
    Unforgotten
he monitor suddenly showed a tiny heartbeat and I felt VJ’s grip 
tighten. She looked from the screen to me with an expression of  
pure joy and relief. Her third surgery, six months before, had been 

much easier than the others but the recovery was as painful as ever. Still, it had 
done the job. Since then she had fallen pregnant and I was to become a father for 
the first time. 

There’s so much to plan at a time like that. When will everything happen? 
What hospital do we choose? Where will we put a nursery? The planning went on 
for a long while but we had months to go. It’s a time of  great innocence and sweet 
expectation. I enjoyed every bit of  it. 
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For some reason so many of  the big things in life seem to happen after midnight on 
a Saturday. I remember VJ’s face, pale and stricken, and the blur of  the hospital 
and wards and tests. It had been a good time, but it was over. That tiny heartbeat 
was no more. You could see the staff  felt bad about it — they needed to tell us our 
baby was gone, but had to leave us alone to wait for a doctor who could make the 
call officially. For two hours babies cried all around us. Like many before me who 
found themselves standing in a small white room I had to grow up fast. 

The next day, while VJ was asleep, I took the dogs out by the row of  big old 
pines. Always at these times the urge is strong to see the sun and sky, to look out 
over the land. The pup ran with his usual excitement, but Saxon stayed close and 
attentive. Dogs can’t talk but they often say the right thing anyway. 

It felt like a double hit. Our child was gone, and I wondered if  we’d be able 
to keep trying after what had happened. I had seen the expression on VJ’s face 
the night before and it was that of  someone who was completely done with it all. 
Nobody could blame her. All those trips to the hospital, the operations and tests, 
all that hope and expectation gone so suddenly. It seemed too cruel to be real. 

Ours was a loss that touches many families but is not often spoken about. Those 
who have been there don’t want to share it for fear others won’t understand. Some 
don’t want to waken sad old memories. 

The battles of  the Great War left many men with no known resting place. If  
you go to those quiet fields today, the stones that mark those lost soldiers are often 
simply inscribed ‘Inconnu’, unknown. 

We planted a cherry tree by the old rose garden that we were slowly rebuilding. 
It seemed such a small thing to do for our own unknown, unnamed and lost. 
Every spring it is covered, however briefly, in blossom. 

know Pete, you pulled off  a rare thing. Beginner’s luck.’
‘That’s a first. What is it?’ 
‘To take more out of  this place than it has of  you.’
There was a lot of  other talk, but that’s the last thing I can remember hearing 

him say. I heard later that he quit the following year. As is so often the case with 
a true story, this one has no exciting ending to speak of. I don’t really know what 
happened. 

I’ve tried to find him but it’s no good. His mother has passed away and I’ve 
tried his old tracker, but Zenzo is gone too. He went to the city and didn’t come 
back. I managed to find out that Fundi, the tracking dog, had been killed by 
baboons while on a trail. Nobody seems to know where Andy is now; not his ex-
wife back in England or any of  the others who knew him. The game department 
doesn’t give a damn, and you can never get the same person there anyway. Most 
phone calls, if  you can get through, simply go unanswered. All they will say is that 
he quit the block suddenly, though they won’t discuss why he would do that. They 
will not tell me who has it now either, which is very suspicious. 

I did find something out much later, quite by accident. I had scrawled a 
number one day on an old empty packet of  Andy’s malaria tablets and put it in 
my vest. It turned out that while this drug was massively prescribed for malaria 
for many years, it is now thought to produce terrible side effects, including vivid 
nightmares, depression and even suicidal episodes. Some believe that the nearer 
it is taken to sleep the worse its effect. I remembered his habit of  always taking his 
tablet with supper. 

Andy was, I realise now, a troubled soul for all sorts of  reasons, and the 
prognosis is not good. Africa has had her full revenge. The white tribes have been 
there long enough to have her in their bones and to have fallen in love, but too 
late. She has moved on and is indifferent to their plight now. In my mind’s eye I 
like to think he is doing game drives for rich tourists somewhere, what he used to 
laughingly call the SMAL tour . . . no matter how interesting the game, or what 
amazing things it might be doing, all the tourists say is yes, very nice . . . but Show 
Me A Lion. It’s not exactly like being a hunter, but he had the knowledge and tact 
to do it. 

It might also be that he is gone from us, or that having lost his country and 
mastery of  a great skill, he has passed into some awful twilight somewhere. 

It’s hard to say which would be worse. 
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