This email made her smile, and inadvertently also made her realise what she wanted to do about Hannah’s email. She wanted to talk to Sam.

Emma left it for the following day, when she asked Sam if he wanted to go for a walk down by the river with her. He happily agreed, and they spent a lazy Sunday few hours just wandering around and then settling down by the river.

Firstly, Emma explained the whole Hannah thing to him – including when she first noticed the error, why she didn’t go directly to Hannah to begin with – the ‘catalogue of errors’ as Emma had started to imagine it within her own head, and ended by telling him about Hannah’s email.

Sam was quiet whilst she talked, waiting patiently for her to finish her story. He then offered her the advice she knew she was looking for.

“Look, Ems, Noah was right, okay? Hannah wasn’t sacked just because of this one mistake. Ted wouldn’t do that. There was a bunch of stuff going on – probably even more than I know about from Noah – and she just simply wasn’t suited to Mercy Hum or working out here. You saw her when you arrived in Bum – she wasn’t exactly happy, right?”

Emma nodded. But she knew more was coming.

“However, I do think – like, completely for your own sake – you should ‘fess up to Noah and Ted about when you first discovered the payroll error.” He paused. “I just don’t think you’ll be happy until you tell them the truth.”

Well, it wasn’t the advice she wanted, actually. But it was the advice that was right, she knew that.

Sam continued. “And also, well…listen, you probably don’t want to hear this, but you probably should have called Hannah rather than just a quick email about the mistake first, and given her the chance to tell Ted.” He pressed on, quickly. “I’m not sure it would have made any difference as to whether she got sacked or not, but, well…” Sam looked at her intently. “You know that already, right? You know you should have spoken her first?”

Emma nodded, glumly.

“Whether you want to write back to her or not – that’s completely up to you. I don’t think there is anything you can say to make her feel better…but it might make you feel a bit better to apologise?”

Emma nodded, again. He was right, of course.

“So, next question,” she asked him.

“What, there’s more?” he asked, pretend indignation in his voice, and then mumbling under his breath, “Jeez, I should start charging for this.”

Emma smacked him around the arm. “I’m serious here, okay?”

He sat up straight and pretended to look serious. “Okay, Little Miss Serious – hit me with it.”

“So,” Emma started, hesitantly, suddenly a bit shy. “Well, as you know, I was only on a six-month contract to start with.” She paused. “And, actually, I’m meant to be leaving in a few weeks – Mercy Hum in London emailed me something about taking my leave days within this contract.”

Sam suddenly looked sad. He nodded. “I know, Emma.”

“Well,” she continued. “The thing is, well…” She paused again, unsure of how to go on. A deep breath, and it all came out at once. “The thing is Sam, well, Ted asked me if I wanted to extend, and I do – I really do. And I’m going to. And it’s mainly because I really like the work and everything. But it’s also because…well, it’s also because…”

Emma didn’t finish her sentence. Instead she turned slowly to Sam and, pulling him down slightly by his collar, kissed him gently on the lips.

*

The next few weeks were a bit of a whirlwind. Sam and Emma were together, and so far things were going great. They were keeping it to themselves, as Emma had set down some basic ground rules. They were basic. It wasn’t like there were dozens of them or anything like that. Well, there were a few, but they had to be clear.

No canoodling whilst the others were around. No arguments that could overspill into the very fragile ecosystem that was the personalities of six people living and working together in a remote village in northern Burundi. And they would take things slow. Super – glacial – slow. That wasn’t going to be too much of a problem in fact, because Sam had leave due him and was going back to the UK for Emma’s last two weeks in Burundi. Then she would be gone for three weeks anyway, before coming back to start her next contract.

She hadn’t allowed herself to think about going home – seeing her mum and dad, and telling them all her stories. Catching up with Lou and all her other friends – and telling them all her stories. But now it was getting closer to the end of the contract, she actually found herself getting more homesick than she had been since the first week she arrived. She was conflicted – on one hand she didn’t want to go, but on the other hand she found herself getting more and more excited about seeing her family and friends again.

After an only slightly tearful goodbye when Sam left for his holiday, Emma threw herself into her last two weeks of work. Her appraisal with Noah had been great, and she was absolutely one hundred percent sure that she should be coming back. This wasn’t just about this contract or the next contract any more, she was very sure this was about the rest of her career, and she was excited to have started something she enjoyed so very much. Sure, it had its ups and downs, but so did everything, right? And whilst the downs were perhaps more down (downer? Was that a word rather than just a drug?) than during her life in London, the opposite was also true – the ups were more up. (Upper? She really wasn’t sure of the linguistics of it all.)

She had come clean to Noah about when she had first noticed the payroll mistake during her appraisal. He wasn’t angry or even disappointed, just confused as to why she hadn’t said anything earlier. She explained her hesitation, and whilst he said that he understood, she felt that he didn’t really. But surprisingly, that didn’t even bother her. She could hardly remember how it had felt to be so insecure in her job and worried about what everyone might think of her abilities. That in no way diminished the fact that she really very much had felt like that, but she wasn’t that same person anymore, and she couldn’t fault Noah for not really understanding. She was very glad she had told him though, and she also put it in an email to Ted as well. He had sent quite a lovely email back, forgiving everything, so all was right with the world.

Emma had also emailed Hannah back, offering her a genuine apology about telling Noah and Ted rather than giving Hannah a proper chance to handle it herself. She didn’t make excuses, or try to explain her actions. She just said she was sorry. She never heard anything back.

In her final two weeks, the last 2,000 mossie nets eventually arrived, and Emma was hellbent with distributions, desperately trying to get them finished before she left for the UK. With Sam on holiday, Grace had had to move over to support the nutrition programme, leaving Emma to finish managing the mossie net distribution on her own. Connor had taken half of the WASH team down to Nembudigo with him, where they were working closely with FI from the office there. That left Emma short-staffed and doing a job that wasn’t actually in fact her job. Not that she was complaining. Well, okay. She was complaining a little bit.

But she managed to finish all the distributions, and with massive hugs and kisses all around she had packed up her rucksack, heading off on the small UN plane back to Bujumbura to connect with a flight to Nairobi, and finally home. Well, not home, actually. London. But she smiled as she looked out of the window of the small plane as it took off from the airfield, Grace and Luke standing by the Mercy Hum vehicle that had driven her the short distance from the house. This was home. She was going on holiday back to the UK, but when she came back here in three weeks, that would be coming home.

Emma couldn’t take the grin off her face. The day before, they had finished the last distribution of mossie nets, and the most awesome, amazing, thing had happened. She hadn’t stopped smiling since. The last mossie net distribution had taken place in the same village she had first gone out to with Amy and Sam for the nutrition distribution, a few months ago. She hadn’t recognised the name from the distribution schedule sheets, so she hadn’t even realised where she was going until she got there. But once there, she recognised the place immediately.

Some of Amy’s team was there – but without Amy, who had been super busy scoping new sites for the expanded programme – and they were just finishing up with the last of the babies and children. Constance had excitedly called Emma over, and she had jogged across the open patch of ground to where the familiar-looking nutrition ‘clinic’ had been set up, assuming Constance simply wanted to say hello. What Constance actually wanted was something so much more.

As Emma was jogging over, she had seen Constance call out something to a woman just leaving, holding a small child. When Emma arrived, Constance pointed at the little boy.

“C’est lui,” she said with a big smile on her face.

At first, Emma didn’t get it. Then her mouth fell open. It was the little boy from before, the one that didn’t cry, that didn’t make a sound. The one that simply hung limply without even seeming to be present. The one Emma was sure was going to die.

He was sat up in his mother’s arms, looking alert and quite happy. Constance said something to the woman in rapid Swahili that Emma didn’t get, and before she knew it the mother had handed the baby over and Emma suddenly had her arms full of squiggling baby. Very, very alive, squiggling baby. Emma’s eyes had filled with tears. She suddenly realised – this was the point of this work.

All the way home – or back to her first home, the UK – Emma felt a small smile playing on her face. She felt true contentment. She was really excited to see all her family and friends, but also knew that she would be just as excited to come back to her African home at the end of her holiday.
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