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 Chapter 1 Welcome to
the Jungle

There was a lion in the room, on the
other side of the table.

His shoulder muscles bunched and his
eyes blazed red as he looked at me. I froze in the
chair.

Just what I’d been warned about, but
hadn’t believed.

So unlikely, even in Africa. Here,
in a Heathrow bar that smelt of stale beer, cigarettes, and damp
socks, it was plain unbelievable.

Avoid eye contact. I looked down at
my beer.

“I'm in charge at the loony bin,
Pete. My cabbagepatch.” He paused, waited for any challenge, then
carried on, slightly mollified by my reaction. “Like when the
loonies get the shits I take care of things. Fix 'em up. They're
always so friggin' grateful.”

I looked up and saw just plain old
Big Sid hunched forward over the formica table, pint in paw, with
the light from the ‘DEPARTURES’ sign outside the bar reflected on
his bottle-bottom thick specs.

His shoulder length blond straggle
was backlit by reflection off the mirror behind the counter, so
just for a moment his silhouette, combined with his attitudes, had
shown his nature. What Gran called a man possessed by a lion
spirit.

He chugged beer, burped, and said,
“The doctors think they know it all. Nobody else could do their
job. Bloody power freaks don't want us to do medical stuff, even
simple things. They keep it all complicated. Keep it all scientific
and that. I mean, look at how they treat someone who's dehydrated.
Simple, all they need is fluids in them.”

I looked down at my mug and tried to
keep my face expressionless, but couldn't help thinking,
‘Power-freak yourself. Bloody predator. Everyone’s just prey,
ego-food on the hoof to you.’ I wanted to say that, but I knew
there was no way a guy like Sid, five years older and a foot
taller, could let me score any points.

So I played along. “Go on then. Tell
us, Sid. What's wrong with how they treat that, then?”

“They stick 'em in a bed, with
needles and tubes and one of those drip things. Scientific. Now we
all, us orderlies, we know that's not needed. Then too, we like to
keep things cool, you know. There's stuff that's better kept
quiet.”

“Now why would that be, in a nice
place like the Hertfordshire Psych.?”

“Oh, you know. For instance,
there's one bloke on the third floor got his throat cut in a fight,
and he bled like a pig. They stitched him up. Well, he thinks he's
Jesus Christ. Thinks he died and came back. Problem with that is,
some of the others believe it too. So when they all get too
worshipful I give him some of our special chocolate.”

He paused for more beer. “Laxative.
Then I lock all the bathrooms. Fixes the problem. No-one wants to
follow a saviour who poops in his pants.”

“This’s a new era, man. Age of
Aquarius. Peace and Love and all that. I mean, go with the flow,
let the poor guy have his little delusion. What harm can he do?
Your chocolate treatment could kill him.”

“Don't be so bloody prissy, kid. I
see him right, give him lots of salt water to drink. That's what
I'm telling you. Salt water, same proportions as in your blood, bit
of sugar for energy, and he's fine. Everything stays peaceful, an’
I love it.” He leant back in his chair and grinned
triumphantly.

I focused on the other part. “So how
come he didn't die with his throat cut? Isn’t that how they kill
animals?”

“Now see, it's like this,” said
Sid. “You can be slashed across the throat and bleed all over the
place, but unless one of the big blood vessels is cut you don't die
right off. Cows and big guys like me with nice thick necks, it can
look bad, but isn't.”

Sid waited with a challenging stare,
but I knew enough just to reply, “How about another pint then?
Gotta use up my English money.”

I had to show my passport to the
barman to prove my age. The man took his time about it, and looked
back and forth at my face and the picture a couple of times.
“Eighteen? You sure this’s you? Peter Theodore Fitt is it? Don’t
look much like you.”

“Of course that’s me. P.T.F. in
person. It was taken a few years ago, but the immigration people
never worry about it, so it must be good enough, right? Come on,
just give me two pints of best bitter. I got a plane to
catch.”

When he handed my passport back
there was water smeared across the cover, so the lion and the
unicorn in the coat of arms gleamed silver. I rubbed it on my
pants’ seat and shoved it in my back pocket. No way was this guy
getting all the change I had left. I counted out to the
penny.

When I got back with the beer it was
getting close to boarding time.

Sid said, “Well, keep your nose
clean, stay away from the bad boys. Act sensible and responsible,
like me. Cheers.”

“Cheers!” I said, and sucked foam
off, before taking a good gulp.

“Well, you’ll be into a whole new
life over there. Job and everything.”

“Yeah, I s’pose so.” We chugged
beer.

“I’ll be doing something that
needs doing, anyway. People live on what they grow, and if crops
fail, they die. Things have to change. Modern agriculture. That’s
the Green Revolution.”

“Fuck the Green Revolution, we
have to stop the bloody Red Revolution. I mean the Commies want to
take over everything, and that part of Africa’s the front line in
the Cold War.” Sid gripped his tankard as if it was a Commie’s
neck, and glared at me.

“Oh yeah, well. I’ll be in Zambia,
there’s no war there. All that shit’s happening in Rhodesia. Or
rather, Zimbabwe, which it’ll be if they have a proper democratic
vote, like they have in Zambia.”

“Yeah right. One man, one vote.
Once.” Sid flushed bright red and took a long pull at his
tankard.

‘Yeah,’ I thought, ‘you wouldn’t
mind that if they voted for you, dickhead.’ I gulped
beer.

Sid put his beer down with a thump,
cleared his throat and looked a bit uncertain, then said, “I’m
going over. Going to do my bit, and all. Joining the Rhodesian
Army.”

He paused, picked up his mug again
and looked down into it. “Good pay, a chance to do something
worthwhile, and I want to see a different part of the world. Your
stories about the bush and the life there, they kinda woke me up to
how dull things are here.”

I tried to think of something to
say. How the hell could anything I’d said give anyone the idea that
joining the Rhodesian Army was a good idea? I was saved by the
clock.

“Air France flight one seven five
for Paris, Brazzaville, Lusaka, and Johannesburg is now boarding,”
said the P.A. speaker.

‘Good timing. Best to save my
energy for something worth fighting,’ I thought.

I settled into a seat behind the
wing. I could see lights for a while, towns, and long strings which
had to be roads, and then grey and silver clouds which reflected
moonlight in an endless rolling expanse.

After the stop in Paris the plane
was half empty. Dinner was good, mostly because it came with a
little bottle of wine. My head felt muzzy and thick, so I closed my
eyes. Just for a sec, I told myself.

Next thing, I was falling, and
clutched blindly to save myself. When I opened my eyes, there was
blonde hair a few inches away. “Wha-- ?” I slurred, then I realised
I had one of the crew by her skirt. She was bent over, trying to
fasten my seat belt.

“We have some turbulence
monsieur,” she said, and pulled at my hand.

“Oh right, sorry.” I felt my face
flush hot as I let go, and pushed myself back in the seat to give
her space.

“Merci, monsieur.” She turned away
and went to check other passengers. She held onto the backs of the
seats to steady herself as the plane bucked and shuddered. Every
few seconds the window blazed with the glare of lightning as it
flickered among the clouds below the plane.

“Attention please. We are on our
final approach to Brazzaville, Republique du Congo, and will land
in a few minutes. Those passengers continuing with us to Lusaka and
Johannesburg please to also exit the aeroplane and wait in the
terminal building, while we refuel.”

Several passengers had used their
barf bags, and someone who'd eaten a meal of strong curry washed
down with beer must’ve missed the bag, so the thought of breathing
different air was quite enticing.

As soon as the plane rolled to a
stop I unbuckled the belt and stood up. I had to stand stooped
under the baggage storage though, since a large person dressed in a
crumpled white shirt was in the aisle right by my seat. The odours
of curry had faded into the general fug, but now waves of
generously applied deodorant engulfed me instead. I tried not to
breathe too hard as I stretched my legs and arms one by one, and
waited.

“We must ask for your patience
please. Since it is raining here in Brazzaville the ground staff
are placing some shelter for us.”

We stood and waited for the cabin
door to open, and then when the crew opened it there was a surge of
shoving as the nearer unfortunates scrambled to get out of the rain
that came whipping in. The ground crew had managed to set up a
canvas tarpaulin sagging on poles to provide some shelter for the
dash to the building, but the rain came lashing at me from the side
as I negotiated the steps down to the tarmac. Unlike English rain,
this was warm, blood heat water, and my wet clothes didn’t chill
me, they just felt heavy and sticky.

Within twenty minutes it all swept
away, and the water gurgled down gullies to join the Congo River.
The thunder rolled away to rattle any remaining window glass there
might be across the river in the other Congo, the former Belgian
Congo, and lingered for a few minutes longer over there, before the
storm headed even farther south. Echoing bangs and an intermittent
crackling noise became audible.

“What’s going on over there? Is
that fireworks, some kind of celebration, like their Independence
Day or something?” I asked a safari suit clad businessman who’d
been on the plane. The man sat on a stool at the polished wood bar,
with his back to the wide glass window. Unlike me, he preferred the
view of the gleaming glassware and colourful bottles on display, to
the raw world outside.

“That’s guns you’re hearing.
There’s some kind of rebellion or coup or something going on over
there.” He turned away and lit a cigarette.

When the refuelling was done
everyone re-boarded the plane with no formalities. I sat by a
window just in front of the wing, where I had the best view of the
river and the city on the other side on takeoff. Not much to see
though. Just clouds below after the first couple of
minutes.

The front edge of the wing looked
wrong. I squinted against the reflected tropical sunlight and
focused on the area where I’d seen something move. I hoped it
wasn’t real. Maybe an optical illusion, an effect of the strong
light. I looked away, squeezed my eyes tight shut, and then looked
again.

No such luck. One of the aluminium
plates vibrated up and down. Another rivet popped out, and a bigger
section of the wing worked itself loose. If I hadn’t seen that
rivet fly, it wouldn’t have been worth a second glance. The wings
always flapped and bent around, and nothing ever happened, on these
journeys from home in Zambia to school in England and
back.

I tapped one of the cabin crew on
her arm as she passed. She turned quite sharply, and I mumbled,
“Uh, sorry. I think there’s a problem.”

I must have looked pale, and maybe a
bit queasy, well of course that’s how I felt, because she said,
“There is a bag in the pocket here, if you want to be
sick.”

“Oh, thanks no, I’m fine. But
could you look out the window? I don’t think the wing is supposed
to have loose pieces. I mean there’s some rivets
missing.”

“I’m sure it’s nothing. There is
just some turbulence, that’s why the seat belt light is still on.
The wings are made so they can bend, so the plane is more
stable.”

“Well, I know, but this isn’t
normal.”

As we watched several more rivets
gave up and the loose plate started to move even more. She put her
finger on her lips in a shushing motion, and walked away towards
the front of the plane. She reappeared with a youngish man in a
white shirt with gold braid on the shoulders. Probably a co-pilot.
When he’d examined the view of the wing for a bit, he spoke quietly
to her, and went back to the cockpit.

“Would you mind to change seats?
There is nothing to worry about, of course, but we want to keep an
eye on things, and this window is best for that,” she said. “Would
you like a snack perhaps? We have chocolate ice cream and fresh
strawberries in First Class.”

So of course I went and sat farther
towards the front of the plane, next to a tall lean man with a
military haircut and a brown moustache.

He turned in his seat and reached
out his hand. “Lucien Versteeg. Just Lucien, to you. Pleased to
meet you.”

We shook hands, and then my promised
ice cream arrived, together with a glass of whisky on ice for
Lucien.

We watched as another of the cockpit
crew strolled through the passenger cabin. He happened to stop and
look casually out at the view by my old seat.

I explained what I'd seen out the
window, and Lucien shrugged and waved a dismissive hand. “Nothing
to worry about then.”

I suppose I didn’t look properly
convinced, because he made an obvious effort to keep me busy
talking.

“I have a contract with the
Rhodesians, to train their security people.” He swirled the liquor
in his glass and watched as the ice cubes twirled and
settled.

“Because of course they have
problems lately with those insurgents. You know, typical communist
trained troublemakers. We Belgians know how to deal with
this.”

He put his glass down on the tray
and looked directly at me. “They don't care about the people, or if
the place is called Zimbabwe or Rhodesia. Just about power, to push
out the British and extend their own influence. Forget about
freedom and equal rights and all that liberal stuff. Democracy does
not work in Africa. Power comes from the gun. You know what they’re
like.”

He was deliberately poking at me,
wanting me to react, and forget about the wing. I scraped up the
last ice cream and licked the spoon. “I don't know about all that.
Of course there are a few power freaks, but Zambia is doing just
fine with the elected Parliament. I mean, there aren't many jobs or
industries except the mines, but we're pushing ahead with modern
farming methods. That way no-one will go hungry.”

Lucien smiled with his lips pressed
tight, and then concentrated on his glass.

The 'buckle seat belts' signs lit
up, and the cabin crew bustled around collecting everything loose
and checking everyone. I'd noticed Lucien was keeping an eye on the
activity up and down to my old seat, as the crew all nonchalantly
strolled through in turn, while he'd kept me busy talking. Worth
worrying about, then.

The blonde stewardess took my empty
bowl and Lucien's glass, and folded my tray up. Lucien took care of
his own tray, and then buckled his seat belt. I followed his
example.

Shortly, the plane banked into a
steep turn and headed north again as the overhead speaker
announced, “We are going to land again, as there is still some
maintenance tasks which were not performed on our stopover in
Brazzaville. Nothing important, but our airline regulations people
are quite particular about these things, and so we are going to
land again at the nearest airport.”

Of course the same announcement was
made in French, which seemed to produce quite a reaction from one
passenger.

The big beefy dark guy across the
aisle from me became quite agitated. He swung his arms passionately
as he expressed his displeasure. His booming voice seemed to be
arguing in thick rapid French for continuing the original flight
plan, with no turning around, and no landing back in either Congo
Brazzaville or the former Belgian Congo. He stood up in the aisle,
seemingly so he could swing his arms freely to emphasise his
points.

“What's his problem?”

“Oh, he doesn't want to land here.
He just got out of the Congo, from the fighting, and he says
they’ll be waiting at the airport to kill him. He’s one of the
ringleaders in this latest bit of trouble.”

I was about to ask him if he knew
the man, when he spoke again.

“You can always tell the big
shots, they’re the ones who can get away. They can start a coup or
rebellion and look out for themselves, and have a plan to escape if
it doesn't work.”

The stewardess stood close as she
tried to get the man to calm down and sit, and spoke quietly to him
every time he paused for breath. Her head barely came up to his
shoulder, so that she had to crane her neck to look into his face
as she spoke.

The plane was on a steep descent
now, and the undercarriage locked into position with a thump and a
judder. The man staggered and grabbed hold of the stewardess, to
keep his balance.

“Ou? Where?”

“Kinshasa, Monsieur,” she
replied.

“No! They will kill me! Je suis
mort!”

He took action. He put his arm
around her neck, pulled a big knife from his pocket, and opened it
with a metallic snap. He stood right next to me, and turned away to
look down the aisle towards the front of the plane.

Lucien put his hand on my arm and
whispered, “Keep still, let others deal with it.”

The hijacker took a lurching step,
with his hostage in front of him. She was clutched tightly around
the neck, and stood high on her toes, to take the strain
off.

The plane touched down with a thump.
He lost his balance with the jolt, and let go of his stranglehold
to grab at a seatback. His hostage fell to her knees, then took her
chance. She scrambled back down the aisle way. At first on hands
and knees, then she climbed upright without stopping her progress
away.

Once he had his balance the big man
looked for a replacement. His eyes locked on to me.

He grabbed my arm and hauled.
“Allez! Come boy!” and pointed the knife at my eye.

The seat belt cut into me as the man
tugged. “Wait, wait, let me take off the seat belt. I can’t stand
up, look.”

“Vite! Hurry up!”

I fumbled at the catch, and then
stood up. Once I was in the aisle, with my arm held firmly in a
massive hand, we marched forwards. The knife pricked the skin below
my ear as the plane hit a bump on the runway. I focused on keeping
my own balance. I could feel something trickle down my neck. I
realised I must be bleeding. “Please, I am no use to you if I’m
dead. I won’t try anything, I promise. Just hold the knife a little
away, please.”

After a few long seconds the knife
moved away from my neck.

The pilots must have got word of
what was going on by means of the telephone/intercom at the back of
the cabin, because someone steered the plane right off the runway
into the soft mud and grass alongside. The undercarriage wheels
sank in, and we came to an abrupt halt with the right wing tip
almost touching the ground, and the other pointing
skywards.

For a moment I thought that was an
accident, perhaps because a nervous pilot made a clumsy mistake.
Then I realised that this very effectively prevented the hijacker
from using the plane to take off again.

Someone must have radioed the
control tower about the hijacker, because I could see a response
coming, as I looked through the portholes. A convoy of assorted
vehicles filled with troops roared up the runway. Most had bullet
holes and broken windows, evidence of recent disagreements and
their emphatic resolution. The ground forces seemed quite eager to
take action.

My knees were shaking and knocking
like castanets, and it seemed like the messages from my body to my
brain were getting through, but I could ignore anything that wasn’t
going to help me survive. Time had slowed, and all the fear and the
shaky knees and queasy stomach seemed to belong to someone else,
almost like I was two people. One in normal time, dead scared, and
another in quick time looking for a way out.

I told myself my value as a
bargaining tool for my captor meant he wasn't going to use that
knife unless he was at the end of hope. If the knife was used, my
captor would be shot right away. That might also happen if someone
got impatient. Nasty. From what my seat mate had said, and the look
of those men outside, my chances of staying alive were
slim.

I could think quite clearly, though
my thoughts raced with my heart, and I felt the knife against my
neck, cold and sharp. It moved against me as the man’s hand
trembled slightly. My vision seemed extra clear, and I could smell
the man behind me, and hear our clothes rustle as we moved
together. All my senses blazed with painful intensity.

 Chapter 2 Lucien in
the Sky, with Diamonds.

The man’s hand tightened on my left
arm. “Come.” He held me firmly in front of his body with my head
below his chin as we edged over to the right side of the plane and
the door there.

“Open.”

I had to pull hard on the handle
before the latch gave way and the door swung wide. The hot air
blasted in. Choking exhaust fumes and humidity swirled into the
cabin.

“Bring step.”

Not directed at me, of course, but
to anyone listening.

Lucien started quietly and firmly
giving orders. I couldn’t pay attention to much outside of myself,
the man, and that knifepoint, but I was aware of his firm steady
voice, and how intently my captor listened. The man turned his
head, so I looked at what caught his attention. The stewardess
walked towards us along the aisle. She kept her eyes down, and
didn’t look at me or the knife as she approached, with her bottom
lip clenched between her teeth. She stopped by Lucien and listened
as he spoke, then nodded and went back again to the phone at her
station near the tail of the plane.

A tractor arrived with standard
airline passenger steps in tow, and me and my captor stepped out of
the door and up onto it, and so to the ground. All movements had to
be thought through carefully, and I stepped very slowly and felt my
way along, especially down each step. Fortunately the knife wasn’t
pressed firmly against my throat now, just held an inch or so away.
Though unable to look down, I could turn my head cautiously to see
what was going on.

The airport terminal building was
just a hundred yards away. We set out for it on foot. Several of
the Land Rovers and trucks that followed closely in a menacing
horseshoe had no mufflers, from the noise, and all were engulfed in
a blue shimmering haze. The soldiers shouted back and forth and
waved their weapons as they tried to settle on a course of action.
I could see their mouths move, but the voices were swallowed by the
engine sounds.

Lucien sat in the front seat of one
of the trucks. He used his hands a lot to signal to the men in the
other vehicles, who seemed to pay attention to him. He must’ve
followed close behind us out of the plane.

By the time we got to the terminal
building I was soaked with sweat. My body was still adjusted to the
cooler English climate, while here the heat was stunning and
blinding, as full sunlight and one hundred percent humidity
combined to hit with a double whammy.

My captor was in a total funk by
now, unable to see a way out of the hole he was in. That made two
of us. He moved his head jerkily from one threat to the next as we
went. I just concentrated on walking, on not letting my jelly-legs
fold or my detached and distant feet stumble, while my mind churned
through possibilities.

Could I move fast enough to get away
before he cut too deep? Would someone maybe take him out with a
head shot, right over my own head? No, that wouldn’t help me, not
with all the hair-trigger types around. Have to hope for a way he
could live then, because every scenario I could think of where he
died, I’d die too.

Ripples of heat rose visibly from
the black tarmac and oily concrete, so that the nearby vehicles
floated on a shimmer of air, their wheels wavering in and out of
sight.

Once in the building, the glare gave
way to just plain old eye squinching brightness, and the heat
dropped from griddle temperatures to
gasp-for-breath-and-try-not-to-move levels. The air-conditioning
only worked when the power was on of course, I thought. That wasn't
exactly a priority for whoever was currently in control in the
city.

We stood by a large concrete column
in the main concourse, with my body between my captor and the guns.
Now the knife was right against my throat again.

Lucien gave orders to the motley
armed men who crowded around in ever growing numbers, though it was
improbable that these guys would follow any orders for long.
Somebody would cut loose, hostage or not, and then all those
nervous fingers would clamp on the triggers, and you’d have
Shredded Pete in a quarter second.

I’d have to do something. Take fate
back into my own hands. But how? Get the knife, and overcome this
great bull of a man? Wait a minute. He wanted to live as badly as I
did. Perhaps we could work together? Then I realised that the other
guys wanted to see my captor die. Perhaps they could be
fooled.

I spoke as clearly and slowly as I
could, in hope of seeming calm and confident. “Listen, if you want
to live, I have a plan. Give me the knife. Or, rather, let me grab
it from you, and then I will use it on you. I will just cut enough
to make you bleed, not to really hurt, so they'll think you're
dead. My friend there is an honourable man. He will see that you
get to the hospital, and stay alive. Let him come close and I'll
explain the plan to him. You have a chance that way, and so do I.
If this goes on they will shoot you and me both.”

I tried to slow my breath and heart,
to stand steadily, and project calm.

Finally, after a few very long
seconds. “We try.” He beckoned to Lucien. “Listen, he talk you.
Come close.”

Lucien frowned as he listened, but
understood the gist of the plan. With his eyes locked to mine he
nodded once, and then turned his attention to the knife wielder.
They exchanged words in whispered machine gun French, back and
forth for ages, before he shrugged and said, “All right, there is
not much else we can try if you are going to live, mon ami. These
men have lost too many comrades to this General here and his men.
The fighting is still going on. For you I will give my word that I
will take this fellow to the hospital, whether he lives or dies. I
hope he dies, but what is important is that you live.”

He stepped away again, and called
out, “Ecoutez moi! Cet garcon est mon ami! Tres important, mes
braves!”

All eyes turned to him for a
second.

I grabbed the knife and turned it on
my captor.

I slashed across the front of his
throat, but held the blade to cut at an upwards angle.

The blade went in between the skin
and windpipe.

Blood sprayed out, bright on his arm
and wet on his face.

I hoped to produce a large shallow
cut that bled a lot, but didn't damage anything vital.

As the man fell to the floor he
screamed, wriggled, and clutched his throat with both
hands.

I wasn't sure if I’d killed the man
or not, but anyway, I was grabbed and lifted off my feet, as I
looked down in horror at the blood.

I was whisked away to the back ranks
and held by a couple of very big men. The rest descended in a
confused tangle around my former captor.

Bright red blood ran scarlet from my
chest and down my arms and legs as I stood. My guardians quickly
checked to see if I was hurt. They tore my shirt open and ran their
rough fingers all over to find any wounds.

When they were sure I was unhurt
they relaxed, and one said, “You have kill the bull, the General.
You will be a great one in the land. Mon nom est Sergeant Mbara, do
not forget me. I am Corporal in Garde Presidentiale.”

Both took Gauloise from a battered
pack, and Sergeant offered one to me, which I took, although I
didn't smoke cigarettes.

“My brother, ici, Jean
Mbara.”

Sergeant produced a very expensive
looking gold lighter, and fumbled with it a bit before he could
produce a flame. He grinned, and carefully lit his own smoke, then
his brother’s, and then mine. He put the lighter back into his
shirt pocket and settled down into a comfortable position, with his
gun on the floor beside him. All three of us squatted on our heels
and watched the ruckus as the rest closed around their enemy.
Lucien stood astride over the fallen man and spoke commandingly,
with the result that a stretcher and attendants appeared to bear
the bleeding and apparently comatose burden away.

When they had smoked their
cigarettes right down to finger scorching stumps, both soldiers
pinched theirs out and put the butts in their shirt pockets. I had
stubbed mine out on the floor, only half smoked.

Sergeant Mbara, who had three lines
of scar tissue on each cheek like a sergeant's stripes, said,
“Okay, I take this? You don't want, right?” He put that nice long
butt away with a happy grin, showing teeth filed to points like a
shark’s.

My heart still raced, and my hands
wouldn't stop shaking. The tobacco had definitely not helped there.
Since I wasn't a smoker it hadn't had the calming and relaxing
effect I’d hoped for, but had given me a queasy stomach. This was
not a place to relax in anyway, with armed men all over, everyone
speaking foreign languages, and the general feeling of lawlessness
and violence.

I was thankful to be alive, but
still felt as if something bad might happen at any moment. Then
too, had I just killed a man? Had my actions turned a living,
breathing, intelligent being into a lump of meat, nothing but food
for flies and worms? Whether I meant to save the man’s life would
make no difference in the end, if he actually died from that knife
wound.

Better to stop thinking along those
lines, and stay in touch with what was going on here and now, where
I could still influence the outcome, perhaps. I felt the two Mbara
brothers were protectors. Better pay very close attention to
everything they did and said. They cared what happened to me, while
everyone else here was either indifferent or an enemy, and so when
either one looked at me, I grinned and glowed with gratitude. If
I’d had a tail, I would’ve wagged it.

After a long and involved discussion
in a language that might have been Lualaba or Lingala, but that
definitely mentioned Lucien several times, Jean walked away with a
purposeful stride.

Sergeant stood and said, “Come, we
find drink, maybe water.” He led the way through the now almost
deserted building to a cafe area where broken glass covered
everything in sparkling drifts and sprinkles. He went behind the
counter, opened a large freezer, and triumphantly displayed two
bottles with snarling lion heads on the labels. Sergeant used those
sharp teeth as a bottle opener, then handed one to me and drank the
other. Simba beer wasn't too bad. I drank mine in seconds, and then
held the cool empty bottle against my cheek. Sweat gushed almost
instantly as my body made use of the liquid it needed so
badly.

The other brother, Jean, who looked
identical to Sergeant except for the cheek scars, came back from
his mission and silently handed over a parcel made of banana leaves
tied with twine. I opened it, to find a spotless white shirt that
seemed to be silk. When I held it up in my blood encrusted hands I
saw that a hole on the left chest had been covered with a carefully
embroidered red flower. ‘Someone died in this shirt,’ I thought.
‘Well, I almost died too, so may as well wear a dead man’s shirt.
No time to be squeamish.’

As I unfolded the shirt the brothers
sang together in a low drone. There didn't seem to be words, it was
more like an old song whose words are forgotten while the tune
remains.

“Come on. Pater, you wash now,”
said Mbara, and led me to a door marked Hommes. An oil drum filled
with light brown water was on the floor beside the row of wash
basins. I used cleaner parts of my torn shirt, dipped into one of
the basins, to get most of the blood off, and then I ducked my head
into the drum and soaked my hair. I put the new shirt on and
slicked my wet hair down with my fingers. In the one almost intact
mirror I didn't look too bad, I thought.

When I came out into the cafeteria
again there was a fire burning on the tiled floor and the two
guardians were holding chunks of meat on sticks over the flames.
Sergeant grinned and passed over a stick with a singed and dripping
lump on it.

“Eat, little Pappa,” he said. “Eat
the bull meat. We celebrate. You are great now, you are make a King
from a General. You have kill him so he can live. He is great man
now, but you have made him this. We are with Lucien. He is clever
like a crow, so we follow him. He sees the way ahead.”

I was grateful to be alive and
starting to feel less shaky, now the mob of armed men were out of
sight and I’d washed the blood off, but right then didn't feel
interested in anything beyond the moment. It was enough to savour
the comforts of companionship and a fire, food and drink, just to
live. I heard the words spoken but had no grasp on any possible
meaning beyond the important facts that Sergeant was happy and
seemed to think I’d done something good, and that Lucien was still
somewhere around. I took the offered meat and bit a mouthful
off.

“Good,” I said, after a couple of
chews. With food in my stomach I felt more settled. The comfort of
beer and meat, I thought, just what Big Sid would go for. If I
closed my eyes, I could picture Sid right there, casual in the
midst of chaos as long as he had food and drink in hand. Never
thought I’d be grateful for something he taught me. I said, very
quietly, to myself, ‘You saved my life, you fat bastard, with your
talk about throat slashing being survivable.’

Several hours passed before an
airline man came along, improbably neat and efficient amongst the
casual anarchy of the airport building, and said, in almost
unaccented but slightly stilted English, “Good, there you are. I am
glad you are safe. All right, we are going to get out of here, the
situation is not good at all. We should leave as soon as possible.
The fighting is getting worse. We have got the plane back on the
runway and put some rivets in that wing section. Normally we should
wait for proper clearance and get authorisation for the flight plan
and a take off time. But there is nobody in the control tower even.
Paris is leaving the decision up to the pilot and he says we are
going now.”

I shook hands with Sergeant and his
brother. Both gave special care to how they clasped my right hand
with both of theirs, then turned to give one another the same sort
of elaborate ceremonial handshake as I walked away.

We took off as soon as all the
passengers were seated. Every seat was now taken. None of the
original passengers had chosen to break their journey, despite the
need to fly in a hastily repaired plane, and an assortment of
anxious new faces filled all the gaps. Lucien arrived at the last
minute, and sat beside me again.

After a while I began to luxuriate
in the delight of being alive, the play of light, the feel of cool
air on my face, and water in my mouth. As long as the plane was
still on the ground I wasn't able to relax or convince myself the
whole thing was over. My spirits lifted with the plane, to soar
almost giddily by the time we broke above the rain clouds. My
senses remained highly tuned, though no longer receiving messages
of danger, but of life.

Once we reached cruising altitude
Lucien took out a small cloth bag from his shirt pocket and said,
“Voila! Look here, a General's price. He told me which pocket to
look in to get payment, so I would pretend he was dying. So I would
ensure he was taken to the hospital and not thrown in the
river.”

He poured a glittering cascade of
stones into his palm. “These diamonds will buy me a good life. I
could have just taken them and left him to fate, but then he might
have told someone else that I had them and there would have been
trouble. So I made sure some of his men knew where he ended up.
There are a lot of his supporters just outside the city. He has a
good chance of surviving, becoming top man in the
country.”

He stirred the stones with his
finger, watched them gleam in the soft cabin lighting, and then
said, “They'll think he has supernatural powers now, that he died
and came back to life. He won't be picking through the remains
after others fight, a raven, anymore. He will be a great
lion.”

He poured his hoard back into the
bag, and tucked it into his pocket again. “See, I am happy to let
others do the fighting, and take little treasures like these that
are easy pickings.”

He looked at me sideways, with his
head cocked. “You realise of course that I was actually on the
other side. I was training the Presidential Guard you see, the men
at the airport who were fighting the General. Things were touch and
go, so I decided to leave.”

He looked out the porthole for a
while, then turned to me again. “I was quite surprised to see him
on the same plane, you know. Both of us thought the other side
looked like winning, and we both made the same decision. It's quite
amusing actually, how things worked out. The plane turning back
changed history. He didn't realise how close his men were to
victory until he saw me on the plane. Even then he was thinking
perhaps I am after him. Luckily my own men thought the same, that I
caused the plane to turn back, to deliver him into their hands,
otherwise they wouldn't have obeyed me.”

I responded, “You blow my mind man.”
In fact that did describe my state of mind, though Lucien's tale
hadn't done it. I felt empty and drained of emotion. Hollow, like a
bird's egg taken by a collector, the yolk blown out to preserve the
shell. Quite detached from events, so I could listen to Lucien with
only mild interest. I thought that I should be angry, but his story
of greed and betrayal seemed unimportant.

I got off that plane in Lusaka,
carried my guitar across the tarmac, breathed the precious, dusty,
frangipani and rotting garbage scented air, and waved at my younger
brother, Richie, and my sister, Issy, who stood and grinned from
behind the glass of the waiting lounge. Henry Donnelly, my
stepfather, loomed behind them enveloped in a cloud of blue-grey
cigarette smoke.

"We've been waiting ages for you.
Come on, let's go. We haven't had lunch yet,” said Issy. At
thirteen, she hadn't changed since last year, still lived pretty
much in her own universe, where her own inconvenience was always a
really big deal. “Why was your plane so late? They said something
about being delayed in the Congo, some trouble with a passenger.
Was that you Pete, arguing with someone, or shouting?”

“No. Not me, I didn't do any
shouting, and no-one was arguing exactly, just this other guy got
really upset, and then -”

“What's that you're wearing, some
kind of hippie shirt or something?” She frowned theatrically. “It
doesn't fit you properly. We're going to the Club for lunch. Come
on.”

I shrugged, picked up my suitcase,
handed the guitar to my brother to carry, and we walked out to the
Vauxhall Victor parked just outside the terminal
building.

“Bit different to Heathrow. There
you have to go miles to the car park,” I commented. I felt quite
normal, I decided.

“I'm learning to drive now,” said
Rich. “I've got a Learner's License, that's why we've got L plates
on. I drove here, and parked right first try.”

Henry looked hard at me, while we
waited for Rich to unlock the car. “You look awful. Pity we haven't
time to get you to the barber.”

'Barber?' I thought. 'Is that all he
thinks is important?'

“Ooh yuck! What have you got on
your fingernails? Is that nail polish or dirt?” Issy wrinkled her
nose in exaggerated disgust.

Henry flushed red when he noticed.
“I must say I'm very disappointed. You should at least try to look
decent. When we get to the Club, go straight to the washroom and
clean up a bit.” He got into the front passenger seat and slammed
the door.

Izzy grinned at me. Didn't see much
point in explaining the reddish black stuff around my nails was
dried blood, not with the mood Henry was in. Explanations could
wait for a better opportunity.

She started again as soon as we were
all in the car. “We're going swimming, Pete, into the pool right
after we eat. You have got your swimming trunks in your suitcase,
haven't you? We've got ours on already. Really you shouldn't swim
right after a meal, it should be the other way around, but Dad said
we can live dangerously just this once.”

“Oh I don't mind, I suppose,” I
said. “Just this once.”

 Chapter 3
Revolutions

“Now, I have to fill you in about
what's going on,” said Henry as the cream Vauxhall edged cautiously
out onto the highway. “You're going to be working in the
Agriculture Department again, like last year, but not just helping
out in the office this time.”

He put his hand on Rich's arm.
“Watch out for that bus! Okay, go now.”

He turned to look at me. “I didn't
mention this in my letters in case it fell through, but we just got
the funding approved, so we can go ahead. We have an exciting
project, a real step forward in our Green Revolution, and I have
arranged for you to work on it.”

I raised my eyebrows. “Not arranging
transport and storage space for fertiliser distribution then, like
last year? That was okay, except when the phones didn’t work. In
fact, it was quite exciting sometimes, like when I had to go and
help clear up after that truck tipped over at the big roundabout.
People were scooping up super phosphate in buckets and running off
with it like it was gold.”

Henry pretended not to hear that,
but couldn’t stop his mouth from twitching into an almost-grin.
“Beaufort has been working on a plan to take some fish, a kind of
freshwater anchovy called kapenta, from Lake Tanganyika, and put
them into Lake Kariba. We're hoping to establish a commercial
fishery down there.”

He took a last draw on his
cigarette, and threw the butt out the window. “Since the Rhodesian
border runs through the middle of the lake, this will benefit them
also. So we’ve consulted with them about it, and their people are
keen. A cheap alternative protein source, and employment for the
locals catching and processing and so on. You’ll probably have to
do some travelling, to scout out suitable sites for the way
stations, where the drivers can rest, and of course for the
implantation into Kariba.”

He turned his attention back to
Richie. “Don't drive so close to the side of the road. Sometimes
people walk really close to the tarmac. You have to give them lots
of space.”

He turned back to me. “You’re going
to be co-ordinating that project, arranging for transport and
equipment, tanks and so on. Actually, there’s someone who has
offered some help with all that, and I'm hoping he’ll be at the
Country Club today.”

“Okay. I mean, umm, that sounds
interesting,” I answered. I knew I should really be excited by all
this, a chance to see different parts of the country, and a real
job. Working at something that could really help people, especially
poor country people, was just what I’d hoped for, but I still felt
as if everything was happening behind a sort of transparent screen.
My emotions and reactions were just numb. Perhaps if I acted normal
everything would be fine.

“When this fellow comes, just
leave the talking to me, all right? I know this’s your project, but
you haven’t really had time to get to grips with everything that’s
going on. Follow my lead and just smile a lot. He won’t worry if
you don’t have much to say, since you’ve just come off the plane
after a killer of a journey.”

“Suits me. Though I dunno if I can
do the smiling part. I’m pretty much out of it. Haven’t ever had a
trip like that one.” I realised Henry still thought it had just
been a turbulent plane ride and knew nothing about any hostage
taking. “I still have to tell you about what happened in the Congo,
you know.”

Henry wasn’t really paying
attention, as the car was edging into a parking spot at an angle,
quite close to someone’s Mercedes.

“Maybe later.”

“Stop! Now back out and try again,
but get it properly lined up first!” Henry barked.

At the Club we ate hamburgers,
unevenly shaped fried patties on stale buns, with tomatoes and hot
mustard. Issy and Rich drank Fanta Orange, as always.

Henry said, “Well, I suppose you can
have a beer, Peter. You're legal age now.” So me and Henry had
Castle lager.

A big pale man wearing a blue
polyester shirt and very dark glasses approached the table, and I
pushed .my mostly uneaten burger aside.

Henry said, “You two may as well go
for your swim now. Pete and I have business to discuss with this
gentleman.”

Issy and Rich didn't need much
persuasion, and left with a flurry of chair scrapes and
gulps.

“Good afternoon, Mr. Donnelly. So
here is your boy. Arrived safely from England, I see.”

Henry stood up, and they shook
hands. “Afternoon, Mr. Goncharov. Yes, this is my son. Peter will
be co-ordinating the fish transplant project.”

Goncharov turned to me and gripped
my hand firmly.

“Good afternoon, Mr. Goncharov.”
The Russian had very big hands, much more calloused than you’d
expect from a bureaucrat.

“Welcome in Africa, Peter. I hear
you had quite an eventful journey, young man. How do you feel?
These things are quite stressful, are they not? Perhaps we could
talk another time?”

“I'm sure he's fit enough. Bit of
turbulence, some unpleasantness with one of the passengers, these
things happen,” said Henry. He was busy with the chairs and so
didn't notice the look Goncharov and I exchanged.

“So then, best to just get on with
things. What is past is done, yes? I expect you would like to hear
how we can work together on your project?”

I decided that I wanted to hear what
this Russkie had to say. Might give me more idea of what this fish
thing would involve, if I knew what sort of help was thought
important. “Yes, I certainly am interested in hearing your
proposals.”

One of the white jacketed waiters
started to gather up the plates and cutlery. He brushed crumbs off
the tablecloth onto the pile of plates held in his left hand, using
a crumpled napkin.

“My friend here would like a drink
please, Joseph. Castle Lager for you, Mr. Goncharov?”

“Yes, beer. That is good,
yes.”

“Yes sir, I will bring it in a
moment. Will there be anything else sir, another drink for yourself
perhaps?”

Neither Goncharov nor Henry looked
at the man. I felt a little awkward, so I smiled at the waiter and
said, “Just the one beer, thank you.”

Joseph brought an opened bottle and
a glass on a tray and set them in front of the Russian. Again, both
the older men ignored the waiter. I said, “Thank you.”

Goncharov concentrated on his lager
for a bit, as he poured and drank, then spoke. “Yes, of course.
Trouble that is past is done with, yes? Now then, I have thought
about this, and it seems to me you need help with transport mainly.
Fortunately we in the Soviet Socialist Republics are able to extend
the benefits of our advanced technology to assist the oppressed
peoples of this part of Africa. We have a cargo plane arriving here
quite soon with some material to help the unfortunate refugees from
the oppressive reactionary regime in Zimbabwe.”

He looked at Henry. “Of course, you
understand this is a military transport, so we cannot disclose our
schedule for security reasons, but I think we might be able to use
this opportunity to move your little fishes. You did say it is Lake
Kariba they are going to, yes?”

“Yes, that's right. We're moving
them from Lake Malawi to Lake Kariba. But unless your aeroplane can
land on water I'm afraid it's quite useless. There's no airport
anywhere near Kariba.”

“This is a military transport, I
am telling you already. Our technology allows us to operate in
difficult circumstances, so we can use even a rough airstrip, if it
is long enough of course. We are determined to assist in the
inevitable sweep of history, to be a part of the armed struggle in
less developed parts of our world. Now I have investigated this,
and there is a suitable airfield just south of the lake. It is of
course currently controlled by the Reactionary oppressive regime,
the Rhodesians. Perhaps they can be persuaded to assist in this,
ahh, development project.”

Henry looked doubtful, but before he
could speak, Goncharov said, “Of course it is quite possible that
there might be some excess cargo we shall have to offload, to
lighten the plane enough to take off again. But this will be the
decision of the aircrew at that time, you understand.”

“Well, I don't know, Mr.
Goncharov. What kind of cargo would this be then?”

“Just the usual assistance we are
rendering to our Comrades, the brave Freedom Fighters. But I assure
you the quality is excellent. Including of course plenty of
consumables. Direct from our Russian military production
facilities.”

Henry picked up his glass and gulped
beer loudly. His hand shook, I noticed.

“Well, thank you, Mr. Goncharov. I
expect we will be in touch,” said Henry.

“So this is going to be your
project, ah Peter, yes? Here is my telephone number. Please to call
to discuss this farther. Good day to you.”

Goncharov smiled stiffly at me, and
placed a business card on the table. He stood up, nodded briskly at
Henry. “Mr. Donnelly,” and strode away.

“What's wrong with that? Seems
like we can use the help, right?” I asked.

“Seems to me the bastard is
proposing some kind of arms deal. From the hints he dropped he
wants to use the fish project as cover, to sell weapons to the
Rhodesians.”

“But why would he want to do that?
I mean aren't the Russkies backing the other side?”

“This is politics with a big P.
Nothing is what they say it is. In fact, the louder they say
something, the bigger the lie. This is all about power, you know.
Though of course greed plays a part. Goncharov there will want cold
cash for whatever he brings down. No use us not taking the help
though, the bloody arms deal will go ahead somehow with or without
the Agriculture Department.”

Issy came back to the table wrapped
in a big red towel, but dripping water. “Can I have another Fanta
please? Pete, aren't you going to swim? Tell the waiter to bring it
to the pool, I'm going back in.” She rushed away again.

“May as well go for a swim. I've
been practising holding my breath all year in England. Bet I can do
a full length underwater now. I'll go get my trunks then,” I
said.

“Don't be too long, just a quick
dip now. I want to get back to Cedar Road. You have to unpack and
Isabel has homework. She has to buckle down this afternoon, since
she already has plans for tomorrow, spending the whole day with her
friend Mary. You know, Mary Carmichael. Can't see her doing any
schoolwork there

 Chapter 4 The times
they are a-changing

Like all the houses in the Woodland
District, 66 Cedar Road was concrete floored and single storied,
shaded by tall jacaranda and flame-of-the-forest trees, with
bougainvilleas and frangipani to add colours and fragrance below.
No cedars within a few thousand miles, of course.

Henry parked on the dusty driveway
right by the door, just as he’d done at the old house last
year.

I carried my suitcase into the
house, relishing the feel of the cool red polished cement floor
under my bare feet - I hadn't bothered to put my shoes back on
after the swim - as I went down the passage to my room. Of course
this house had the same floor plan as the old one, just one street
away in Pine Street, so everything except the furniture was
identical. All Mum's hardwood dining room stuff, the Indian and
Persian carpets, the china in its cabinet, the books and knick
knacks, all the comfortable collection, were gone.

I dumped my clothes in a heap on the
bed, and looked out the screened window at the garden. There was a
small brown lizard on the trunk of the jacaranda tree, quite still
except for its flickering blue tongue. I tapped on the screen, and
the lizard eyed me, then moved around to the far side of the tree,
out of sight. I opened a drawer and stuffed clothes in randomly
until it was full, put another double handful into the next drawer,
mostly socks and underwear that had been the top layer in the
suitcase, and decided it was probably tea time.

Henry sat in the living room, facing
the door and the big front window. I went over and plonked into the
heavy wooden chair beside him. Rich was sprawled on the couch, with
a Superman comic.

“All ship-shape?” asked
Henry.

“Oh yeah, I'm unpacked, put it all
in the dresser.”

Henry had taken off his black shoes
and long socks, and wiggled his bare toes luxuriantly in the cool
air. I saw that the socks’ tight elastic tops had left red marks on
his pale calves. He sat back in his chair, unbuttoned his white
shirt down to the bulge of his belly, and said, “Don't forget to
bring your shoes in from the car then. Pius will bring tea in a
minute.”

“Tell me about him. Anything I
need to know? Like is he religious, so I musn’t swear, or
something?”

“You shouldn’t swear in any case.
But no, he’s not especially pious, despite his name. Obviously, he
was mission educated, and learnt English and a bit of reading and
writing and so on, but he managed to keep his own ideas too. His
name is Pius Phiri, and he’s probably a bit nervous about you. In
the back of his head he’s afraid of doing something wrong, and
losing his job.” Henry lit a cigarette and dropped the match into
the glass ashtray. Two butts there already. Fast even for
him.

Just then Pius Phiri brought a pot
of tea and several cups, which he put on the table, next to the
sugar bowl and milk jug, which he’d brought out while waiting for
the kettle to boil. Henry didn't believe in frippery, so there was
no tray, and the cups were good sturdy mugs, with handles you could
hold properly.

“I want you to come with me to the
Beauforts’ tonight. We need a fourth for bridge. You do still
remember how to play, I hope?

“I expect it’ll all come back to
me. Haven’t played since last year, though.”

“I know you won't agree with his
ideas on politics and so on, but just keep quiet, please. Remember
he's my boss, so if you don't agree with what he says, just zip
that lip.”

Both Beauforts were fair haired, but
where she was nicely tanned, not yet to a crisp, he looked more
boiled than anything. He had one of those freckled skins that’s
always sunburnt, and often peels, especially on the tops of ears
and nose.

I was partnered with Anne Beaufort,
because Henry and her husband, Jim, wanted to practice together for
some bridge tournament at the Lusaka Club. They were really intense
about it, and didn’t like it when I goofed a couple of times, even
though my mistakes let them win when they really shouldn’t have.
Play stopped so they could explain to me what I should’ve done each
time. Anne took to kicking my foot when she guessed I was about to
do something dumb again. Might have helped more if I’d been able to
concentrate better. None of this seemed worth bothering with
though, not even when I could see Henry getting pissed, both with
me and the other way, from the gin.

Late in the evening Jim said, “The
Rhodesians are the best antiterrorists. They don't mess around.
They travel hard and light, even use Russian weapons. They get them
from the Terrs. they catch, so they can resupply on the run. They
never run out that way, the guys they chase carry the ammo until
they catch them, and then the boys use a little of it, and carry on
after the rest. They don't let themselves get slowed down by
prisoners.”

Henry tossed his cards on the table,
emptied his glass, and said, “Well, it's later than I thought. Have
to get this young man to bed. Good night, Anne, Jim. Come on
Pete.”

Henry got in the passenger side and
handed me the keys, before he spoke again, “You know what he meant?
He thinks the way those types act is the right way to do things.
Those guys shoot anyone they catch, no trial, no imprisonment, no
civilised behaviour. They're mostly mercenaries from all over who
like killing, just like in the Congo, in Katanga a while
ago.”

The streets were quiet and empty,
with lights in only a few windows, attractions for the night
insects that also swarmed around the street lights and smeared the
windscreen, as usual.

“You have to realise those men he
calls terrorists have wives and children, fathers and mothers, and
they're fighting for a cause they believe in. They call themselves
Freedom Fighters for a reason. I had to leave, because otherwise
Jim and I would have got into a big row, and he's my boss. Maybe it
was rude to get up and walk out, but he was half cut, and anything
I said would've been the start of a major blow up. Unless I just
agreed with him, of course.”

 Chapter 5 Hello, I
love you

“Pete come on, wake up. You have
to take me to meet Mary. Dad said so yesterday. Breakfast’s ready,
the toast’s getting cold.” Issy had a very penetrating voice. Oh
well, couldn't get back to sleep even if she’d leave me
alone.

Henry, Rich, and Issy were crunching
toast when I got to the table. There was a pile more on a plate,
with big jars of peanut butter, red jam, and marmalade beside the
butter dish.

Henry sat facing the door, as
always, with the brown teapot beside his plate. There was a cup and
plate waiting for me opposite him.

As soon as I’d finished two slices
of toast Issy jumped up. “Come on, let's go. Mary will be waiting.
We're going to ride horses out at the Kitchings' farm. We have to
get there before it gets too hot, otherwise it won't be any
fun.”

Henry frowned. “First I've heard of
this. I thought you were going to spend the day at Mary's
house.”

“Oh Dad, that would be so boring.
I told you. I’m going to spend the day with Mary. You never asked
where. Me and Mary and Mrs. Carmichael are going to Mary's aunt for
the day. On their farm with lots of horses, and Mary's cousin
Marjorie is visiting from Rhodesia. She's like seventeen, and she
does show jumping, which is so fab. Jen Kitching, she's Mary's
cousin, she said we can all go riding together, there's enough
horses and they need exercise. Can Pete come? Then I won't get in
trouble or anything. Anyway, he has to take me right now, we're
late.”

Henry was trying to sort it all out
when she swirled around the table, kissed him on his stubbly cheek,
and headed for the door. “Thanks Dad. See you this evening. Come on
Pete, let's go.”

I looked at Henry, and shrugged.
“Seems I'm going for a ride then,” I said.

Henry chuckled. “Do you good, get
some exercise. You look like you're moping already, and you just
got here.”

Rich waved his fourth slice of toast
at me. “Have a nice day. Show jumping. Cousin Marjorie sounds
sexy.”

“Yeah right,” I said, and grabbed
the car keys from the little table beside the front
door.

Marjorie was definitely sexy. I knew
she was someone special as soon as I saw her, in jodhpurs and a
crisp white shirt, busy feeding bits of carrot to a glossy reddish
brown horse. She heard us approach, which was no surprise, ‘cause
Issy was babbling away, something about the horses and who was
going to ride which one, and she looked up. She had the most
amazing blue eyes. I could see the colour right across the stable
yard.

When we got closer, she turned and
smiled. “Morning. You must be Mary's friend Issy.”

“Yes, that's right, I'm Isabel,
but everyone calls me Issy. Wow, you have proper jodhpurs! Do you
have your own horse? I wish I did, I asked my dad, but all he gave
me was a bike. I mean it's quite nice and everything, but it's not
the same, and anyway we haven't really got anywhere to keep a
horse. Where's Mary? Oh there you are!”

Mary peeked her head around the
stable door and waved. Issy went right to her and the two
disappeared, both talking very fast at the same time. Me and
Marjorie looked at one another.

“Morning. I'm Pete.”

“I’m Marjorie, Pete. Since you
arrived with Issy there, you must be her brother,
right?”

“Half-brother anyway. Her dad is
my stepfather.”

“Oh, so you're not her full
brother then. Glad to hear that. Oh no, I'm joking of course, but
my gosh she does talk a lot, doesn't she?”

“She does, but then so does Mary.
Listen to them.”

Sure enough, the chatter from inside
the stable was still audible as a happy stream of words and
giggles.

“It’s so good to talk to someone
my age, after weeks with just teeny boppers and old people. Do you
ride, Pete? I think there’re enough horses for all of
us.”

“Oh yes, of course,” I answered,
thinking back to pony rides at various fetes and fairs. “I even
rode a donkey once.” That didn’t seem lame until I’d said
it.

Marjorie raised an
eyebrow.

“On the beach in England. Brighton
beach,” I added.

“So then. I've got to know these
horses while I've been here. I think we can find one you'll be
comfortable with.” She strode into the stable.

I followed, intent on not losing
sight of her, stumbled on the stones edging the flower bed beside
the door, and ended up with both feet buried in Mrs. Kitching’s
geraniums. The pungent scent rose up as I looked down, with my face
almost as red as the flowers.

“Don’t worry about them, they grow
so easily. We have them all around the place back home, on our
farm. My aunt brought some cuttings when she moved up here. They
keep mosquitos away, and most animals leave them alone, because of
the smell.”

I tried to think of something to
say, but could only grin. I was afraid of moving my feet in case I
did more damage.

Marjorie looked right at me. Not
crossly, not laughing at me, but something I couldn’t read in her
expression. Happy, in a way. “Mind you, there’re some who seem
fascinated by their scent.” She turned back and disappeared into
the building.

We rode out into the paddock beside
the stables about half an hour later. My legs were clamped tight,
but I still bounced uncomfortably with every step.

“Just relax a bit, let your body
move with the horse. I know Peter means rock, but you shouldn’t be
as stiff as your name. Just try to be more like water, you know, go
with the flow.” Marjorie told me.

“Oh, I'm relaxed thanks.” I lied.
When I stopped concentrating so hard on what I was doing, while
answering her, the bouncing seemed easier. After a bit, I realised
I wasn't going to fall if I eased my grip on the reins and held my
weight on the stirrups instead of clamping tight with my
thighs.

Marjorie didn't comment, but led the
way out of the paddock and along a well-trodden red earth trail
into the scrubby grass and low trees behind the stables. The three
younger girls had all gone ahead in a jostling group, leaving dust
hanging in slow clouds along the trail.

“Let’s get away from this dust,
shall we? Come on, this way looks interesting.”

Marjorie turned off onto a narrower
path beside a large anthill, and my horse followed.

We ambled along through the peaceful
bush. Large grasshoppers and small birds flew up in front of
Marjorie's horse, in the lead, and doves cooed unremittingly from
just out of sight in the trees. I was sweating in a few minutes,
and I could feel the sun's heat on my face, especially my nose,
which looked red when I squinted at it. Marjorie was feeling the
heat too. I could see a growing wet patch on the back of her shirt,
as the sun was well above the trees and hit us directly. There
wasn't any shade, a very annoying fly kept buzzing at my ear, and I
could feel sweat trickling down my neck.

“Come on then. Let's get moving,
get some air blowing around. Too hot to dawdle along in this
sun.”

We set off at a faster pace, a trot
perhaps, jolting and bouncing, or at least, I was doing that.
Marjorie somehow managed to look as if her horse was moving on
wheels, gliding smoothly along. I had no choice but to jolt along
behind, as my horse followed its stable mate.

We came to a tree with a dense
growth of large dark leaves, and deep shade. Marjorie pulled over
to stop beside the trunk, and my horse automatically stood beside
it in the path.

“Let's take a break, then, shall
we? Tell me about yourself, Pete. I know you just got here from
England. School there, right? But your accent isn't English, you
sound more like South African than anything.”

We both got down, and Marjorie tied
the horses loosely. I stretched, and rubbed my aching parts while
her back was turned. Then we both sat in the shade of the tree, and
the horses chomped lazily at nearby vegetation. Not as juicy as
what they got in the stables, but they seemed happy
enough.

I told her about my mother, and her
illness, while we were all in England. Henry had finished a three
year contract, and had three months leave, so we were going to go
all over. Paris, Rome, the Greek Islands. We never got farther than
Watford.

Then the tests, the medicines that
didn’t seem to do much, and the doctors who never said much. The
hospital and more doctors. How she was gone, now.

“I’m going to Greece, first chance
I get,” I said. “Mum had a picture of a fishing harbour in Ithaca
by her bed in the hospital.”

I told her about school, books I'd
read, ideas, and dreams. They all came out, while she listened
closely and asked just the right things.

I felt really good telling her
everything. I was comfortable that she understood what I meant as
well as what I said. I told her about the Congo, about the General
and his frantic efforts to survive at all costs, and how it had
felt to be captive under the threat of all that firepower. She held
my hand gently when she noticed I was shaking with the emotion of
the memories as it all poured out.

None of my family had asked about
what actually happened in the Congo. They were all too busy with
what was happening now to ask any probing questions, except for
Issy, and she wouldn't be a sympathetic audience for sure. I’d let
it slide with a few short answers, and let them think it’d just
been some minor trouble with one of the other passengers and a bit
of maintenance on the plane that had caused the delay.

I really needed to talk it out
though, to relive the fear and the icy clarity that came with
nothing left to lose, the realisation that things couldn't get
worse, and all I had was my own resources. Which had proved enough,
along with a good dose of serendipity, it seemed.

“I am so glad you came through,
Pete. That you're here now, so we could meet. Not everyone could’ve
done what you did.”

“Oh well, you know. You just do
what you must.”

In the silence that followed this
intense conversation we heard voices singing in slow harmony
somewhere farther along the path we’d followed. I could hear just a
few words distinctly, enough to tell this was a hymn.

“Jesus loves me,” sang a deep solo
voice, in English, followed by others in four part harmony,
repeating the refrain in another language.

“Oh of course, a Sunday service,
like they have back home on our farm. That sounds so beautiful.
They won't mind if we go near to listen. Come on, Pete.”

Marjorie sprang up and mounted all
in one flow of movement, then waited for me to sort myself out and
follow.

Several hundred yards up the hill we
came to a trampled grassy area below a steep rock face. Maybe ten
or twelve people were standing in the hot sunlight, the men wearing
white shirts and ties with grey or dark blue trousers and shiny
black shoes. The women wore calf length dresses buttoned to the
throat. All of them wore long blue cloaks with white embroidered
crosses over their normal Mission style Sunday clothes.

They’d finished their service, and
now they set off in procession back down the path. “We are going to
the river now, to baptise some new believers,” said the bearded man
in front. “Follow if you believe, and would be saved.”

Marjorie and I waited beside the
path as the worshippers filed away downhill, and then we left the
horses in the shade and walked slowly into the clearing.

“Look at that, Pete, the paintings
under the overhang. Those must be Bushman rock art.”

“That means this was a sacred
place before they started to use it for Christian services. Those
paintings are more than just idle scribbles on the
rock.”

This was stuff I knew about, from my
Gran and her sister, my Great-aunt Sarah. “The San, the Bushmen
that is, believed that there’s another world, a spirit place, that
you can enter to seek power for healing and protection. They said
you enter it just like a frog passes into water through the surface
of a pond. They’d dance for hours, and then go into that other
place. They thought of themselves as transformed into spirit beings
when they danced, mostly in the form of eland. They thought eland
were always partly in this world and partly elsewhere, with a sort
of permanent link.”

Marjorie listened, standing close,
so I carried on, “When the early colonists asked about religion,
their questions and the answers weren't easily translatable. One
way they often replied to questions about spirituality and belief
in Higher Powers, as the missionaries phrased it, was to say, ‘We
Dance the Eland’.”

“How did they dance, then? With
music and costumes and a big ceremony, or what?”

I looked up at the top of the great
rock, sharp against the sky, as I tried to remember what Aunt Sarah
said about those dancers. There was a bird high up, almost too high
to see, just a black speck against the blue. A dassie, a
rock-rabbit, barked its sharp alarm call twice, and then the soft
waiting silence fell again. I could hear Marjorie breathe beside
me.

“My old Aunt told me they’d just
dance for hours, and keep going until their stomachs cramped up,
and then they’d keep going around, crouched over with the pain.
Their noses bled, and finally they lost touch with this place. They
were somewhere else, in a different world. They didn’t have stuff
like special costumes or fancy musical instruments. Just maybe
rattles for rhythm, and people might sing and clap their hands. I
think she said they might use a walking stick like a third leg, to
take some of the strain off their back, you know, from leaning
forwards.

“Nose bleeds and stomach cramps
doesn’t sound very magical to me. How did that help with
anything?”

“They’d keep their particular
problem in mind, what they had to fix, like helping a sick person,
or getting rid of nuisance lions, or whatever. When they came out
of it, they’d be better able to deal with things. They thought they
brought back power, some kind of magic, from the other world.
Auntie said she thought they went into their own subconscious, and
found their answer inside themselves.”

I kept talking as we walked under
the overhang, into the rock shelter, glad to show her I wasn't just
a fool, that I knew stuff, even though I couldn't ride a horse. “We
should be able to see an eland somewhere here. They were a link to
the spirits, after all. Their fat was often used in medicines and
to mix the paint for these drawings.”

The back wall, away from direct
sunlight and sheltered from the rain by the overhang, was almost
totally covered by a jumble of overlapping images.

“Aunt Sarah knows about all this
stuff, she sorta studies it. She never went to university or
anything like that, she just knows a lot from old stories, and she
reads a lot. She said, when she was a child there was a really old
man on the farm who told stories from his own childhood. Now that
would have been a long time ago, maybe back to around Eighteen
Thirty or so, when there were still Bushmen, San I should say,
living in the old way around the Cape, and probably up here
too.”

“Actually, I can see right away
these drawings are different to those down South. The colours
aren’t the same, with much more black, and they show more elephants
than anything else. There are only a few eland, so probably these
people didn’t think of them in the same way, as the most powerful
animal. But it’s likely they thought them specially
magical.”

There were several eland among the
various animals depicted in faded black and shades of red, white,
and yellow on the rock face. “Aunt Sarah told me the eland is found
more often than any other animal in rock art. They were closely
linked to the creative and protective forces of the universe. They
opposed the negative destructive powers, which were seen as
predators. Leopards, hyenas, and especially lions. Sometimes evil
shamans would be possessed by a lion spirit, and cause great
misery.”

I looked at Marjorie, to see if all
this was boring her, or if the stuff about shamans and evil spirits
might have hit some religious nerve, but she looked right at me,
and smiled. The pupils of her eyes were enormous, dark pools that
drew me in.

I turned my eyes away with an
effort, in case she thought I was getting too pushy, and went on.
“Real lions ruled almost unchallenged in the old times, when
poisoned arrows and thrown rocks were all they could use to defend
their families. Eland actively protect their young against lions,
and they sometimes even chase and kill them. With their strong
horns and their size, they’re not like most other grazers, which
abandon their herd mates when they’re attacked, so people just
naturally thought of them as being, I dunno, allies, I
suppose.”

“That one looks like he has only
one horn.” Marjorie pointed to a large eland, shown in mid leap,
stretched out with legs extended front and back.

“Probably some of the paint has
worn away there. That must be an old image. Look at that big
elephant above it, there's just a hint of legs, done in ochre red,
that seem to be growing out of the eland, and then a solid black
body. Almost looks as if the elephant and the eland are connected,
probably because one was painted on top of the other years
later.”

Marjorie smiled. “Or maybe they’re
meant to be together in some way. Maybe there’s some kind of
spiritual connection, or some legend about them both.” She looked
at me. “The artist could’ve meant to paint one horn. Maybe that
rock eland is a unicorn. A magical animal, born with one horn. We
should ask it to help us, to bring peace and stop all this fighting
and killing.”

“Oh don't be silly, how can a
painting of an animal do that? Do you really think even a live
animal could do anything except try to keep itself alive? If there
was anything to it, where are all the Bushmen now? Seems like the
power of the spear and the gun did for them long ago.”

“Well, I suppose. But I still
think that’s meant to show a special creature with one horn. I
happen to know there is such an animal. An eland sure enough, but
also a real live unicorn. In fact, all you've told me about the old
beliefs, about the eland and its powers, sounds very like some of
the stuff they say about unicorns.”

“How do you mean? I mean what
stuff? Like being able to counteract poison by drinking its horn
ground up in wine, or what?”

“Not exactly, but they both have
healing magic, and they both fight lions, with a good chance of
winning, and they're both peaceful by nature, but quite dangerous
to the bad guys, right?”

“Okay, if you put it like that.
But that doesn't mean they wanted to show an animal with one horn
up there. Those are really old paintings, and everything is all
jumbled up, done by different people over a long time. Look over
there, some are so faded you can only see them at all when you look
the right way.”

Marjorie didn’t seem convinced, but
she shrugged and smiled. “Okay, Pete.” She looked at me. “You know,
sometime you should come down to our farm. We’ve some really cool
animals there. Apart from horses and cows I mean.”

We collected the horses and rode
slowly back to the farmyard, where Issy, Mary, and Jen were sitting
in the hay loft with a transistor radio cranked loud.

“All you need is Love,” sang the
Beatles, while the girls swung their legs and chattered.

Back in the house on Cedar Road that
night I just couldn't get to sleep. I went over the past several
days, all that had happened since leaving England, the turmoil and
lawlessness I’d encountered in the Congo. What must life be like
for ordinary people under those conditions? At the mercy of
whichever army or gang ruled for that day in that patch of
territory.

I wondered about this new job I was
starting next morning. That was going to be productive, and help
people to a better life. I was going to be a part of the Green
Revolution.

Eventually I began to drift off, and
my thoughts turned from all the conflicts going on, to Marjorie. I
remembered how she smiled when we met, how her hair moved on her
shoulders as she rode ahead, and then how good it had felt to talk
to her. To talk through the trauma of the Congo business, and
unburden myself of how I felt about Mum’s illness and death. She
listened as I told her all that stuff about the Bushmen and their
beliefs, even. But then a very old memory surfaced, as vivid as if
it were yesterday, and I laid there and remembered a day, when I
was eight years old, in Capetown.

*****

Flames and black smoke covered the
upper slopes over Fishhoek. After it had burnt for three days
across the wild mountain, the fire came perilously close to houses
across a wide front. In those days, in the Fifties, even in the
suburbs of a big city like Capetown, people just pitched in, in
emergencies. The fire engine had been there since the evening
before, and that morning most of the men went up the track carrying
sacks and axes and shovels.

Where else would we three boys, me,
John, and Rich, go on a Saturday morning, breakfast bolted down and
pocket money already spent? Not that there was any prospect of
actually participating, but all the action made the area
interesting, especially from the house on the far side of the
valley, where the flames were visible, way taller than the ant
sized men moving around in front of them.

As we boys got closer the flames
were lost from view behind the houses and trees on the lower
slopes. We noticed ash and black burnt grass and leaves flying on
the wind, and hot and sometimes glowing bits began to drift down on
everything as we got closer.

Then smoke and hot air swirled
around, so that just breathing became unpleasant. We three brothers
wondered if this was such a good idea, with the roar and noise of
the flames growing louder as we got closer. The wind dropped away
suddenly, and the noise of the fire seemed to change.

There was an outburst from the men
up there, shouts thin with distance, and then the wind switched
around just like that and blew from behind. The men cheered and
yelled now. Something had happened and we weren't there yet!
Wanting to be a part of this adventure, The Great Fire, we hurried
up the track past the last houses.

The fire engine was parked where a
big rock blocked it from going any farther uphill, and on any other
day that would have rated a good close inspection, unattended as it
was. We hurried past on the footpath through scrub and tall grass.
The air hummed with insects disturbed by the fire, and birds darted
around with full beaks.

A great brown-mottled mantis came
whizzing along and landed on my right shoulder. It turned its head
on the thin neck and waved its barbed front legs in an agitated
way. I called to my brothers, “Hey look here, he’s trying to talk
to me!”

“What’s he say then, telling you
there’s a fire and lots of smoke?” joked John, and we all
laughed.

“Probably, though now he’s just
waving his one leg and pointing it thataway, off to the right a
bit, which is the direction he came from. Maybe he wants us to
rescue his eggs. Maybe he’s a she that is, and wants us to save her
eggs,” I answered.

So of course, since we had heard
that mantises were thought by the Bushmen, the San, to be
messengers from their version of God, we kept a close watch on the
grass and bushes on the right as we climbed the winding path. About
a hundred yards farther up, the mantis took to flight again, and
flew into a clump of tall spindly wild geraniums. We followed to
where the sharp clean smell of the geraniums almost covered the
bitter tang of burnt grass.

Suddenly a tall brown shape erupted
into visibility. A big antelope took off headlong, and crashed away
across the slope.

“Wow that’s an eland!” exclaimed
John. “Must have been driven down from the Game Reserve by the
fire. Where’s that mantis though? It landed somewhere in here. Lets
see, maybe it does have eggs here or something.”

We fossicked around among the
strong-scented plants for a bit, and John had got impatient and
started to move on, when I saw a flicker of movement. The mantis
spread its yellow and orange underwings as it sat on something that
looked like a rock, until I looked closely. “Hey! Here’s a baby
buck! The mantis is sitting on it, come see.”

We watched as the animal struggled
to stand, and wobbled for a few seconds before it collapsed again
with a sprawl of impossibly long legs. “We should leave it here,
then the mother will come back and it’ll be ok,” said John. Since
this seemed like the best thing to do, we started back towards the
nearby path, and then waited quietly as two men came crashing and
stumbling past downhill, one with his arm all red and burnt, and
the other one helping him.

“You boys shouldn’t be here, it’s
dangerous,” called the burnt man.

“I’m coming back in a bit, as soon
as I get Joe to the nurse,” said the other. “You better be gone by
the time I come back.”

We looked at one another and
shrugged. Just because that guy got himself burnt didn’t mean we
would too. Right at that moment the wind changed again, came down
the slope towards us, and carried choking black smoke and a rain of
burning debris into the surrounding bush. Several minor fires
started up where flaming leaves landed in dry grass, and in a few
seconds our feelings of security and eagerness to see more action
changed to unease and some apprehension.

“That mother eland won’t come back
if it starts to burn here,” said John. “Let’s carry that baby down
the hill a bit, where the fire won’t get it.”

We quickly went and picked the
little animal up. John crouched down and we other two draped it
over his shoulder with its legs dangling front and back. He said
that was a ‘Fireman’s Lift.’ Us younger brothers were impressed, as
we hadn't known there was a special way to carry animals when you
rescued them from a fire. We would have done it all wrong without
our eldest brother.

Rich picked a big leafy geranium
stem and used it to brush the wisps of burnt grass and leaves off
the baby. That seemed like a good idea, so I picked a good branch,
and brushed away some of the cinders on everyone, especially the
ones which still glowed red.

The mantis came along too, sitting
comfortably on my shoulder, with quick side trips over to the baby
eland every few minutes. On one of these check-up visits Rich
noticed something that looked like a little wasp’s nest stuck to
the hair under the buck’s neck, almost invisible in the hollow
where the neck and chest merged. “Here’s the mantis's babies too,”
he cried. “See here, that’s why it was so worried!”

We stopped for a bit and examined
this for a few moments while John rested, then I picked up the load
and we set off again. I had picked up a nice sturdy stick, in case
of snakes, and carried it in one hand, and the scented geranium
whisk in the other, by which I also held onto the eland’s leg. I
found it easiest if I stooped forwards and used my stick almost
like a third leg. That way I was better balanced on the rough
stones of the steep path.

Soon we reached a smoke free area
just uphill from the first houses, and stopped again a few yards
off the path and out of sight, in case that man came back. Here we
noticed a single bump in the middle of the baby’s
forehead.

“That must be its horn,” said
Rich.

“There should be two horns,” said
John. “All animals have two horns, if they have horns.”

“Unicorns don’t, they have one
horn,” I said. “That's what their name means. Uni means one and I
suppose corn means horn.”

“So why don’t they just call them
one horns, then?” asked Richie.

“Same reason lots of things have
several names,” said John. “Men are guys and fellows too, and buck
are also antelopes. So this is a baby buck and an eland and a
unicorn.”

Nobody felt like arguing. It was
quite hot and everyone had itchy eyes and throats from the
smoke.

“His mother won’t find him here,
the fire is coming down the mountain and it’ll burn where we found
him, so what are we going to do with him?” I asked.

John just shrugged, and Richie
looked down and started digging his toe into the ground with great
concentration.

“We could take him home, and ask
mum if we can keep him,” I said. “Unicorns are special, more
special than dogs and cats, and mum did say maybe we should get a
dog soon, so she probably won’t mind.”

This seemed like a reasonable
assumption to all, so we set off home, carrying the baby unicorn in
the Fireman's Lift and the mantis anyhow she chose to ride. About
half way home, the baby began to struggle and bleat, so we stopped
again and sat in the shade of someone’s tall wooden fence. My
shoulders ached, my eyes and nose were running, irritated by the
smoke and ash, and my stomach muscles had cramped up, from walking
bent over with the load, or something.

“Maybe we aren’t doing this
right,” said John. “When they catch a Unicorn they have to have a
Maiden, and then it’s tame and does whatever they want.”

Of course this sounded like
important technical information, so we decided that probably baby
sister Isabel qualified as a Maiden, and could help with a project
for a change, instead of being an annoyance, as all kid sisters
tend to be. Richie was volunteered to go home and bring her, and
some orange squash and perhaps some apples, and not to get lost on
the way, while we elder two waited.

The mantis seemed to approve of this
arrangement, and nodded her head up and down vigorously in time
with the movement of my head when I asked her opinion, “That’s a
good idea, right mantis? Rich should go and fetch her and we will
guard you guys here.”

The clincher came when Richie
objected loudly. “Hey no fair, it’s just moving its head because
you move yours.”

The mantis turned to look at him and
spread her wings, and waved her front legs threateningly. He shut
up right away then. I saw my brother hadn’t realised his loud voice
could have produced the same reaction without any understanding of
meaning.

We'd settled down to wait when I
noticed that the baby was quiet now, with his nose buried under the
geranium leaves of Richie's cinder swisher. He seemed to be
daydreaming, eyes open but unfocused, but when I picked the branch
up, the young animal stirred, and began to bleat again, so I put it
back. As soon as he inhaled the strong scent he settled once more.
It seemed there was some sort of magic in the scent of geraniums,
for him.

“He probably thinks he's back
where his mother hid him, when he smells that, so if he keeps quiet
she'll come back for him,” said John.

When the two youngest arrived, all
four of us sat and drank orange squash, and Issy was introduced to
the Unicorn, which didn’t seem particularly impressed by her, but
allowed her to stroke his nose and feel his horn-bump. He wasn’t
interested in the orange squash and just sniffed the apple, so we
decided he probably only wanted milk. Naturally, Issy couldn’t
carry him, so she walked behind where he could see her when we set
off again, with his front legs dangling down the carrier’s
back.

Soon after we got to the main road a
blue car pulled up, and the driver, a tanned man with a grey beard,
asked, “Where are you going with that eland?”

So John explained about the fire on
the mountain and the mother running off and the one horn, but
didn’t mention the mantis until she flew over and perched on the
car’s steering wheel

Then I showed him the egg case, and
he listened solemnly to the whole story before he said, “So do you
live on a farm then, where an animal like this can live? Because
you know it will grow quite big and it will need space, just like a
cow or a horse. You won’t be able to keep him in a small garden.
Why don’t you all climb in? I’ll give you a lift home and see about
getting milk for this little guy. Best if I take him to my farm, up
in Rhodesia, when I go back next week.”

Riding in a car wasn’t something we
children did every day, so that was pretty good, and we got home in
a few minutes, and ran in all talking at once to tell mum about
it.

She came out and looked in the open
window at the young animal on the back seat and said, “Well, Mr.
umm-”

“Jones,” he said. “Pleased to meet
you ma’am.”

“Well, Mr. Jones,” she said. “If
you could take care of this little fellow, I’m sure that would be
best. Thank you for helping, and I hope they weren’t too much
trouble. They do get into all kinds of things, but they mean well,
you know.”

Naturally these grown-up
arrangements weren’t quite what we had hoped for. We had vague
expectations of marvellous events, and fully expected to be proud
Unicorn guardians for some indefinite time yet, before the baby
could manage on it’s own and go out in the world and do, well,
magical things.

Trying my best to extend any
protection I could, I said, “He can have my name, Peter. I don’t
have anything else that he could use. Be sure and let the mantis
stay with him and help him. I’m sure she’ll look after him and her
eggs too, and that way he will have something from his home with
him. That's a special kind of mantis you know, because she laid her
eggs on him. My Aunt said there is a kind of mantis that always
lives with grazing animals and eats the insects that fly up from
their feet. The San say they are messengers from the Other, and
live in the hollow of the hoof, which is why they would use the
skin from an antelope foot in charms.” I paused, to remember just
what else Auntie had said. “She said eland are special too, they
are sort of magical also. When the San dance for rain, or healing
power, they become eland, and travel into the Spirit World. My
Auntie said an old man told her about all that stuff, when she was
small.”

Mr. Jones seemed to find it quite
easy to talk to children, because he just smiled, and didn’t argue
or laugh, he just quietly said, “Well, I will leave the egg case
where it is, but the mantis can do as it wants. If it flies out the
window I won’t stop it. We will take good care of this young
fellow, though, don't worry.” He looked at me a moment, then added,
“The people around where I live aren't San, but they think eland
are quite special too, you know. When a girl becomes a woman, they
have secret ceremonies, and they dance the eland dance for her, to
bring the power of the eland into her life. Young Peter here will
be fine, everyone will spoil him.”

That was that, he drove off with the
baby in the back seat, and we went into the house and then back
outside to rinse off the worst of the black dust from the fire with
the hose, before washing our hands and faces for lunch

*****

When I woke I was disoriented for a
few seconds, and looked up, expecting to see the underside of my
brother's bunk-bed above me. The high white ceiling was blank as my
head for just a moment, then I blinked, realised I didn't have to
go to school today, and almost instantly remembered where I was.
Almost as long as the bed, and with a real job. That's right, with
the Fish and Game Department, nothing to do with unicorns. Marjorie
must’ve woken up my childhood memory, when she said something about
an eland born with one horn. I'd forgotten all about my own early
encounter with just such an animal, until last night, when it had
all come back.

I glanced towards the window, and a
flash of movement drew my attention to the feathery jacaranda
branch that swayed there. An anonymous brown bird sat amongst the
lilac blue flowers. A squirming lizard tail stuck out of its beak.
“Bloody butcher bird,” I muttered. “Go do your slaughter somewhere
else.”

I rolled off the bed, walked over to
the window, and banged on the mosquito netting. “Get out of here!
Go on, git!” The bird glanced at the disturbance, settled its
trophy more securely, and flew away, no doubt to find a thorn to
impale and hold this addition to its larder.

I went in search of my own
breakfast.

 Chapter 6 Monday
Monday

I went with Henry to the Ministry of
Agriculture offices in Lusaka to start my new job, at least half an
hour early.

“Of course, Jim Beaufort will be
your boss, but as he's the Deputy Secretary for Agriculture you
normally wouldn't report directly to him. You're going to work in
the Fish and Game Division, based out at the Station on the South
Road, so there are several layers of civil servants between you and
Jim, just like last year,” Henry explained. “Jim is very interested
in this fish transplant thing though, and he's been handling it
himself, so he wants to talk to you about it. Don't forget now, at
work he's Mr. Beaufort.”

I was supposed to have some
orientation, to fill in forms and be given information, and get an
official new employee run through on just what was expected,
according to Henry, but Jim sort of skimmed through most of that
stuff, and then got down to the kapenta project.

“All right, young man, let's talk
about your big project. First thing is transport. How do you think
we're going to manage that? Have you thought about just how we're
going to move those fish right across the country, and get them
into the lake alive and kicking?”

“Actually, Mr. Beaufort, I've
spent some time thinking about what might be involved in this, what
the problems are, and so on. By road seems quite difficult, in the
circumstances. Do you think we can use an aeroplane to carry the
fish right from Lake Tanganyika across country to Lake
Kariba?”

Beaufort reacted as if someone had
suggested using goat turds as cocktail snacks. “Why the fuck do we
want to do it that way? There's a perfectly good road, so a lorry
with tanks and aerators can do the job. Make the journey in three
or four days, put several thousand fish out in the lake, and turn
around again to get more.” He paused to sip water, then said, “So
if you aim to do one run every week, by the time you go back to
school you should have a good population of Kapenta going in Lake
Kariba. How do you expect an aeroplane to do better?”

“There's the problem of how we
keep the water cool and oxygen levels stable during a long road
journey. I'd thought we could maybe travel through the nights, and
park the vehicle with the fish somewhere out of the sun in the day,
but we'd have to go over the route thoroughly beforehand, and plan
all the stops. If there's a breakdown, or the water gets too hot,
the fish will die, and we have to start over. With a plane we could
do it all in one go. Pick them up, drop them off. Done.”

“Do you know what aviation fuel
costs, even if you can get it with this bloody Sanctions situation?
Everything that we want to use here has to be hauled in by road
from Tanzania, and no way is anyone going to authorise your
department to spend that kind of money. I had to twist arms and
play with budgets to get one lorry with a driver and the use of a
boat with a crew and nets for a couple of days. Our man up there
has a couple of deep ponds to hold fish ready for transport, and
everything's arranged. Now you want to waltz in here and use an
aeroplane, blow the department's whole budget on your little
project. Do you know how many wells we could drill for that kind of
money?”

“Oh well, you know, I don't think
we'd have to supply the fuel or anything. I met this Russian guy,
and he said they wanted to help, for free. They'd be happy to do it
for us, when the plane comes here to deliver stuff to the refugee
camps. The fuel used in our transfer would probably just be what
their plane might burn if it met a headwind coming down from their
base.”

“You mean to tell me the bloody
Russkies are going to do this for us out of the goodness of their
little red Soviet hearts? There has to be something in it for them.
So what do they want? Didn't they tell you that part?” Beaufort sat
back in his green leather chair, steepled his hands, and tapped his
forefingers rhythmically together against his bottom
lip.

I felt definitely uncomfortable.
This was not going very smoothly. “Tell you what, why don't you
phone this number they gave me, and see if the guy I spoke to is
around? He can answer all your questions, and you can decide then
if it's going to work. It would mean that lorry and driver can do
something else, and they can carry all the fish in one trip inside
a couple of hours, with much lower mortality.”

“Well, if they're just going to
transport for us at no cost, I suppose we can consider it. I'll
talk to your contact then. What's his name?” asked
Beaufort.

“Goncharov. He just arrived here a
few weeks ago. He heard something about this fish project and he
like, approached me with an offer of help. Anyway, Mr. Goncharov
seemed very keen, he said they have an aeroplane coming in quite
soon and wanted to know if we were ready yet for the transfer. He
did mention something about the crew maybe needing a little
persuasion to add an extra leg on their mission. I'm not sure that
they have official approval from Moscow for this. Possibly this
will be an unofficial side trip. Goncharov said he wants to help
from idealism, but the crew may be a different
proposition.”

At this Beaufort raised an eyebrow
and said, “Interesting.”

That evening Henry and I arrived at
the Beaufort place after supper, ready for a quiet Monday bridge
and gin session, to find Goncharov and our host already well into a
bottle of vodka, quite noisy and red-faced.

Both big burly guys were friendly in
the loud camaraderie of men who don't exactly trust one another,
and are determined to prove they are best buds. Goncharov left
quite soon after, though first he and I talked for a
while.

We enjoyed the night in the garden,
and watched bats swoop on moths around the lights and the night
blooming plants that scented the air. Flowering tobacco, frangi
pani, and jasmine that I could identify, and a dark leafed vine
with great white trumpet shaped blooms I’d never seen before, all
weighed the air with a heavy sweetness. Maybe that, together with
the liquor, put him in a sentimental mood.

We discussed generalities for a bit.
Goncharov spoke of the proletariat, the people who were the
rightful rulers, and I replied, “That's just talk, because we both
know, in Russia the actual rulers are more concerned with their own
interests than with the people. If there is anything inevitable in
history, it seems it's that the rulers are always those who crave
power and use it to look after themselves before anything else. The
Revolution may have started with high ideals, but those in power
don't pay any more than lip-service to them, they're not
accountable to anyone.” As I spoke, I swung my arms for emphasis,
and brushed against a geranium in a large black calabash by the
steps. The sharp familiar tang cut through the soft air like lemon
in meringue.

I expected some indignant defence.
Instead Goncharov rested his hand on my shoulder and said, “Da, the
fire and idealism of youth. You are a good boy, Peter. Where is my
car? I must get back to the embassy, I am expecting a phone call
from home.”

He stood up straight again, with a
back to business air. “Now, you must contact me as soon as you have
finalised arrangements for the transport tanks. We need to know the
dimensions and the approximate weight, you understand. Also, your
Mr. Beaufort has said that you will be talking to the Rhodesians
about this, so I wish to hear their, shall we say, reactions. If
they wish to contact me directly, I am sure we can arrange that. So
then, good night, Peter.”

That evening Anne and I were able to
do quite well, and we won a few hands. Before we left Beaufort gave
me a folded piece of paper, and said, “Phone this number. When they
pick up, just say you want to talk to R. R., and tell them I said
he will be interested. When R.R. comes on, just tell him about the
fish transfer, and the Russian plane and so on. They will have to
put down in Rhodesia, you know. There's no airstrip near the lake
on this side where they could possibly land, never mind take off
again. The Rhodesians have to be involved anyway, so we've been in
contact with their Agriculture Department boys. They have half the
lake, so those fish will be in their water too. Now with this
business of the Russian plane landing on their side of the border
and off loading there, we are going to need their active help as
well as just telling them what we're doing. Plus, of course the
Security Department boys are going to be very
interested.”

All the violence and destruction in
the Congo, the guns and lawlessness, my own part in events, seemed
like another world which had always been there, but never seen
until now, revealed as if by the lifting of a curtain. Was that
what the situation in Rhodesia was becoming? More arms or even just
plain old humanitarian aid could only add fuel to that conflict.
Too late to try to stop the fish transplant, with the arms deal
that seemed to have grafted onto it. All the others involved would
carry on with their nasty business whether the fish got moved or
not. May as well take whatever good I could from the
situation.

 Chapter 7 Down by
the Riverside

That week slid by, as a routine that
seemed to have been established forever settled in. Work, eat,
drink, read or play cards, sleep, and work again. I realised by
Thursday that this was why they called it the daily grind. I felt
my choices were narrowing down. My future seemed to be on a path,
with steps forward only, no turning aside. But this would last just
a few months, and then I’d be at the University of Capetown, with a
whole other world of possibilities.

Late on Friday evening Henry and I
were sitting in companionable silence. Issy was asleep, and Rich
was in his room, messing around with his butterfly collection.
Henry had gone through a fair bit of gin, and I had drunk enough
beer to feel a bit reckless. “Tell me about the War, Henry. I know
you were in Abyssinia, and the Western Desert, and Italy, but you
never talk about it. Why not? I mean, some people say how tough it
all was, and how they helped beat Hitler, and saved the world for
us ungrateful kids, and all that, but you never say any of
that.”

Henry frowned. “Stupid people who
spent the War in bloody Cairo, or sitting on their fat arses in
some cushy office somewhere are the ones who talk the most. Haven’t
you noticed that? Next time some ponce starts on about how he saved
the bloody world, you pin him down, and get him to tell you just
where he was stationed, and when.” He drained his glass in one long
swallow, and replenished it with a good two inches of gin. No water
this time from the dewy bottle that generally contributed half the
contents of each glass.

Wow, he never talks like that, I
thought. He’s really upset. But maybe I should be pushy, and see
what I can get out of him. “Okay, but how about you tell me
something of what it was like, then? Did you kill anyone? I know
you were wounded, so someone must have shot at you, right? Was that
in a big battle, or what?”

“If you must know, then. Yes, I
killed people. I was in artillery, and we fired off thousands of
rounds. We blew bunkers and tanks and guns and houses and people
into bits. Into shreds of red meat and white bone.”

He drank down his gin, and poured
more. “I was wounded in a battle, at Sidi Rezegh in the Western
Desert. We fired our guns right up the noses of the bloody Panzers,
with the muzzles depressed down below horizontal. At close range.
Not even a Panzer can stop an artillery round.” He paused to sip
his gin.

“Must have been a big surprise for
them, because up until then the Panzers just rolled right over
everything. We blew them away, and they pulled back, those that
could.” He held his glass high, to toast the memory. I touched it
with my beer glass, and we grinned.

“Surprised the stupid English
Colonel of the regiment that was supposed to reinforce us South
Africans too. Bastard thought we Colonials had been wiped out by
the Jerries when he couldn’t hear any more gunfire, so he started
in and shelled us. Said he thought he was firing on the Germans,
who must have taken our position. Didn’t even bother to take a look
first, to do a recce, like he should have. Blew our ammo dump, and
killed almost our entire regiment. Six hundred men.”

He stopped and stared at the wall,
then shook his head, and carried on in a quieter voice. “All my
friends, dead. Anyway, that’s what I heard later. All I remember is
fighting off the German tanks, and next thing I woke up in a
hospital. Piece of a British shell in my back, concussion,
dehydrated and sunburned. They thought I’d probably been
unconscious a couple of days when they found me. I was under a lot
of scrap metal that used to be a gun, lucky for me, because
otherwise the sun would have killed me in that time.” He looked
hard at me. “Nothing glorious about war, believe me.”

I realised Henry had never spoken
about it this way with anyone before. He would have fancied the
story up for Mum, and maybe had a glossed over shorthand version
for any conversations with other vets.

At breakfast on Saturday Rich was
unusually wide awake, talking between big bites of toast. “We're
going fishing at the Kafue River. We've been there a few times,
this year. There's a place near the bridge on the main road where
Henry can park in the shade. He and Issy can get comfortable on a
blanket under the trees, while we fish. Lots of bream there, and I
collected plenty of insects from the garden for bait.”

The drive took about an hour, south
out of the city on the main road, through suburbs that changed from
mostly concrete and breeze block to corrugated iron and cardboard,
and then to more scattered mud and thatch with garden patches as we
reached the open countryside.

I asked, “How come the only green is
in the gardens? Around the Fisheries Station there's grass and
stuff growing, even outside the fence where it’s overgrazed. Here
it's like a desert, and there’s no trees, not even dried up dead
ones.”

Henry answered, “There was a drought
last year down in the South, not here. A lot of people came into
town after their crops failed. Most of them ended up this end of
the city because there was a feeding station. Now they’ve cut that
off. They want them to go back home, since there were good rains,
but it's not that simple. They don't have seed or plough oxen, and
nothing to live on while they wait for the crops to grow. They
often rob what little the people have. Everything they had is gone,
and so they sit here and try to stay alive. People have picked over
everything they can get at, all the trees and bushes for fuel, even
the grass. You'll see the difference when we're beyond a long day's
walking distance from the city.”

Henry sounded bitter, but I wasn’t
sure if that was because of the way the government treated the
people or the way the people treated the land. Probably both, plus
his mood was darkened by the memories stirred up the night before,
I decided.

Henry was quiet for a while, then he
said, “The other thing is, they are afraid to go home. Down there,
near the border, there are a lot of armed men around. Freedom
fighters from Rhodesia, with nothing better to do than throw their
weight around. They have little in common with the country people,
and speak different languages. Most of them are Shonas or Ndebele,
and many are townspeople and educated, so all they feel for the
locals is contempt. The Zambian Government supports their cause,
and doesn’t like to admit the problems that arise from their
presence. Anyone with half a brain can see it won’t be long before
the Rhodesians start crossing the border to attack them, and that
whole area will be a war zone. The Rhodesians, of course, are still
trying to appear law-abiding, and to respect Zambia as a sovereign
nation, but that won’t last. Many over there are still trying for
some sort of compromise, but the warmongers on both sides are
gaining influence.”

Things slowly began to look better.
Beyond the distance of a bicycle ride from the city, trees, bushes,
and tall grass covered the low hills. Finally, taller trees and
thick green growth marked the river valley. The river swirled brown
and strong between narrow strips of reeds and mud, with a wide flat
area of short grazed grass under large trees, just perfect for a
picnic.

Rich was out of the car as soon as
it stopped. “Bet I get one before you do!” He had his line in the
water before Henry lit his first cigarette.

By nine his enthusiasm was wilting a
little. “No bites yet. What's going on then? Maybe we've caught
most of the fish right here. We need to try somewhere else. If we
could get to the other side, or out to the middle maybe, like if we
had a boat,” said Rich.

Soon after, an old man came along
close to the bank in a makoro, a narrow boat made from a single
log, perhaps two feet across, scooped out into a hollow, and with
one end pointed. He was dressed in a skimpy pair of what had once
been khaki shorts, his equipment as basic as his vessel, a tin can
and a pole were all he had, with his woven basketry fish traps. His
ropy muscles rippled fluidly under a very dark skin, every rib
visible, and his hair was spiked out stiffly in a deliberate tangle
of dirty white, to give a top-heavy effect. His face was heavily
scarred, with rough uneven lines cut across his cheeks, as if
someone had tried to make him as ugly and unattractive as
possible.

He stood upright in the blunt back
end, and used a pole to push along as he cut smoothly upstream in
the slack water.

“Good morning. I am Amos Mulenga.
You pay me, I will take you where you can catch plenty fish,” he
said, obviously having heard the complaint. “I know this river,
where the fish are. I catch many every day.”

He spoke clear, almost unaccented
English, and grinned broadly as he watched us boys attempt to hide
our surprise at the contrast between his appearance and his speech.
He had very good teeth, solid and white, except for the top front
two, which were missing.

Of course this sounded good, so we
emptied our pockets and scraped together three Kwachas in coins,
easily a day's wages, and I said, “This is what we have, Mr.
Mulenga. Will you take us across the river for this? Then come back
after you finish with your traps and bring us back
here.”

“Okay, okay, let's go. One only in
the boat, then I come back for the other, okay?” So I went first. I
sat gingerly in an open space between fish traps, while the boatman
pushed off. The pole became a paddle where the bottom dropped away
beyond its reach, and propelled us across the current to the far
bank, where deep water ran close inshore. The journey across took
perhaps two minutes.

Within a few minutes both of us were
fishing in a new spot, and the fish were biting. An hour or so
later when Mr. Mulenga returned, we had ten nice Tilapia bream live
on a string. He had a harvest of different fish, catfish and other
bottom feeders mostly, as he’d used corn meal as bait, while the
bream went crazy for the insects from the garden in
Lusaka.

This time Rich went first. Half a
dozen hippos had arrived from around the bend. They didn't look or
sound too happy about sharing the river with one another, never
mind with people. They grunted explosively and jostled one another
in an irritated way, so Mulenga poled a fair distance upstream
before he turned the canoe to cross the current, well clear of
them. I watched the hippos uneasily as they approached. Their size
and obvious bad mood was intimidating. I seemed to be on just the
bit of river bank they wanted to use, too.

I waved my fishing rod and yelled,
“Get out of here! Go on, git!” Which didn't make much impression.
If anything my yells just irritated them. By the time Mulenga came
back for me the hippos were lined up in mid-river facing the bank,
a solid wall of flesh, while the biggest one stretched his mouth
wide in a threat display, and seemed to be prepared to come right
ashore.

“Get in, get in, hurry up, the big
one wants you gone from here.” He held the boat in place against
the current with both hands tight to the pole he rammed into the
mud.

I scrambled in with my fish and
gear, and we swung away down stream. Hard pushes of the pole almost
swamped the canoe as Amos Mulenga put his whole body into the
effort. We gathered speed with the current as the bull came on in a
shower of foam and muddy spray. When I looked back the spot I had
stood on was reclaimed, and the mud and grass trampled into
submission.

We made our way across the river and
then worked up against the current to a landing spot, a break in
the reeds. “You have made him angry. Now I will have to be careful
every time I go to set my traps. The fish I catch like to follow
the hippos, so I often work near them, and they never bother with
me. Bloody white men.”

I still had one foot in the boat,
and had just shifted my weight to the one planted in the mud, when
Mulenga pushed hard on his pole, and shot away into the current
again.

Henry grunted. “Don't take it
personally, he has a strong tribal prejudice against all outsiders.
You know why he looks as he does? His tribe found that the slavers
left the ugliest ones behind when they came on their raids.
Couldn't be bothered taking them all the way back to the coast for
the low price they'd fetch. So they took care to uglify their
children. They gave them face and body scars, and took pride in
their looks in a sort of reverse way. There was no hope of fighting
off the raiders, so they tried to lessen any reward they might get.
Damn sensible, if you ask me.”

Henry looked at me over his specs.
“Just like with that hippo. You have to bow to the big guns, you
know, no matter how much your pride tells you to take a stand. Let
them have their patch of mud.”

I frowned. “But --” then I decided
in this case Henry was the big gun, and changed my tack. “So then,
he’s descended from those the slavers didn’t take? That means he
doesn’t have a direct family memory of being slaves, just of
dodging the raids. Yet his people still remember that, and resent
outsiders.”

“Perhaps because they’re isolated
in the bush here, more than you might expect with the main road so
close. All the traffic just goes right by, with no reason to stop,
and anyway, there was no road here when that old boy was a child,
and his attitudes were formed. When you only see strangers a few
times a year, it’s totally different to living in a city, or even a
town.” Henry looked at me. “Then too, they speak their own
language, and don’t mix with other tribes.”

After Rich killed and gutted a
couple of the tilapia, we grilled them over an open fire. There was
still a stringer full of vigorous fish.

“Hey you know, we should take
these back to Lusaka live, and put them in one of the ponds at the
Fisheries Station. They just have some catfish species now, and
these taste so much better. We should be investigating them too,” I
said.

So I carried the big plastic bucket
down to the river, once the picnic things had been rinsed, filled
it with water, and plonked the fish into it.

The Fisheries Station was on the
south fringe of the city, a couple of miles off the main road, so
we stopped there late in the afternoon. Rich and I carried the
heavy bucket over to one of the ponds, and tipped the fish
in.

“Although the berm around this
pond was damaged in the last rainy season, there's still a good
three feet of water, mostly. You can see where earth from the berm
was washed in, at that end, where those reeds are,” I told my
brother. “That has to be fixed before we can use it. When we do a
study of feed conversion rates, for instance, everything has to be
controlled, so this pond isn't being used.”

“Come see my base, my
office.”

I led the way to one of the low
breeze block buildings, unlocked the padlock, and swung open the
steel door. “We keep all kinds of equipment in here, pumps, nets,
shovels, pickaxes, fish food, and so on. That's my desk over there,
beside those blue plastic tanks. Those are for fry, you know,
hatchlings.”

Rich walked over to look into the
open topped containers, where nothing but slightly cloudy water was
visible. “We have two different species of catfish here, but they
keep down at the bottom except for feeding time.”

“You call this an office?” said
Issy from the doorway. “It's really messy and there's spider webs,
and the floor is just bare concrete. This is a shed. I don't see
how they expect you to work here.”

“Oh well, I'm only here for a
short time, and I don't need a real office, just a phone sometimes,
and somewhere for the paperwork to do with the kapenta
thing.”

Issy turned away, with a dismissive
toss of her head, so I carried on speaking to Rich. “There is a
proper office, over by the gate, but there's no room there, and
anyway I spend a lot of time outside. Helping with the ponds,
weighing out the feed, checking fish for disease and growth rates,
that kind of thing. We are trying to find indigenous species that
can be raised easily and cheaply. There's a real need for a protein
source for subsistence farmers, like most people are here. Of
course, most places there isn't enough water, but Henry's people
are drilling bore holes all over the place, so perhaps small ponds
or tanks wouldn't be that hard to put in.”

The Fisheries Station was like an
oasis in the desert. Grass and shrubs grew thick all over between
the ponds and buildings, inside the fence.

Henry commented, “See what this
country could be like, if people would just learn moderation. Look
at the contrast outside the fence, where all the overgrazing is
destroying the land.”

As we drove away I saw a
black-humped bull close by the road. He tore at an anthill with his
horns. Wrapped in rage and ochre dust, his bellows shook the car
windows as we passed. A group of skinny cows watched him from the
shelter of an isolated baobab. Only their tails moved, switching at
the flies.

“Now, look at that. All that rage
and energy wasted on an anthill. He’s bent on destroying it just
because it’s standing there. He was looking for an enemy to fight,
and that’s what he found. What possible good will come from his
victory? That's what happens in a war, you know, Pete. I mean, yes,
of course nations have to defend themselves, but as often as not a
war can begin for no more cause than those ants gave to that bull.
Destruction pure and simple. Years of toil to build that pile of
clay, and knocked into the dust again in a few minutes.”

Henry was still stirred up by last
night’s conversation, I thought. “Does seem a bit stupid. But,
isn’t he just doing it to impress those cows, or
something?”

“Maybe so, but when countries go
to war it’s not just anthills they destroy, and like I say, their
motives and results don’t put them too far from that stupid bovine.
Only a few benefit from any war, and they aren’t the ones who
suffer through it either. You mark my words, this Rhodesia business
is going to put that country back into the bloody dark ages, and
put some self-serving dictator over everyone.”

I didn’t see how Henry had managed
to jump from an anthill to the dark ages and dictators, but I kept
quiet. Even Issy saw that as the best policy, for once.

 Chapter 8 Good
Vibrations

After supper Issy opened her
campaign. “You must be so bored here, Pete. Saturday night in
Zambia. After all, you're used to the London clubs and parties and
all your friends and everything.” She carefully didn't look at
Henry, but spoke loud enough to ensure he heard her. She definitely
could do with acting lessons, I thought. As usual, she's trying to
make me look bad to Henry. He already thinks I'm a useless long
haired hippy. Best lay it on a bit.

“Actually, I studied quite hard
this year, with A Level exams, and then I did a lot of training for
cross-country, and soccer. So I only had time to see Johnny and a
few of the guys, on weekends, you know. Of course there were a few
parties, like for someone's birthday, and I did go to the
Roundhouse a couple of times, when Pink Floyd were there, and -
”

“Who are they, some band?” Issy
cut in, obviously worried I’d come off as a dedicated swot if she
let me keep talking. “I never heard of them. What about the Beatles
or the Rolling Stones, didn't you even go see them? Really Pete you
are so unhip. What about the Monkees? They had a really big
concert, a whole stadium. I would just die to have been there.
Nothing cool like that ever happens here.” Issy frowned
theatrically. “It is soo boring here!” she plomped herself onto the
couch sideways, and sat hugging her legs, with her knees
up.

“Hey! I just remembered! Jen
Kitching asked me if I could come to the farm, because she got the
latest Beatles album, and her cousin's going back to Rhodesia next
week, so like they're having a sort of party.” She paused. “Oh, not
like a real party, because it's just a few people, and no drinking,
and her parents are there, and we really will only listen to her
records, and you know, talk.” She looked up at Henry, who'd been
waiting fairly patiently for her to get to the punch
line.

“So, umm, can Pete take me to
Jen's? I promise we won't be up late, and you know, we’ll just be
in her house, and her parents are there.”

Henry caught that right away. “So
let's get this straight, is this a party or a sleep over? You are
not going to any all-night parties. You should have asked me before
this.”

“Oh no. It can't really be a
party. Just me and Mary and Jen, and her cousin, and like maybe a
couple of the girls from school. No boys. Well, Pete, but that's
not the same. Richie, you can't come, because Henry doesn't want
any boys there, and anyway you need to swot because you have your
math O. Level coming up.”

“C'mon sis. You mean you don't
want me to go 'cause I haven't got my licence, so I can't drive you
there, and I might tell Henry about whatever you get up to, while
Pete will be busy with this Marjorie girl, so you can do what you
like.”

Henry chuckled and grinned at Rich.
“Don't be so suspicious of your sister, she just thinks you need to
study. She's got your best interests in mind.”

He turned to her. “Now then. Yes,
you can go, if your brother agrees to take you. But no nonsense.
Don't think I'm going to drive all that way to fetch you tomorrow
either, nor is Peter.” He took out a cigarette, lit it, and puffed
a couple of times. “As it happens I've already spoken with
Carmichael. They'll be out around ten tomorrow for brunch, and so
they'll bring you back.”

Issy was a bundle of instant joy.
She leapt off the couch, grabbed Henry and gave him a hug, and was
gone down the passage to her room before anyone else could blink.
“I'll just grab a few things. Why don't you start the car,
Pete?”

On the way to the farm Issy kept
busy, first with her hair, and then she put on pale pink lipstick
and lots of blue around her eyes. I was pretty sure Henry didn't
know about that.

“Can't you drive slower, Pete?
It's so bumpy, look what you made me do!” She had a smear of pink
halfway to her ear.

“If you had the sense of a flea
you would have done the make up first, while we were still on the
tarmac,” I said. “If I go slower it'll be even bumpier. With these
dirt roads the corrugations are evenly spaced, so once you hit the
right speed you sort of fly over them, and then when you slow the
wheels go up and down every bump, so you feel them all.”

“Why don't you drive on the side,
like you're supposed to? Henry always swears at drivers who go down
the middle of the road. It's not safe. Why do you do it? Just
because you're not supposed to?”

“Because there aren't any other
cars on this road, silly, and if one comes along we'll see the
headlights in plenty of time.” We passed a clump of people walking.
“See there, that's why. They're going into town, and they don't
want to get dusty. See, most are on the upwind side, because of the
dust from vehicles. Which is the side we're supposed to be on.
Won't be very safe if someone stumbles just when we pass them, now
will it?”

When we got to the farm we could
hear the music spilling out the open windows, the Stones'
‘Satisfaction’ at high volume.

“You know, they won't play that on
the radio here. Such closed minds. All the government people went
to mission schools, and they're all as stuffy as the nuns at Sacred
Heart.”

I walked to the house behind Issy,
and while she went into the front room, bursting with her friends,
all jumping around and squealing, Mr. Kitching met me by the front
door. “Come round to the back. There's a fire, and it's a little
quieter. You can hear the music, and we grownups have beer and a
few chops going.”

“Best invitation I've had
tonight.”

Several adults were sitting or
standing around a good blaze with glasses and plates. From the
empties they’d been there since the afternoon, at least. I was glad
to see Marjorie beside Dulcie Kitching, who immediately got up and
went over to the table. “Sit down here Peter, let me get you some
of these nice chops before they get cold. You can have a beer and a
bite before you head back to town.”

Marjorie looked up when Dulcie
spoke, and I saw her face light up. I felt as if I were floating as
I made my way towards her. I only realised that I was about to walk
into a chair when she put out her hand. “Whoa up there, Pete. No
need to trample the furniture. Come sit here by me.”

“I just wanted to tell you, it was
so good to talk, and have someone really listen to what I said.
Thanks Mrs. Kitching, that looks really good.” I gulped down a few
bites of chop. Probably lamb, I thought, as they were small and
smelt delicious, with no hint of the gaminess which would mean
goat.

“Marjorie, I have to tell you
about something I remembered last night. This happened way back,
but it is sorta relevant to what you said about those rock
pictures.” She raised her eyebrows and smiled a bit when I looked
at her, so I continued. “I was maybe eight or so, and me and my
brothers were always going around poking our noses into whatever
was going on. Boy that meat is quite salty, I have a real thirst
going.”

“Oh gosh, sorry Pete, you haven’t
got a beer yet. Let me get us a couple of cool ones here.” Marjorie
stood up and went over to the tub of water that served as a cooler.
She grabbed two bottles and flipped the caps off with the opener,
then came back. “Here you go. Talking will dry you up in no time,
and I want to hear what you have to say.”

“Thanks, that’s a good idea.” I
gulped a couple of swallows.

“Anyway, there was a really big
bush fire on the mountain the other side of town from our house,
and we went over to see what was going on. We thought it was
exciting, to watch the men and the fire engine in action and
everything.” I had a bit of catching up to do, so I chugged again.
“So anyway, we found a baby eland hidden in the scrub, too young to
run away, which means like new born, and we carried it away from
the fire. But, the point is, it had just a single bump on its head,
you know, where its horn would be, instead of two like they're
supposed to have.”

“That's so sweet! So you rescued
it from the fire.”

“Yeah, well. Anyway, the point is
that it was a, you know, a unicorn. Just what you were talking
about yesterday.”

“Hey that's so cool! So we both
know there really are unicorns in the world, right?”

We looked at one another and
laughed, and then we both picked up our beers and sipped. The music
suddenly blasted out from the stereo in the house, cranked to what
had to be maximum volume.

Marjorie said something, but the
Stones drowned her out. I cupped my hand by my ear, and she leant
in close and shouted, “Never mind. You know what, I feel like
dancing. C'mon Pete let's dance.” She took my hand and
pulled.

We danced to the Stones and the
Troggs, jumping and bopping energetically for a while, while the
older people watched. 'Wild Thing' was great. Marjorie didn't seem
very ordinated, and knocked into a chair, and then bumped me quite
hard with a sudden backwards step that turned into a stumble.
Someone put on a slow one, 'Strangers in the Night' and turned the
volume down.

Several of the others started to
dance now, the women all hauling the men up to twirl in close
contact rhythm. I saw my sister among the group of younger girls
watching through the window as Marjorie and I swayed into a
two-step. That swaying was mostly because Marjorie was loaded, I
realised. That last beer must have hit her hard, because she
couldn't stand up straight on her own, it seemed. All her weight
leant on me, and her movements followed mine with a slight
delay.

“Going away in the morning Pete,”
she muttered into my ear. “Goin' home to the farm. Won't see you
ever.” She clung tight, pressed herself against me, and we gave
ourselves up to Frank Sinatra.

We stood and held each other when
the music stopped. “Sinatra's affected your mood. Just 'cause
you're going back home doesn't mean we can never see each other.
I'm going to university in Capetown in a couple of months, and I'll
be able to visit in the holidays, and we can write. Maybe you can
come down to the Cape too, I mean especially if you're going to
university. It's a really good one.”

I could hear my sister's voice, “The
Monkees are so cool.” She was trying to get her favourite music on
the turntable, never mind what might be good for dancing or anyone
else's preference. Someone was resisting, as several silent minutes
passed.

I heard an eerie wailing cry from
somewhere out in the night. Sounded like a soul in torment, or a
neglected infant. “Oh Jesus what was that? Some poor creature in
agony out there.”

“Not really. That scream was just
a bushbaby, like a mating call. They do it a lot this time of year.
We have them on the farm too.”

You didn’t hear them in Lusaka,
since they couldn’t live in the city, and I’d never seen a live
bushbaby. Just their eyes glowing back from the trees at night, and
a couple dead by the road. Little animals, smaller than a cat, and
with long skinny legs, that didn’t look much like babies, so I’d
wondered why they had that name. Now I knew.

Issy must've got control of the
record player, because ‘Last Train to Clarksville’ came on next,
really loud. “Let's sit a while. C'mon.” There weren't any chairs
free, so we walked slowly off the lawn and sat on the flat rock
beside the huge wildfig tree. Something fell on my head as soon as
we sat. I brushed my head with my hand and looked at what I found.
Bits of twig and chewed fig. “There's bloody fruit bats in the
tree. We'd better move before we get pooped on. Christ, this is
like being inside a photo lab with no red light. I can't see a
thing.”

“Hang on, I have to go to the
bathroom.” She walked towards the house. “Back in a
minute.”

I was wondering how long it might be
before she came back, and if I should go and look for her, when she
called softly, “Where are you Pete? I can't see you, it's so dark
out here.”

“Here I am, right here.” I could
see her silhouetted against the firelight, on the other side of the
flower bed, walking slowly with her hands held out to feel her way.
I stepped over some low growth, reached out and took her
hand.

She gasped, then held tight, “Oh
gosh, I didn't realise you were so close.”

“Careful now, there's flowers or
something here.”

She moved towards me, but stumbled
on something. She still had my hand as she fell, and pulled me
towards her. Dry leaves and twigs cracked, and I lost my balance,
and fell with her, or rather onto her. “Ow.”

“You two all right out there?”
called someone.

“Oh Jesus Frank! Leave 'em alone.
‘Course they're all right. They're bloody teenagers aren't
they?”

There was a burst of laughter and
several people started to talk at once.

I stopped paying attention to
anything beyond what I was feeling, which was a warm mouth clamped
tight to mine, an exploring eager tongue, and right under my hand,
smooth skin and short hair, under thin cloth. Then time stopped.
Everything went away, except the feel of her, smooth and soft, firm
and warm to my hands and tongue. She was as keen to explore me. Her
hands were everywhere, though she had a bit of trouble with the
belt, and then with my zipper. I obligingly rolled onto my side, to
help her efforts.

She turned onto her side, to face
me, and then suddenly I felt her stomach convulse. “Oh God, sick,”
she muttered through her teeth. Her stomach clenched again, more
forcefully, and I scrambled back as warm beery liquid sprayed out.
She coughed and pulled herself up onto her hands and knees, hung
her head and puked.

I had some on my chest, I could feel
it, but had avoided the worst. She heaved and spat, lost in misery,
while I held one hand on her back to keep contact, and tried to
adjust to the changed situation. The mood was definitely broken
now, our cosy nest contaminated with nasty reality. In a few
minutes her stomach settled or emptied, and she shuffled a few feet
over and flopped down again. “C'mere Pete, hold me. Go way
world.”

The world was still out there
though, 'California Dreaming' was playing now, and Marjorie was
almost asleep. Her head on my arm, she muttered, “Know what?
S'nice. You're nice boyfriend. Night Pete.”

I could smell pot smoke over the
acrid puke stench. Someone nearby was smoking weed. “Hey man, how
'bout a toke then? Over here.” Whoever it was stumbled a bit on the
way, but obligingly brought the red-glowing joint over to
me.

“Here you go, man. What's with the
chick then, she passed out on you? Bummer, man”

I took a deep pull, held it in, and
then let the smoke out as slow as I could. “Cool. Nice and smooth.
Thanks.” I breathed deep. Cool night air. “Yeah, looks like she had
a bit too much beer, you know. You got an American accent,
right?”

“Right, right, that's me.
California kid. Here to spread peace and love man, along with
democracy and all that shit, you know. I’m teaching in a school
here. Me, a schoolteacher!” He laughed as if that was really
funny.

I found myself laughing too, though
I wasn't too sure of the joke.

“Need a hand then? Maybe we should
like, let her sleep it off in the house?”

“Seems like a good idea. Let's see
if we can get her up.”

I took her under the arms and sat
her up, then crouched beside her, draped one arm over my shoulder,
and stood. She wasn't that heavy, especially as she woke a bit and
took some of her weight herself. My eyes had adapted now, so I
could see more or less where to step. There were clumps of
something fairly tall, probably calla lilies, which I
avoided.

In the house she woke up, and stood
blinking a moment. “Oh yeah, Aunt Dulcie's house. Right. So sleepy,
Pete. Sorry to be a wet blanket. Gotta go to sleep now, early
morning start. Going home.” She leaned over and kissed my lips,
gently. “Night Pete. Write to me, okay?”

“I can't. I mean I will write, but
I don't know your address. Well, I can get that from your aunt, I
s'pose. So have a safe journey, and see you in a while,
right?”

I turned, and saw three sets of eyes
watching intently from the couch. “Oh Pete, you are soo romantic!”
crooned Issy in a fake movie star voice. Then the three girls broke
out in giggles, which turned to outright laughter as I felt my face
flush.

Back by the fire I moved to the
music. My arms waved with one rhythm and my feet pranced another,
with no conscious thought. Didn't matter what music played, I
danced. Others were there with me. Some did a slow dance in tight
couples and some bounced independently. They were just moving
shapes in the firelight. All that mattered was the music, the
rhythm, the dance. My stomach hurt, as if I'd done too many
sit-ups, so I bent forwards as I moved, to ease that. Perhaps my
stomach hurt in sympathy with Marjorie's, I thought
vaguely.

Some time must have passed before I
noticed anything else. Someone said, “Hey man, you there? C'mon,
you're scaring me man. Your nose is bleeding, maybe you should like
take a break, you know.”

I looked around, and saw a long
haired bearded guy looking anxiously at me, while he held me by the
shoulder. I recognised the voice, the American accent. This was the
guy who’d passed me that joint.

“Oh yeah, I'm fine thanks, just
going with the music.”

“Yeah. I got no problem man, just
you know, the others all stopped a while back. They all went to bed
or home, you know. Just you an' me here now, the night birds,
like.”

Simon and Garfunkel were singing 'I
am a Rock.' I felt very tired, all of a sudden. “Should get back,
drive back to town. You want a ride?”

“Sure. Lemme get my discs,
man.”

Issy was in the bedroom with her
friends. I heard a muffled shriek, a couple of thumps and a burst
of giggling. “Sounds like a pillow fight.”

“Kids, right? Hey I'm Josh Turner.
You're Pete, I heard your name a couple of times. The loud one's
your kid sister I guess? You poor bastard.”

“Oh no, she's not that bad. She
never used to be that bossy before our mum died. It's like she
wants to fill the space, the role in the family. She has to kinda
look out for herself, be assertive, and she's thirteen so
everything's difficult.”

Josh busied himself with another fat
joint as soon as we were in the car, which worried me, in case
Henry smelt it, so we drove with all the windows open. There was no
traffic, so no dust, except behind us, but the rattle and bang of
the bumps and the loose stones that hit the underside made
conversation difficult.

Not impossible though, as Josh
expounded his theories. “Everyone should learn to be cool, you
know, and stop being so worried about other people. I mean, seems
as if they’re scared all the time. All trying to climb on each
other’s backs, grabbing for power any way they can, worried the
next guy is gonna do them some way if they don’t get on top of them
first. Not even for real, you know, just all face and image. Real
plastic, man. Nothing that matters, know what I mean?”

“I dunno, Josh. Some people are
really powerful, not just image and show. I mean, take politicians
or big shots in business. People have to do what they say, or
nothing would work. If everyone just did what they wanted, who’d do
the nasty stuff?”

“No man, not what I’m saying, man.
Think about it seriously, Pete. All those big shots enjoy making
others jump through hoops, just because they say so, and they
aren’t interested in doing good. They just look out for themselves,
and hang the rest of us. Damn Establishment pigs. It’s not like it
should be, with everyone looking out for each other, and caring for
the common good, know what I mean?”

“Some people care about others,
Josh. I mean, you do, right? That’s why you’re here. I do too, and
we’re not alone. Most people are quite good, if they get the
chance.”

“That’s the point though. Ego
trippers and power freaks grab the government if they get the
chance, and then just concentrate on holding on, and looking after
themselves. All the poor sheep just say baa, and wish they were at
the top. We have to all learn to stop trying to be on top, and get
on with life, and enjoy the basic things, you know? More meditation
and yoga, man. That would lower all the tension in the world, and
increase the good vibrations. They should meditate before every big
meeting. Make enlightened decisions.”

“I think of it a bit differently,
Josh. Maybe most of us are sheep, or whatever, but the bad guys are
really more like predators. Like say, lions, or wolves, and we are
meat on the hoof. Know what I mean? Those guys aren’t going to take
up yoga, or be influenced by everyone thinking happy thoughts at
them. So what we need are a few to stand up to the lions, and give
them a poke in the ribs with their horns, instead of just going
baa.”

“Right on man! Give ‘em a poke!
Cool man. Have a toke.” Josh broke out in laughter, and then bent
over coughing.

I took the joint, and sucked in
smoke, then blew a long blue streamer out the window, “Ever watched
one of those wildlife documentaries where they show lions attacking
an antelope? They just try to run away, and yet they have wicked
looking horns. I can never understand why they don’t just stick the
bloody lions, or why the others in the herd just stand by and watch
their buddy get eaten.”

“Maybe that’s ‘cause they know the
lions are so much bigger and stronger, man. No sense getting killed
themselves, right? Besides, like I say, they’re peaceful by nature.
We should be too.”

“I see where you’re coming from,
Josh. But, it just doesn’t seem right to me, to just stand by and
let the lions eat our friends. I kinda like the way eland act. They
actually chase after lions, and if they don’t run them off or kill
them, they make them think twice about attacking an eland
again.”

“What’s an eland, man? Some kind
of antelope is it, then?”

“Yeah, just an African antelope,
Josh.”

“Turn here man, I got a room by
the school up this way.”

I braked, then backed up a bit to
make the turn, “Might have told me a bit sooner, Josh.”

“Yeah well. Kinda hard to see
where you are in the dark, and this is the first time I've come
from this direction. Okay, stop right here. Anyway, thanks for the
ride. Peace and Love, man.”

“See you around, man.”

When I woke up, late in the bright
day, I squinted out the window, still groggy, and saw a flicker of
movement on the jacaranda. I stood still, blinked, and looked
again. There was the lizard, right where it should be. Tailless,
but happy. I smiled. Not such a bad place, this old
world.

 Chapter 9 This
Little Child

The next Friday we set out along the
Leopard's Hill Road, which led north-east from the city. There were
few people living out that way, just the occasional shamba, each
with mielies and pumpkins planted around a group of mud and thatch
huts. Chickens and small children moved slowly in the dusty yards,
and skinny dogs yapped half-heartedly as we drove by.

The bush was alive, and there was
lots to see, with small rivers at intervals and plenty of trees
everywhere. It seemed like very fertile land to me, but so far
mostly unexploited, even quite close to the city. Small animals and
birds, butterflies, lizards, and snakes were plentiful, and all
interesting.

We were on a two day trip to the
Zambezi River, far downstream of the great Kariba Dam, towards the
Mozambique border. “There's a Government Rest House by the river,
with a caretaker, ready for any official who visits the district,”
Henry explained. “Most often a magistrate or District Commissioner,
or someone from the Natural Resources or Agriculture Departments. I
have to go down on Friday to discuss a well for livestock a few
miles north of the river. You kids can come along for the
ride.”

We turned south some thirty
kilometers out of town, onto a smaller road. After another half
hour of bumpy dusty driving I saw a fair sized settlement stretched
out on both sides of the dirt road. From the top of a low rise I
could see that, unlike most, this place was laid out in fairly
straight lines, and with rectangular breeze block and corrugated
iron structures, instead of the usual village pattern of round
thatch and clay huts scattered randomly, connected by winding
footpaths.

At the bottom of the slope the track
ran alongside a sandy dry riverbed, lined by trees where the floods
never reached. There was a single muddy pool with a rickety barbed
wire fence around it. The wire had obviously been cut and then
knotted together again several times, and there were cow flops all
around the water inside the fence.

Henry said, “This's a refugee camp
for people from Rhodesia. We’ll have to do something here too.
There are problems between the locals and these people over water.
We've had complaints that the cattle can't drink because the
refugees have put a fence around the only open water for miles.
Also, of course, there's jealousy caused by the aid given to the
newcomers. They have solid housing built for them, a school and
clinic, and get food and clothing donations, while the long time
inhabitants have to fend for themselves.”

He pulled the Vauxhall into the thin
shade of an acacia beside the rutted track, a hundred yards from
the first building, and lit a cigarette. “Our Agriculture
Department has been told by our Minister to drill a well in the
camp, but Beaufort, quite rightly, argues that isn't our
responsibility. We should be supplying water for the local cattle.
Agriculture is our mandate, not refugee assistance.”

He puffed out a blue cloud of smoke,
and watched as it dissipated. “For once I agree with him. There are
other budgets to draw on for that stuff, and anyway, if there was a
good well the cattle could drink there, and the local women could
get their supplies, while the refugees would have control of the
present source. For the few years they're going to be
here.”

A woman with a baby strapped on her
back came along the track from the village. She was accompanied by
a young woman wearing a white dress with a red cross stitched on
the sleeves. The young mother looked at Henry anxiously as the
other woman spoke. “Good afternoon. I am Maria Gabriel. I am asking
you please, sir.” She paused, and wet her lips, “Would you kindly
take this woman and her son to Lusaka, to the Government Hospital?
He is dying,” she said. “He has the runs.”

Henry's lips pressed firmly around
his cigarette, and he frowned slightly.

“We can only do first aid
treatment here. There is just a small amount of bandages and
antiseptic in the camp, and I do what I can, but I only have some
first aid training, you know. I'm not really a nurse. What I do
know is that this child is dehydrated and will die very soon
without help.”

I knew that it was an hour and a
half drive to the hospital, so we'd arrive there after five-thirty,
when no Zambian nurse would condescend to look at any raggedy
patient from the bush, especially someone from the Camps, a
foreigner. No doctor would be available until next morning, though
possibly only on Monday. Then they might put the child on a drip
for rehydration, if there was equipment available, and he was still
alive.

Even if someone got out of the car,
to make room for this mother and child, and Henry drove right back
to Lusaka, left them at the hospital, and drove all the way back
again, very little good would be done. Henry had to think of his
own family first, and I knew he was uncomfortable with the idea of
leaving one of his children alone out here. Some of these refugees
had a reputation for being quite lawless, not averse to a spot of
armed robbery, even for shoes and clothing.

Luckily I realised there was an
alternative to try. “Just a sec” I said. “Let's try something my
friend Sid explained to me.” I got out of the car, and opened the
picnic supplies.

I took a bottle of clean water, some
salt and brown sugar, and explained. “My friend told me you can
treat dehydration by getting the patient to drink fluid, especially
a mix that has close to what’s in normal blood. He said the doctors
want to control treatment, so they don't like it to be known just
how simple that is. All we need is clean water with sugar and salt,
to replace what the child has lost. We can check by tasting my
blood to see if we have the right amounts.”

Maria said, “I’m the Camp nurse, but
I can’t do anything except tell the poor woman her child is
desperately ill. Of course I'm willing to try anything that might
help. I can see how the Western Establishment, they might not
spread such a simple remedy, since there's no way to make money
from it.”

“I can't say why more people don't
know such a simple thing, but it seems quite obvious. If the child
needs liquids, if he takes them by mouth it’ll work just as well as
by a needle in his arm.”

“As a Marxist and Revolutionary,
I’ll be happy if we can bypass the whole bourgeois Establishment,
and treat this child right here with our own resources. Save his
life.”

I thought she saw this as another
power game, in which an easy simple treatment had been withheld so
her people were dependent on others for the lives of their
children. I knew it wasn’t quite that simple. Most doctors surely
didn’t think in those terms, they just practised medicine as they'd
been taught.

Big Sid had inadvertently shown the
way and saved a life, just by being his egoistical self and
spouting on about how he maintained his dominance over his helpless
charges, and cut off the doctors. He treated them in his own way,
with his own methods, back in the Psych ward in England, so they'd
depend on him first. Like a peach tree grown from a pile of shit.
Stank bad, at first, and musta hurt someone, but the peaches are
sweet.

Sister Issy happily held the baby
while his mother concentrated fiercely on her work, as she mixed
the vital fluid in a cup, with a teaspoon. I sliced my left hand
with my pocket knife, just a light cut across the fleshy base of
the thumb, and let the baby's mother taste a few drops on her spoon
and compare it with the taste of the mixture in the cup. She
immediately added more salt to her mixture, then carefully took
some in the spoon and dribbled it into the slack mouth. She got
only tiny quantities in at first, as the baby didn't have energy
left to suckle or even cry. This changed amazingly fast. Within
half an hour there was a wriggle and a wail from the
infant.

“He is crying!” said his mother.
“Hallelujah!” Soon the baby was busy at his mother's breast again,
drinking and pooping more semi-liquid at intervals. Maria was over
the moon.

“My War Name is now Terai Rupai,”
Maria said with a grin. “Drinks Blood. Those who don't know will
think it suitably fierce for a Revolutionary, and those who
understand will know where my true mission is, to save lives, to
help my people.”

She looked at the mother, now seated
on a rock in the shade. “You know, this woman believes in your
mixture because it has three parts. White, red, and black, like
traditional medicines. Putting the blood into it, just the tiny bit
on the spoon, made the mixture complete for her. She wouldn't have
liked it as much if you'd used white sugar and white salt and clean
water, though we both know that should work just as well. There is
a lot of symbolism involved, you know, so mnyama can mean anything
black or dark, whether brown or even green, and also it means
strong. So we have white salt, brown sugar, and of course, red
blood. Just a perfect mix, in traditional symbolic
terms.”

“I don't know about traditional
medicines, but what strikes me is it's not just the western medical
people who aren't telling people about the possibility of oral
rehydration. Those Russians send you aid, and train people, but
they haven't said anything about this simple treatment either. I
hear diarrhoea is the biggest killer in Africa. Surely if the
Communists cared any more than the Capitalists, you at least, as
the only medical person in this camp, would have got to hear about
this method.”

“I have only had a little
training, mostly in first aid for wounds, treating infections and
changing dressings and so on. Things that relate directly to the
armed struggle. But, from now on I won't be completely helpless
with this kind of thing. The little ones get sick, and so many
die.”

We drove on through the refugee
settlement, just a dusty dirt road between rows of cinder block
buildings. There were some school age kids, almost all boys, in a
tight group by the road in the middle of the settlement, outside a
larger building that had to be the school. Issy waved to them but
no-one responded as we drove by.

Henry muttered. “Don't like the look
of this, keep your heads down.”

I was just about to ask him what he
meant when several of the boys ran into the road and picked up
stones. They hurled them at the car with yells. “Amandla!” None of
them hit, though a couple landed close behind the car. I put my
foot down, and the wheels kicked up a rooster tail of dust and
pebbles.

One loud voice yelled. “Get out, we
don't want any racist whites here! Selfish bastards, you won't even
help a sick child!” A tall man came out into the road and spoke to
the boys as I looked back. He seemed to be telling them to stop,
from the way he stood with his hands up.

“Henry, I want to explain that we
did help that baby, best we could,” I said. “Look, that man has
calmed them down, so they should listen. We have to come back this
way, and if they still feel like that we could be in real trouble
if there's no-one level headed around.”

Henry really didn't like it, but I
stopped the car just beyond the last house, got out, and walked
back.

The schoolteacher came to meet me.
“Did you not see the nurse as you came along the road? We heard
your car coming and she said she would ask you for
help.”

“Yes, we met her and the sick
baby, and we did help as best we could. You realise that baby is
very sick, so taking him all the way to Lusaka Hospital might not
save him. We have treated him already, and he should be fine. Talk
to your nurse if you don't believe me. Look, here she comes
now.”

Maria came hurrying along. “Sorry,
sorry, you musn't blame the boys you know, they have all had bad
experiences, and so many of the little ones die.” She turned to one
of the boys who still held a rock as he stood and frowned at me,
“It's alright Ndumo, your baby brother is going to be fine now.
Truly we have been helped.”

That was all the boys needed to
hear, and the dark mood lifted. Frowns gave way to a few hesitant
smiles and they drifted back towards their schoolroom.

I walked back to the car and climbed
in. “Seems to be all cleared up now.”

Henry answered, “You mean to tell me
it wouldn't have been all cleared up if we'd just carried on to the
river without stopping so you could go back to talk? By the time we
come back, everyone will know whether the child has recovered or
not. Might still die, you realise.”

I thought about it, and decided he
was probably right, but just shrugged.

Henry snorted. “Huh.”

For the next hour we drove steadily
through dry bush, with lots of termite mounds scattered among the
dark thorn scrub. These were built of the red soil, hard as stone
and Gothic in form, with crenellations and buttresses, strongholds
for their separate nations.

Though we saw nobody until within a
couple of miles of the river, the dirt track looked like it got
regular traffic.

By the time we got to the Guest
House it was just on the edge of dark. The paraffin lamps shone
from the windows with an amber glow, and bats swooped around as
they harvested the moths, mosquitoes, and gnats, that swarmed
everywhere in buzzing clouds.

There was a housekeeper who lived
nearby, and kept the lamps filled and the floors clean. He had been
notified of Henry's visit, and was waiting when we
arrived.

Next morning, while Henry went off
to meet with the local dignitaries, the cattle owners, to discuss
the well, we two boys went down to the Zambezi with fishing
gear.

Here the river spread over a wide
area, split into many channels among a sea of tall reeds. We walked
along the edge of the reed bed until we came to a path, a trampled
tunnel under the arches of the twelve foot high plants. We followed
the muddy route with our fishing rods held carefully down,
concentrating more on not getting them tangled than on anything
else. Gradually the mud underfoot got wetter, until we were
sloshing along ankle deep in a sort of mucky soup, besieged by
flies and clouds of tiny black midges.

Finally I said, “Oh good, we must be
getting close, look, there's a current, the water's moving. This
path has to lead to the open water soon, we must've come a long way
already through these reeds.”

Rich replied, “Must be made by
animals, though, not people, 'cause the reeds are just pushed down
out of the way, not cut. Also, if you look at the reeds lying down,
they all point away from the river, so they were trampled by
something coming from the water up to the dry land. Hippos coming
out of the water in the evenings. We should've asked the
housekeeper where to go, to get to a good spot. There has to be
some sort of boat landing. Some way they get to open
water.”

We sloshed on a bit, and were
rewarded by an opening in the sea of reeds, where a thirty foot
wide channel of sluggish swirling brown water blocked any farther
foot travel. Reeds stood thickly on both sides of this small
offshoot of the main river, and blocked the view where the water
curved away. Perhaps a hundred yard stretch of open water showed,
apparently part of a side channel. We used food scraps saved from
breakfast as bait, and soon had the lines out in the current, which
ran from right to left. Both of us had hooks set a couple of feet
below plastic floats, to keep them clear of the weeds and tangled
roots that probably covered the bottom.

Even more insects were able to
locate us, now that we stayed in one place, so we tied
handkerchiefs across our noses and mouths to keep the tiny midges
from exploring those inviting orifices. We held the fishing rods in
one hand, while the other was in constant use, to brush away biting
flies and wave off incoming squadrons of mosquitoes. Since we had
used so much effort and energy to get there, we didn't want to give
up without catching something, but so far it wasn't much
fun.

All I heard were my brother's snorts
as he tried to clear midges from his nose, rustles as the reeds
stirred slightly in the current around their bases, and the hum of
the insects. Here, deep in the reed bed, there was no breeze, just
still, heavy air.

Over the white feathery tops,
slender yellow stems, and sharp-edged dark green leaves of the
growth around, the sky loomed vibrant blue, too bright to look at
from the shade we stood in.

From out in this primeval tangle an
unmistakably electronic sound came, and blasted us to incredulous
alertness. Feedback from a speaker, a high loud whistle.

Followed by a voice. “Breaker
breaker, this is red team calling alpha red. Come in alpha red. We
have civilians in target area. Over.”

Which meant two people out here in
the reeds equipped with walkie talkie radios. No, wait, the
feedback meant that there had to be two radios close together, and
someone else sending to them. So at least three radios.

Someone must have turned theirs off,
to stop the feedback, and now the other one decided his volume was
a little high, and turned it down, because after that first
feedback whistle, and that loud booming message, all we heard were
indistinct voices.

“Sounds like some kind of military
thing going on,” I said. “Let's get out of here. Fishing doesn't
seem too good anyway. The only bites I've got are from these bloody
flies.”

“Yeah, let's get out of here. Bugs
are driving me crazy,” Rich said.

Back at the Rest House, we glugged
down cool orange squash and slumped into cane chairs.

“Funny thing, we didn't see any
army vehicles around, and there's only our car's tracks coming
along the road. Wonder if there's a Zambian Army camp nearby?” I
commented.

Rich said, “I think they're more
likely Rhodesian army, hoping to catch some of those Zimbabwe
freedom fighters or terrorists, whichever you prefer to call them,
on their way across the border. They aren't supposed to be here,
carrying their war over the border into Zambia. We probably spoilt
their plans, just by being there.”

Next day we returned to Lusaka, via
the Refugee Camp, as Henry called the place. We stopped to ask
about the tiny patient, and Maria said, “He will be just fine now,
his mother's taking good care to keep him drinking the mixture, and
of course milk, so in a few days he'll get back the weight he lost.
His father just returned yesterday from the South, and he said he
saw your car by the river. He was surprised when he heard what you
did for his child.”

“Oh, we must have almost met him,
in the reeds by the river, because we heard people talking back and
forth with radios,” I said.

“That was the Rhodesians, trying
to ambush our fighters,” she said. “They just ignore the border,
the Zambians can't stop them, so the war comes over into this
country also. Even here we don't feel safe.”

 Chapter 10 Hanky
Panky

The holding ponds were ready and
stocked, but an exact date was difficult to arrange. Goncharov
explained, “Peter, I cannot tell you a date for the transfer. I am
so sorry, but things are quite difficult when the military is
involved. I am talking to Moscow every day, and doing my best for
you. When we have a definite arrangement, then I can gladly tell
you. But for now, what can I do? Such things are military secrets,
you understand, very high security. Schedules for our Soviet Armed
Forces transport aeroplanes are not so easy to find, like for
British Overseas Airways or Air France, you understand.”

“I understand, Mr. Goncharov, but
we need to get those fish moved quite soon, because they can't
survive long in the holding ponds. Please let me know as soon as
you hear something.”

“Sure, Peter, sure. Of course I
will contact you immediately when there is some news. Be assured
that this project is very important to us. As champions of the
oppressed peoples of the world, we in the USSR are anxious to help
with such things. Excuse me please, I have a long distance call on
my other line.”

I drove by the Russian embassy later
that Monday morning, on my way between the Ministry of Agriculture
and the Government Transport Depot. I had to sign some papers at
headquarters, and then I went to check that the lorries that had
carried the tanks up to Lake Tanganyika were safely back in Lusaka.
Sometimes strange things happened, like the time Beaufort had sent
a lorry load of fertiliser to a project in the North, and the empty
lorry had turned up two months later, with an extra seven thousand
miles on the odometer. That driver hadn't waited to be fired, he
had resigned, and landed on his feet as the owner of a busy bar in
Livingstone, near the Victoria Falls. I didn't know what I could do
in a situation like that, but I felt I’d better check on the
lorries, anyway, since Beaufort had made such a big fuss about it
this morning.

Goncharov was standing outside his
embassy, on the damp freshly scrubbed tarmac of the visitors'
parking area. The work crew who took care of the embassy gardens
were resting in the shade, eating from billy cans and cloth
bundles. All women, they watched as he talked with a smaller man,
deeply tanned, who wore a very neatly pressed dark blue safari
suit. He had very short hair, and his carriage was erect as a
Grenadier Guard. That is some kind of military man, I thought, but
not Russian or American. Could be South African or
Rhodesian.

Goncharov noticed me as I sat at the
traffic light outside the embassy, and waved, with a broad grin. He
said something to his companion, who turned briskly and looked at
me. He had very bright blue eyes, startling against the tanned
face.

Fortunately the lorries had returned
safely, and their mileage seemed about what it should be, so there
was one less thing to worry about.

Finally the phone call from
Goncharov came, just after lunch the same day.

“Ah, good afternoon Peter, we have
the plane arriving very soon. If your little fish can be ready on
Wednesday morning, we will be landing on the airstrip up there at
nine a.m. local time. Please to see that your transport tanks are
waiting and ready for loading, so that we can take off again as
soon as possible. The plane is equipped with a loading ramp, so if
you have the tanks on a lorry, they can drive right into the cargo
bay and we can lift them off with our equipment.”

We’d managed to get the loan of two
new unused fuel tanks, destined for use at Agriculture Department
stations in the south end of the country, and these were waiting on
flatbeds beside the holding ponds, ready to fill with water and
fish.

When I phoned Beaufort to tell him
about the planned schedule he just said, “Sounds good, the
Rhodesians will be ready and waiting. They have to haul the
trailers to the lake and empty the tanks. Out of our hands once the
plane’s loaded.”

“Then all we have to do is monitor
the fish, check to see they’ve established a good breeding
population. What d’you think, if all goes well we could have a
fishery in three or four years, right?”

Beaufort snorted. “Hunh. Then we
have to send a lorry down to haul back our tanks. The plane can't
wait for the empty tanks, it has to be back in Lusaka by dark.
Those tanks are bloody expensive and we need them back. See to
it.”

When I told him the fish drop was
finally on, Henry grunted and reached for the gin bottle, topped up
his tea cup, and slugged back a good dollop of gin and tea before
he replied, “Good. I suppose.”

“The outside work crew, the
gardeners I s’pose, at the Russkie Embassy are all women, Henry.
Weird. I mean it’s usually men you see standing around holes in the
road with picks and shovels, or cleaning up around the big
government buildings.”

“You said it right there. Standing
around. Remember, it’s the women who do most of the field work and
hauling wood and water. Same in Russia, I expect. They have to hire
a certain number of locals, but they know damn well a bunch of men
would spend most of their time smoking or just standing around.
Since their own women do a lot of the heavy labour in agriculture,
that’s who they hire for gardening and so on over here.”

He poured tea, added sugar and milk,
and stirred. “Can’t say I’m happy to hear their plane is actually
going to turn up and do the Kariba business though. I know they’d
find another way to supply the Rhodesians, to make sure the stupid
war gets off to a flying start, but I hate being anywhere close to
helping them do it.”

I went to Lusaka airport on the
Wednesday, and watched the big plane land and open its huge rear
doors, then offload the cargo of heavy wooden crates all covered in
stencilled Cyrillic lettering and numbers. All destined for the
refugees.

I had expected to go along, to help
with offloading the fish, if not with the release into the lake,
but I was met with a stolid, “Nyet, nyet. Military aircraft this.
No looking.” From a perspiring crewman in heavy canvas overalls.
Goncharov was nowhere to be found. No-one answered the phone at the
embassy. I could only watch from the airport building. The crew
stayed in the plane with the engines idling while cargo was
offloaded, and then they were gone again in less than an
hour.

The crates were stacked in an open
ended shed, visible from the airport lounge, and provided a
convenient location for the work crew to eat their lunch. I noticed
a slick looking man in a tan safari suit and dark glasses who
walked around on the tarmac and chatted with the workers, once the
plane had left. He took lots of photos of everything going on. Must
have used up three rolls of film.

By early evening the plane was back,
mission accomplished, and I went to drink vodka with some of the
crew at the Russian Embassy. Just how many were in the crew was
another of those military secrets. Anyway, none of those I met
spoke much English, so it was an evening of big smiles and lots of
heartfelt gestures. Vodka was supposed to be tasteless, but their
stuff tasted like old potato sacks to me, though everybody else was
knocking it back like it was ambrosia.

“They had to offload quite a bit
before the plane could take off again from the airstrip in
Rhodesia,” said Goncharov. “Nostravia! Drink, Peter, drink!” He
held his glass high and said something in Russian, a toast of some
kind, echoed loudly by the crewmen crowding the room. They all
threw the liquor in their glasses straight down their throats, so
fast it didn't seem to even touch their tongues. They must have
started with the party on the drive from the airport, because all
of them were very happy and relaxed by the time I arrived.
Goncharov seemed pretty happy about things, for sure.

Nobody in the crew seemed to know or
care about the fish. The most I could find out was, “Yes the tanks
they offloaded, full of your water, and we leave them there, beside
the runway,” from one of the pilots.

There were several long slim shapes,
wrapped in cloth, stacked by the door of the room, and when
Goncharov saw me eye them he said, “Oh yes, those are just some
little souvenirs. Elephant tusks. I bought them at a government
auction, seized from poachers. All the official papers are in
order. I must admit, I was tempted yesterday. One of those curio
sellers in Cairo Road asked me if I wanted to buy cheap ivory,
instead of those soapstone carvings. He insisted it was quite safe,
because his friend is a policeman, so no-one would be arrested, as
he put it.” He pushed a full glass into my hand. “Here, drink this
Peter. Vodka from my hometown.”

It took several phone calls next
morning to find anyone on the other side to tell me what was going
on with the fish. I fell into a sort of routine, first a cup of
coffee, then make a phone call, then another cup of coffee. Ian
Phelps, in the Rhodesian Ministry of Agriculture, who said he’d get
the fish from the airstrip to the lake, was nowhere to be
found.

Finally the ubiquitous R.R. came on.
“Don't worry. We'll get your little fish into their new home. Mr.
Phelps had a final meeting with a land mine on his way here this
morning. We owe you a favour, so my men will haul your tanks down
to the water, and open the drain-cocks so the water will run into
the lake. The fish can swim out from there. That way they'll be in
the lake before those tanks start to heat up later in the day. We
can't allow any civilians in the area until we've done a sweep
operation, and that means no Ministry of Agriculture employees, and
no transport for the tanks and fish unless we do it for
you.”




After that Wednesday I’d basically
worked myself out of a job, so there was plenty of time to get
bored. No-one could confirm that the fish had actually got into the
lake, that the project had achieved what it was intended to do.
Phone tag got to be quite irritating after two days solid, and then
I gave up hope of hearing anything. The entire Rhodesian side of
the Zambezi Valley was under a tight security blanket.

Tying up the loose ends was
complicated and unrewarding. There was a surprising amount of
difficulty and paperwork involved in getting the empty tanks back
out of Rhodesia by road. Nobody in Zambia seemed interested in the
project anymore, and anything related to it seemed to just sit on
desks and get buried under more immediate concerns.

There was just routine work at the
Fisheries Station now, caring for the several species of catfish
and tilapia bream we were raising. Careful records of growth rates
and feed conversion ratios had to be kept, to establish just which
species might be worth raising as farmed fish.

Those pumps and filters Beaufort had
assembled for the planned road transport of the kapenta were really
useful at the Station. We found the Tilapia I brought from the
Kafue River were perfect for fish farming. They bred quite easily,
and seemed to thrive in intensive conditions. Really good to eat as
well, so I was raising a couple of hundred of them, as a pilot
project. Eventually they’d be served up at some official function,
to demonstrate how productive the Department could be, and tease
donors into upping their Aid budgets.

 Chapter 11
Respect

At the Beauforts’ on Thursday
evening, after we’d played the last hand, whist for an easy night,
Anne said, “Pete, you play tennis, don’t you? Because I need to
sharpen up my game. The Club championship is coming up, and I want
to be ready for Hetty Prinsloo. She has a rocket serve, and I need
to play someone with a good strong game. Are you up for
it?”

“You must’ve heard about the
tennis thing from Henry, I suppose. I was pretty good up until I
had to drop it to concentrate on my A. Levels. But I must be rusty,
since I haven’t played at all for more than a year now.”

So I went to the Lusaka Country Club
that Saturday afternoon. She’d asked me to meet her there at two,
after lunch. She was in the lounge when I arrived, dressed in her
tennis whites, and drinking something in a tall moisture-beaded
glass.

I’d thought of her as an older
woman, my stepfather's generation, until I saw her there, a smaller
and younger person away from her husband and home. She was smoking
of course, letting the blue smoke curl sensuously around her face
as she exhaled through an open mouth, and she stretched before she
turned to greet me.

“Oh good, there you are. Sit down
and relax. Have a drink before we go out. We have an hour before we
get the court time, anyway.” She waved a lightly tanned arm to call
the waiter over. “I’ll have another Long Islander, and my guest
would like a Castle, Joseph. Castle Lager is okay, right
Pete?”

“Oh thanks. Yes, that'll be
good.”

We sat with our drinks, and I
watched and listened as Anne Beaufort held court. She greeted and
exchanged a few words with just about everyone who came into the
lounge. Several of the women came over to chat before they went to
their own tables, or over to join the men, who almost all went
directly to the bar.

She really is enjoying this, I
thought. To her this social bit is way more important and
interesting than any tennis game. I s’pose that’s why she wanted me
here a whole damn hour before the game time, so she could have me
sit here and watch her play Big Lady. Of course, everyone else gets
to see me with her, and she gets points or whatever by that. She
bloody uses people to make herself a big shot in this little pond.
How bloody useless can you get? Well, her hubby is Henry’s boss, so
I better play along. This is her damn cabbage patch, in Sid’s
words, and she holds on as tight as any big-time dictator with his
Swiss bank account and one candidate elections.

“Come here a sec, Mary. This is
Peter. You know, Isabel's brother. He's working with Jim at the
Fisheries station. Pete, this is Mary Carmichael.”

Well, of course we knew each other
already, she and Issy had been hanging out together for years,
punting around on their bikes and giggling up a storm over nothing,
and so on. Without Issy around she was much quieter and nicer, I
thought.

“Hi, Pete,” she said, and we shook
hands solemnly, like strangers, and grinned at each other, then she
went over to her father, who was seated at a nearby table. He
turned and raised his glass to Anne and me, and said something to
the others at his table, which must have been some kind of dumb
joke, because everyone except Mary almost bust a gut laughing. She
scowled as only a red head can, and said something to her dad, and
then sat down next to someone who looked enough like her to be her
mum.

Then a big dark busty woman who’d
been generous with her perfume came over, trailed by her two plump
daughters, Amanda and Glenda. She was Barbara Mukende, “Married to
Harry Mukende, the Minister of Finance.”

An older man came in soon after, and
stood by the door, looking around. Anne waved to him and called,
“Here John.” He smiled and came over. “Come sit with us John, you
look lost. This is Peter Fitt, who has also just arrived from
England. Pete, meet John Adams.”

“Didn't expect to just bump into
you. I'm killing time for a couple of hours, while my friend with
the Game Department gets some paperwork done at the Ministry. Nice
place here, couple of notches above the facilities we have out in
the Reserve.”

He turned to give a stranger's
examination of the various pictures on the walls. “There's another
face I recognise. That's a picture of Karamoja Bell, the old
elephant hunter. That man shot more than a thousand elephants,
almost all with a single shot to the head, which is difficult to
do. He always used quite small bore rifles, mostly Mauser 7
millimeter, so he relied more on accuracy than impact. He also
pioneered studies in my field, the biology and behaviour of
elephants, and wrote several books which are still quite
interesting today.”

A couple of leathery sun tanned
Afrikaner ladies, Hendrika Viljoen and Adriana Potgieter, and an
Englishwoman, Rosemary Gorham, arrived. All of them shook hands and
asked me, “How do you like the climate? Are you going to be in town
for a while?” They didn't pay much attention to John, just a pro
forma, “Nice to meet you.” Polite handshakes before they went
on.

John Adams carried on with his pet
subject. “Quite a man, Karamoja. He took an elephant gun with him
when he was a flyer during the First World War, and used it to
shoot the enemy pilots from his plane. He had to use one hand for
the gun and one for the plane, because those early biplanes had no
room for a copilot or observer. Of course, later in the War they
fitted machine guns onto the planes, but he was a pioneer in
warfare as well as in his life as a hunter and elephant
expert.”

I thought the name Karamoja seemed
familiar somehow, but couldn't remember where I'd heard it before.
Not the sort of name that you’d forget.

Anne said, “That old boy used an
elephant gun in the War, and nowadays they use weapons of war to
hunt elephants. A friend of mine in the police was just talking
about that last night. He said there’s a certain person they’re
keeping an eye on, a Freedom Fighter, one of their commanders,
who’s been setting up gangs of poachers all over Zambia. He
supplies the guns and ammunition and smuggles the ivory out to
buyers. Naturally, he keeps the lion's share of the
profits.”

“Last week we found a poacher
gang, torn apart by their own automatic weapons, up in the Luangwa
Valley. They were quarrelling over the ivory they'd just got.
Perhaps this man was responsible for that. All the deaths, both men
and elephants. I hope your friend nails him.”

“These things take time, they have
to get solid evidence. This is one clever bastard. Also, of course,
there's the political angle. This man might be prominent in the
Government of Zimbabwe, if his side wins this war, so the Zambian
Government want to handle him very carefully.” She drained her
glass, and checked her watch. “Speaking of time, though, we should
get out onto the court, Pete. Nice to meet you again,
John.”

Anne and I walked out to the tennis
court, and as we went Anne said, “Well Pete, you’ve caused quite a
stir, you know.”

“What, because of this fish thing?
Life must be pretty slow, then.”

“Oh, the fish. Well, not quite
what I meant. You need a little education my lad. Do you think all
those women came over just to chat to me?” she replied.

Anne was the Club women’s champion,
and so proved to be pretty good, but I was very fit, from soccer
and cross-country, and I’d always had a very accurate serve, so I
didn’t mind running all over the court as she threw everything at
me. We had a couple of long rallies, and then fitness began to
tell, as she just plain ran out of steam.

“Holy smoke, you make me feel
old,” she said. “I wanted a workout, and that’s what I got alright.
Come on then, let’s hit the shower, I think back at the house
though. The town water pressure is low again today. We’ll take my
car, which has decent air conditioning.”

I didn’t argue, just followed her
from the court directly to the car park, where we got into her
Rover, which had air conditioning enough to produce goose bumps
before we got to the Beaufort place. “Come on,” she said, as she
whisked through the bouganvillea shaded front door. “Don’t get any
ideas now, Pete. I just wanted to stir up all those bitches at the
club. You go shower over there in the guest bathroom,” she
said.

Just a bit relieved, and just as
much disappointed, I went into the blue tiled bathroom and stood
under the steaming slightly sulphurous torrent for a good long
while. They had their own well here, and nice high pressure with no
need to worry about any shortages, unlike the Club or most of the
city dwellers who had municipal water. There was chronic low
pressure, and at least once a year there’d be water only during a
few hours every day.

I found myself wondering just how
Mary Carmichael's nipples looked; sort of soft pink and wrinkled
like a tight furled rosebud, I thought. Her skin was sure to be
soft and smooth, like cream.

I put my shorts and t-shirt back on,
stood by a window, and watched the women line-up for the water tap
at the back end of the Beauforts' garden. Jim had put it in for the
use of those living nearby. For the vast population of the shanty
towns there were just a few places to line up for a turn to fill
whatever containers they had, to carry back home balanced on
regally erect heads.

All those civil servants in their
nice white shirts got them washed by those women, I thought, and
they couldn’t care less how much work it was to just get the wash
water. If the damn government spent the same money they used to buy
cars for big shots on water pipes and all that, it would save an
incredible amount of woman-hours. Not bloody likely
though.

“Well, that feels better doesn't
it?” Anne had put on make-up and changed her hair. With that and
the jewellery and dress, she was now geared up for her Saturday
evening social events. I was as ready, though not for quite the
same events. Although it was nice to daydream about Mary
Carmichael, Marjorie was the one I really wished was here, so I'd
probably just hang around at home, I thought.

During the drive back to the Club
Anne explained a few things, “About that Russian airlift. Now you
realise of course that it was all a bit more complicated than just
a few little fish and some excess medical supplies, don't you? Jim
told me all about it. He thinks it was a great deal. Firstly, the
Rhodesians got some badly needed arms, and secondly, they now know
exactly what their opponents have, and have absolute proof of just
how they are being supplied. Or perhaps you think all the fuss was
really about your fish project, hmm? When they were told the flight
time, they put a man with a camera in the Lusaka airport, and he
recorded every crate as it was offloaded. They were all clearly
marked with contents, quantities, and even date of manufacture. Not
many were medical supplies. They were almost all the same as those
they dropped off south of the border. Automatic rifles and ammo,
land mines and grenades.”

She left me in the Club parking
area, where Henry’s Vauxhall Victor waited, and I drove home with
the windows down, to flush my lungs of her perfume.

“How was the game, the tennis
match?” asked Rich. He was in the living room, with a jug of orange
squash, a bag of potato chips, and a library book.

“The match was okay. I won. That
Beaufort woman is one bossy lady, though. She acts like the bloody
queen of the Club, and everyone just jumps around and grins, and
tries to butter her up. She is like a social power freak, if you
know what I mean.”

Rich just looked blank, and said,
“Can’t say I do. Meet any cool chicks there?”

“Just old ladies mostly, and Mary
Carmichael. But, guess who turned up at the Club today? Someone you
might know. John Adams, the biologist who's doing some kind of
study of elephants in the Luangwa Valley.”

Rich said, “Wow, small world.
Actually, I work with John every day. I’m his assistant with the
elephant survey. I get to fly every day and operate the
cameras.”

“Hey man, plum job. He just said
something about studying elephants in the Luangwa Valley. Didn't
think to ask him if he knew you, though. Mostly he just talked
about an old elephant hunter, Karamoja Bell. Cool old guy, it
seems. Killed thousands of elephants, and travelled all over
Africa, back in the old days.”

Rich stared at a gecko, as it ran up
the wall of the living room and grabbed a small moth near the
ceiling. He frowned.

Not upset because the lizard took
that moth though, I decided. He’d flipped once when a lizard
grabbed a prime hawk moth before he could nab it for his
collection, but he’d seen that little moth long before the gecko
homed in on it, and wasn’t interested.

“What, are you worried by the
thought of someone hunting elephants? But that was way back, man,
before the first World War. Things were different then. I mean,
even with the numbers he killed he didn’t make a dent in their
population, and the meat got eaten by the tribespeople. He wrote
about them too, their habits and anatomy and so on, the elephants I
mean, not the people, long before anyone else began to do any sort
of proper study.”

“Not by him, no. There’s some
modern-day elephant hunters to worry about now. They use automatic
weapons, sometimes even hand grenades, and all they take is the
ivory. They’ve got guns that were meant for the freedom fighters,
or terrorists, depending which side you're on.”

“Oh yeah. Anne Beaufort and John
were talking about that.” I knew it took a lot to shake my brother
out of his normal positive outlook on things. “Let’s hear it. I can
see something is really eating at you. Is that it then, the
poachers? Give.”

“First couple of days down there
were great. Really interesting and exciting. You have a fantastic
view of the country, the bush, from that little plane. You know,
all the different animals and trees and so on. Then, after the
daily flight, I have to sit and count every elephant on all the
photos. Hundreds every day, hours of squinting at black and white
pictures.” He watched as the gecko chewed on its mouthful, and the
powdery brown moth wings spiralled to the floor.

“But, right after I got a bit
bored with everything, the damn poachers came into the picture.
Because of them, the only elephants I’ve seen close up were dead
and rotting. We, or the rangers, usually, find a couple of kill
sites every week, and John insists on going to record things
whenever possible.”

He took a big chip out of the bag,
absently, then looked at it, and dropped it back. “We went to check
out a fresh site day before yesterday. Man, it was gross! You could
smell rotten meat for at least a mile before we got there. I had to
take photos of everything, and help John get blood and tissue
samples. The damn vultures were there, just waiting until we left,
and we chased a couple of hyenas away.”

The chip packet crumpled in his
grip, unnoticed. “Then we discovered there were a couple of orphan
calves, left to fend for themselves. We couldn’t do anything for
them, even. Just had to hope they were old enough to get by without
their mother’s milk.”

He put the chips down. “After all
that, when we got back to the Camp they told us the poachers fought
among themselves, and several of them were shot. So four elephants
and three men died that day, and all just for a couple of damn
tusks.”

“John said something about guns
they found last week. Was that from those guys, then? What did you
do with them, give them to the cops, or what?”

“Oh yes, of course. The cops came
and took them. Evidence, or whatever. We couldn’t keep them, and
anyway, why would we want to? There were some AKs, Russian made
automatic weapons. They looked brand new, still with packing grease
on them, and there was ammo, a whole case of it, still in the
original packaging, Cyrillic writing and all.”

I wondered if those were part of the
shipment that shared cargo space with the fish I’d worked so hard
to move across country. If so, they must have gone almost directly
from the Russians to the poachers, and recently enough that the
route might be traceable.

“Pity they aren’t there any more.
I’d be interested to see if we could link them to their source. I
mean, someone must’ve sold guns to the poachers, that were supposed
to be used to fight the Rhodesians. You know, by the Freedom
Fighters.”

“Well, maybe. Don’t see how you’d
be able to prove anything. I mean the guys who could tell who sold
them the guns are dead, so there’s no witnesses.”

“If I had the serial numbers from
the guns, and the lot numbers from the ammo crates, I expect Zanu
and Zapu keep some sort of track of who gets what, and what’s in
each new shipment. They’re going to be the rulers, after all, if
they win their war, so there must be some sort of record keeping
and so on. They want to direct what resources they get towards
their main goal, and not have anyone lining their own pockets by
selling guns, you know.”

Rich frowned. “Well, I know they
were in the munitions bunker for a couple of days, until the cops
came and took them away. They’re quite strict with weapons and
explosives in the Reserve. Everything like that is kept locked up,
and whatever is issued is signed in and out, so nothing goes
astray. That means those weapons were included in the inventory,
and so the numbers were written down there.”

He grinned. “So maybe the Warden’s
rules will be of some use, for once. Mostly he just annoys everyone
with the control he keeps on the few guns we have. There are just
some old .303 rifles, and a couple of shotguns. Of course, we also
have some sedative darts, and I think there's a bit of dynamite
left over from a dam building project a few years ago.”

 Chapter 12 Bad Moon
Rising

The next Saturday our family set out
south at first light. We drove through empty streets, everything
grey or black in the pale dawn, and left the outskirts of Lusaka
behind before the sky in the east lightened past bright oranges and
pinks. Henry and us three teenagers filled the car, together with
all our stuff, light on clothes but heavy on
consumables.

We headed for Siavonga, on the north
shore of Lake Kariba, quite close to the dam, where Henry had
booked a cottage for the weekend. Late on Sunday he'd head back to
Lusaka with the other two, while I stayed on at the lake. He’d
arranged for me to spend the next week on a sort of working
pleasure cruise.

The Ministry wanted a soil survey
done all along the Zambian shoreline, to locate the best spots to
encourage modern agriculture. Henry spoke to Andy Graham, who was
actually doing the survey, and he agreed to let me go along.
Officially I was Andy’s assistant, but really it was just to keep
me ‘usefully employed’, since he'd a regular team who worked on
surveys.

They generally went by Land Rover,
or on foot. This time Henry helped Andy arrange for the use of a
government boat, with a two man crew, for transport along the lake.
The Game Department was slow to finish the paperwork, no surprise,
so our Agriculture Department could use their old boat. I’d
forgotten all about that possible hold-up until we got a good way
south, and the sun was well up.

Henry spoke, breaking the dozy
silence, “Oh, yes. Pete, you will be happy to hear the final
release came through from the Game people, so Andy will get the
boat for his survey.”

“So this'll be more like a cruise
with a daily hike in the bush thrown in,” I said.

“Jammy bastard,” said
Rich.

When we stopped for a break after
several hours, the bush was quiet and still under the sun, and only
cicadas and doves sang in the dusty thorn scrub along the road.
Shade was rare and sparse this close to noon. Henry pulled up under
a tree covered with pods like three foot grey sausages. The thick
dark foliage gave an impression of shelter from the sun, if not the
heat.

We sat and ate a sandwich each,
drank Fanta out of plastic cups, and Rich got out his camera. He
took shots of everyone else in the car with the doors open, and of
the sausage tree and its fruit. He fiddled with his camera settings
and wrote the figures down, so he could look at them when the films
got developed.

Henry had a Rhodesian newspaper, and
read bits of it aloud.

“Security Forces confident they
have adequate supplies of munitions to match any current threat.”
He shook his head and said, “I just bet they can match ’em,
probably got the same stuff, but more of it, after all they pay
better, hey. Plus, of course the Russians know you have to stir
things up if you want the shit to rise to the top.” He read on a
bit, “Peace talks break down again. Proponents of reconciliation
sidelined as confrontation escalates. So war is inevitable
then.”

A vulture circled slowly, a black
speck against the vibrant blue sky, and grew larger while we sat,
as it slowly wheeled down towards a possible meal.

We were about to set off again when
something moved, over beside a great bare baobab tree a couple of
hundred yards away. There stood an elephant, watching. He curled
his trunk up to be sure of the scent, uneasy but not scared. He
waved his great ragged ears backwards and forwards, and his trunk
wove around as it followed the fitful breeze, while he shifted his
feet in a dusty shuffle. He was orangey-ochre from the dust all
over his back and the top of his head, ash grey and wrinkled
elsewhere, except for two dark wet streaks that ran down from his
eyes. His tusks were uneven, one longer and straighter than the
other, and both blunt ended and worn with use, with bits of root
and soil on the tips. He had a sort of utilitarian air about him,
like an old pick up truck, and a sense of purpose despite his
present stasis.

“He wants to get at this tree, I
expect,” said Henry. “Those pods look like they’d make a fair sized
meal. Come on, get in, let's go. Let him get at them.”

“Just a sec. I want some shots of
this old boy. Believe it or not, I've only ever seen live elephants
from the plane, or far off and trying to get away,” said Rich. “All
the elephants in the reserve are very shy, so I've never had the
chance to get any good pictures, except of backs and back
ends.”

His subject began to get visibly
impatient as Rich fiddled with his lens. He stamped up clouds of
dust, and turned to look directly at this possible threat. The
engine started up quietly, and we others waited in the thick heat
as elephant and photographer played out their game of ‘chicken’ One
party determined to get just one more shot, as the other came
closer and larger by the second.

“Come on. Get in the car! Now!”
ordered Henry.

“Let's go,” urged Isabel. “He’s
coming right for us, come on!” She was trying to shrink right down
into invisibility, and at the same time resisting an urge to get
out of the car and just run to get away. She gripped the door
handle tightly, but gave me a weak smile and let go of it when I
turned around and looked at her, and shook my head. At last, still
hoping for the perfect shot, Rich got into the back seat beside
her.

Fortunately, we didn't have to
reverse or turn, just go forwards with spinning rear wheels and a
few lurches over the dry dirt, until we hit the corrugated earth of
the road, and picked up speed. The elephant stopped right where
we’d been parked and flapped his ears, then turned to the tree and
began to tear down a laden branch.

“He must be the only elephant for
miles around,” said Rich. “There’s no water near here. He must be
getting moisture from those pods, as much as food.” After a pause
he went on, “Mind you, there can’t have been many around here for a
long time, you can tell by looking at the bush, lots of big trees
with all their branches. Elephants do a lot of wrecking when they
feed. Same job as a good clearing fire, in a way, make room for
young growth. Just like a war zone when they pass through
anywhere.”

Isabel asked, “Dad, Is that why
people say they've 'seen the elephant' when they are war vets.? I
mean, because elephants wreck everything, just like in a war
zone?”

Henry coughed, then said, “Not
quite, actually. There’s an old story, you know, about three blind
men who described an elephant each encountered. One said it was a
big structure, well established, with strong supports, and he could
hear all kinds of mysterious things going on over his head. Another
said it was more like a big snake, and picked his pockets. While
the third said he’d just got to grips with it, when it dumped a big
pile of hot shit all over him.”

“Oh yuck, Dad!” Issy wrinkled her
nose in exaggerated disgust.

Henry ignored the interruption, “If
you actually see an elephant you can understand how they were all
right, just that each came at it from different perspectives. You
can describe war in the same terms, and each person has a different
experience, but the whole really is understood best by those who
have a first hand close up view. Those who have ‘seen the
elephant'. The actual experience of someone trying to kill you,
shoot at you, and of shooting back, is really quite indescribable.
The impact of knowing in your deepest heart that you can die, right
then and there, is totally different to just knowing that in your
mind. In the same way, to a lesser extent of course, the actual
experience of seeing a live elephant is so much more than hearing
any number of descriptions, or even seeing a photograph. Do you
see, Isabel?”

Isabel said, “Oh yes, thanks Dad.”
She didn't look up from the magazine she'd opened as he started his
speech, though.

A few wisps of cloud began to
thicken overhead, like every day for a while now. On other days the
critical point hadn't been reached. Grumbles and muttering thunder
over the horizon was the most we'd seen. Today there was an extra
tension in the air. A small change somewhere sent things rolling
towards a climax, a breaking point.

We reached Siavonga down by Kariba
sometime in mid afternoon, dusty and sticky, just before the rain
came. We located the bungalow, carried our stuff inside, and the
rain began.

Great warm drops drummed on the
metal roof, and drove the dust in the air down to its proper place
as mud, then started to collect in puddles and rivulets within a
minute. Thunder boomed and rolled out over the lake in long noisy
volleys, sometimes loud enough to rattle the cutlery into
sympathetic jingling. It died off again into distant mutters,
before it crashed back suddenly and made everyone jump. Lightning
crackled nearby, blinding blue-white. With camera in hand, Rich
tried to anticipate one of these nearby strikes. At the same time
he hoped to save his dwindling supply of film, so kept missing his
chances. Me and Issy stood outside in the mud and just enjoyed
getting soaked, for a while anyway, until we got cold.

The waves on the lake were no more
than ripples, since there'd been almost no wind. The rain drove so
hard that lake water jumped up to meet it, so the surface was
almost theoretical. Lake and rain mixed with air in a liquid mist
that would've made breathing hard for any swimmers out
there.

Where's the surface now? I wondered.
No way to tell if you were in the lake or out of it. A frog
wouldn’t care. Maybe that’s how it was for the eland dancers, the
San. They would dance until they didn’t know if they were in this
world or the other place.

Within about twenty minutes it was
all over, the air clean and marvellously cool, as everything
steamed gently. Birds began to appear, prospecting for insects
caught in the deluge. A bee-eater, bright as roses on bare earth,
in shades of lilac and red, paused for a few seconds on the roof of
the car with a large dragonfly in its beak. It flew off as soon as
the camera turned its way.

We made sure all the windows were
open to catch and let in the cool air, and the screens tight, to
catch and keep out the coming hordes of mosquitos. Then Rich headed
for the lake, with me close behind, and we ran right in waist deep,
before we dove under, to emerge with gasps twenty or thirty feet
away. Both of us dog-paddled in place while we enjoyed the feel of
water so smooth and warm it was almost intangible, except for the
way it resisted movement.

Isabel followed in a few minutes,
armoured in bathing cap and matching blue floral one-piece, and got
to knee depth before she stopped and complained, “Eww, it’s all
squishy and muddy, and there’s something nibbling my
leg.”

“Oh yeah, well if you come farther
in, it’s just clean sand out here. Every time it rains, mud gets
washed in where you are. Keep your eyes open for crocs though,” I
told her, before I set off with a crawl stroke even farther out,
past standing depth, to where you couldn’t see the bottom any more.
There I turned belly up and floated, and gazed idly at a fish eagle
that flew by to its evening perch on a dead grey tree which still
stood in shallow water.

Now, with war close, Henry`s grim
reaction and outlook on the situation suddenly began to mean
something. Now that I thought about it, when Henry told his war
stories late at night, after a good amount of gin, there wasn't
much positive in anything he said, except when he spoke about men
he’d known, and they were all dead now. He seemed to have left a
good part of himself buried with them.

I turned over and swam for the
shore, with a quiet reflective breaststroke.

After one of those blazing sunsets
that show you all the colours in their palette, and then just fade
away into dusk, we ate rice and tinned peas with cold beef left
over from the day before, washed down with orange
squash.

Henry found the gin bottle and a
comfortable deck chair, and sat and looked out over the muddy beach
and the water, towards the border. He was seeing images from his
youth, I knew. From years ago and far away, from the Western
Desert. Panzers and artillery barrages, thirst and flies, friendly
fire and dead comrades.

“Bloody elephant,” Henry
said.

 Chapter 13 Give
Peace a Chance

Late on Sunday afternoon we’d packed
everything back into the Vauxhall, except for a box of groceries, a
case of beer, and my stuff.

Henry looked at his watch. “I told
Andy to be here by four, so we could get on the road and be back
home early enough. School day tomorrow.” He folded up his deck
chair with a snap, and lifted it onto the roof rack. “Here, Rich.
Make sure everything is good and tight now.”

Rich rolled his eyes, but kept
quiet, and tied the rope in a criss-cross over the chair and the
bundled bedding.

“Oh good, there he is.”

I saw a battered Land Rover coming
down the hill towards us.

Andy Graham was about thirty or so,
I guessed, a lean sandy haired man with a deep tan. He was dressed
in khaki shorts, shirt and hat, with veldschoens and no socks. Best
way to dress for the bush, with no laundry and lots of
dust.

“Right then, Pete. Glad to have
you along for the week. Should be quite easy going, with a boat to
carry all the gear. Plenty of water at every camp too, not like
some of the trips I’ve been on. Just don't regard it as one big
party. We are going to work, not taking a cruise,” Andy
said.

“No problem. Just tell me what
needs doing.”

Andy drove fast along the lake shore
road, about an hour to the Game Department Station, where the boat
was moored. “We’re using their boat for the week, along with a
couple of their men. They know the lake and how to navigate and so
on, so we can just relax between our landfall points. We’re taking
a quick look at a few points up the lake, to get a general idea of
soil types. Head office, which means your Dad I suppose, has picked
out some areas which might be suitable for intensive agriculture.
On the map the ground looks fairly flat, and of course there’s
access by boat, so there are possibilities even with no road.
Before they built the dam that was really remote hill country. Now
of course the hills are still there, but the water has come right
up around them, and all the people from down in the old river
valley badly need some help to get things going.”

The Game Department had several
ramshackle prefab. buildings behind a tall fence, and a wooden
jetty. “Where’s this boat then?” I asked.

“She should be along sometime
later. Some kind of engine overhaul this morning, and the crew took
her out for a test run. We get to sleep in a bed tonight, and eat
in their mess. This was really busy a few years back, when they
were moving game animals out of the flood. You probably saw some of
that on television.”

I’d watched several documentaries of
men in boats lassoing swimming rhinos and antelope, but didn’t
remember even thinking about where those men had slept and
eaten.

First light on Monday we went over
to look at the boat, carrying mugs of coffee. She was maybe
twenty-five feet long, with a shallow draught and almost three feet
of hull above the water. Room for six with tents and gear for a
week. We’d stop each evening at a chosen spot, and go inland to
take samples early each morning before the heat set in.

There was a muscular young man on
board, who grinned broadly as we approached, but then he ducked his
head down, pulled his floppy hat off, and muttered, “Morning,” into
his hat, with eyes down.

A very solidly built man with
grizzled hair bent over the engine compartment. He stood up. “Good
morning, Mr Graham. I can report everything is in good order, so we
can leave when everything is aboard.”

“Right then. Thank you, Japhet. We
won’t be long, all our gear is ready to go.” As we walked back off
the jetty Andy said quietly, “Japhet is really solid. Knows his
stuff. Been with the old boat his whole working life. The young guy
is, you know, a little short in the grey matter. He’s Japhet’s
nephew, and he does whatever he’s told, but well --. He had an
accident, got kicked in the head by a bushbuck five years ago. So
don’t expect too much from him.”

Once we were under way, with the
diesel engine thumping out light blue smoke in regular pulses,
Japhet turned to me and said, “This boat, I have been with her for
thirty years now. We went all the way on the Zambezi before the dam
was built, you know. Before Independence, always the District
Commissioner would be going up and down the river with us. I am
Japhet Mabanza, I am the Captain, and this man is the crew. He is
Obed Ndayaraninga.”

Andy’s men were both in their
twenties probably, dressed in neat khaki and battered army boots.
They sat together and played an endless game with a beat up pack of
cards, which involved meticulously counted matches that changed
hands to settle the score every half hour or so.

By noon we were well out on Lake
Kariba, the north shore visible as a ragged dark line of bush
perhaps two miles away, and the Rhodesian shore lost in the haze to
the south. Warm blue and slightly smelly, with drifting clumps of
water hyacinth, the lake was new enough that the crocs and hippos
were still establishing their yearly routines, and dead trees stood
on drowned hills, perches for fish eagles.

Over the horizon a tiny aluminium
boat appeared, outboard motor screaming and bow high. Two men
crouched together in the stern.

They approached with startling
speed, bouncing across the sluggish water and clumps of water
hyacinth. Spray flew with every bounce, until they swerved around
the bow of our boat, and throttled back, to surge
alongside.

I realised my mouth had dropped open
when I noticed Japhet at the tiller also gaping at the visitors.
Everyone had been in a sort of slow motion mood, taking it easy
until we reached the next landfall. Suddenly with these sweating
desperate men casual went flying. Both were wearing dirty
camouflage and dry blood.

While the one handled the motor with
jerky speed, the other was lost in a world of pain, as he clutched
his right arm in a soggy dark shirtsleeve. “Help, my friend needs
help!” the steerer burst out as they hauled up along the starboard
side.

“We only have a small first aid
kit with us,” answered Andy. “You're better off heading straight on
for Siavonga. There’s a clinic with a nurse there.”

“No no, man. They’re right behind
us. You know, hot pursuit, man. They’re gonna shoot us on the
water. You have to help.”

“How? We’re just with the Ministry
of Agriculture. We don’t have any weapons or anything, and we
aren’t involved in your quarrel. How do we know you aren’t just
murderers or something, running from the police?” Andy was
indignant, fuming at this intrusion into the day, a steamy 110 out
on the water, with another two hours travel to the next planned
landing, at a small new village of Tonga people from down in the
drowned river valley.

With an authoritative roar a
speeding black rubber Zodiac appeared out of the heat shimmer. It
was packed with men, all in khaki, with shorts, bristling beards,
and weapons. All heads turned to watch their arrival.

“Hey! You guys see a couple of
terrorists? We’re after the bastards for two days now, there’s only
a couple left from the band, we got the others yesterday. They been
laying fucking mines all over!” shouted one with a slightly cleaner
shirt. His blue eyes were red-rimmed in an unshaven and dirt
streaked face. “We're Rhodesian Government Forces, and we’re
tracking the bastards down.”

I gaped in heat-fuddled astonishment
at these new arrivals. I’d seen those blue eyes somewhere before,
but couldn't quite remember where. Then I suddenly realised that we
were right in the middle of a real live shooting war.

Our first guests were tucked down
below the level of the north side gunwale, while the hunters pulled
up to the south, as yet unaware of just how close their quarry
was.

Until there came a yell, “Back off
or you’ll get it! I’ll throw this! If you shoot me it’ll go off and
blow us all away!” from the first guy, who now brandished something
black and sinister in his hand - a grenade held up for all to
see.

Everything went into slow motion.
The background fell out of focus. All attention centered on the
weapons and their wielders. Nobody moved or remembered to breathe,
as the Zodiac drifted up and bumped against our bigger
boat.

The black-bearded man in the bow of
the rubber boat grabbed onto the wooden hull with his right hand.
He held his weapon in his other hand, pointed at the sky. His head
was level with my feet, where I stood on the raised decking in the
stern.

All I wanted was to get out alive.
The best thing to do seemed to be, don’t move. Don’t set anything
off. Don’t start anything. Just blend into the herd, be part of the
background.

But, if nobody did anything, this
confrontation could only end in a spray of bullets and blood. The
Congo stand-off all over again. That thought sent a surge of anger
boiling. Why did these predators think they owned the world? Again,
I was in a position to do something.

So I did. I kicked the bowman on the
side of his face, and grabbed the AK47 from his hand.

I pointed it down and ordered,
“Right then, this is Zambia here, and we are Zambian Government
officers on official business. You people have no right to involve
us in your war or even to be here. Get back to your own country and
fight your bloody war there. Leave us alone. You can start by
throwing all those guns overboard and then go, get out of here. Do
it now or I’ll shoot a few holes in your boat and you can swim
back.”

Reluctantly they accepted the
situation. “What happens if we throw our weapons away, you going to
take us into Zambia or hand us to the terrorists?” asked the
officer.

“You can go right back where you
came from,” answered Andy. “We just want you out of here. Let us
get on with our business and let these guys go their way. If they
go back into your country you can chase after them all you want,
but this isn’t your place. This is our country here. We’ll see
these guys are safe and will just go their way. Now, do as I say.
Get rid of all those guns.”

I was relieved to hear Andy and I
were on the same page.

“Okay then, men. Just drop them in
the drink, and let’s get out of here,” ordered the officer. With a
sudden bustle of movement the impasse was broken as the guns
splashed over the side into the lake. “Right. Now we’re leaving.
Hit it, Jim,” he ordered. With a roar their idling outboard revved
up, and the bow lifted as they accelerated away, bouncing over the
low waves.

The other guests were overjoyed at
this turn of events and whistled and laughed as they watched their
pursuers turn and speed away. “Go on then, run you bastards, run
before I throw this,” yelled the grenade wielder. Then, seemingly
disappointed at losing his chance at martyrdom, he turned to Andy
and yelled. “You’re in with them, why did you let them go? We could
have given them a fair trial and shot them like they deserve. We
had them and you let them go.” He looked at me, and said, “You
should have shot holes in their boat, let them swim with the
crocodiles.”

Andy growled, “You didn’t have
anything but a stand-off, with a pretty good chance of being blown
away. Those guys would have shot you if you’d thrown that thing,
and they probably would’ve tried to get you before you could throw
it. We were right in the line of fire. We’re all very lucky to come
out still breathing.”

Now the guns were gone, the
adrenaline had drained away, and I wasn’t looking forward to his
lecture. Andy didn’t say anything to me, just looked, but he wasn’t
too happy with me, despite what he said to the guy with the
grenade.

“Now just get rid of the bloody
thing and take your friend ashore, he needs to be seen to, and all
we have out here are band-aids. The nurse at the Siavonga clinic
there knows what she’s doing.”

The grenade was still poised to
throw, although his arm must have been tired. The man was still
getting his mind around being alive, when he’d fully expected to
die.

“Come on man, be
sensible, we aren't your enemies. The Zambian Government allows you
guys to stay here because they sympathise with your cause, but we
aren’t in your war. We’re just trying to get on with our own
business.”

The wounded man reached to his
friend and grabbed him by the arm, and whispered something in an
urgent hiss, which produced first a scowl, and then a shrug, as his
protector listened intently, eyes us, daring anyone to try
something.

Then finally, with a great swing of
the arm, the grenade flew out over the lake, to produce a dull
thump and a dirty roil of weeds and water as it
exploded.

The dinghy swung away towards the
shore. Everyone on our boat stood up and remembered to breathe
again. I didn’t know what to do with the gun in my hand, so I held
it out to Andy.

“Here, you’d better take this
thing,” I said.

Andy took the AK and casually
dropped it over the side. “Good riddance to that. Come on, lets get
going.”

I remembered then. The officer in
the Zodiac was the blue eyed man who’d come to Lusaka to talk with
Goncharov about the fish transfer, known as R.R. I was pretty sure
the recognition was mutual, but I kept quiet. There was no point in
getting involved in explanations about the Russians and their
little side-deal with the Rhodesians. Those had been Soviet weapons
his men were using, and they had a good supply available. They
would be rearmed and back at it in a few hours, thanks, partly, to
me. Probably why the Rhodesians had made so little fuss. They
likely regarded me as being on their side.

 Chapter 14
Kumbaya

We took soil samples at two spots
along the shore during the long day. Each time, we left the water
and followed game paths inland, carefully labelled the sealed bags
of earth with the map co-ordinates and depth they were from, and
then stored them with the growing collection back in the
boat.

“There's a prospectors’ camp back
in here. Two geologists and their gear, with quite a few helpers,
in tents. Nice spot, where a stream meets the lake,” Andy told me
towards evening, as the old boat chugged into a deep inlet along
the Zambian shoreline. What was a steep narrow valley in the hills
above the great river, on the map from before the dam was built,
was now a convenient harbour.

We came in sight of the tents, big
old faded green and brown canvas, spread out under sheltering
trees. I could see farther up, where the ground levelled out was a
great expanse of corn, head high and bursting with vigour. Beyond
that rose the smoke of a fair sized village.

“All right guys, let's get set up
over there, beside the other tents. Adam, you go see about getting
some of that corn, a couple of ears each should be good. Caiphas,
you start the fire. Pete, let’s go meet those geologists. Bring
that case of beer. Oh yeah, Adam, here's some cash for the corn,
just find someone who actually owns it before you start paying
though.”

Andy and I headed for a shady seat
under the thorn trees, where two empty canvas chairs signalled a
welcome amongst those already there. Guy and Alex, the geologists,
were both bearded and sunburnt. Guy was a lanky twenty something
with sandy curls straggling over his shoulders, and Alex was
getting on for forty, with years of beer fighting his
belt.

They sat with a young woman and an
older man, both dressed in khaki shirts and pressed pants, smart
contrast to their hosts’ crumple and wear style. These were Chief
Luto and his daughter Tuli, visitors from just over the other side
of the corn field. Both were fluent English speakers, and obviously
better educated and more prosperous than your average subsistence
farmer. Tuli had a clear, dark, mobile face, with flashing eyes and
a ready smile, and her father had an air of quiet confidence and
self - assurance, to go with his greying moustache and close -
cropped hair.

Andy and the Chief were soon deep
into soil chemistry, corn varieties and pests, with side excursions
into lake water levels and vegetables. Some quick words to one of
Alex’s guys sent him off to tell Adam not to worry about paying for
those ears of corn, the Chief didn’t want any cash. Tuli and Guy
and I had our own technical discussion going. Music and mini
skirts, guitars and chords, the Scene in London where I’d just come
from, and Lusaka, where Tuli had just finished high school. Alex
looked happy with beer and the cool breeze. He just sat and sipped,
and listened to the others, as a dove cooed the last sunlight away
somewhere nearby.

We saw one of those short sharp
tropical sunsets and listened to the metallic clamour of the guinea
fowl going to roost in the thorn trees. Then the creaks and croaks
of frogs and crickets praised the rising moon and the blaze of the
Milky Way and Southern Cross overhead. Guy brought out his guitar
and played, and we sang Beatles, Dylan, and Baez.

We stopped to munch roasted green
corn and pork sausages, then sang the Beatles with enthusiasm, and
everyone joined in. We sang a couple of those Vietnam War protest
songs, with just the young people, and then a couple of folk duets
from Guy and Tuli, which went down well, with some nice harmony,
especially in ‘Parsley Sage, Rosemary and Thyme’ Then I tried one
I'd heard in The Green Man, back in England in the spring, and
everyone swayed to the tune, and sang the chorus the second time
around.

“Ah to wake once more

and feel your arms at Eden’s
door.”

Which was okay, but kinda short,
'cause I couldn't remember any more than the first verse, though I
repeated that a couple of times.

Moths and other night flyers circled
the bright fire, which brought bats to swoop in from the night for
a few passes, and chitter at the margin of hearing. Several
mantises appeared, and flew to chosen positions on tent ropes and
chair backs.

Luto talked about his grandfather,
“He travelled all over Africa with the famous elephant hunter,
Karamoja Bell, and they spent years in search of the fabled
Elephants’ Graveyard. They imagined a place piled high with the
ivory of thousands of elephants. Everywhere they went they asked
the local people to tell them all they knew about elephants, hoping
to find the place where they went to die.”

He stopped and stared into the
dancing red glow of the fire’s heart. “Because you know that
elephants always help a sick or wounded comrade to its feet, and
walk with it. To the elephant’s graveyard. Africa’s Eldorado. He
hoped to be able to collect mountains of ivory from elephants who
had died naturally, without the need to shoot any more. You see, in
the end Karamoja truly came to love the great beasts. My
grandfather too.” He gazed into the flames again, took a pull at
his beer, then sighed, and continued, “Instead, they heard people,
hunters and wise men all over Africa, say that the elephants are
all one great tribe, closer to one another than the tribes of
people, because they all share a common language. They heard in
many places that elephants speak to one another across miles of
bush in low rumbles that you can feel but not hear.”

Luto paused to take a good cool
mouthful of lager. “My grandfather always taught me to respect the
elephants, because he said they are just like people, but with
great power. Of course, since he was the chief, no-one hunted
elephants around here.”

Andy took his empty from his
unresisting hand, and pressed a full bottle against his palm, until
he gripped it, and sat up straight again.

“Hey, you know, we have a sort of
family connection,” I said. “My father, my real father that is, he
died when I was ten, he ran away from home when he was sixteen, and
hunted elephant with Karamoja Bell back before the First World War.
So probably he and your grandfather hunted together, and lived
together, way back.”

Luto said, “My grandfather mentioned
a boy that was along on a couple of their trips, let me see. I
think they called him Nkwinkwe, after those sugarbirds, you know,
the little birds that like to sit on the tall grass stems when the
wind blows. He was a very good shot, the only person who Karamoja
trusted to hit his mark, who could shoot almost as well as he did
himself. I wonder if you have his natural ability?” He
sipped.

Nobody said anything. We were all
content to listen as he carried on, “Grandfather was given a gun
when Karamoja left to fight in the First World War, one that had
killed many elephants, but he never killed one himself.”

Andy reached into the bucket beside
him and pulled out another Castle Lager for each, opened them and
put them on the table. “Sounds like a good story there,” he said.
“So why didn't he set up on his own then? I mean he’d done it for
years with this Karamoja, and there must’ve been elephants all over
the place in those days.”

“He tried to hunt elephant
himself, but every time he carried the gun the elephants would talk
among themselves as they do, in their great low voices, and make
things go strange, so that brave men lost their courage, well men
would suddenly lose their strength, and their bowels open and run.
It seemed as if the elephants around here could control people with
their voices whenever this gun was brought out and ready to shoot.
The spirits of all the ones it killed seemed to gather and join
their voices.”

He leant forwards, and looked at
each of his audience in turn. “There is one old bull with a single
tusk who seems to have great power. He was a calf of the last
elephant Karamoja shot before he left Africa to fight in the Great
War, and he lives around here now. He used to live down in the
valley near our old home, before the dam filled up. We know his
herd was split up by the rising waters, just like our tribespeople,
with some on each side of the border, separated by the lake. He and
a few others came north, and now live around our new village. I see
him often as I go around the District, and I know he watches me,
and specially he makes sure that gun is never used to shoot
elephants. My father said this one elephant always watched him, on
the lookout for the gun. They reached a good understanding, he and
my father, and as long as the gun is used the right way there’s no
trouble.”

“What do you mean by that, what is
the right way?” I asked, to feed Luto the audience response he
seemed to want.

“My father showed me how to shoot,
and told me I must only use the gun for protection. To shoot
raiders, lions and hyenas. Those the elephants don’t like, the meat
eaters.”

“My father truly thought of the
elephants as another tribe, as a different kind of people. They
mourn their dead, care for their sick and old, they are gentle and
intelligent. He could never bring himself to kill one just for its
teeth. Perhaps if one destroyed his crops, or threatened someone,
he would defend his own. Just as he would against human
robbers.”

We all gazed into the flames as they
leapt and curled around the logs. I reached over and pulled one
branch part way out of the flames, to give an escape route to some
of the ant colony trapped on it, a cool path into the grass. I
hoped no-one would comment.

“Actually, you know, just lately I
have found that old One Tusk is quite happy if human raiders are
shot too,” Luto went on softly, “One night last year I awoke to a
great racket outside, so I took the gun. I thought it was lions
after my cattle. I could feel an elephant rumble nearby, so strong
in my bones that I almost exploded with anger and irritation -
that's how I know when the elephant stirs me up, when there seems
too much anger for it to be natural. He seems to enjoy it. He likes
to see that gun used, because the lions are affected also, they get
very aggressive when he is near. They act crazy, so I have to shoot
them.”

He looked around sheepishly, but
everyone just waited for him to carry on, to tell the end of this
story. “Well, anyway, it was men, strangers, right outside my
house. They had guns, and they acted crazy, like rabid animals in a
way. There was no reasoning with them. In the end I shot two of
them that night, in self defence. We discovered they were elephant
poachers, because we found several sets of tusks when we
backtracked and located their camp next morning.”

He swatted at a mosquito, and rubbed
at his arm. “The one survivor told us, in the night they were all
suddenly overcome with fear, and ran out of their camp into the
bush. The fear became worse when they went any direction but
towards my place, and when they got there the fear turned to anger,
for no reason. He thought they’d all been bewitched. One Tusk, he
came out of the dark after it was all over, and sprayed water on
me, and on the bodies. Like a blessing. Then he walked away. He
seemed to dance as he went. It seemed he used me and that old
elephant gun to kill elephant killers. He was the hunter, I was
just his weapon. He has become a hunting elephant.”

Everyone sat back and swigged beer
in silence, the flames crackled, and sparks flew off to dwindle
against the stars. Andy pushed that ant branch back into the fire.
“We don’t want to start a bush fire, now do we? Once this dry grass
catches there’s no way to stop it.”

Just then hippos started to grunt
and snort somewhere offshore, getting closer as Luto frowned. “Oh
no, here they come again, they had a taste of corn last night and
now they’re back. We didn’t see them around here until yesterday.
They must have moved along the coast. Damn. I’ll get some men to
light a fire in the field, and see if we can scare them off. It
won’t be easy because they must be quite hungry, there’s no reeds
or grass for miles along the coast except here, and we drove them
off pretty quick last night. I only have Karamoja’s gun. It’s an
old Mauser 7 millimeter, with a small bullet. That will stop an
elephant if aimed at the brain, but it isn’t much use in the dark
against a hippo. By the time you see one, he’s too close, you’re
dead.”

Two young men from the village armed
with tin cans full of stones as noisemakers were appointed to this
duty by their chief, and I volunteered too. Heck, the party was
just moving its location a bit, as they had a fair sized calabash
of home brewed sorghum beer, nkomboti, to help pass the time
quicker, and several large joints rolled in brown paper to slow
things down again. Tuli and Guy came along with the guitar, so we
had music. I was bubbling with energy, and so I danced with Tuli,
to all the fast tunes Guy could remember. Time slid by towards the
morning.

I remembered how Andy had just
grabbed the initiative out on the lake, and taken control to get us
all out of what had seemed like a hopeless impasse. Something to
emulate, a confident stand had worked wonders, so that Pursuit
Squad had decided to get out of Zambia without their quarry. Mind
you the hand grenade and the men’s desperation had been a strong
argument too. Anyway, if I was in a similar situation, I would
stand up against the bastards just as he had, I decided.

Of course, the same would work with
a crop raiding hippo. Animals always backed down when you just
stood up against them, and showed you weren’t impressed by their
bluff.

Some hazy time later, out in the
field, the logs fuelled four foot flames, and we five had all moved
back away from the heat. Suddenly something large and sure of
itself crashed into the thorn branches piled up as a barrier, and
we stood up and yelled as loud as we could, “Get outta
here!”

We shook the stone rattles
vigorously. The noise was loud in the ring of fire light, but
didn't seem to worry the hungry marauder too much. It paused for a
few seconds, then gave a series of thunderous grunts on a rising
note, as angry hippos do, and then just kept coming, right through
the interlaced tangle across the path.

Someone yelled, “Run.” That seemed
like an excellent plan, but I remembered my resolve, and stayed
while the others stumbled out into the corn.

I grabbed a big branch from the
fire, and waved it in circles. It made a ring of flame, like a
Catherine wheel, and sparks showered around, so that it made a
comfortingly intimidating barrier.

Something very big showed black
against the dark, a looming presence that I felt more than saw.
“Get back! Git!” I stood in the path and waved my burning branch
faster. Wild animals were terrified by fire, everyone said so, I
told myself.

I woke up with a lump on my head and
a really bad headache. I squinted at the sunlight that glowed
through a canvas tent over me. I was on a camp cot, still wearing
my shorts and T shirt, but bare footed. Through the open end of the
tent I could see a bustle of activity going on down by the stream,
where the geologist people were busy.

Some men shovelled gravel into a
wooden sluice where water pumped through. Others picked through
their gleanings with tweezers and magnifying glasses.

There were a diesel generator, a
pump, and several radios, all going full volume. A scene of bustle
and industry which sent a plume of silty brown out into the lake.
Sounded like one hippo felt unhappy too, because one of the four or
five out there grunted and complained loudly instead of snoozing
with just his nostrils above water in proper hippo style. So
probably I had managed to burn him with my flaming branch. Couldn’t
remember anything after seeing that looming presence just beyond
reach of the firelight.

Tuli must’ve noticed I was awake,
because she came into the tent, and brought clean water and a damp
cloth, but not much sympathy at first. “Hey man, you were sucking
it back pretty good last night, weren't you? Just drink water and
take it easy,” she told me. “What did you do to yourself anyway,
fall over into a donga and hit your head or run into a tree or
something? You look like you got yourself a concussion. Your one
eye is really big, and the other is normal. Let me see. Oh yeah,
you got a nice bump right here. Well, that will help when Andy gets
back, he might let you off with some of your hide left. Everyone’s
been up and working for hours already.”

I sat up, and immediately felt my
head explode. I gasped and clutched the brown blanket, until the
shooting pain eased a bit, and I could risk opening my eyes. “Ow,
that hurts,” I said.

“You look like death warmed up,”
Tuli said. “Let me help you. Have some of this, I think you need
it.” She held a white enamelled mug to my lips. I could smell some
kind of flowery scent, perhaps her shampoo, as she bent
close.

After a couple of sips I took the
water from her and took bigger gulps. I took care not to move my
head too quickly, but drank it all. I could feel the water moving
down into my body, bringing a cool relief throughout. “Oh wow, that
feels better,” I said. “Thanks.”

“My father sent me here to see if
you’re okay, and to bring you his old gun. He says to get some meat
with it, and he’ll come over to Malelula, where you’re stopping
tonight, 'cause he has to go there anyway, and get it back,” she
said.

The gun was old, pre First World
War, and had seen years of use, and also years of care, as
everything worked smoothly. There were initials carved neatly on
the stock, W. B., and a whole row of nocks along one side. A
shorter row, perhaps ten, along the other side. Two were quite new,
with lighter wood showing.

“What are these, then? Tally
marks? All the buck it’s shot over the years, I suppose.” I felt a
sort of queasy fascination with this death dealing tool. I had
never shot anything, never hunted, and I didn't actually know
whether I could. Perhaps the easiest thing to do would be to accept
the loan, and just aim to miss if I was confronted with some
potential living target. I did fish, but had never liked putting
worms on the hook, or breaking a bream's neck.

“No, not just buck. Bigger kills.
The long row are all the elephants Karamoja killed with it. My
great grandfather worked for him all over Africa and was given the
gun when he went back to England,” said Tuli.

Anyway, when Andy got back from the
bush everything was already packed back in the boat, and we set off
for the next stop somewhere to the west up the lake with little
delay.

“You know, that is quite
remarkable back there,” Andy commented. “That Luto is really
someone. They are lucky he's the chief. He gets things done, he
works hard, and he’s not afraid to try things. That corn was
planted months before the rains came. When the Rhodesians dropped
the water level in the lake it left a big area of level mud and
shallow water. He went in and dug drains and planted corn. They
don't have cattle around here because of the tsetse fly you know,
so everything had to be done with hand tools. No ox ploughs. If he
can get some of that corn to the city they should make a bit
selling it to eat fresh. Make way more like that than as a staple
crop, and looks like the hippos will get most of it if they leave
it in the field to mature and dry.”

He looked critically at me, paid
close attention to the bump on my forehead, and looked briefly at
each eye in turn. “You must’ve run right into one of those drainage
ditches. Better than being run over by a hippo, I
suppose.”

From what I could remember, that was
exactly what had happened. But, no way was I going to say so. The
theory of wild animals being terrified by fire had been tested, and
failed.

Andy turned his attention to the map
and plotted locations for the afternoon soil sampling
hike.

 Chapter 15 Stop! In
the name of Love

Before we came alongside the wooden
jetty at Malelula, Andy organised the sampling party, ready to set
off inland. He turned and said, “You don’t look very fit, Pete.
With that concussion, you’d better just stay with the boat. If it
doesn’t clear up by tonight I’m going to phone Henry to come and
take you back to Lusaka. There's a phone and a road here at least.
From here on there's just bush with no way to get you out if your
head gets worse.”

The work crew stepped ashore and
strode away before Japhet tied the mooring lines. Obed went with
them, though as boat crew he didn’t have to. Japhet said quietly to
me, “He wants to see the country around here, he said. If I’d told
him to stay he would sulk like a baby for the rest of the
week.”

Andy and his helpers walked up the
dirt road, past the single store and the three open sided lean-tos
used as bars. They carried their gear away up over the hill, as
they followed the line of telephone poles that ran along a cleared
slash carved through the dark bush.

Soon after, I watched as half a
dozen camo clad guys walked up to the jetty and checked the boat
over, with a scornful air, before they walked back to the shade of
one of the nearby wood and corrugated iron shelters. There they
settled in with beer and cigarettes, and leant their AKs against
the rough table. Another group arrived shortly and filled all the
remaining split log benches.

Their arrival coincided with sudden
activity among the men who were busy mending and drying fish nets
near the lake shore, and the women who sat and sold vegetables,
dried fish, or bush meat by the dusty road. Several small piles of
sweet potatoes soon marked their owners' abandoned retail efforts,
and a half bald tennis ball rolled slowly towards the empty tin
cans that marked goal on the dusty soccer field.

Of the locals, only the waitresses
in the chosen watering hole were now in sight, and they didn’t look
too happy about all the new business.

Japhet and I looked at each other.
“Zapu. Think they are great warriors and everyone here is just good
as their servants. Big trouble,” he said, very quietly, and then he
reached to start the diesel engine. I wasn’t going to argue. Those
guys looked like they were hoping for an excuse to shoot someone. I
stepped over onto the rough planks, cast off the nylon mooring
lines and stepped back aboard.

“We can tie up to that tree by the
big rocks over there. It's close enough so the others will find us
easily when they get back with the soil samples, and should be out
of the direct line if anything starts,” I said. “Plus, it looks
like a good campsite there, flat open ground near the boat, and
some shade too.”

Japhet didn’t comment, but I could
see him measure the distance and not really like it. “When Andy
gets back he might decide to move farther, but for now we have to
stay where they can find us,” I said. I tried to convince myself as
much as the middle aged boatman.

We duly puttered across the bay to
the big thorn tree leaning over the water, and tied up to it.
Fortunately with a steep drop-off under us and not much prop
tangling weed visible. My headache started up again. Too much
bending over and excitement aren’t the best for a hangover,
complicated by concussion, so I sat quietly with a wet towel around
my head, and tepid lake water dripped down my face and
back.

Japhet brought out the Zambian flag
and tied it so it was visible even with no wind to spread it.
“Those Zimbabwe people don’t need to bring their quarrel here,” he
grumbled. “We have better things to do. They are just trouble. You
know, the Chief told his people to stay away from them. They just
like to drink and fight, and they look down on peaceful people. I
am a Bemba from the Northern Province, but these Tonga people here
are like my people back home. So I really feel they are my people
also, not like those Zimbabwe ones, those Zanu and Zapu men.” He
bent over and reached under the wooden bench, where he’d stowed the
rifle. “Now, what about this? Maybe we should keep it handy in case
there’s trouble.” He unlaced the buckskin case and took the Mauser
out of its dust protective cotton wrapping.

“But, if I have a weapon, someone
might take it as a threat, and they’ll probably shoot first and
worry later,” I said. “Besides, they won’t take much notice of an
old hunting rifle. Those guys have automatic weapons that shoot
hundreds of bullets a minute. We only have, what did he give us?
Seven bullets.”

“You know what?” Japhet looked at
me earnestly, “If shooting starts those Zapu guys just get behind
something and spray bullets without looking,” He rubbed the stock
with the cloth wrapping, looking for any flaw in its oiled gleam.
“I've seen them. Besides, their guns can’t hit anything this far
away.” Which was not very convincing as arguments went. “If you
don’t want to, I will take the gun and see they don’t come and rob
us when they’ve had a few more drinks.”

Which sort of negated his previous
comments about range and accuracy, but managed to hit right on my
pride, so I said, “Give it here, then. I’d better try and see how
to load it and work the safety, and so on.”

I pressed the gun against my
shoulder, held my breath, and aimed at a marabou stork hunched on a
dead tree across the bay. I felt strange. Irritable and nervous,
and at the same time my head throbbed and my thoughts were dull and
slow.

The stork stretched its neck, and
peered at something out on the lake, which turned out to be a
speeding aluminium boat with three guys in it, dressed and armed
like the men in the bar.

When they heard the motor the men in
that bar jumped into action. They all moved into concealment
amongst the buildings of the tiny village. All of them left their
beer behind, and took their guns.

The boat was still well offshore
when someone called, “Comrade Knife! He's back!”

The ambushers relaxed and became a
reception committee. They walked out onto the dock and greeted the
new arrivals loudly, with shoulder slaps and handshakes, and they
all went back into the shade for more refreshments.

Another boat appeared at the mouth
of the bay and headed for the jetty with startling speed. A black
rubber inflatable with a very powerful outboard motor, loaded with
men in khaki uniforms, instead of camo. Mostly white guys, all
bristling beards and weapons. In fact, it looked to me like the
same ones, the Rhodesians, we’d met out on the lake the day
before.

The Zapu fighters left the bar again
in a frantic scramble. Here was trouble. By the time this boat
reached the jetty the Zapu men were nowhere in sight.

“Hey, you guys had better not land
here,” I called, “or there’ll be trouble.”

Before I could tell them there was a
much larger reception committee waiting somewhere nearby, one of
them called back, “Who the hell are you? Don’t fucking tell us what
to do, kid. We’re a Rhodesian Government Action Force, and we're
chasing some of those terrorist bastards.”

“This is Zambia here,” I answered.
“You guys can’t just barge in and do what you like. You can fight
your war in your own country, not bring it over here.”

“Fuck off, kid,” said the one at
the back of the Zodiac. He pointed his gun and sprayed a burst in
the general direction of our old boat. Their Zodiac rocked as he
cut loose, and some bullets hit the wooden hull or ripped through
the awning overhead.

Time slowed. Everything almost froze
in place, and moved with gelatinous grace. Big splinters tore out
of the gunwale and spun through the air in slow motion.

Japhet grimaced in pain and grabbed
at his arm as the burst went on for an impossibly long time. Sounds
faded away, so that the gunshots sounded muffled and
distant.

Everything I saw also faded away
into a grey blur, except for the men across the water, who jumped
into focus with amazing clarity, and the bright blood which began
to leap from Japhet.

With the loaded rifle in my hands,
instinct took over.

I raised it to my shoulder and shot
back. The blond bearded guy in the Zodiac was clear through the V
of the sights as I fired.

I worked the bolt and slid another
cartridge in, then looked out over the rifle barrel again. The gun
which had wounded Japhet flew out over the water, still spraying
bullets as it went, and the shooter was nowhere to be
seen.

Several other weapons opened up from
the trees along the far side of the bay and among the buildings of
the village.

Now the Rhodesians turned their
attention away from me, and revved up the motor to a scream as they
cut a great foaming loop around and out into the lake
again.

Grey smoke coiled in the air, white
foam marked the wake of the black rubber boat. Blood oozed between
Japhet's fingers and ran down his arm.

Whistles and jeers broke out from
their former quarry as the Action Forces left. Jubilant Freedom
Fighters emptied their magazines in long bursts on full automatic,
some up at the sky, others in the general direction of their
enemies. All just noise and fury, since they were well out of range
already.

A heavy silence seemed to lie behind
their noisy elation, their voices somehow thin and distant over the
still water of the bay and the thinning smoke of gunfire. There
seemed to be an extra dimension to the afternoon quiet, as if some
background noise had stopped, more noticed by its absence than
while it was there. The foaming muddy wake dissipated, the benches
in the shade filled up again.

I got out the first aid kit and
swabbed the gash on my friend’s arm, which looked like it was
caused by a flying splinter.

After I’d wrapped his arm thoroughly
in clean gauze, Japhet said, “Well then, we’d better go and see
your friend the Chief. Look, there’s his Land Rover, see. You know
he is also the District Commissioner here, so he has to get an
official report written for the Zambian Government.”

A dusty Land Rover rolled to the
foot of the jetty, stopped to let out a familiar khaki clad figure,
along with two police constables, and reversed a few yards to park
in the nearest shade.

Japhet eased himself over the side
into the waist deep water between the boat and shore. “Come on. I
have to wash myself a bit before we go over there. You need to
also, you know. Don’t be worried. This happens with everyone, if
they are truly in danger, when it seems they will die.”

I hadn’t noticed, but my shorts were
definitely not clean. My sphincters must have let go when my body
went into emergency overdrive. I got into the warm weedy water
beside Japhet, and gave them and myself a rinse, and then reached
for my shirt from the bench. On shore I put the t-shirt on and ran
my hands through my hair. “Okay, all set now.”

Japhet picked up the rifle and
clambered onto land. “I’ll carry this. We should give it to the
D.C.”

As Japhet and I made our way around
the shoreline to the little settlement, several men in a small boat
hauled something out of the water.

Japhet pushed along the suddenly
crowded jetty to the end, and I followed. I stared in fascination
at the roiling flashing silver of little fish in a feeding frenzy,
as they darted in and out of a brownish red cloud in the water just
by the end of the dock.

Suddenly I realised just what they
were feasting on, when I saw the red stream that ran from the long,
blanket covered shape on the splintery planks, one foot in a
scuffed boot sticking out. That shot had done more than just scare
off the men in the Zodiac. No way to change what had happened, to
deflect that bullet. Too late.

I knelt helplessly on the end of the
dock, and vomited into the water.

The fish were excited by this
contribution, their mood matched by some of the uniformed men who
stood around and smoked and laughed. Some of the others, those
dressed in civilian clothes, were not so happy. I could see that
those men felt, as I did, that the death of a man was not a cause
for celebration.

I noticed that I was treated with a
certain caution by these, the locals, Chief Luto's men. They kept a
distance away from me, and seemed very concerned not to make eye or
bodily contact with me.

Someone collected the man's watch
and wallet, and handed them to the D.C., who read the name on the
driver’s license. “So. This was Timothy James Jones. Born 14
September 1945, in Plumtree, Rhodesia, fell in Lake Kariba, Zambia,
this beautiful morning, aged 22 years. I will send his things to
his parents. Here’s the address. Jacaranda Farm, Plumtree
District.” Then he turned to me and said, “Good shot.”

Japhet had the rifle and silently
handed it to him. “Oh good, you’ve added a notch to the tally here
on my gun. We were parked up on the hill watching the whole thing,
so I will write a statement and you will sign it, and that is
that.”

He turned without waiting for any
reply or comment, and went to sit in the vehicle while the body was
loaded into the back, and then the government group drove away. I
watched the Land Rover climb the dirt track, and saw the brake
lights flare as they reached the top of the hill, where a great
baobab tree stood. A large grey shape moved out from behind the
tree. An elephant. It reached its trunk out towards the vehicle,
then flapped its great ragged ears, and trumpeted loudly. The Land
Rover drove slowly over the crest of the hill, and out of sight,
while the elephant turned towards the lake, spread its ears wide,
and stood a moment, before it turned again, and strode away into
the bush. I saw quite clearly that this animal had only one very
large tusk.

 Chapter 16 Reach
out, I am here

Tuli was suddenly beside me as I
stood and stared up the hill. “Hey man, you look pretty shook up.
Come on. Let’s go sit in the shade, away from all this dust and
smell around here.” She carried a radio tuned to Radio Zambia, and
wore a mahia, the traditional patterned cloth wrap of country
women.

I’d previously seen her in town
clothes, khaki pants or jeans. I realised now that she’d been one
of the waitresses I’d seen busy in the open sided bar near the
jetty.

“Did you see the elephant? He saw
you, I know.”

“I did, actually. I saw the
elephant,” I replied.

“I thought that was what had you
so preoccupied, staring up the hill like that. You didn't see me
wave to you, from my dad's bar over there. I help out in all my
father’s businesses, wherever I'm needed,” she said. “I think that
place will be pretty quiet for a while now. Those Zimbabwe guys
have all left for their big camp inland, so they don’t need me
there this afternoon.” She looked back at the bar, and shook her
head. “I have to get some fresh air, the whole place stinks. Those
men don't even bother to walk to the toilet, they just piss on the
walls. I mean we’re clean here, we don't act like that. There are
flies everywhere, look.” She waved her hand at a fly that settled
on my shoulder, and her fingers brushed my shirt.

Where the rifle butt had rested, I
remembered. The recoil must have been heavy, though I hadn't
noticed it at the time, because there was a deep ache building, as
if the bones had been knocked out of place.

“All our people avoid those men,
because they are unclean, you know. They don't know the right ways
or anything, and they are really rude, even to the old people. So
when they come to the bar, I usually see to things. At least they
know enough to respect me. The regular barman will be back this
evening, and he can look after our locals.”

We strolled over to where the boat
was tied up, and settled on a convenient log beside a big rock. A
slight breeze off the lake stirred the trees enough to shift the
leaf shadows into dancing patterns on the red earth, and a dove
cooed gently and insistently somewhere close by. Tuli's radio
played a mix of Beatles, the latest from London, and Mbaqanga
music, bright jolting rhythms and metallic guitars, with lyrics in
Bemba or Chinyanja from up by the Congo.

She brought several bottles of
Castle Lager, and so we sat companionably and sipped, taking things
slowly. “You know,” she said. “I love it here, this is my place,
here in the bush by the water, but really there isn’t a future here
for me. When I was a child I thought we’d live by the river
forever, but then they came to build the dam, and I was sent to
boarding school. Every time I came back, things were changed.” She
pulled a crumpled pack of Lucky Strikes from her t-shirt pocket,
and took one out, after offering the pack to me.

I shook my head silently, so she lit
hers with a battered looking metal lighter, that seemed Russian in
its solid ugliness. “To us, to my people, the river was truly the
river of life. We drank it, swam in it, got food from it, and
honoured its spirits. It was there close to us when we slept, and
guarded us. It fertilised our crops with the floods, and ran
through our lives in every way. We were the people of the
river.”

She looked at me, and her mouth
thinned, “Then they came and changed things. First, those men cut
the trees and lived where no-one ever thought to live, near the big
rapids between the hills. Then people got sick and died. My mom
died, you know, while I was away at school, and my grandmother
too.” She sipped, and we sat silently for a bit.

“People said they were disturbing,
you know, the ancestors, and the spirits of the river. We wanted
nothing to do with the dam, but they didn’t care, they built it
anyway.” She blew smoke rings, three in a row, and we watched as
the smoke drifted up to the branches above, then she went on, “My
father sold them lots of goats for food. We never had cows because
of the sickness, too many tsetse flies in the valley. He did his
best to get something for our people, because they were going to
drown our valley, where we lived. They said the dam was to make
power, everyone would benefit, it was going to make a great future
for us all. They sent helicopters and trucks to move the wild
animals when the water started to rise.”

She stopped and looked at me, and
frowned. “Our people here in Zambia had to carry everything on foot
up to the hills, and try to guess where the water would stop. Then
they said they’d give money to pay for the houses and land we lost,
but there was very little. On the other side of the valley, in
Rhodesia, there was even less help. Those of our people who went
that way, south of the border, some of them had to go far from the
water, right out of the valley. The Rhodesians wouldn’t let them
stay close because they said all the valley beside the new lake was
going to be for tourists, and the wild animals.”

She shrugged, picked up a stick, and
scratched her ankle with it. “Some of us got houses with iron
roofs, and there were some jobs. Over this side some men helped
with moving the animals, because they were hunters and knew how to
find them. Now the lake is full and there’s just water where there
was the land we knew. The hunters don’t have anything, because the
government says they musn’t hunt, and nets to fish cost money. My
father bought some nets, and a few others did too, but many people
have lost their way.”

The shadows began to grow a little
as the heat thickened into afternoon. Sweat poured off me as fast
as I took liquid in. I said, “Let’s go sit in the boat, the air
over the water is a bit cooler, I think. Be careful, don’t touch
any of the metal, it gets really hot in the sun.”

It wasn't as easy as it looked, to
get into the boat from the shore. I hauled on the mooring line and
held the stern close to the tree it was tied to, while Tuli held an
overhanging branch and hiked her mahia up to allow her legs to
straddle the gap. I just jumped across, and landed with a jolt
beside the wooden bench. Tuli grabbed my arm and steadied me as I
staggered, to help keep my balance as the boat rocked with the
impact of the landing. We sat and slumped on the wooden bench under
the faded canvas awning, and she rearranged her mahia again, but
left the folded cloth above her knees.

“You know,” she went on, “my
father believes in the old ways. He is a traditionalist at heart,
although he thinks he is a modern educated man. He wants me to do
as he says, to marry who he chooses. He doesn’t like Guy, you know.
Well, that is, not as my boyfriend anyway. He thinks you would be a
better choice for me.”

I wasn’t too sure what to say, so
didn’t say anything for a bit. She was being friendly and all, but
it didn’t seem too much like she was in agreement with her father.
Anyway, right then I was preoccupied with replaying over and over
the firefight, the shooting, the dead man. The image of tiny fish
feasting on blood and brains in the water was behind everything I
looked at, like the afterimage of lightning burned into your eyes
right after a nearby strike.

The beer slid down quickly, and
dulled the sharp corners of reality, but didn't really help my
persistent headache.

When I rubbed the bump on my
forehead and grimaced, she said,“Oh Lord, I forgot about that bump!
You shouldn’t be drinking at all, should you, with that concussion.
Come on, you’d better lie down right here in the boat and take it
easy. I’m gonna rest with you, and explain a little more.” She
spread a blanket from the stacked gear, and we laid and watched the
changing patterns of reflected sunlight on the green canvas
overhead, as the boat moved slightly to the rhythm of the
lake.

“See now, today my father sent me
to you because you have killed a man. He believes that makes you
dangerous. The spirit of the dead man will stay near you, and may
affect anyone close to you. He won’t be near you or talk to you
himself, until you are cleansed in the old way. Didn't you notice
earlier how quickly he left, how he didn’t want to be near you? He
believes in the spirits, that the negative power of death must be
cleansed from you by the power of life. That you should make love
after war. That is why he sent me. To cleanse you.” She reached
over and took his hand. “But, you know, really, I like Guy. If you
don’t mind, we can just rest here like this, and the people over
there will think we are doing it, and my father will be
satisfied.”

I felt slightly sick, and not at all
assertive, or like doing anything physically demanding right then,
so we nestled in the hollow boat, out of sight of the world, and I
took comfort in the smell of her, live and warm, and the feel of
her breath on my cheek.

What had just happened, what I had
done, crowded my mind with a churning stream of thoughts and
insistent images. I tried to assimilate everything, and I wondered
about my own ideas, about myself, and my self-image.

“I’ve always been antiwar, ban the
bomb and everything. I thought Peace and Love were the answers, you
know. Yet here I am, somehow being shot at and shooting right back.
I killed a man. It's done now, there's no turning back.” I put my
arm across my eyes, to shut out the brightness coming through my
closed eyelids.

“How can I ever come to terms with
that alone? Then too, how am I going to deal with just who I
killed? Because that matters too. Of everyone who could have been
in that boat shooting at us, the man has the same surname as
Marjorie, the girl I met in Lusaka. Goddammit, the same address was
on his driver’s license as the one she gave me!”

I reached over to my bag, stacked
with the rest of the gear under the wooden bench seat, and
scrabbled until I found the little book, with all kinds of slips of
paper stuck in it, “There it is, yup. Same address for sure. The
guy must have been her brother. She won’t forgive me, how could
she? Even if she knows and believes I didn’t want to kill anyone or
shoot at anyone, that I was trying to warn those guys there was an
ambush waiting, how can that make a difference?”

Tuli listened as I explained all
this, and held me close.

While we talked, the clouds
gathered. Now a wind from the south brought a grumble of thunder
over the lake, and the hiss of rain falling into water. The air
cooled and everything changed, as the rains fell. The small rainy
season had begun.

Somehow then, we warmed to one
another, and found ourselves closer than we intended, truly making
love, not war, in that fierce intimacy of people who love others,
but not right now.

 Chapter
17Blowin in the Wind

Henry didn’t say much. He didn’t ask
for my version of events, but he was obviously not too happy about
driving his Vauxhall Victor all the way from Lusaka and back on a
workday. He didn’t want me to drive, or not until we'd gone quite a
way on the return journey, and his own fatigue became
obvious.

He said, “Let me see your eyes now.
If that pupil is still dilated you are not driving.”

After comparing eyes, tilting his
head so he could watch the pupils contract and dilate again as he
shone a light over my face, Henry conceded. “Well, perhaps you’d
better drive for a while then. Maybe what happened back at the lake
has shaken some sense into you, and taught you not to get involved
in other people’s fights. Don’t let your emotions run over your
good sense. You should be old enough to exercise self control and
self discipline.”

I couldn’t really argue, that was
all true. I agreed in principle with everything Henry said, but
couldn’t say so, somehow. “I suppose,” I muttered, but kept my eyes
on the strip of reality lit by the headlights through the dark and
living bush.

I’d acted like an idiot twice in two
days. First with the hippo, and then with the Rhodesians. Both
times I’d done just what Henry had warned me against, and both
times I should have died, by rights. So anything from now was a
sort of bonus. Extra life. No way I could say anything along those
lines to Henry though. He’d get angry, and yell, and I’d yell back.
Just live in the present, don’t keep rehashing things, don’t stir
things up. Concentrate on driving, on the world outside the car,
the comfort of the cool night air, and the security of Henry’s
solid presence.

Every few minutes there were eyes
glowing back at the car lights as we passed by, sometimes ten or
twenty feet up in the trees, which would be a bushbaby or perhaps
an owl, but more often much lower down. Probably porcupines,
jackals, and civet cats. None of them were anything to worry about,
as long as they were off the road. Those that were actually on the
road were a different matter. Nightjars which sat until the last
possible second, and sometimes longer, before they took off right
under the vehicle as it passed over them, or swooped down to catch
a juicy moth fluttering in the beams, were the commonest of these.
They could really startle you, and possibly provoke sudden braking
or swerving to avoid contact, which was really dangerous on the
loose gravel and sand spread by the afternoon rains over the hard
packed corrugated clay of the road surface.

Usually, if you just kept going, the
night birds flew off unharmed. The small scavengers and night
hunters seemed to recognise the vehicle as some sort of larger
predator, and got out of the way. Larger animals were much less
often seen, and probably weren’t as accustomed to vehicles, as
their larger travels only brought them to the road at long
intervals, so you really had to look out for eyes from knee height
up.

One set of eyes glowed back from the
dark from such a height that I thought it had to be some kind of
tree dweller. As we rattled past a great antelope loomed into
sight, ghostly grey-blue in the side-wash of the
headlights.

Somewhere around ten p.m. or so we
came to a red and white striped pole across the road, and a big
sign which read TSETSE FLY CONTROL with smaller writing below, and
a big picture of a nasty looking fly. A sleepy man in khaki shorts
and shirt came out of a nearby building. He carried a small mesh
net and a hand-pump spray can. He also had a large flashlight,
which he used to carefully inspect the underside of the Victor,
with meticulous attention to the wheel wells and back side of the
bumpers, all of which he thoroughly drenched with white clouds of
insecticide. The hiss of the spray woke Henry out of the nap he’d
just settled into. He and the spray guy greeted one another with
big smiles as befitted fellow Ministry of Agriculture
employees.

Tsetse Fly Control was something
Henry was involved with, so for the man at this remote outpost this
was a visit from Headquarters, meriting careful attention to proper
procedures, a chance to show that here the effort to stop the
spread of the disease-bearing fly was in good hands. Apparently no
flies were found on us this time, and the whole process took just a
few minutes. Now we entered new territory. No flies in the
countryside here meant there were cattle to watch out for, and more
people around, some of whom would be wandering home from local
drinking spots.

Henry sat up and played hazard
spotter for a while, telling me, “Look out, there's a guy on a
bicycle.” Somewhat farther along, to a stumbling celebrant. “Get
off the road you fool.” After a while he cleared his throat and
said, “Well, so now you've seen the elephant, as they say. It will
be a while before you can sort things out, you know. I was glad to
hear you were trying to stop more people from killing one another,
but -- .” He shook his head and stumbled into silence
again.

When we got to Lusaka Henry was
asleep, so I parked by the front door and took my stuff inside,
before I came out again. I awoke my step father as gently as I
could, and led him still half asleep into his room, and sat him on
the bed, pulled off his shoes and socks and closed the mosquito net
around him, before I went quietly to my own room down the white
passage.

In the morning I woke to hear only
the rhythmic swish as the concrete floors got their daily scrub
with red polish. The house was unusually still. There was no car in
the driveway, so Henry had left for work. Rich was away, down in
the Luangwa Valley, helping the Game Department with their elephant
count, and would arrive back for the weekend. Issy must have gone
early to meet her friend Mary before school. Everything was quite
normal then, except how I felt, so distant and detached. But then
I’d spent much longer away than here, so it wasn’t surprising that
everything seemed strange, I thought. As if this wasn’t home, but
just some random place I’d woken in by chance.

In the garden the jacaranda and
flame-of-the-forest trees still threw their brilliance against the
sky, and shaded the dry red soil, the frangi pani bushes, and the
struggling grass. That lizard flicked into sight for a second on
the tree by the window, and then scuttled out of sight again, wary
of being spotted by something nasty. Just a few years and a couple
of miles from the bush, here in the middle of the human city, the
doves and cicadas sang their eternal chorus in the trees, and ants
were busy carrying off crumbs from the kitchen.

 Chapter 18 Eve of
Destruction

Henry had left the newspaper spread
out on the table. I read it to distract myself from the events of
the previous day. Everything seemed detached from reality, even the
latest news. The banner headline screamed ‘Jesus Christ in
Lusaka!’. I read that Alice Lenshina, a self-styled prophetess from
somewhere in Northern Zambia, had declared that Jesus Christ was
living in Lusaka, and was about to bring the End Time. She'd set
out to march to Lusaka with her many followers in the so-called
Lumpa Sect.

The Zambian Government had taken
action and stopped this pilgrimage. Apparently the Lumpas did not
recognise the authority of the government and police. They believed
Alice Lenshina spoke with divine inspiration, and so should rule
the whole country, under Christ. Naturally the government and
President Kaunda didn't like their authority being pre-empted on
the word of an uneducated countrywoman. They wouldn't like that
from anyone, but Alice was worse than some political ideologue who
they could combat in logical terms. Hundreds were arrested, and
Alice herself was sought in a countrywide search. Roadblocks were
in place on the roads leading into the city from the north, and
every vehicle was searched, all travellers questioned about their
identity and beliefs.

Civil war in Rhodesia/Zimbabwe was
pushed to page two. All the stuff about mines, casualties,
incursions in the border areas, and international sanctions against
the rebel regime. There wasn't anything in the paper about any
firefight or hot pursuit incident on the lake. That was a war in
another country, after all, officially. Probably the news was
always about what'd happened a couple of days before, unless it was
a really big event of some kind.

Up in the Congo a new leader had
taken control in a particularly bloody coup, with fighting still
going on across the country as the new regime mopped up remnants of
the previous government. It seemed the whole region trembled on the
edge of chaos, with civil wars across the borders to north and
south, and a weird religious rebellion being stamped out right here
in Zambia. Stopped from spreading along the main North Road into
the capital.

None of that would matter if the
Yanks or the Russkies launched a pre-emptive nuclear strike. World
War III would take hours to kill every living thing on the planet.
I sat and stared at the wall. God, I thought, that’s so horrifying
that all you can do is hope the Cold war doesn’t turn Hot. No
amount of disarmament campaigns or sit-ins can help, especially
anything anyone here in Africa can do. Either curl up and wait for
the end, or live life, and think positive. Maybe peace is a dream,
but there’s still love.

I settled down to write to Marjorie.
Tried to, anyway, but that scene by the lake replayed over and
over, with the man in the other boat shooting. Japhet with blood
spraying from his arm, the gun leaping against my own shoulder, the
smell of the curling blue smoke, and then the bloody swirls in the
green water and the busy greedy fish.

I spent hours over the letter. I
hoped she'd understand my intentions, and believe me when I told
her that I hadn't meant to kill anyone, and I’d been trying to
prevent bloodshed. I'd tried to stop a looming confrontation, which
would've ended with deaths on both sides. How could I possibly know
that was her brother in the other boat? Maybe that would’ve made a
difference. But, I hadn’t meant to kill anyone. Sure, I'd known
that bullets killed, but it hadn’t seemed real, somehow, until it
was all over, and too late. We would've been friends maybe, if we'd
ever met. Now we never could.

I wrote, I missed her company. She
was the only person who understood me, who I could tell anything,
and know she understood exactly what I meant.

I tried to put down on paper just
what’d happened at the lake, and how I felt. I had a big pile of
crumpled paper before I finally just took the latest version and
sealed it in an envelope, without rereading it. I knew I couldn't
just post it. The United Nations had now imposed strict sanctions
against rebel Rhodesia, and part of that meant all normal
communication was cut off. No telephones, no postal service, no
imports or exports allowed.

Supper that evening was a strange
event. Rich had just arrived in town for the night, with some stuff
to do at the Ministry in the morning, and didn't know anything
unusual had happened. He concentrated on eating, like he usually
did while food was in front of him. I sensed Issy watched me
closely for any clues.

“I bet Pete's been drinking. He
got drunk, and Andy sent him back, I bet. His girlfriend and him
were both drunk, you know, that time at the Kitchings' farm. She
came in the house, to go to the bathroom, and she just reeked of
beer.

There was a short silence, then Rich
answered her, “Oh give it a break, sis. Nothing wrong with having a
beer, even if you don't like the smell. Lots of people drink beer
and do their jobs just fine.”

“Maybe, but Marjorie was
definitely drunk. I couldn't understand what she was on about, just
nonsense, and she couldn't even stand up straight. She was talking
to me about some tame animal on their place, an eland I think, just
babbling away about it. She said first it was so gentle and
everything, and then she said it was fierce and protected the
horses and sheep from like hyenas and lions, and then something
about Pete being the same. So I said, yeah you mean he's an animal,
right? So -”

“That will be enough of that,
young lady. Just eat up and leave your brother alone. For your
information he wasn’t drunk, and he hasn’t done anything to be
ashamed of.”

I looked at Henry, vaguely surprised
at approval of what I'd done. Our eyes met for a moment, then Henry
turned his attention to his plate.

When I left to sprawl on my bed I
could hear her babbling away to Henry, “What’s the matter with him?
Did his girlfriend ditch him, or did he sink the boat, or what?”
Before I slammed the door.

That night I couldn't sleep. My mind
just went over things again and again, no matter how I tried to
stop and settle down. There was even more to the load when you
added in the way things were developing in the Congo My kidnapper
had survived with my help. He was a bloody brand of dictator.
Unknown numbers of deaths, a brutal regime.

Down South there was civil war
heating up, and there I'd done my bit too, and poured fuel on the
embers by helping the Rhodesians get arms from those two-timing
Russians. No good thinking that would've happened without my
involvement. The fact was I’d been involved. I should've known what
they were up to, not taken that offer of help.

Ah yes, two-timing. There we go.
What else had it been, down by the lake, with Tuli? Seemed like
everything I did turned bad, no matter how right it seemed at the
time.

Despite thinking myself a pacifist
I’d managed to kill, directly and indirectly, by gun and by good
intentions.

 Chapter 19 We can
work it out

I woke up feeling almost normal.
Time to get on with life. I’d find a way to do something positive.
Try to change the situation in some way, and reduce the deaths, the
killing that was going on. When I came to the table and sat quietly
down, Henry didn't say anything, but put a hand on my shoulder and
squeezed. We weren't very touchy-feely. After a couple of sips of
hot sweet tea I said, “I'll drive you to your office,
then.”

Henry nodded, and visibly relaxed a
bit “Good boy. I'll expect you to pick me up at the usual
time.”

I went on to my own little corner of
the establishment, the Fisheries Station. This was Thursday, I
discovered. Not even a full week since I was last here. I felt as
if I’d aged, as if several years had passed. There’d been a shift
in the way I saw things. Deep inside I knew now that nothing is
forever. We all die. I’d never really believed in my bones, as an
accepted fact, that I myself would die. Nor had I grasped the
finality of death. Now, everything alive seemed so important, in a
way I hadn’t felt before.

There was very little that actually
needed to be done, but it was pleasant to potter around among the
nursery tanks, and check on all the various fish species. I watched
as the Tilapia swirled to the top of the water and snatched at the
unscheduled feed I dropped in for them.

Everyone had heard of events down on
the lake. I could tell by the way the conversations stopped when I
came near, by the subdued greetings and the lack of surprise at my
unscheduled early return from the trip. All that I knew in a
distant detached way. Those things were unimportant. I didn't feel
up to repeated retellings, to answering questions or making
conversation about neutral subjects, so I stayed in the nursery
shed most of the day and thought.

I couldn't do anything about the war
in Rhodesia. No individual could stop that conflict and save all
the lives that were going to be lost. Perhaps I could do something
for the elephants, though. They were being killed faster than the
people who were fighting in the war.

Some people had diverted weapons
from their intended purpose, so instead of being used to kill
humans, they were used to kill animals for money. Morally that was
an improvement, I supposed, by most definitions. Generally the
lives of people are considered more valuable, more sacred, than any
animal, no matter how intelligent or endearing. However, in these
circumstances it all pointed to someone who paid lip service to a
noble cause, to freedom, while actually being concerned with their
own enrichment. What had my history teacher said, now? Oh yeah,
‘concerned with a selfish desire for personal wealth, power, and
aggrandisement’ though she’d been referring to people who worked
for a living, being a convinced Marxist. I felt that was a very
harmful motivation in a political leader. While bringing the arms
dealer to justice wouldn't change the course of the war
significantly, it might have an important influence on the make up
of the post-war regime.

I felt a deep dislike of whoever had
been responsible for the kind of slaughter Rich had seen in the
Reserve. I also felt anyone callous enough to do that would make a
very bad member of any government or ruling clique. All the hints
I’d been getting pointed to a single individual among the leaders
of the Freedom Fighters. Surely they’d see this diversion of
resources from their struggle as a crime. They should be ready to
cooperate with the Zambians to stop it from happening
again.

So what to do next?

I spent a fair bit of time chewing
on that dilemma over the next few days. Henry noticed, I knew.
Henry frowned just a bit when he walked into the room, to find me
gazing into space.

“Do you think maybe you could get
hold of the serial numbers on those guns locked in the armoury, in
the Reserve?” I asked Rich, when Henry had gone out again. We were
spending a fairly low-key Saturday afternoon sitting around the
Cedar Road house.

“Oh right. You mean those guns we
got from the poachers? The police took them. But, I think there’s
still all the paperwork around. I know they made a list and gave a
copy to the police. The Warden also kept a copy, probably still on
his desk. Then there's also a list of everything in the room, right
by the door, so everything can be signed in and out, and all that
stuff should be on it.” He frowned. “But, why do you want
that?”

“Well, if we give that list to one
of the Freedom Fighters, they could probably prove from their own
records just where those guns are supposed to have gone. Then they
might deal with the thief themselves. They probably don't really
care about the poaching, but surely they care when guns they got to
fight the Rhodesians are stolen and sold to crooks.”

“John Adams certainly cares, and
so do I.” Rich leant forwards in his chair. “He’s been making some
discoveries the past few weeks, with his research into elephant
communications. He thinks their low-frequency sounds may be used
for more than just basic communication with each other. Most of
their vocal range is just too low for us to hear, though if you
play back the tapes at a higher speed there’s a lot on them. They
can make their voices audible to one another as far as twenty
kilometers away, and they appear to be talking back and forth even
when they seem silent to our ears. The really exciting discovery is
that, although we can't hear them, their voices seem to affect
us.”

Rich looked me in the eyes, to hold
my full attention. “There is a definite correlation between
outbreaks of quarrelling and downright irrational behaviour amongst
the Department staff in the Valley, and the level of elephant
noises in the area. Low frequency sound below the audible
thresh-hold is known to affect mood and some body functions. We
think the elephants’ voices affect the actions of others. Predators
especially, like lions, and people.”

I wondered right away if this effect
had something to do with the supposed magical powers of the one -
tusked old bull down by the lake. “Just how intelligent are
elephants then? I mean, do you think they could deliberately try to
influence people, try to make people leave them alone by getting us
to fight among ourselves? Do they consciously induce fear and panic
with their low frequency sounds?”

“Well,” said Rich, “if they used
their voices to make predators in general feel uneasy, more fearful
than they would be otherwise, it’d probably be a good defence
against lion attacks on their young, for instance. So if a lion
came along and stalked a baby elephant, the mother or others in the
herd might broadcast their unsettling rumbles at the same time as
physically threatening the predator, so it’d be more readily scared
away. But of course, they don’t need to be intelligent to do that,
they might just be reacting, like any animal does.”

“Nobody else has studied that yet,
have they? I mean we’ve only just discovered this whole range of
sounds they make, that we didn't even know about. Nobody really
knows how close they are to having an actual language, or just how
intelligent they are,” I said. “So then it could be, an early
traumatic experience would stay with an elephant all his life, so
when he saw and recognised the gun that killed his mother, he’d
react to the sight by producing the type of infra sound noises that
normally would be used to scare off a predator. This would affect
the gun wielder, make him nervous or even fearful. Might produce
some physical effects too, like giving everyone in range a case of
the shits, just like Tuli described.” I thought a bit.

“If you were near an elephant cow
soothing an upset calf with her inaudible sounds, would you feel
all peaceful and secure? I mean, if their vibrations can change
your mood, why shouldn’t it be a positive effect sometimes, not
always just negative emotions?”

“I suppose it’s possible. Their
vibes could work both ways, but so far we only have evidence for
what Dr. Adams calls the Defensive Effect.”

Rich came through. He brought the
list when he came back to town a week later. Next day I told Henry,
“Rich and me are going to take a few things to the clinic at the
refugee camp.”

We drove right up to the clinic, and
carried in the cardboard box of bandages, aspirin, and
disinfectant. I’d assembled them in a quick trip to a couple of
shops in town.

“We brought you a few very basic
supplies, Maria. We also have something that might be useful in a
different way.”

“Everything can be useful
sometime. All this stuff is needed. Maybe not as much as
antibiotics and vaccines. We need real painkillers too. But thank
you, anyway. Bandages are always useful.” Maria was polite, but
slightly puzzled. When I gave her the list of numbers, she frowned.
“What is this?”

I explained, “My brother got this
list from the Luangwa Game Reserve where he works. These are the
serial numbers of some AK automatics that were recently used by a
gang of Zambians to poach elephants in the Reserve. We think
they’re quite new, and probably only came into the country a few
weeks ago. Intended for your Freedom Fighters. Someone, either a
Russian or one of your people, must’ve taken them and sold them to
the poachers.”

Maria scowled, and looked ready to
literally drink blood. “I understand. I’ll pass this information
along to my husband. He’ll deal with this properly, I know. Some of
the others have quite low standards. You must be careful who you
talk to about this sort of thing.”

Rich and I climbed back into the
Vauxhall and drove away, out of the Camp and towards Lusaka again.
“Boy, she got intense, didn't she?” remarked Rich.

 Chapter 20 Come
together

November rain hammered down,
dispelling the late afternoon dust and humidity. The windows and
doors were all open to the soothing coolness, while we ate hard
rusks and drank strong hot tea. Issy dunked her rusks so long they
fell apart in her cup, and she ended up with a half cup of brown
slush, which she left on the tray.

Henry said, “We're going to
Salisbury this weekend, to your AuntDottie's. She and Stan are
going to Durban for Christmas at his mother's, like every year, but
she's invited us to come celebrate with them, this week.” He
slurped tea. “I'm going to try phone her from the office, but she
says she’ll expect us, whether she hears from us or not. This
letter was posted in South Africa by a friend of theirs, otherwise
we wouldn't have got it. As of this week, private telephone service
between Zambia and Rhodesia has been cut off, because of those U.N.
sanctions.”

Issy had to complain, of course. “Aw
Dad, how are we going to get presents, and everything? There's no
time. We have to pack, and I'm going to Mary's birthday party this
afternoon. She's my best friend, and I have to help her. Why didn't
you tell us before?”

“I didn't tell you before because
I only got this letter yesterday. Then, I wasn't sure if I could
get extra petrol for the journey, until half an hour ago. Beaufort
dropped off two full jerry cans early this morning. I didn't ask
how or where he got it, but without it, this rationing would have
prevented our trip.”

Henry sat back in his chair and
looked serious. “From what I hear, the war is all talk and not much
action, right now. Both sides are waiting for the outcome of
last-ditch negotiations. That isn't going to be much longer though,
so we should visit Salisbury before travel gets dangerous. Which it
will. There are too many war mongers on both sides who think they
can best advance their careers in a shooting war.”

“Lucky I still have that letter I
wrote to Marjorie,” I said. “I was wondering what to do with it. I
know letters won't go through to Rhodesia from here, anymore. I
heard people send stuff to friends in South Africa, and they post
it from there to Rhodesia, only I don't know anyone I could
ask.”

We left Zambia with casual ease,
with no wait at the Chirundu Border Post, and just a few lines on a
form to fill in. Nobody checked to see what we might be smuggling.
There probably wasn't enough traffic anymore to make a full time
Zambian Customs Officer worthwhile, I thought. We drove across the
long bridge over the Zambezi, and parked outside the much bigger
building on the south side of the border. Henry had a long
whispered conversation with one of the Rhodesians, before he
shrugged, and stamped the passports.

There was a huge soft moth with
startling great eyes on its wings, lying right by the door of the
Immigration office, in danger from the feet of any travellers, so I
picked it up. It didn't react or move at all, and seemed to be
dead, so I put it on the ledge below the back window of the
car.

Soon we were on the road again,
driving through the baobab and thorn tree bush country of the wide
Zambezi Valley, indistinguishable from the scenery on the other
side of the border. Mile after mile of heat and anthills, trees and
dust, where heat haze shimmered over the tar of the
road.

Just after the start of the climb
out of the valley, where the road began to wind uphill, there was
an army roadblock. Men in camo with guns ready.

They were alert and aggressive,
looked in the boot, and had everybody get out of the car to stand
and wait, while they conferred with some authority elsewhere.
Eventually they let us go on, but they insisted on a soldier riding
along -- he had to sit in the open boot, with his legs dangling
over the back bumper, and his gun at the ready.

Henry allowed this, but definitely
didn't like it. He said, “What's he going to do? If there's an
ambush up the road they'll see him and shoot us before we know it.
One guy won’t be able to fight off a band. Maybe scare off bandits,
but that’s not the problem they expect.”

The black sergeant appointed for the
task wasn’t too happy either, so after a mile or so we stopped, and
Henry and he had a serious talk. We drove on with the boot lid
down, just open a crack to let in air, as Sgt. Mazibuko took a nap
in the morning heat. The plan was to rely on the Zambian number
plate, and goodwill from several trips to the camp outside Lusaka,
when we had taken people to hospital and given school books to the
kids there. Probably any ambushers would know someone who we knew
back in Zambia, or might even be someone we’d met there.

Another few miles and theory became
practice, as another camo-clad group waited around a sharp bend.
Henry stopped, and sure enough the short man with a little bristly
Charlie Chaplin moustache who swaggered up to the window recognised
him right away.

Lucky he and Henry had some kind of
positive relationship, probably because of Henry’s involvement with
the water well drilling, and all the negotiating that entailed.
Anyway, he smiled and accepted the cigarette he was offered. Henry
had just taken it out, and was about to light it when he saw them
in the road. Henry held his lighter up while the man took a long
deep draw, and then stepped back and said something to his
comrades. One of them swung the boot lid up, to reveal the
uniformed soldier, sound asleep.

I felt, if no-one did anything, the
poor guy was dead meat. It seemed these men weren’t really in a
killing mood, and the one talking to Henry was acting as if they
were good buddies, so perhaps a casual confident attitude might
swing the balance.

I climbed out quickly, and pushed
the lid closed over him, “Guys, leave him alone, he isn’t going to
harm anything, just let us go on. We aren’t the ones you want to
get. If you shoot, the army guys will hear, and come after you.
They aren’t far away. There's a roadblock a couple of miles back.
They can call up a helicopter and be here in minutes. You couldn’t
get away.”

After a tense pause, the one
standing smoking Henry's cigarette, obviously their leader, said,
“Okay, okay. Get going. You are very lucky. We have better things
to do than get one stupid white man's dog. Get out of
here.”

I missed exactly what Henry said,
but the man had a new pack of cigarettes in his top pocket, another
pack in his hand, and he was busy putting something into his pocket
as we drove away.

Henry said, “That's Comrade Bad Boy,
one of the leaders. A real nasty piece of work. Carmichael told me
they suspect him of selling weapons to gangsters in Zambia, and of
involvement in the ivory poaching business. Recently there was a
big fuss, a quarrel amongst different factions, and he lost a lot
of support, apparently. Someone had proof of wrong doing on his
part, and he had to slip out of Zambia quickly. Probably that's why
he's out here. He doesn't spend much time actually fighting the
war, usually. I bet you anything you like he’ll make a run for it,
and leave the rest of them to guard his rear, to create some sort
of diversion while he gets clear. Not like him to be near any heavy
action or danger. They had no idea the Rhodesians were anywhere
close until we told them.”

The next checkpoint was very close,
in fact, less than a mile farther, and there we were met with more
pointed weapons, scowls, and questions, “Where the hell is your
escort - What the fuck do you think this is? There's a war going
on, you can't just drive around, get out of the car.”

When the boot was opened, the poor
sergeant was covered in sweat and obviously in some distress. In a
few quick words Henry tried to calm things down, “Come on now, we
got through alive, which we might not have if we'd done things your
way. There would have been a shootout with this poor guy against
eight or ten of them. They're just a short way back along the road,
but even if you guys reacted to the gunfire right away and got
there top speed, we would’ve been dead before they ran.”

“What do you mean, short way back?
Where, how many? Why didn’t you tell us right away?” It seemed that
despite the talk they didn't really expect to be this close to the
enemy. There was a sudden bustle of alertness, a sea change in the
attitudes of the slightly bored shade resters, farmers and other
locals doing their stint in the militia. These were mostly in their
thirties and forties, too old to be in the Army and too young to
have seen service in WW2, so they were all fire and heroism, or
anyway, smoke and aggression, which seem like good substitutes
until you get to the actual pointy end.

The sergeant was the only
professional there, which he proved when he took a radio from one
of the checkpoint men, and called up his officer back along the
highway. In a minute he took control, crisply relaying his
Captain's orders for these guys (being black in Rhodesia meant it
worked better if he relayed orders to them, instead of telling them
what to do himself). In two minutes a fairly fit looking group set
off through the bush, on a direct line to intercept the probable
line of retreat, while another group piled into three Land Rovers,
and set off along the tarmac to see if they could trigger an
ambush, or find a spoor to follow. We travellers made ourselves
comfortable in the shade and drank tea from thermos flasks offered
by those left to guard the roadblock, while we waited for the
Captain to get around to radioing permission for us to carry on to
Salisbury.

“Did you cover this district when
you worked in this country just after the War, Henry?” I asked.
“Because if you did, you probably gave land to these guys’
families. That's what you did, wasn’t it? For the government back
then.”

“No, not around here. Around Karoi
up out of the valley, where the best tobacco land is. Some of the
farmers there are millionaires several times over now. But, only
for a couple of months. Actually, I resigned when I saw what we
were doing. Taking all the best land, regardless of the people
already living there, and handing it over to Brits. Then I went to
work in the copper mines in Broken Hill.”

Almost an hour later there was a
staccato outburst of gunfire, as several weapons fired on full
automatic, and a couple of grenades went off. After a break of
several minutes, another few shots, and then a ringing silence.
Soon after that, the radio crackled into life with new orders, and
what must have been good news, from the big grins breaking out all
around.

“We got a big fish in the net, one
of their commanders. He's going to sit in prison a good long time,
that bastard,” said one of the militiamen.

The rest of the drive to Salisbury
was unremarkable. The usual heat, dust and monotony, very little
traffic except for buses, Land Rovers, or Toyota pickups from the
farms, and military vehicles. Petrol rationing was biting hard, it
seemed.

Henry said, “Listen now, when we get
to Dottie's, just don't say too much about what happened back
there. We don't want to get your aunt excited about how dangerous
the drive was, or anything. She’d just worry, and we have to go
back tomorrow.” After making sure we’d all understood him, he
continued, “Pete, don't go and say what you think about the war.
Especially don't argue with Stan. If he says something you don't
agree with, smile and nod, please. You won't change anything by
arguing with him. They live in a very closed world there. They
hardly ever leave the company compound, with only censored
newspapers and radio to tell them what's going on.”

Just outside Salisbury we turned off
by the sign for a drive-in theatre. Issy asked, “Why are we going
here? Can't we just go to Aunt Dottie's? I want to get into that
swimming pool.”

Henry replied, “Your brother has
something to take care of first. Dottie phoned the Jones family,
Pete. The mother and brother will be here to talk to
you.”

I looked at him silently, while my
stomach seemed suddenly full of tiny wriggling things, and my head
of fears and doubts. What could I say to them?

“They want to hear how and why
that boy got shot up on Kariba. You are going to try to tell them.
That is a privilege, you know, though I expect it doesn't seem like
it now.”

If this was what privilege felt
like, I definitely didn't like it.

“You feel deeply about it, I know.
You and they need to get on with your lives. You've been brooding
and need to tell them how bad you feel, and they of course are
grieving, and hope to grasp some meaning, I suppose. Just consider
yourself lucky the father isn't here. He isn't taking it too well,
I hear. Likely to take it out on you if he saw you.”

Henry drove out to the middle of the
tarmac field, empty but for long mounds and rows of silent speakers
on metal posts. I got out and stood alone while Henry and the
younger two cruised off to wait by the shuttered concession stand.
Within a minute a battered Land Rover eased out onto the tarmac and
chugged over, to stop creakily a short distance away. The occupants
were stiffly silhouetted against the azure sky, angular and bowed,
not looking at me as they sat.

I licked sticky lips with a thick
tongue, and decided to grasp the nettle firmly and at once.
“Morning,” I croaked. “I am sorry, you know. Of course I didn't
want anyone to be hurt -”

“He's dead, my boy Timothy, my
Timmy, he's dead now, gone, he's not hurt, he died. I keep thinking
he'll come on leave, I folded his shirts just yesterday. I wanted
to fix a button, you know, so he could wear his nice blue shirt
with the long sleeves, to go to the dance next week, then I
remembered again.” His mother bent her head into her hands and
sobbed, quietly.

The driver of the Land Rover, who
seemed my age or a little younger, looked startlingly like
Marjorie, with bright eyes and hair. He was crisp and neat, though
in crumpled khaki shirt and shorts. This could only be the youngest
brother, Joe, from what Marjorie had said about her family. He sat
slumped over the wheel, with his hand protectively resting on his
mother's shoulder. Neither met my eyes as they sat.

I wasn't anything to be hated by
these two, I realised. Slowly I began telling them how it had been,
meeting the fleeing men out on the lake, the first stand-off with
the pursuing Rhodesians. Finally, the relief when the confrontation
ended, with both groups headed for opposite shores of the lake, and
just one guy slightly hurt in the confrontation, the Scout who I’d
kicked in the face, when I grabbed his weapon.

“That's right,” said Joe. “That
guy was put on charges when they got back to base. He was negligent
and lost his weapon. They nailed him for that, and my brother got
to fill the slot in the Pursuit Squad. He was so excited, he phoned
home to tell us. He'd been trying for months to get in. They're the
best. They have an incredible kill ratio, you know. His first
mission, and he died.”

I went on, “So, you know, the next
day, we saw the, umm, the Zapu guys. There had to be at least
twenty or twenty-five of them hanging out in the bar, in the
village. Then, it seemed the same scenario was going down, with
three of their guys chased by the Pursuit Squad, but this time they
were about to jump into a major firefight.”

They were listening with their heads
down, stiff. “They didn't know how many were waiting ashore.
Waiting to nail them as soon as they stepped on land.”

Joe opened his mouth, but then
didn’t say anything, so I carried on, “So I wanted to warn them
off, and maybe get them to turn back, but the other guys were
close. If I'd said exactly what was happening, they would’ve got me
in revenge, so the best course seemed to be, emphasise the actual
legal position. That's Zambia, not Rhodesia or Zimbabwe, it isn't
our quarrel up there.”

“Never mind that shit, tell us
about my brother, straight,” said Joe.

I said, “Okay, okay, I was getting
to that, you need to understand where I'm coming from. Really, I
didn't want anyone to shoot anyone. Rhodesian or Zimbabwean. So I
had a hunting rifle, a really old Mauser, in my hands, when your
guys arrived. When I called over, trying to warn them there'd be
trouble if they landed, I meant from the Zapu men hiding in ambush.
He, your brother, thought I was threatening to make trouble myself,
so he shot at us. He wounded my buddy, you know. The bullets were
everywhere. Instinct took over, I just shot back, and the gun in
his hands went flying. He had it on full automatic. It flew,
spraying bullets, and your brother, he fell back into the
water.”

I paused to gather my thoughts. My
mouth was dry, my tongue swollen, so I had to force the words
through. My audience sat silently, clamped around anger and grief.
“Right after that, some of the ambushers opened fire. From the bush
on the far side of the bay, and between the buildings. The range
was still too long for their AKs. I don't think they hit
anything.”

I licked my lips with a sandpaper
tongue. “So anyway, that was enough. The Zodiac pulled out. He,
well, he was in the water. They left him. I knew I'd hit him,
because the bullet knocked him backwards. I didn't realise he was
dead until I saw him lying on the dock, later.”

The silence was heavy between us. “I
didn't know who he was. He didn't know me either. If we'd met
before, we wouldn't have shot at each other, we would have talked,
maybe. This wouldn't have happened.”

My hands were clenched so tightly
the nails dug deep into my palms. When I forced them to open blood
oozed out. Soon there was a growing red patch on my shorts where my
hand rested, and a trickle on my right leg.

I took a deep breath. “Marjorie, she
told me about her family, you know. I met her that day at the
Kitchings, when she came up to Lusaka. We went riding together, and
we talked.”

Mrs. Jones said, “Yes, yes, I know
who you are. Marjorie, she, she really likes you. She told me all
about that day. Well, she said you seemed a really nice guy, and
didn't believe in violence. You were working on some development
project. She thought that was interesting, and you talked about
helping people and breaking down the old ways. Prejudice and
tribalism have no place in the future, in a true democracy, you
said.”

She shrugged and smiled, a sort of
half-smile. “My Timmy, he and his father both are hard-liners, they
don't want any kind of power sharing. They want to keep things as
they are, you know, with us on top. By right, they say. Oh! Now
it's just my husband, I should say, who thinks that way. The rest
of us, the family, we agree more with you. Everyone in this country
should have a share, a say in running things. I understand you
didn't intend to kill him, but you did. My boy is dead.”

She looked right at me. “But,
Marjorie. You should come see her, you know. In a while, when
things settle down a bit.”

“Thank you, Mrs. Jones. I am
really sorry. Uh, tell Marjorie.” I stammered into silence. “Oh, I
wrote her a letter. Would you give it to her, please? I was going
to post it in Salisbury, you know, because of the way the post is
from Lusaka.”

Mrs. Jones took the fat envelope
from me, and tried to smile.

Marjorie's brother started the
engine and they drove slowly away between the rows of silent
speaker poles. They turned left at the end and went past the snack
booth, to reach the concrete pillars that framed the gateway onto
the main road.

Henry must’ve watched attentively,
because the family car was beside me in less than a minute. We made
a somewhat less sedate exit. The direct route took us over the
tarmac mounds between the rows, with a scrape of the exhaust pipe
at each peak.

Late lunch at Aunt Dottie's was
calling the younger two urgently. They were sullen with heat and
hunger in the back seat the rest of the journey.

We arrived at Fison Fertiliser,
where the armed gate guard found us on his list of expected
visitors. Henry signed the book, and we drove into the
compound.

“Things have changed around here,”
remarked Rich. “That fence must be twenty feet high, and they never
had sandbags around the guard shack before. Yeah, and there was
just a man with a cap and a stick. Now it's like an army post or
something.”

“That's because this isn’t just a
fertiliser factory, now. They use the same equipment and chemicals
to make explosives. This is an important part of their war effort.”
Henry parked in the speckled shade of a jacaranda tree beside
Dottie's place. “Nobody say anything to Dottie about ambushes, or
men with guns, or any of that. You hear me? She’ll only worry
herself sick.” Henry looked earnestly at each of us in turn, and
waited for a sign of assent, before his attention moved to the next
teenager.

Rich and I just shrugged and nodded.
Issy opened her mouth, then thought better when she caught her
father's eye, and smiled tightly, before she muttered, “Yes,
Dad.”

My thighs were stuck to the vinyl
seat, as usual. The sweat cooled the backs of my legs when the
breeze could get to them. I stood with eyes half closed and enjoyed
the rest from movement, the slower rhythm of the light. The tree
swayed overhead. I emptied my mind of the doubts and self-blame I’d
been engulfed in for a while now.

Aunt Dottie and Issie were loud in
their greetings. “My goodness, look at you, so grown up now! I bet
you could do with something cool to drink. Come in, come in, don't
just stand here in the heat, come inside and sit.” Her rhinestone
studded spectacles flashed in the sunlight, brighter than her
lipstick.

“Merry Christmas Auntie, you look
so smart today. I hope we haven't kept you waiting. We would’ve
been here hours ago, but Pete had to stop on the way and talk to
someone. I'm just dying to get in your pool. I hope you don't mind,
but that swimming pool is what I fixed my mind on hours ago, when
we got into Salisbury. Before we had to wait for Pete.”

After a swim in the pool, we sat to
a meal of overdone roast beef and potatoes with baby carrots and
peas, washed down with Castle lager or orange squash. Then everyone
relaxed and felt they’d got somewhere, for the moment.

No need to push on, no aim to work
towards or needs to meet. Dottie and Stan were willing to just make
light conversation and catch up on school stuff. Tests, and what
subjects each was doing. Issy chatted away nineteen to the dozen
about everything and nothing much.

There was a very small artificial
tree in the living room, with tinsel and a few glass balls.
Otherwise it was pretty much as usual, except for a bottle of
sherry, a proper festive drink. Everyone had a tiny glass.
Actually, shot glasses Stan had for his poker nights. We sat and
sipped the sweet viscous stuff after the meal.

We all sat in digestive rumination
while Stan concentrated on the telly. The evening news led off with
a story about armed bandits captured in the Zambezi Valley by
police, following a tip, and went on to the latest tobacco harvest
figures, and a lot of waffle about the United Nations imposing
stricter sanctions.

Stan said, “Must have been going on
about the time you were driving through there, I expect. What do
those people hope to gain by robbing a country shop or burning a
barn, and frightening farm workers? Their own people for God’s
sake! No wonder they turn ‘em in.”

“Actually, you know, the people in
the valley are Tongas, and they’ve always been enemies of the
Ndebele and the Shonas. Naturally they’re not happy with armed men
who don’t speak their language and treat them with contempt, who
come into their territory and pushing them around. They get enough
of that from the government. Only difference is the government
people are a bit more predictable and a bit less
violent.”

“Jesus, living in Zambia with a
black government has turned you into a real cynical bastard, you
know. You forget we’re still bloody civilised here.”

Henry just smiled, and topped up his
glass. Issy never watched the news, of course, and Rich thought the
whole thing was quite funny. He rolled his eyes at me.

Sunday drifted away in similar
style, except we ate turkey and Christmas pudding, a ritual
celebration meal. Incredibly filling in the early afternoon
heat.

Everyone got a present from Aunt
Dottie. I got a black leather wallet with a new Rhodesian shilling
in it, Issy got a hair dryer, Henry a new case for his specs, and
Rich got a book, The Birds of Central Africa. There was a pair of
slippers for Stan.

Nobody else was organised enough to
buy and wrap gifts, except Henry, who’d brought his sister some
Indian perfume - Jasmine - in a very fancy bottle, and a bottle of
Johnny Walker Black Label Scotch for Stan. Everyone seemed pleased
with what they got.

After lunch I emptied the jerry cans
into the Vauxhall's tank and Rich checked the radiator. Dottie
brought turkey sandwiches and orange squash for the journey. Issy
carefully put them in the back seat, where she could get at them.
Henry took half a dozen cool bottles of Castle Lager from Stan, and
stashed them in the boot. Then everyone posed for pictures, in
several groupings, each with one person missing, as we took turns
with the camera.

We were all in the car, ready to go,
when Issy said, “Ooh, I almost forgot! Auntie, can I take some
cuttings from your lovely pink frangipani, to plant in our garden
in Lusaka?”

“Of course, dear. Stan, go get
something to put the cuttings in.”

Issy got out and broke off a couple
of small branches of the soft pulpy tree. White milky sap oozed
out. “Careful now, that stuff is poisonous, don't let it touch you.
Give those pieces to Stan, and come inside to wash your hands.”
Dottie and Issy strolled back into the house.

Me and Rich looked at one another
silently. Henry looked at his watch, leant back in the seat, and
lit a cigarette. Stan put the cuttings into a jar with some earth,
and wet it under the garden tap, before carefully wedging it into a
corner of the boot. Then he rinsed his hands at the tap, wiped them
dry on his shirt, and lit up the cigarette Henry offered
him.

“Everybody else gets to wait for
her now,” commented Rich.

By late afternoon we were back in
the Valley, only about an hour from the Zambezi and the border
crossing.

“Too good to last, there's the
inevitable surprise roadblock,” said Rich, as we rounded a
bend.

The officer said, “We're laying an
ambush for a reported band of Zapu Terrorists, so no civilian
traffic beyond this point.”

So we got out of the car and sat in
canvas chairs, government issue, and waited.

“I expect you noticed the way the
war doesn’t touch Dottie and the others back in Salisbury. When
you’re there it all seems like a fantasy, everything going on out
in the country. Land mines and hot pursuit are something you only
see on television, almost like a game. Since she’s my sister, I’m
quite happy to leave her that way, but of course the other side of
it is the support those people give to the hawks, the ones who gain
by escalating the war.” Henry spoke quietly, as soon as Issy and
Rich had wandered off to investigate a nearby marula tree and its
fragrant yellow fruit.

We were allowed to drive on some
time later, and reached the border just as the light faded to moon
pale from sunset glow. When we opened the car doors and stretched,
a fifth passenger emerged to revel in the breeze that stirred the
humid air. The moth I’d picked up right here two days before came
to life, and flew spiralling into the silky night, aimed for the
full moon high overhead, as we all felt the relief of coming out of
the realm of blood and war into the peace of home.

 Chapter 21 People
got to be free

At the beginning of February I went
to Lusaka railway station with a packed suitcase and high hopes. I
found my booked sleeper compartment, put my stuff in, and got back
onto the platform.

Since it was a weekday, Issie was in
school and Henry at his office. Rich had the privilege of seeing me
off, and driving solo home.

“Well, that’s it. I’m all set now.
Can’t wait to get to Capetown, and all that’s happening there. I
mean at the university.”

“Lots of chicks there, I bet.
Parties and stuff. Maybe I’ll be there in a couple of years. Let's
go see the engine,” said Rich. We walked to the end of the platform
and admired the great gleaming black and brass machine.

The engineer grinned broadly at us.
“A beauty, hey? I postponed my retirement to work this route. The
only run South African Railways still uses steam locomotives, from
Zambia to Capetown, 3000 kilometers. Our longest haul too. Beats
shunting in the yards. Everywhere else it's diesel electric now.
Thought I may as well take the chance when it came, after all it'll
only be another few months, until this war is over, and there's no
more fuel shortage.”

“This war is going to last a while
yet,” I answered.

The engineer scowled, turned away,
and polished his gleaming instrument panel.

I went back to my berth and sat by
the window, which I opened to chat with Rich on the
platform.

Once the train pulled out of the
city I found it better with the window closed, because every now
and then choking sulphurous smoke and hot cinders would drift in
the window, when the wind or the train changed direction to run
parallel.

I was quite bored with train travel
by the end of the second day.

The train crossed the Zambezi below
Victoria Falls, and the great white thundering cataract was a sight
worth seeing, but not much else was. I’d a good view of the slow
transition in the land as we passed from Zambia into dry brown
Botswana, and then into the fenced farmland of South Africa, on
into the empty miles of arid sheep country in the Karoo, and
finally through the mountains into the green Western Cape, and the
city under Table Mountain, Capetown, by the ocean.

*****

Almost two years later the war was
still going strong in Rhodesia, or Zimbabwe. Which name you used
showed who you backed, and using the wrong name could get you shot.
Things were bad, with shootings, kidnappings, and land mines all
over the country. Now there was no more hesitation, no messing
around with hopes of keeping a lid on things. The lions were in
charge on both sides, and it was a real hot shooting war. Cross
border incursions were routine now, with Zanu and Zapu people
entering from both Zambia and Mozambique, and the Rhodesians going
after them, back into those countries.

I’d settled into student life, in my
second year, when something came to my attention. Something I could
do, that might make a difference back in Rhodesia, and go a small
way to countering the growing atmosphere of total antagonism, and
the sense that both sides had nothing to lose by escalating the war
to the maximum. Something more than just talk.

We students were all convinced we
could run the world way better than the stodgy lot in charge. Mind
you, as an Archaeology and Anthropology major, I felt a little
detached from the intense involvement of the Sociology or Law
students, for example. But in South Africa, at university, there
were really just two main themes; Politics, and Party. Apartheid,
for or against, and getting together to blur the lines of
reality.

I took every opportunity to mention
my belief that the future leaders of both Zimbabwe and South Africa
were sitting in prison, waiting for their time. The nature of the
next regime depended largely on how long armed conflict lasted, and
how intense it was before some kind of settlement.

In Zimbabwe, the longer the war went
on, the more power and influence accrued to the hard liners on both
sides, the human predators who cared for little but power. Who
regarded others, especially those on the other side, as nothing
more than animals, not really human.

One of the girls who listened to all
the talk, and kept her mouth shut except for monosyllables like,
“Cool,” and, “Right on,” worked part time in the Capetown Museum.
She came up to me on campus one day, just outside the big
cafeteria, and said, “Can you come to the Museum this afternoon?
There's something there I want to show you. It might be
important.”

So I caught the train for the short
ride into the city and walked up through the crowds on the Parade
and Adderley Street, through the dove-cooing Gardens, to the
neo-grecian styled museum behind its ornamental black iron fence.
Lorna waited just inside. She shifted from one foot to the other as
she apparently studied the display case of seventeenth century
military gear, flintlocks and powder horns, shoe buckles and
curling withered boots. She turned sharply as I came in and said,
“Come on, through here.” She whipped through to an adjoining
section.

She stood by a large glass case and
gestured, “Look, see that, it's a Zimbabwe Bird. Taken from the
Zimbabwe Ruins, the great ancient stone built city in the bush
country. Don't you think it should be, like, a symbol of their
nation? After all they want to call it Zimbabwe, don't they? So
this soapstone bird could be a real symbol of unity, of their
history. Something to symbolise all the achievements of their
ancestors. It shouldn’t sit here in a dusty museum thousands of
miles from its country.” She looked expectantly at me, and held her
breath. She rarely spoke that many words in a day, never mind at
once.

I was impressed. “You're right of
course, but how can the Bird get from the museum to its rightful
home? Of course, they'll never let any artefact in the museum go.
Once here, things stay. Unless they go to other institutions on
loan. No museum would even consider giving anything back to its
country of origin. They think of themselves as cultural guardians.
There's only one way it can possibly be done.”

It seemed she was ahead of me, and
had thought about this for a time. When I let slip that I’d
actually been to a Refugee Camp in Zambia and had met some of the
people there, she’d seen the possibilities.

“So, do you think, if we got this
out of the case, could I physically carry him? Like, just how heavy
is it?”

“Oh sure. Look, the thing is, next
month I have to take it into the back room, and do some work on it.
Cleaning and so on. Everything gets done in turn, that's my job. So
no-one will notice exactly when it goes, if you like, take it
away.”

After I left the museum I caught a
bus, through Oranjezicht on the lower slopes of the mountain, and
got out at the highest point on the route. From there I found my
way onto a footpath that meandered along the mountainside, a
perfect place to think and work out the kinks of several days of
study and parties. I had an objective, a certain spot on the slopes
that I wanted to revisit.

There was a small tree up here a
botanist friend had pointed out to me. Although only about fifteen
feet tall, it was thought to be at least four hundred years old,
and was one of only three known individuals of the
species.

Mark told me the Latin name and
remarked, “These used to be fairly common in the mountains of the
Western Cape when the area was first settled by the Dutch. Early
records tell us they had bright yellow flowers, and were a very
striking sight when they came into bloom right across the slopes.
However, we have no records of any flowers being produced since
1680, and as a consequence, they are headed for extinction. They
were said to be a favourite food of the elephants that once lived
here. The last of them in the area was shot back in the late
seventeenth century. Some speculate that these trees only came into
flower when elephants passed through close by. That would make
sense, because feeding elephants would’ve cleared a lot of growth,
leaving openings for seedlings to take root.”

Mark looked at me earnestly. “My
professor went and got some elephant droppings from the zoo, and
spread them around this little tree, in the hope some chemical in
them would trigger florescence. No luck, though. When this tree
dies, a whole species will be gone.”

I was alone today. Mark would be
horrified if I told him what I wanted to try, for the sake of
preservation. I reached the tree, which stood half its height above
the surrounding low fynbos, the mixed mountain vegetation of
heaths, ericas, proteas and other shrubs.

“May as well just do it. This is
for your own good, tree.” I reached up, grabbed a branch, and
stripped most of the leaves off. I pulled and twisted some of the
smaller branchlets and then released the bruised plant. I didn't
want to risk damaging more than just a single branch, in case I was
wrong, but I knew, if this was one of their favourite foods, any
passing elephant would’ve done this kind of thing to the tree.
Perhaps the trigger wasn't something in the dung, but damage to the
tree itself would release some kind of signal that it was time to
produce seed.

At last, when I’d decided my friend
in Lusaka wasn’t going to follow through as I’d asked in my last
letter, a telegram came. ‘Regret inform you stepfather Henry
Donnelly had heart attack. Come at once Lusaka.’

I went straight to the offices, and
showed it to people at random, until someone said, “All right,
you’d better leave at once. You have a leave of absence on
compassionate grounds. Don't forget, you will have to catch up all
outstanding assignments on your return.”

I threw a spare shirt, socks, and a
bottle of water in a bag with a rolled up blanket on top, and ran
to the station. I went right to the museum, to the back room where
Lorna was busy. “Where is it then? I'm on my way right now. I have
to leave, to get to Zambia right away. My stepfather is ill.” I
showed her the telegram. “May as well take the bird too, this is
our chance.”

We wrapped the soapstone bird in
newspaper and put it gently into the bag, and I left. I caught a
bus down through the city towards the harbour, where the long road
north through Africa began. There I stood by the roadside for a
good half hour before a Volkswagen Beetle pulled up, and I was
away. Not a very long wait, and so maybe a good omen of how the
journey would go. This first ride went as far as Leeu-Gamka, where
the road forked The Beetle turned off and went away towards
Brandvlei, in Bushman-land, as they called that northwest part of
the Cape Province.

Most of the whitewashed houses along
the road, in the small towns out here in the dry Karoo, had deep
shady porches across their fronts. Pots of yellow and orange
marigolds or bright red geraniums alongside their front steps were
the only signs of life. I decided I’d be better off sleeping rough
near the road than chancing the hospitality of their closed
life-style. I knew there was a nice old hotel in the town, but I
only had enough money for food on the road and not enough for
indulgences like hotels and restaurants.

Out by the highway there were no
stray dogs, no cats sunning themselves, not even a patch of green
grass anywhere in sight. I kept walking well past the turnoff to
where the dust seemed a bit less and there was a wide shoulder for
cars to pull over. There I waited anxiously, as little moths and a
darting gecko enlivened the dusk.

Very few cars passed, so eventually
I wandered off to find somewhere to spend the night. There were
just a few rusty strands of barbed wire a few feet back from the
road, and then the gently rolling moonlit sheep country. Clumps of
short grass and stiff little aromatic shrubs were scattered
everywhere, with only one tree in sight.

I headed for this landmark, a wiry
thorn-tree that sheltered a patch of six inch brown grass. There I
rolled myself in my blanket with the paper wrapped soapstone bird
in the bag as pillow. The stars hung multihued in the cloudless
sky, the Southern Cross only a little muted by the sinking
moon.

I dreamt of a lion, hungry for meat,
who searched the dry land for flesh and blood. It followed my spoor
as I fled across the dusty plain. A great thorn tree loomed across
the path, and I scrambled frantically to take refuge in its
sheltering branches. I disturbed a bird, a hoopoe. It flew off
crying, and changed in flight, to become a sugarbird with a long
trailing tail, which circled the tree, and then landed in my hands,
to nest there safe and lay an egg, which hatched a mantis. The
messenger, I thought, but what is the message?

I woke to find the moon gone, and
the stars moved quite a bit, so some time had passed. The starlight
wasn't enough to show anything except the branches overhead.
Something moved in the cold predawn stillness. A sound like a
breaking twig came, once and again, in a slow rhythm, as a great
beast paced nearer.

I knew there was no cause for alarm,
the scent of sweet hay and warm body was the breath of some gentle
being, no lion. I moved, turned to try and see my visitor, but
could only see a darker shadow that loomed against the sky. It
stood a moment, the size of a large horse, built like a bull, thick
through the body and with great horns pointed at the stars. This
had to be an eland, a long way from its usual home, because they
lived on the hills, in the bush country, rarely out on the bare
plains. “Hello,” I whispered. With a resounding snort the visitor
turned, and was gone, melted back into the night, and I slept
again.

In the morning the dry land was
transformed. The dew everywhere had frozen into sparkling ice, and
reflected the early light, so the ground glowed brighter than the
grey sky, until the first sunlight threw rainbows on every tiny
hopeful bush and drooping pale stem of grass. Within a few minutes
the dew had gone, drunk by the thirsty air, and left the nubile
dust to stir in the breeze from the east.

 Chapter 22 Magic
Carpet Ride

By evening, I was well inside
Rhodesia, after a long day of dust and heat. All I could remember
were empty hours of barbed wire fences, dusty scrub, lonely
windmills over low water troughs, wind blown scraps of paper that
I’d mistaken for birds, and miles of tarmac as they whirled by. I
knew I’d eaten cold fried chicken somewhere, with warm pineapple
juice. Oh yeah, that was in the truck that’d picked me up near
Leeu-Gamka and dropped me outside Kimberly. Gamka was an old word
for lion, in the old Khoi language, and so was Leeu, in Afrikaans.
From the town named Lion-Lion to the place they found the great
diamonds. Did that mean anything? Nice long ride anyway.

A young couple in a Kombi picked me
up outside Pretoria. They were taking their new baby to visit
grandma, outside Plumtree in the southern bush country of Rhodesia.
Quite near to Marjorie’s family place.

The husband said, “Come on, just
stay the night with us. We’re going to her parents' farm out east
of the town, and I can bring you back to the main road first thing
in the morning.”

“Thanks, but I really want to stay
close to the road so I can try for a late night or early morning
ride, and get this journey over with.”

“The security situation farther
north is bad, you know. Travel is dangerous and tightly controlled.
No-one just drives from town to town anymore. They travel in
convoys, especially after dark. Everyone has to wait at assembly
points, and go with an escort.”

“Actually, that should make it
easier. If I just walk up to any driver who’s waiting for a couple
of others to assemble, there’s an excellent chance of getting a
ride. So tonight I want to get to Bulawayo if possible.”

By ten I was about to give up, when
a big shiny black car, probably twenty years old, immense and
bulbous under the yellow lamplight, pulled up. “Come on, let's go,”
said the big black guy in the passenger seat. I opened the back
door and climbed in. The car purred along smoothly, no-one spoke.
The driver switched on the radio, and we listened to a weather
report and a litany of prices from the day's livestock sales and
tobacco auction.

Then the news came on. First an
announcement. “The terrorist leader Mapendere, known as Comrade Bad
Boy, has escaped from Munduku Confinement Facility, and is believed
to be attempting to get out of the country to continue his
activities. If he is seen, please report to your local police or
security personnel. Do not attempt to apprehend or interfere in any
way. He is believed armed and extremely dangerous.”

The passenger turned around with a
big grin and said, “This is new to us, all this security and
roadblocks and so on. Me and my driver, Joseph Simelane, we're not
from here. We are from Swaziland, on a mission for the King and the
Indlovukazi. That is the Great She-Elephant, you know, the title of
our Queen Mother. Name is Dube.”

He held out his hand, and I clasped
it and said, “Nice to meet you, Mr. Dube. I'm Peter Fitt, and I'm
also a stranger here, trying to get through to Lusaka. My family is
there, and I'm a student down in Capetown. This war just seems to
get worse every time I try to pass through this
country.”

“They should settle this nonsense.
If they would just sit down and talk with open hearts, everything
would go so much better. My mission is nothing to do with the war.
We are discussing a marriage, but even that is affected by this
security business. We are having great difficulty making proper
arrangements for the celebrations because of restrictions on
gatherings. There is no strong force working for peace and reason
here. We Swazis believe the power and strength of the Ngwenyama,
the Lion, our King, should be balanced by the wisdom and
peacefulness of the Indlovukazi, the Elephant. Here it is just the
warriors who speak, and only the fierce have voices.”

The car rolled on through the night.
Nothing visible in the headlights but tarmac and the nearest trees,
while moths spattered sporadically on the windscreen. We heard the
coughing snarls and growls of lions squabbling over a kill
somewhere in the darkness.

Suddenly, the driver braked to a
tire-squealing stop. “Stupid army road block,” he muttered, and
rolled the window all the way down.

“Get out of the car,” said the
shadowy figure who materialised beside him. The driver obeyed,
though he muttered under his breath. As soon as his feet touched
the ground he was grabbed by the arms from behind and hustled away
into the dark. One of the men standing close by climbed in and took
his place, while another opened the other door and hauled Dube
unceremoniously out, then pushed him roughly into the back seat
before he climbed in himself.

The car surged into motion again
with an extra load of three armed men, and left the driver behind.
Within thirty seconds we were back underway, thoroughly bewildered
and quite angry respectively.

Dube roared, “What is going on, what
are you doing? Where is my driver? I'm not leaving without him. We
are both Swazis. Nothing to do with your quarrels here. You can't
just take him away. Stop the car immediately.”

For answer he got an AK47 jammed
into his ribs. “Be quiet. Do as you're told or you are dead. What,
do you think we're playing here? There's a war going on. We’re
going to show those bastards in Que-Que they can't do as they
please. They must get out. This is our land they’ve
stolen.”

This was part of some attempt to get
by the security screen around the town. Also, we were being taken
off at a tangent to our intended route to Bulawayo. We were being
used as hostages, or perhaps simply live bullet screens.

Another checkpoint came into view,
this one an actual Army unit. The driver slowed as if to stop, then
suddenly gunned it again.

“Halt! Stop or we'll shoot!”
Someone was using a megaphone, from the volume.

I yelled, “Dube, spread yourself,
squash this guy beside you,” I grabbed the gun held by the front
seat passenger and wrestled, so the barrel pointed harmlessly
upwards. The car slid sideways in a wild cacophony of rubber and
automatic fire.

Someone along the roadside opened up
and hit the driver. My opponent cut loose with a deafening clatter.
Bullets ripped into the car roof at one foot range as we wrestled
for control.

We came to a halt as the car slid
broadside against a roadside tree, with the gearbox somehow in
neutral. Immediately we were ringed by bristling guns and
hair-trigger crouching alertness. Dube and I breathed heavily, and
gasped and grinned stupidly in relief, as the doors were hauled
open, and the one dead and two live terrorists were pulled
out.

After we produced our papers, and
went over the events several times, we were put back into the
battered vehicle with a militia corporal as driver, and set off for
the nearby town once more.

In town we were taken to an office.
“Our Intelligence department needs to debrief you. Just standard
procedure whenever we have contact, you know.” There we waited on
hard chairs, listened to the crackle and mutter of short-wave
radios behind closed doors, and watched men in camo and khaki
bustle in and out. Eventually Mr. Dube was called into the office,
and some time later yet it was my turn.

“Well , well. I thought I
recognised the name. Come in and sit down,” said Lucien Versteeg,
though the sign on the desk said Colonel Lucien Arnaut. “No
nonsense now. What are you doing with that thing in your bag? That
is a Zimbabwe Bird, isn't it? Are you planning to hand it to the
terrorists, or what? Perhaps we can use it. We have a big amnesty
campaign going, we want some of them to lay down their
arms.”

I knew this was not someone filled
with love for his fellow men, and not someone who could be trusted
with doing anything that did not result in his own maximum benefit,
“Lucien. I see you’ve changed your name. What did you do with all
those diamonds, then? Do you get paid more for each guy you bring
in alive, or dead?” I said.

Lucien replied, “Oh, I like
excitement and challenge, so here I am. I help maintain
civilisation and European values in this savage
continent.”

“Well, that's a matter of opinion,
anyway,” I said. “I’m going to Zambia on urgent family business,
and I’ll be visiting some friends in the refugee camp near Lusaka.
They’ll see the artefact goes back to its rightful place. I’m sure
you’ll agree that for something like this the value is largely in
its provenance, the proof of where it comes from. If you take it
and try to use it, you will have no proof that it’s what you say it
is.”

Lucien smiled and said, “Bien, good
answer. Keep it then. I will see you get a little help in your
journey. I know you’ve been talking in Capetown about how you’d
like some of the fighters to live, to see the end of the war. My
contacts down there are most informative. This is convenient. Shall
we say we both have interests in this that are not in conflict? I
personally would rather work with you than against someone who acts
with the combination of decisiveness and plain good luck you
show.”

Compliments from a hard case like
Lucien? He was certainly being very cooperative, I thought. I
didn't say so, of course, just accepted whatever came along. The
day had been very long, and my head felt fuzzy with fatigue. All I
wanted was some sleep.

I spent the rest of the night in an
unlocked cell at the police station, and was driven next morning
all the way to Bulawayo, the district capital. From there I got to
the northern border by late afternoon, and was in Lusaka late that
night. Lifts were easy to get, as all vehicles travelled in convoys
now, and I just walked up to drivers and asked for a ride while
they were assembling. With petrol shortages and rationing a lot of
others were doing the same.

Next day I phoned Tuli, who now
worked for the Zambian Ministry of Commerce in Lusaka, “Hey, that
telegram you sent me was perfect. They gave me leave of absence,
just like that. I'll see you later. I'm heading out to the camp
along the Leopard's Hill Road right now.”

Henry was actually on holiday in
England, with Issy, and not ill at all. Only Richie was in Lusaka,
and the house was a bit messy, since Pius had gone up home to the
Northeast Province. His illness had progressed to the point where
he could no longer work. Henry had promised to keep paying him sick
pay, or a pension.

Rich said, “Henry said we won't hear
if he dies, because his wives will be afraid to send us that news,
so the money keeps on. He’ll certainly die quite soon, but we’d
better think of him as immortal.”

I set out in Henry's car to the camp
north of Lusaka, to find someone to entrust with the precious Bird.
The only person I recognised was Maria, the nurse, now with a tiny
clinic and a small stock of medicines available.

I unwrapped the bundle, and
explained what it was, and where it came from. She said, “I think
this bird should go back into Zimbabwe to inspire the fighters
there, or perhaps over to the camps in Mozambique. There's more
formal training going on there. Bigger camps and more Shonas.
They're the people who built Great Zimbabwe, and they might value
the Bird as a symbol, more than we Ndebele.”

“You take charge of it now,
though. Here's all the stuff that goes with it, that proves its
origins. There's old photos of it in its original place, guarding
Great Zimbabwe, the stone ruins, and some papers from the museum,
that document its authenticity. My friend Lorna sent all that stuff
to me by post. All this was waiting when I got to
Lusaka.”

I explained my ideas about how
revolutions tended to be a means to power for individuals whose
only aims were their own self-interest, while the genuinely
idealistic ones were either killed or shunted aside by the more
predatory types, the Lions. She listened carefully, and then said,
“I'll be right back,” and left for ten minutes or so, to return
with a group of men. “Now start again, Peter.”

So I went over it all again. I
enjoyed the sense that these men listened, that they had a stake in
the outcome of the ongoing struggle. They might even be able to
anticipate, and so counter, some of the jostling for position and
influence. They were polite and obviously listened carefully, asked
questions and agreed on the historical examples I gave. When I was
asked what could be done to stop history repeating again, they
listened very carefully to what I said, and fell silent.

I dreamt that night of being in a
dry red land, treeless and merciless under a naked sun, as I
travelled forever to nowhere, pursued by a great foul smelling
invisible beast. Until I came upon tracks in the cracked clay of
the flat plain. The imprint of a fellow being, these invited me to
follow where there was no direction, no purpose. Now I followed the
tracks farther, until at last I came in sight of green hills, and
the scent of growing things. Now I pursued life with more vigour,
and soon enough, met the one horned eland again, in the green
hills, and the rain came.

Next day, when I came back from
lunch with Tuli at The Curry House, I found a note on my bed,
written on a folded page from a school exercise book, telling me to
call at a certain farm in Rhodesia on my way back to Capetown. The
address was familiar. I’d written it on envelopes addressed to
Marjorie. This was her family farm. I was being asked to stop at
the Jones' farm on the way down. That was a detour that I couldn't
fit in unless I could get my leave of absence extended. They’d only
given me ten days, after all. I’d have to allow five days to hitch
hike back.

The offices in Capetown would be
closed by now, so I phoned my friend Mark, the botanist. “Hey Mark,
listen man, I'm in Zambia. Family business, you know. I'll tell you
all about it when I get back. Thing is, I won't be able to get back
to Capetown in the time they gave me. I need you to do me a big
favour. Can you go in to the office tomorrow morning and tell them
I've been delayed and need another couple of days? I don't know
when I can get to a phone again, as I'm setting off early tomorrow
morning hitchhiking. Anyway things are always so difficult to do
over the phone. Of course the long distance charges don't help
either.”

Mark answered, “Sure, I can do that.
Leave it to me. Today I feel like anything is possible, and all's
right with the world. This morning I went up the mountain to check
on that little tree. You know, the little one I showed you. We've
been quite concerned, because some idiot went and vandalised it,
shredded leaves and broke some branches. Senseless destruction. So
I've been keeping a close watch on it, going there at odd hours, in
case the bastard comes back. Anyway, this morning, suddenly for the
first time in four hundred years, there are flower buds forming.
All over the one side of the tree.”

He paused, so I jumped in. “Are you
sure it wasn’t a browsing animal, Mark? Sounds like an eland or
something could’ve been chewing at it, you know.”

“There were no animal tracks
there, Pete. Though there were some boot marks, so definitely a
person did it. Anyway, it’s all quite amazing. I'm going to write
my thesis on this, you know. Perhaps we can get some seedlings
going. Well, I'm going to try. I'll be spending some time tomorrow,
getting funding for a proper study. We're going to be guarding that
tree day and night from now on. I'll see what I can do about your
leave extension while I'm there. When you get back, I have a favour
to ask of you, too.”

“You mean I’ll be a warm body to
guard your little tree? Sure, I don't mind spending time up on the
mountain. One of my favourite places. But I really think a day and
night watch is a little overboard, Mark. I don't think anyone’s
going to harm it.”

I didn't feel guilty over not
admitting my part in the tree's miraculous bloom. Some thought
would bring Mark to the discovery of the links between physical
damage, large browsing animals, and the associated cleared spaces
for seedlings. Which meant seeds had a better chance of growing
soon after browsing animals had spent time chomping nearby
plants.

After spending the evening with
Rich, I set off next morning.

 Chapter 23 Daydream
Believers

Rich dropped me at Chirundu soon
after the Zambian border post opened for business. By the time I
turned at the door to wave goodbye, he was already pulling out of
the empty parking area, on his way back to Lusaka.

About an hour and a half later Jim,
the driver of the dump truck who’d picked me up right at the
border, swung into the gravel parking area in front of a bar. We
were in Karoi, the heart of the tobacco belt, up out of the humid
sweat bath of the Zambezi Valley.

There were half a dozen military
vehicles, Land Rovers, and two Leylands with closed bodies, drawn
up close to the building. There were also two armed black soldiers
who looked quite alert, even a bit nervous, sweating in the sun by
the lorries.

“Come on, let’s find out how hot
it is down the road. Time for a bite and a beer,
anyway.”

Inside the bar several of the
varnished wood tables were packed shoulder to shoulder with men in
camo and khaki. Their empties almost covered the surface area, a
good effort this time of morning, but I guessed they’d been on an
early patrol, or perhaps some kind of overnight duty.

“Hoy! Look what the bloody cat
dragged in. Hey Pete, over here.”

“Sid! What the hell are you doing
here? I mean you were in a good job, there at the loony bin, last I
saw you, at Heathrow the day I left.”

Then I remembered. Big Sid had said
he was going to join the Rhodesian Army. I never expected to see
him again, though. “Oh right. You said something about chucking
that job and coming to Africa. I mean, how come you’re here?” He
was at one end of the table nearest the door, sunburnt and
resplendent in dirty khaki. He’d had a close haircut, but needed a
shave, unless that was the start of a beard, and he looked bigger
than ever.

“It’s your fault, kid. You made me
think about things, how we have to stand up for what’s right and
everything, so I immigrated. I’m a Rhodesian now, in the Army,
doing my bit for civilisation, fighting the damn
commies.”

He had the right attitude maybe, but
we were poles apart on just what ‘what’s right’ was, and who to
stand up for. Of course I wasn’t suicidal, so I said, “So how’s it
going then? Good pay and perks?”

“Can’t complain. Out in the fresh
air an’ everything. Finding my skills quite useful here too. You
know, restraint techniques, and all that. I’m with
Counter-insurgency here, you know, Strike Forces.”

He pushed a couple of full bottles
across the table towards us. “Here you go, then. Cheers.” He held
up his beer, along with all the others at his table, so I grabbed a
beer for myself and passed the other to Jim.

We all chugged, and then Sid said,
“So you’re heading south, right? We’ll be hitting the road soon,
for Salisbury. Got a couple of boyos to take down that way. Catch
of the day. Gotta get the juice out of them while it’s fresh, and
then they’re going on trial. Bastards.”

So we travelled in a military convoy
from there to Salisbury, and I had the privilege of sitting with
Sid in one of the Land Rovers. The two sentries got some breakfast
and a rest in the shade, but the prisoners were left to stew in the
sunbaked lorries.

Sid explained, “Every little bit
helps. Thirsty, hot, and hungry by the time we get ‘em into the
cells. More likely to tell us stuff they don’t mean to, or maybe
turn on each other.”

Not exactly a hearts and minds
policy here. Never with Big Sid running things, and here he was in
amongst like minds.

“We’ve a great future in this
country, Pete. I’m here for the long haul. Soon as we clear up this
little trouble I’m going to be a farmer. Best land and climate you
could ask for, and as a War Vet, the government will take care of
me. Most of the country people know their place here. Actually
they’re good boys in their way, just a bit ignorant. Backwards and
that, you know. But with a bit of guidance they work hard, and so
long as no-one comes along giving them ideas they’re happy to sweat
a bit.”

He obviously loved being able to
boss people, and have a whole society around him that told him he
was a superior person, without having to sweat too much himself. I
could see his dream future wasn’t going to happen, though. Might
take a few years, but that dreaded ‘one man, one vote’ was coming
for sure, and then Sid and his buddies would be streaming out of
this country again, and a different set of War Vets would be
strutting around.

There was a lot of bite behind his
bark, though. “I heard something I don’t like, Pete. Me old mate.”
He turned and glared at me. “I heard you’ve been talking about a
fucking Amnesty thing. Letting some of those murdering bastards off
the hook. Well, I’m telling you now, forget it.”

He turned his attention back to the
road for a minute or so. “I’m telling you now, any of them bastards
I get my hands on is sure to attempt to escape, and when they do, I
shoot to fucking kill. There’s more than a few of us who think that
way. The only good terrorist is a dead one. No point in letting any
rotten fruit out in the population. Tell your Mr Jones he better
watch his sneaking back and his yellow stinking belly. Got
me?”

“Come on, Sid. You people have
that Bad Boy, and a few of the other leaders, sitting all comfy in
your high security prisons, just waiting out the war. Why shouldn’t
some of the others, that aren’t maybe as political, get the same
treatment?”

“The difference is, those
political prisoners have never gone running around the country
shooting innocent people and laying mines and all that shit. They
ain't murderers.”

There was no point in arguing. Sid
wasn’t going to change his ideas, so I shrugged, and kept quiet.
Let Lucien and whoever was in his faction argue it out with Sid and
his fellow dinosaurs.

When I got to Plumtree I phoned the
Jones' number from the post office. Marjorie's younger sister,
Vanessa, answered. She promised to come and fetch me right away.
She was there in about an hour, driving a square old white
Mercedes, with her long blonde hair tied off her face by a blue
scarf, a laughing, open-faced girl.

Vanessa explained, “Marjorie is busy
with something quite important, but she’ll be very glad to see
you.”

She wouldn't explain more, but I
gathered Marjorie wasn't just baking a cake or busy with her
horses, but with something out of the ordinary. We whipped through
the countryside, past prosperous cattle farms where large trees
dotted pastures. Thick bush grew on the hills and in the dongas,
and lush fields of tobacco and corn stretched for miles. The people
here were more prosperous than in Zambia, or even around Salisbury,
the capital, with its shanty towns. There were advantages in
working for rich farmers, though probably if you weren't working
for someone you wouldn't be here. You would leave the area to join
one of those growing settlements of the hopeful around some
town.

We came to the farm house in a
flurry of dust and barking dogs. Marjorie hung back in the doorway
of what had to be the stables until I saw her, and then it was as
if only a week had passed since we last met.

We went in to find Mrs. Jones, and
of course some lunch. Four of us sat under the jacaranda trees in
the back, where a round thatched roof stood on wooden pillars and
provided solid shade. Seated there, you could see the garden all
around. Bright banks of red canna lilies, pink flowering roses,
great stiff white arum lilies beside the pond, and water hyacinth
and lilies floating in the cool sprinkle of the little
fountain.

The talk was all university and
school, crops and weather, the beauty of Capetown, and studies. No
politics or hint of war. Mr. Jones was away on business, but would
be back that evening. We ate fresh baked bread and butter with
scrambled eggs and a salad of lettuce, tomatoes, and carrots.
Marjorie picked all the bits of carrot out, and slid them to one
side of her plate.

“I think you should stay and talk
to him, Peter,” said Mrs. Jones. She passed me a freshly filled
teacup. “Since we last met you he’s changed his ideas a bit. Losing
our Tim has made him face the reality of war, and see how wrong it
is to send young men out to fight and die just to protect the
wealth and comfort of the leaders. Also, he has talked with others
in that boat, the Zodiac, and they all agreed that Tim didn't need
to shoot at you, and that if you hadn't spoken up, they would’ve
gone ashore, and all of them would have died there.”

She picked a few leaves from one of
the potted geraniums, and crushed them, to release the sharp
familiar scent. “This smell keeps the mosquitos away, which is why
I have so many around the place. Many of these plants come from a
branch of wild geranium that Marjorie's grandfather brought from
Capetown years ago. We’ve bred quite a few varieties from the
original plant. All the different colours you see around
here.”

She sipped her own tea, and sat back
in her cane chair. “Oh yes, we also have some little fish in our
lily pond. We call them Timmy's fish. They eat all the mosquitos
there. Tim said they came from Lake Tanganyika, though he wouldn't
say how he got them. Something about a security operation involving
Russians. He brought them when he came home on leave.”

After the leisurely meal Marjorie
took me back to the stables, where she spent a lot of her time. “Go
over your ideas as you explained them in Zambia a few days ago,”
she said.

Surprised, I asked, “How could you
possibly have heard anything about that?”

She smiled as she replied, “We have
contacts you don't know about. My father’s been talking with people
in the district for years, helping when he could, building schools
and feeding the needy. We built two clinics, and he gets them
medicines. Vaccines and so on, which are so hard to come by if you
wait for the government. So people around here trust him, they know
him, and they know if he makes a promise he’ll keep it.”

She opened the half door to one of
the stalls, and went in. She pushed the bay horse gently, so he
moved over to allow me into the stall as well. “This is Buster, my
horse. You can ride him today.”

So I went into the stall, and she
continued, “Some of the guys from around here who’ve gone to fight,
gone to Mozambique or Zambia, they still know him.” She brushed the
horse's back with her hand. “He’s arranged talks several times,
between some of them and some other farmers and businessmen, and
some Members of Parliament who aren't rabid war mongers.” She took
the saddle and positioned it, then took some pieces of carrot out
of her pocket and held them out.

I fastened the girth and
straightened out the stirrups, while her horse busied himself with
the expected treat. “That's fine and dandy, but doesn't tell me how
you know what I was talking about up in Zambia just a few days ago.
Unless someone from there is actually here. Did someone maybe
travel all the way down through Mozambique, cross over the border,
and come here? I got a message in Lusaka telling me to meet someone
here. Is that what's going on? Using the phones would be too
dangerous for something like that. Perhaps by radio, but I'm sure
the wrong ears could be listening there too.”

“Well, you must’ve made quite an
impression, because your friend, the nurse in Zambia, has been in
contact with her husband. He’s somewhere out here in the bush with
quite a few guys. Comrade Bullet is one of those my dad’s been
talking with from time to time. He’s one of the leaders. He gets a
lot of respect from the, you know, active ones. I don't know how
they communicate, but it works.” She picked up the reins and held
them loosely.

“Anyway, he thinks you're right
about some of the leaders. They do seem to single out certain
people for dangerous missions, and they don't always seem to follow
any long term plan except to ensure they themselves stay on top.
So, he would like to follow through on your idea. Right now they’re
offering amnesty. Just imprisonment for those who surrender to
them, and lay down their weapons. No big trials, no
executions.”

Marjorie led Buster out of the stall
while he still munched titbits of carrot. “He has quite a few guys
who've been with him through a lot of missions. Survivors who
deserve better than being sent out again and again wherever the
most danger is. He’s been thinking he and his men aren't going to
survive to the end. Comrade Bad Boy, for instance, is just the kind
of person you meant, who eliminates personal opposition and looks
after his cronies. Comrade Bullet is here, close by. If you can
talk to him, that'd be good. He’s already almost decided to accept
the amnesty offer, and what you have to say just sort of adds
weight to that, and might convince a couple more of his men who’re
dithering.”

 Chapter 24 When a
man Loves a Woman

I didn't know what more I could say.
She’d just said her contact got the gist of what I’d been saying,
after all, and seemed about to act on it. Anyway, we rode out the
back of the stables and across the paddock to meet him.

In the paddock there were several
mares with young foals. Loitering in the shade a little apart from
the others was a very different animal. Larger than any of the
horses, shaped like a bull, an eland strolled over to meet us as we
rode.

Marjorie reached over and scratched
him on the top of his head. “Pete, this is Peter, the eland. We
call him our Unicorn, me and Vanessa, that is. Well, and grandpa
used to also. He's been here ever since I can remember. My grandpa
brought him from Capetown when he was a tiny baby. He was hand
reared, bottle fed, so he's just a big softy.”

The great soft brown eyes inspected
me, and the nostrils flared as he snuffled to inhale the scent. He
seemed to like what he smelt, as he came over and licked my hand
with a large wet blue tongue. His back was almost bald, and his
dark blue skin showed through the sparse hair, so he changed colour
as he moved from shade to sunlight. His legs were light brown, and
quite slender under the massive bulk of his chest. This animal had
just one horn, rising from the centre of his head.

I reached out and scratched the
patch of stiff auburn hair around the base of the horn. A musky
sweet scent, indescribable but unique, rose up. “Hey! I remember
this guy, Marjorie. Your grandpa must have been the man we met when
we rescued the baby eland from that fire on the mountain in
Capetown. Oh, I mean me and my brothers. We thought he was a
Unicorn, and we were sure he was magical. I was, what? About eight
years old at the time. I think I told you about that.”

Marjorie smiled at me, and her eyes
sparkled. In fact her whole face shone, to my eyes. “Peter is
magical, my sister and I always thought so. We used to dress up as
princesses, and put flowers around his neck. He really likes
nasturtiums and canna lilies, so they'd get eaten right away. He
really likes geraniums too, but he never eats them, he just sniffs
at them and seems to go into a trance. Just like you do, sometimes.
I noticed that about you, when we first met in Zambia, and I
guessed there was a link, even before you told me about finding him
on the mountain.”

She nudged her horse into motion
again, and said, “Come on now. We’ve some serious stuff to take
care of.”

Since I rode her own horse, Buster,
Marjorie rode her sister's pretty grey mare. We followed a well
used bridle path into the bush until we came to a thick tangle of
scrub along the bank of a donga. There stood a stocky bearded guy,
dressed in worn blue overalls and muddy rubber boots, who looked
like a tractor driver or a farm leadhand.

He stepped forward with a broad
gap-toothed grin. “Afternoon Peter, I’m Comrade Bullet. You don't
know me, of course, but I’ve heard good things about you. You’re
the one who got us proof that bastard Bad Boy was selling our
supplies to line his own pockets. Some of my friends who died might
be alive now if he hadn’t done that.”

He held his hand out, and we shook.
“Now, my wife has told me what you said about the way revolutions
unfold, and I must say it's not quite the Moscow line. I should
know, I’ve spent several years training there.” He nodded, cleared
his throat, and said, “We've been using your Oral Rehydration too,
and it has saved lives. Anything you say will always get attention
from me. Come.” He turned and led us off along a faint trace
through the tall grass.

When we came to a thicket of thorn
bushes under a great granite outcrop, Bullet stood and called out,
“Comrades, this man is under my protection. He has some things to
tell us. Come close and listen.”

Within a minute men began to appear
from several directions, all carrying AKs and wearing camouflage.
No-one spoke until there were ten grim looking fighters seated on
logs, watching me.

“I can only tell you what I’ve
learned in my studies of history, of the way things happen when
there’s a revolution anywhere,” I began. Luckily I’d been over this
a few times lately, so I didn’t have to think of anything new to
say, just sorta give my pitch.

“I worked for the Zambian
Government, and we got Aid from the Soviets, supposedly to help
with economic development. They used a big cargo plane to carry a
load of fish down to Lake Kariba, to help us. They also used the
occasion to advance their own plans for this region. That plane
carried arms for you Freedom Fighters, and when they landed down by
the lake they offloaded several tons of the same equipment for the
Rhodesians.” There was a stir amongst the audience as several
grasped their weapons, and others just frowned. All of them sat up
very straight, and watched me intently.

“The Rhodesians say their Soviet
supplies come from captured or killed Comrades, but there have been
suspiciously regular quantities,” said Bullet.

I looked around the circle of
hardened fighters, and was relieved to see several nod their heads
in agreement, while others frowned. One man hawked and spat noisily
on a canvas knapsack adorned with a conspicuous red
star.

My story of the Antonov's stopover
south of the lake, and how the crew had joked about being unable to
take off again without unloading excess cargo to reduce weight,
really got to them. They listened quietly while I explained my
theory of why they would supply both sides in a war. “I think they
don't really care about how many die, so long as the individuals
they favour come to power. They aren't interested in your struggle
except as a way of gaining influence in the region. They know their
protégés will have more opportunity of getting power if the
struggle is longer and more deadly. They want to stir the pot so
the shit rises to the top. They want to replace one set of tyrants
with another lot, ones they choose. Not you, the
people.”

“Thank you Peter. We will discuss
this now. Miss Jones, please explain to your father we may, some of
us, wish to take this amnesty offer. This conflict can be resolved
without need of our sacrifice. Men of goodwill may be able to build
a better future here. Both sides have seen the other's
determination and ability. I expect many wish to end this with an
intact economy and sensible lawmakers, able to
compromise.”

After supper, eaten in a silence
only partly filled by the girls and Mrs. Jones’ discussion of a
shopping trip to Joburg, Mrs. Jones stood up. “Come on girls, let’s
go and leave these two to talk. You have to tell Peter what we
talked about, Gavin. Don’t worry Pete, he won’t eat
you.”

Marjorie bent and kissed her father
on the cheek, and then followed her mother and sister out of the
room. She looked at me from the doorway, and showed me her hand,
held with fingers tightly crossed.

“Yes, Peter. I understand what you
say.” He looked at me, lips pressed into a straight tight line.
“You know, I used to be really hard-line. No compromise, no bloody
soft reconciliation or giving anything to those bastards.” He
shrugged, and looked down. “But since my son died, somehow it’s not
the same. I know you didn’t mean to kill, especially not him. He is
still dead.”

He was silent for a while, then
cleared his throat, and looked up again. “His death was
meaningless, and shouldn’t have happened. But that drove it home to
me. All these deaths are pointless. There doesn’t seem to be much
gained in all the killing. All the pain. Those who suffer most are
going to gain least, even if the side they fight for wins. So what
if the damn Commies get voted in? None of that matters, ‘cause
he’ll still be dead whatever happens. My other children must live.
They must survive in this world. If we’re ever going to have peace
it must be soon, while it can still be settled with a free vote.
Because the longer things go on, the worse it gets. Just what
you’ve been saying. Long wars with bitterness on both sides allow
the worst scum to get into power on both sides.”

I kept quiet. I hadn’t really
expected such a response. In fact I’d dreaded this conversation.
The best I’d hoped for was restrained politeness, a sort of armed
truce with Marjorie’s father.

“I have very good relations with
most people in the district. They are Ndebele, you know, not
Shonas. That means they mostly join up with Zanu, not Zapu. Those
organisations are pretty much divided on tribal lines, so the
divisions there are deep. In other words, I get on fine with
Comrade Bullet's Zanu men, but not with Comrade Bad Boy and his
lot. I’ve been going back and forth between Comrade Bullet and
Colonel Lucien for some time, trying to arrange a local cease fire
and amnesty. Your influence has given just the right nudge at the
right time. We seem about to clinch a deal that’s been just talk
for a while.”

He sipped at his beer, and leant
back in his chair. “You know, there's just one thing now. That
bastard Bad Boy is very dangerous, and he’s just got back in
circulation. Just escaped. He’ll be very keen to re-establish his
position. If he gets wind of this, he'll try to lay an ambush, to
kill those he regards as rivals for power. He’ll have the perfect
excuse too. He can say they've sold out, they’re traitors, and so
on.”

“Actually, I took something from
Capetown up to Zambia that should keep him busy in his main camp in
Mozambique for a day or so,” I said. “I gave one of the original
Zimbabwe Birds to Terai Rupai in Zambia, and she was going to pass
it on to the Zapu guys. Those were found by the early explorers on
the stone walls at Great Zimbabwe ruins, so they are really
representative of the achievements of Africans before
colonisation.”

“You know, that could be taken
another way than you intend. Those Zimbabwe Birds are thought to be
vultures, and the idea was to show that the rulers were really to
be feared, because there were always corpse eaters waiting for the
next victim. Not exactly the image a modern ruler should emulate,
eh?”

“Well, that might be so, but then
isn’t that the same idea as the ravens at the Tower of London? I
mean, the old saying is, if the ravens leave the Tower the kingdom
will fall. Obviously, since ravens are carrion eaters, they used to
hang around to eat all the corpses there, all the King’s enemies,
his rivals for power and rebels and so on.”

“Fair enough, and since no-one in
Britain thinks too badly of the Royal Family despite their nasty
history, Zimbabweans can ignore the nastier aspects of their own
history.”

“Right. They need to know they
have a history, if you see what I mean. Anyway, Bad Boy should be
hearing about it right now, and I expect he’ll arrange a parade and
lots of speeches in one of their big camps in
Mozambique.”

“Which will keep him out of our
hair for a couple of days, you mean. Good. I'm going to phone
Colonel Lucien right now.”

Most of that night there were
comings and goings. Trucks and Land Rovers arrived in groups, until
there was nowhere to park close to the farmhouse. Colonel Lucien
was one of the earlier arrivals, and he and Mr. Jones left for a
conference with Comrade Bullet, somewhere out in the
darkness.

Lucien had brought a surprise. My
old friends from the Congo, Sergeant Mbara and his brother, were
here in Rhodesian Army uniforms. Sergeant grinned when he saw me
and said, “Bonsoir, little father, it is good to see you. Who will
you make a king this time?”

I just grinned right back and said,
“Bonsoir, Sergeant. I’m glad to see you got away from the Congo. I
thought you were going to be in trouble there.”

“Trouble? Ah, but no, we are
always with Lucien you know, my brother and me. Always trouble, but
we fly over such trouble.”

Early in the morning the tramp of
men marching in step brought me out onto the veranda. I watched, as
possibly two hundred men lined up with automatic weapons, wearing
mismatched camouflage trousers and shirts in several patterns and
styles. They stood in line and waited quietly as Comrade Bullet and
Colonel Lucien walked along, followed by two men with clipboards.
Each man got a handshake and a salute from both leaders, and then
spoke to one of the clip board carriers. After writing their names
and other details down, each man in turn walked over to the large
tent set up on the lawn. They each placed their weapons in waiting
racks, and went in to be served a substantial meal, which they ate
at wooden trestle tables set up nearby.

“Wow, so that's how you do it
hey!” I said to Marjorie when she appeared, rubbing the sleep from
her eyes.

“Must be, 'cause everything seems
to be going pretty smoothly," she answered. "Let's go for a ride,
shall we? They don't need us here, and it's so nice to ride early,
before it gets hot. Wait just a sec while I get my riding gear
on.”

Five minutes later we trotted out
the back of the stables and along the path towards where we’d met
Bullet the day before.

We rode through the dew wet bush,
delighting in the sun sparkles on the heavy drooping seed heads and
red and green streaked blades of mature elephant grass in the open
areas. In some places the shadows still lingered, where the growth
of thorn trees and tangled vines marked the watercourse, or beneath
the great rocks that thrust up through the ochre earth near the top
of the hill above the farmhouse.

When we reached the level area at
the base of one of these great rounded boulders we rested the
horses, and looked down on the scene below. The men were mostly
busy eating, and their weapons were out of sight, efficiently
packed away by Lucien’s men.

“Come to think of it,” I said.
“Lucien will try to keep those guys alive, so he can get a big
budget for their care and feeding, and re-education, and so on.
Lots for him to skim from that way.” Which comment brought no
reply, just a puzzled frown from Marjorie.

From that vantage point we could see
for miles. There were several hundred acres of cultivated open
fields of tobacco and corn on one side, towards the main road, and
the bush rolling unbroken to the horizon in the west. There were
some animals visible in clearings and grassy areas, dark shapes
that were buffalo or wildebeest, and some smaller lighter coloured
antelope. Fallen trees and broken branches marked the passage of
elephants some time recently.

“There seem to be a lot of wild
animals around here. I thought this area was settled long ago. How
come the game isn’t hunted out yet? Don’t you have trouble with the
animals in your fields? Elephants could destroy a lot of corn in a
night, for instance.”

“No, not really. They keep out of
the fields, mostly. There's a fence, of course, but they have
plenty to eat on their side, so they stay away from the crops.
There’s a Game Reserve beside our land, and they move freely back
and forth over the boundary. Most of our land is left in it’s
natural state anyway, with just a few acres of crops. Grandpa was
trying to develop it as a Game Ranch.” Marjorie slid off her horse
and looped the reins over a low branch. “He hoped to earn a living
from tourists and by taking some animals each year. Controlling the
populations to what the land can sustain.”

I tied Buster’s reins to a bush a
few feet away. “He seems to like these leaves, so I’ll leave him
where he can reach them.” I went over to Marjorie. “Sounds like a
good idea to me.” I put an arm around her waist as we stood side by
side. “Stands to reason native species can use the resources more
efficiently than domestic animals, since they’ve evolved over
millions of years to live in just this environment.”

“Pretty much what Grandpa used to
say. My Dad, though, just didn’t like that at all. They spent hours
arguing over their different ideas. Dad always said modern science
and machinery had changed the whole equation. Now we should use all
the resources available to get the most from the land. When grandpa
died, he began bush clearing and put tobacco in. Cash crops make
sense, he said.”

She snuggled up closer. “Well, as
you can see, he made money. I mean we live really well and all
that. But he respected Grandpa enough that he didn’t just shoot all
the game as soon as Grandpa was gone. Of course, by then we were
making money from trophy hunters. You know, Americans or Germans
who want to shoot lion or buffalo. They pay big and just love
roughing it, if they get to drink good whiskey in the evenings
around a campfire.”

I laughed. “I expect your Dad likes
that part too.”

Marjorie pinched my waist with her
free hand. “I like this part, Pete.” I pulled her close and our
lips met in a long and thorough kiss. I couldn’t think, just feel.
I breathed her in with my breath, her hair fell soft on my cheek,
and my hands seemed to melt into her as her hands burnt into my
back where she held me.

We pulled back slightly, both
bewildered by the force of what we felt. “Wow. I didn’t realise how
much I missed you. Everything’s right when I’m with you. I mean, I
feel everything so fully, and it’s all just as it should be.
There’s no doubts or wondering or thinking maybe there’s someone
else. We’re really meant to be together.”

“Oh Pete.” We clung tight again.
“But you know, the world hasn’t gone away. It’s all out there
still. My Mum and Dad, and you going back to Capetown, and the
war.”

“Not right now. Now there’s just
us.”

My concentration broke when
something tickled my ear. I brushed at it with my hand, but felt
nothing. Marjorie noticed my distraction, and opened her
eyes.

Marjorie stepped back, eyes focused
on my hair, “There’s something sitting on your head.” She reached
out, and a large brown mantis jumped from my hair to her hand,
where it sat and swivelled its head rapidly from side to
side.

My stomach made a subdued rumble,
and I remembered we hadn’t eaten yet.

“Oh yeah, and what do you want? We
don’t have anything for you to eat, go fly off,” I told the insect.
“You never see those in their rock art, but the San had stories
about the Mantis, you know. Some say he’s the eland’s father, or
creator. Other myths say he made the stars.”

“So then, does that mean you were
graced, and crowned by the creator of stars, Pete, when he sat on
your head?”

“You mean like that song, where
Grace Slick sings, ‘You are the Crown of Creation’ - I dunno about
that, more like Tyrannosaurus Rex, the Eater of Cars, if I don’t
feed my belly soon. It’s just an insect, you know.”

“Pete! You’re probably starving,
aren’t you? Better go back now, then. We’ll miss breakfast if we
don’t hurry up.”

We turned downhill, back towards the
farmhouse and the prospect of breakfast. As we cantered along
beside the donga, I noticed what had to be elephant tracks in the
dust of the path, and a few yards along, a big steaming pile of
dung, “Hey, look at that. Thought you said the elephants keep away
from the cultivated parts of the farm and don’t come through the
fence.”

“Oh that’s just the new ones. Just
a cow and her young calf. Dad got them from a friend with a Game
Ranch up in the Zambezi Valley. They have too many for their land
right now, and we need some new blood, in case they get too inbred
here. They’re in this enclosure to get acclimatised and settle down
a bit before we introduce them to the herd. She spends a lot of
time near the house, just watching us. Really quite friendly, for a
wild animal. I always feel so good when I see her with her
baby.”

I watched the ground now, as we
rode, and noticed a number of boot prints in the path. Some were
definitely very new, as they were on top of the horse hoof prints
made when we’d passed this way shortly before. “Some latecomers
arriving,” I said. “Let's hope they aren't crashers, out to spoil
the party. There's no shooting though, so perhaps it's okay. Looks
like quite a party shaping up with all those men, and the elephants
seem to be headed the same way too.”

No-one reacted to us when we rode
into the stable yard, as if everything was normal.

I could see by the tense way the
armed men stood that they weren’t intending to lay down their
weapons.

The latecomers were spread in a
loose half circle, with weapons pointed at the lorry drivers and
their disarmed passengers.

“Oh shit! These are Zanu guys,
Marjorie. They’re here to interfere.” I thought they were intending
to kill their rivals, the Zapu men, and all Marjorie’s family.
Certainly they wouldn’t miss this opportunity to hurt the Rhodesian
Army.

Why were they just standing there,
not shooting? Never mind why, just do something, now! While I still
could, before someone decided to pay attention to the two of
us.

Comrade Bullet and Mr Jones were on
the back lawn, interrupted in some last minute conversation out of
sight of the men by the lorries at the front of the house. They
stood and scowled at a camo clad man who strutted towards them with
a pistol held in his hand and a big grin on his face. Comrade Bad
Boy had joined the party.

I wasn't going to let deaths happen
through my inaction, but I couldn’t see what I could do. Then I saw
Sergeant Mbara behind a parked tractor. He showed his shark teeth
in a wide grin, and drew his hand across his throat.

Since I had no knife I couldn't do
as Mbara seemed to expect, but I could buy some time for Marjorie,
and perhaps for her father and Comrade Bullet.

I grabbed the reins of Marjorie’s
horse, and hauled it around, to turn back the way we’d come. “Get
out of here, Marjorie!” I hissed.

I turned Buster away from the
stable. Not towards the pasture gate though, but towards the back
garden.

“Let’s go, big guy!” We charged
out of the stable yard, onto the lawn.

There were several trestle tables in
front, but they were easy to clear for a horse used to jumping
hedges and fences.

Comrade Bad Boy turned as he heard
us coming, and I could see his eyes widen in astonishment at the
sight of horse and rider flying over the tables towards
him.

Bad Boy brought the pistol around
and fired as we closed with him. He missed. I felt nothing. As we
neared the target, Buster gathered himself to jump right over the
man in front of him. I realised too late that Buster would never
run anyone down.

Bad Boy fired into the horse's body
as he prepared to jump.

Buster fell. I flew off. Landed hard
on my back, rolling.

Rolled across the grass, until I
landed under a rose bush, all confused and stuck with thorns, with
my head in a clump of fragrant geraniums.

Comrade Bad Boy was unhurt and still
in control.

He said, “Very gallant, but stupid.
You should’ve stayed out of it. Get up, and come here.”

Another responded. From the horse
pasture a great grey-brown body soared effortlessly over the fence
and swept across the lawn towards this aggressor, this horse
killer.

Peter the eland reacted to the death
of a herd mate just as he would to an attack by a lion.

He lowered his head and charged
across the soft grass, almost silent and totally
unexpected.

His single horn plunged into the
man's throat, to protrude shining red behind.

Peter caught the strong scent from
the geraniums, snorted, and turned towards me. As he did his whole
manner changed. All the aggression drained away, and he bleated
like a fawn looking for his mother. Which of course is what he/we
became, as the scent carried Peter-Pete, animal and man both, back
in time again to the wild mountainside of his birth, the day of the
fire, when we first met

I lay helpless among the scented
plants, trusting them to cover me from the lions. I looked up at
the blurry shape overhead, and waited to see how the world would
be. Would there be milk and kindness? Would the lions pass by here,
or feed?

Beside us in the pool the green
water swirled. The tiny fish reacted as Bad Boy’s and Buster’s
blood ran into the water, to merge as one. All food for life, horse
and man, pacifist and predator together.

The noise of incoming helicopters
shocked the momentary stillness. Those weren’t anything to do with
Colonel Lucien. This had to be Big Sid and his lot, sticking his
oar in, likely to come in with machine guns blazing, and turn the
tense situation into a lot of dead meat.

Bad Boy's men turned to see what was
going on, and Colonel Lucien seized the moment. “Right men, now!”
He yelled. All the Rhodesian Army men, and many of the disarmed
Zapu fighters, turned on their captors, the Zanu men, who were
outnumbered and not really in a fighting mood after their leader
fell, especially with the dreaded attack helicopters
arriving.

With a few shots, and even fewer
casualties, the tables were turned. Comrade Bullet and Mr. Jones
took no part in that struggle. They were busy in the
garden.

“Don't worry about that eland,
he's calmed down now,” said Mr. Jones. “Give me a hand. We have to
get this man out of the water.” He went to Bad Boy and grabbed his
shoulder, to haul him from the pool.

“No good, he's gone. Done for,”
said Bullet. Together they lifted him out, and laid him tenderly on
the grass.

Mr. Jones took the white cloth from
the table in the gazebo, and covered Bad Boy, so he and his future
were visible only as outlines of disabled potential, soaking away
into the green. Flies appeared glittering through the sunlight and
landed here and there where opportunity shone red.

The great eland stood calmly with
his horn dripping, and gazed south towards his distant birthplace,
the end of Africa by the edge of the ocean.

His reverie was broken by a liquid
slurp, and a whistle of breath. Bad Boy lived, though no-one
noticed but me, with all the noise of whirly birds landing in the
pasture and farmyard, and the tension as the situation was
explained, before fingers eased off triggers.

Big Sid roared, loud even over the
engine noise, “What the fock is this shiite? What kind of cockup
d’you call this? Peaceful amnesty! You lot of stupid wankers‘d be
dead if I hadn’t come in time to haul you out of the hole. Anybody
moves, my men will shoot. No pussy-footing. Get it?” He was
furious. A couple of minutes too late to have an excuse to shoot
everyone in sight, I knew.

Once again Sergeant Mbara hauled me
off to check for wounds, though this time Marjorie was there to bat
him away, and this time there were some small things that needed
attention, in privacy, and not my shirt.

We were eland dancing on the
mountain, we were rain on the lake, we were the river.

The End

*****
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