














Praise for
Don’t Look
BEHIND YOU!


Allison’s writing is high on colour and is packed with engaging accounts of the sort of things that are just another day at the office for the average safari guide. If you love the thrill of safaris this book is for you. It is full of hair-raising stories of escape and adventure in the bush. Having worked for more than twenty years in Botswana, South Africa, Namibia and Mozambique, the stars of Allison’s show are hungry lions and territorial hippos. There are some white-knuckle tales of dodging landmines too…


Sunday Telegraph


This is a wry and immensely colourful account of a young man’s adventures as a safari leader in Botswana. Scared of heights, unfamiliar with the gym and terrified of an innocuous little tree-frog, high school drop-out Peter’s rapport with the job is not immediately obvious… A hugely eloquent writer in spite of severe mid-safari injuries to the head, he masterfully paces suspense. You’ll never look at an innocent safari tour the same way again. Hapless and shamelessly self-deprecating, he possesses the asset of a perfect story teller – the ability to poke fun at himself. Witty, exciting and ultimately unmissable.
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INTRODUCTION



Writing is a dangerous game.


In 2007 I wrote a book called Don’t Run, Whatever You Do. Seeing it published gave me a triple thrill. It made me a fourth-generation writer on my mother’s side, it fulfilled a lifelong ambition to become an author, and lastly but not of least significance, it put some money in my pocket. The check sent to me was for an amount meager to most, but able to cover my rent for some time.


When I went to deposit the check at a suburban bank branch in Sydney, the teller smiled back at me in the professional way that bank tellers do. But as she studied the check, the façade began to crack a little, and then crumble. I just stood there, grinning broadly, unaware that she was reaching for the silent alarm.


My fiancée, standing beside me, was far sharper, and leaned forward. “It’s the title of a book,” she said softly. “This is his first payment as a writer.”


I took a while to register what Flavia had said, and to interpret the look of horror that was now fading to vague suspicion on the face of the cashier.


“Oh!” I said, then “Oh!” again, just to demonstrate how articulate writers are, realizing that the book title was printed on the check. “Don’t Run! That’s not a good thing to hand over in a bank, is it?”


I wasn’t arrested that day, but it was close. If I’d been by myself, I just may well have been.


So being a writer has its hazards, ones that most days I don’t seem prepared for. Being a safari guide was not dissimilar. I started each day knowing that I might find a scorpion in my boot, get lost in the bush, or be charged by a lion. While I am not at all a brave man, I am fascinated by animals, and my curiosity about what might be around the next corner or what I’d see next kept me in the game for more than ten years. The stories in this book are campfire tales, the sort that safari guides tell at night, but there are also a few confessions that would never be shared with tourists.


This is not a sequel, but rather a companion volume to Don’t Run, Whatever You Do. It starts at the start like a story should, at the beginning of my career, and hops through various stages of training, guiding, camp management, and teaching. My career began in the Sabi Sands Game Reserve of South Africa, a private section of the famous Kruger National Park. From South Africa I moved to the place that became my home, Botswana’s Okavango Delta. For most of my time there I lived at a place called Mombo, an island in the middle of the world’s largest oasis, which sits in the middle of the world’s greatest stretch of sand. This is a place where desert animals from the Kalahari make their homes next to aquatic creatures like hippos, and where the unusual becomes commonplace. In the Delta it is possible to see some of the larger cats swimming for fun, herds of buffalo that shake the land, and a flood that comes in the middle of the dry season. There is no place like it on Earth.


These are the stories of a not particularly brave safari guide.





THREE LITTLE PIGS



I was at the bottom, looking up. Above me were safari guides, offering encouragement, telling me it was easy to get where they were. But I am a lifelong fearer of heights, to the point that I don’t even enjoy standing up, and think it far more sensible to stay seated. The guides shouted out to me that I was missing out on a great view, and that they could see all sorts of wildlife and scenery from their perch on our brand-new communications tower. I wanted to join them, wanted to defeat my phobia, but after repeated failure, I could only tuck my tail between my legs and slink away.


Once the others were gone I returned to the tower and made another solo attempt. I was very proud to be three rungs higher than I had gone previously, above my own head height. My hand reached for the next rung, but instead of feeling metal I gripped something slimy. It squirmed. My hand released its hold, and for no good reason the other one did too and I fell, with just enough time to think “tree frog” before my feet hit the ground, skidded out, and my backside gave a flat thwack into the hard packed earth. The frog was nowhere to be seen, presumably still safe on its perch wondering why the purple-faced and sweaty creature that had grabbed it was so quick to let it go.


I looked back up the tower, wondering if I should try again, mustering courage. But just the sight of its distant tip made the sky turn, and I gave up. On this casually violent continent I was more afraid of this tower than I was of any man or animal.


“Bugger it,” I said to myself, shot a last resentful glance skywards, and limped away.
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Three days later I was there to greet the safari vehicles as they came in from their morning drive. This was a task that was starting to gall me. I’d been training to be a guide for months, and was achingly close to my goal. Serving drinks in my role as camp bartender, never an imposition before, felt beneath me now. I yearned to be given the credibility of the neat khaki shirt and embossed epaulettes of the guides, bolstered by the machismo of driving with a rifle in front of me and the real ability to muscle the chunky four-wheel-drives around the bush. Instead I listened to Devlin as he hopped from his vehicle and announced that there were lions just outside the camp, and that I might want to warn the rest of the staff not to go past the outskirts of the structures that made up our enclave of civilization.


“Sure,” I replied, immediately thinking that I’d like a look at them myself. So as soon as the pleasantries of brunch were disposed of, I sidled up to Devlin and asked exactly where he had seen the lions, and stated that I might go and get up close to them. “Not in my vehicle,” he replied flatly. Devlin had been with me on many of my driving lessons, episodes of gross environmental destruction, that while unintentional still cause me guilt.


“I was thinking of walking up to them,” I answered back.


“Sure you’re ready for that?”


“Sure.”


He shrugged, and told me the lions were beside the track that led from the back of camp, past the manager’s house-shaped tent and out into the bush. It was a road tourists didn’t usually see, ungraded and bumpy, low brush thick on either side of it. I passed the telephone tower as I sidled along, my breath getting choppy and irregular as nervous anticipation took hold.


These were lions that I was about to walk up to. Lions. It had been with the most affected indifference that I had asked Devlin where they were, as if I wasn’t a suburban kid who knew just how lucky he was to have ended up here. But I was secretly buzzing with excitement, my blood gushing and pulsing to a conga beat, the small hairs on my neck stiff and bristly.


A light breeze puffed some dust from the road, and flipped leaves back and forth, flashing their pale undersides. The dust, the leaves, all seemed the color of lion, and I couldn’t spot the cats that Devlin had said were in the middle of the road when he left them. If I had been more experienced I would have known that as the day heated up, the lions would move to shade. If I had been more experienced I would have listened for birds and small animals making chirrups and alarms that would have told me where the lions were. If I had been more experienced I wouldn’t have walked any further, to a place where the vegetation grew thicker and I couldn’t see through it.


Instead I kept peering into it, slowly shifting my feet, wincing at my inability to move quietly. My steps were like seismic events despite my attempted stealth, my breath had turned foul, and sweat poured like a river down my back. If one of my infinitely more sensible colleagues had asked me at that point why I was still moving forward, and why had I not noticed the tracks all around me, I may not have given the honest answer, which was that I craved interaction with animals so deeply that I didn’t mind if I came out the other end of it (or them).


So I clumsily quaked my way forward, falsely confident that I would see anything before it was too late, when a bush beside me erupted.


With no ceremony three young warthogs had charged out from the guarri bush they had been sitting under, and took off down the road, their tails held jauntily upright. I leaped high enough to be afraid of the landing, and gave a yelp that would have impressed no one.


As my feet touched dirt again I cursed the pigs for scaring me so badly, then immediately forgave them as I had a premonition of something bad about to happen. The lions must be hiding somewhere in the bushes ahead, and the unknowing warthogs would be running right at them.


Within yards the first pig was rugby-tackled by a lioness. It gave a heartbreaking squeal as it was taken down. The next pig turned just in time to avoid a swiping paw and accelerated with astonishing power into a thicket, a lioness diving in behind it. The third little pig spotted yet another lion and swerved, its course taking it down the road edge, back toward me. As quick as it might be, it couldn’t beat a lion in a flat sprint, and would have served itself best by heading into dense vegetation where the lion’s bulk would slow it down. But this pig did one of the smartest things I had even seen an animal do, and swerved again, into the middle of the dirt road, and charged.


Straight at me.


It missed my shins by inches, and sped off. I stayed stock still as the lion that had been pursuing it now had a new target. I had hoped that she would be so intent on her prey that she’d ignore me, or by some miracle not notice me at all, but the pig had been correct and she was forced to choose between bacon or manmeat. She hauled up, her paws dragging and spraying a wave of dirt onto me, but I didn’t dare to even blink at the dust as it hit.


We stood a few yards apart, measuring each other’s intent, and weighing our options. I couldn’t outrun her, and if I tried what the second pig had done and dived into the bush my greater size would leave my backside hanging out, and I would end up being hastily chewed on. The only option was to stand my ground. The lion, however, had to choose between three things: chase the pig, which was probably long gone; run back to her sister and squabble over the food she’d caught; or eat me instead.


She took an aggressive step forward, spitting a gruff cough from her throat. It was a test. If I ran, she would know I was weak, but while I stood my ground she’d continue to feel doubt as to whether I had some strength that could leave her injured. I gave a small flinch, but stayed cemented to the road.


I wondered why she wasn’t going back to the first pig. I knew enough about lions to understand that if food was available they would very rarely pass it up, particularly if any other options required hard work.


Then I remembered the second little pig, the one that had dived into the bush, and the lion that had followed. I hadn’t heard a squeal, maybe missing the sound in the heat of the moment—but what if that pig had also run past me as the third had done, and right now, somewhere behind me there was a lion stalking, on the road that I had only seconds before been so confidently walking down? Was I being set up? Was the lion I faced seeing if she could distract me while her sister crept up from behind?


My eyes flickered to the side, trying to rotate and straining at the muscles that held them. The lion caught the movement and her muscles tensed, flexing, ready to fire her two-hundred-pound bulk at the first sign of weakness.


“Don’t look behind you,” I thought to myself, though my skin was crawling with ants.


There was a snarl, and the lion in front of me unfurled, making her decision. She raced back to the already dead warthog, and with a growl tore into the meat, wrestling with her sister over pieces of flesh.


I looked behind me. The road was empty, except for tracks that now appeared blindingly obvious to me—lions, one sole human fool walking amongst them, and in the other direction desperate scampering hoof marks, drawn long in the sand as a warthog ran for its life.


Edging away as cautiously as I could, still unaware where the third lioness was, not knowing which way to turn, the solution occurred to me. I would test my very rational fear of lions against my somewhat irrational fear of heights. I tried to remember what someone had once told me: “You’re not really afraid of heights. It’s the ground that’ll kill you.”


Maintaining slow pirouettes as I went, hoping to spot the third lioness if she was stalking me, I wound the thirty or so long yards to the tower. Sure that as soon as I started to climb I would be leapt upon, I powered my way up. Up past my head height, up past the rung where the frog remained impassively on his perch, up to the platform, and with a degree of elation overriding my desperation, further, through the barely shoulder-width cage and higher, all the way to the top, in time to watch the third lioness emerge from some bushes where she had watched me and join the fray of her sisters as they finished off the first little pig.


The adrenaline that had let me climb the tower without pause or waver still flooded my muscles, and with nothing useful for them left to do they set to shivering, despite the day’s heat. The tower vibrated with me, my brain rattled in its pan, and I felt a mixture of emotions. I felt guilt that it was my actions that had led to the little pig’s premature death. I felt pride at having climbed the tower. I felt the incomparable rush that comes from having been so close to a violent death and making it out alive. While I doubted that I had cured my fear of heights, I had a feeling that my fear of the job might be misplaced. Maybe, just maybe, I was going to be okay at this.


Now all I had to do was get back down.





STAY CALM, BUT MOVE FAST



Safari guides are notoriously bad drivers. We are impressive when facing tire-suckingly deep mud or casually steering through seemingly impassable boulders. But since most safari drives are conducted at a pace that would bore a tortoise, outside of the bush we tend to think that twenty miles an hour is really rocketing. We are easily distracted by the things we may not usually see in our work life. Attractive women, for example. Out of habit we tend to swerve across, or even off the road for a better look, just as we would do in the bush. We are dreadful at parking, too, it being a skill as easily shed as algebra is after graduation.


In this group of underachievers, I was a born dunce. My mechanical lexicon is limited to words like “wheel” and “seat,” and I have a far greater talent for breaking vehicles than fixing them.


The guides I worked with, who were training me to join their ranks, all seemed born with at least a modicum of mechanical knowledge and a stoic ingenuity, rebuilding radiators from old toilet parts and casually saying things like “the diff is shot,” and clearly knowing whatever the hell that means.


For the safety of the tourists whom I would soon be leading on safari, for the sake of the vehicles, and as a kind concession to me, the owners of the camp where I was working agreed to send me into the closest town, called Hazyview, for a driving course, the last piece of my yearlong guide training before I could begin my new career.


The vehicle we used to drive the six-hour round-trip to shops and back was painted with gaudy black and white stripes, to reflect our camp’s name of Idube, the local name for zebra.


I passed through Hazyview, and followed the road to Nelspruit, but before I reached there I saw the turnoff I needed, and took the Zebramobile down a corrugated track, and swung onto a property where barking dogs of indeterminate breed greeted me loudly.


The dogs were shushed and dismissed by two smiling and eager young fellows, probably only a few years older than my twenty-one years. They quickly ran me through what we would be doing on the course, before giving me the wheel of a Land Rover and explaining that what we did next would probably frighten me.


It did.


With a brief promise that the car could tip sideways to forty-five degrees before toppling over, which was far steeper than you’d think, we started along a rock face at an angle that to me was just a little rude. My head banged into the side window before my neck remembered its job and held it steady. Dirt loomed just past my right ear, and I blipped the throttle a little harder, trying to get this bit over with.


“Not scared, huh?” the instructor said, misinterpreting my hastening the finish for a gung-ho attitude that I’ve never possessed with driving, or pretty much anything except facing animals.


As the instructor now thought that I was up for any challenge, he gave me one. After piloting the vehicle over some rough logs that were strapped together, straddling a river, we ended at the top of a rocky ridge, with a smooth lip that curved gracefully to a near-vertical drop. The view was lovely, the greens and yellows of banana palms prominent, punctuated by blue bags hanging over the bunches of fruit to deter thieving monkeys. I could have stayed there for hours, but the instructor wanted me to drive off the cliff.


“What?” I said, sure he must be mentally impaired.


But over we went, the gears set in low range, seat belts on to stop us from tumbling out through the windshield. It wasn’t that far a drop, but enough for my phobia to kick in, and I pressed back into my seat, as if I could burrow through and escape this lunacy. My body parts are never something I have had much control over, and now my ears tried to move to the back of my head out of fear, drawing my mouth into a rictus. Again, this was misinterpreted as a smile, and the instructor who had started the day hesitantly was now fully enthused, and said, “Man, you are going to just love Miss Piggy.”


I doubted it, but at least she wasn’t up high.


Miss Piggy was a mud pool that was used to test not whether a driver could avoid getting stuck, but to practice how to get out once he or she was. It was an axle-deep gloop, at the base of a small valley, stinking of years of agricultural runoff, a mixture of manure and rotten banana that made me crave gum boots.


Instead, I was given a second vehicle, an unsuspecting and less expensive Toyota Hilux, and told to plow it into the muck. Like all young fellows I had seen too many movies where something declared impossible is achieved, and the hero steps from his chariot with an air suggesting that he knew all along he’d succeed. I knew the aim was for me to get stuck, but I fantasized about sailing through, emerging on the other side and asking flippantly, “So where’s this place that no one has ever driven through?”


I made it about three feet in and all four wheels spun furiously, digging me deep, deep down. Both instructors had watched from the Land Rover, and emerged chuckling. “That’s the shortest distance anyone has ever gone,” they snorted a bit, “We’ll have to mark it as a record.”


“Thanks,” I replied, trying to muster some pride but knowing it was in the mud with the car’s wheels.


Since the vehicle wasn’t where it would normally end up, the usual method of jacking it up wheel by wheel and placing logs underneath them wouldn’t work, as the expanse of mud still in front would take forever to traverse. Instead we would use a high-lift jack to raise the entire front end, and once elevated push it off the jack so it fell a few feet sideways. We’d repeat at the back end, then again the front, slowly walking it to firmer ground.


“Easy,” I announced, having already helped the others back at camp many times with the heavy, skeletal-looking jacks as they changed their regularly punctured tires. I muscled the jack from its bracket, and as always the deadly heavy fulcrum clattered to the base, swinging the apparatus on an arc that narrowly missed my shins. Using a wide base plate, it was seated under the push bars that protected the headlights, and I started cranking, hard work despite the leverage of the long handle.


It was with the greatest reluctance that the mud gave up its prize, and with a roaring squelch the tires came free. I wiped glop from my eye, and signaled to the instructors that it was ready for the shove. They started moving to the side of the car. I suddenly thought I should check what the vehicle would land on and peered around the edge of the car, just as it was given a push.


Most of a utility vehicle’s mass is at the front—its engine, its heavy nudge bars, the electronics and starter motor—and it was this mass that had made it so difficult for me to raise it from the mud. It was this same mass now that was dropping, still on the jack, toward me.


The jack handle, at its full arc with all that weight, was swinging like a propeller blade, and hit me in the hairline above my right temple.


The impact was more sound than sensation, a brain-trembling klonnnnng! It was a cartoonish noise inside my head that didn’t deserve to be taken seriously. I was knocked down, but sprang back up in the way your body demands when it is being assaulted.


“Are you okay?” one of the instructors asked.


“Sure,” I said, my voice sounding distant to me, as if I had been granted the gift of ventriloquism.


“Man, you’re bleeding,” the other instructor said quietly, a touch of awe in his voice. He didn’t have to tell me, though, because I could already see it. My head is a scarred old place, and I know how much the area exsanguinates. After the violence of the blow I had expected to be blinded in blood, but my vision stayed clear, clear enough to see a red geyser spouting like a poor special effect in front of me.


“Okay, who knows first aid?” I asked, since so far we had just all stood around as if my spouting head was a new water feature to be admired.


The two instructors looked at each other, back at me, then back at each other. Throughout the day I’d developed the impression that like me they were just getting started in their industry, and while competent in their field they carried a nervousness suggestive that they weren’t ready for a disaster. Such as a client bleeding arterially.


They were still swinging their heads, like the clowns at a funfair whose mouths you pop balls into. A strange feeling of calm came over me. While I am never one to handle a social situation with aplomb, and have eyes that water at any human confrontation, I enjoy crises. A lot. Give me fires, give me floods, give me blood, and I am in my element. It is the only time that I don’t have the pervasive nagging in my head that I am still a boy, and become an adult.


“Okay, stay calm, but move fast. This is an emergency.” They stopped their head swings and now started nodding metronomically in a way that would have been entertaining if I wasn’t bleeding to death. “You’re going to have to put a compression bandage around my head, but tight, okay, so tight I won’t be able to give instructions.” They carried on nodding, but then one broke away and grabbed a first-aid kit from the vehicle that wasn’t stuck.


“Tell me we don’t have to go back up that cliff to get out of here … please?” I felt the first tinge of fear.


“No,” the instructor said, and then more confidently, “No. We can go around the Pig and …” he carried on, glad to be back into route planning and away from patient care. I was woozy, but also knew that staying upright was the best way to slow the blood flow to my head, and therefore from leaking out of it. I had taken some relevant courses a few years previously, when I had taken a job as a pleasure cruise deckhand after abruptly leaving home and school. In that job I had regularly been faced with crushed toes, broken fingers, and other injuries resulting from the combination of alcohol, moving dance floors, and white people.


I explained to them that the amount of blood I was losing might mean that I would pass out, but above all they needed to get me to a doctor as soon as possible. Hazyview was closest, so they said they’d aim for that. This was not a place or time where cell phones existed, so there was no calling ahead to see if the surgery was closed, something not unusual even on a weekday if there had been a drunken brawl on a farm somewhere that the doctor needed to attend to.


They bandaged me tight, loops passing from under my chin, over the top of my head, needlessly swaddling my right eye, but I wanted to encourage the guys so I said nothing.


As we drove past Miss Piggy, through narrow gaps in banana palms, back over the log bridge that for many was a utility, not a challenge, I started to worry. I wasn’t bothered that I might bleed to death, but more about what would happen if I didn’t. From the age of four to sixteen I had played rugby, a game I am spectacularly bad at. This combined with my clumsiness meant I had suffered many spectacular concussions, sometimes so jarring that I had hallucinated, including one occasion where mid-game I became convinced that I was a sixteenth-century Japanese parasol salesman and tried to get players from each team to purchase my wares (later I’d had to explain to my team that I wasn’t nuts, but had just read a book about the era in Japan—but the umbrella aspect still baffles me). No matter how entertaining these incidents, they were always followed by a paralyzing migraine. This is what concerned me the most as we drove to the doctor’s, as I sat in his room, as I wilted in and out of consciousness, while he roughly shaved an unfashionably large chunk of my head, and while he stitched it up with red thread that blended nicely with a crust that was already forming on my scalp.


The doctor explained that the artery above my right eye had been crushed so completely that it could not be reconnected. Instead he had just tied off its end. I imagined it had been delivering blood somewhere important, but the doctor didn’t seem concerned by this. I was too distracted by a reflection of myself, my new hairstyle making me look like a demented cockatoo, to be worried about long-term effects either. This stylish coif was soon swaddled in a turban of bandages, neater than the instructors had done but no more flattering, bulging out so my head looked like that of an alien from a fifties sci-fi flick.
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The second instructor had tailed us in the Zebramobile, and I was now tentatively offered the keys and asked if I’d be all right getting back to the bush. The black and white stripes wavered as I looked at them, as if through a heat haze.


“Sure,” I said, not wanting to stay the night and bleed on a stranger’s sheets. I was also concerned that once the concussion took hold I would try to sell them something. Bananas maybe, inspired by the local vendors.


It was a three-hour drive back to camp, and I wanted to be there before the full migraine rendered me immobile and speechless. It was wildly irresponsible of me to drive, and I should have known better, but with liters of blood missing, a slowdown in the nutrient flow to my brain, and the feeling of immortality common to youth I hopped into the Zebra, popped its tiny engine into life, and set off.


I left Hazyview, passed the golf club whose lawns were occasionally overrun by hippos, passed the hand-painted signs advertising witch-doctor services, tire repairs, communion with God, newly hatched chickens, shebeens, tomatoes, and wooden crafted giraffes. I turned from the tar road and immediately was in the rural area that bordered the Kruger National Park. I swept through, waving to the village children, smiled knowingly at the men who stood holding shovels and dripping with sweat, calling for tips for their voluntary road repair (which they would dig up again the next day to retain their employment). Finally I was at the reserve gates. The gate guard asked for money, as he always did, even though he knew the Zebramobile was given free passage. Maybe he thought I was new enough, or that the head injury was severe enough that I’d hand over cash. I laughed at him, glad that I could laugh still yet wondering when my head would erupt with pain.


I drove on, weaving to avoid a puff adder as it made its sluggish way across the road, even in my distress keeping my eyes open in the hope of spotting something interesting, and took the turn to the camp too fast, hitting a lip on the track hard and bouncing the Zebramobile on and off its wheels like a rocking horse. A flare of pain lit behind my forehead and I gripped the wheel, wanting only to drive the last few miles to camp where I would be comfortable and safe in my tent. I suddenly regretted not having stayed in Hazyview, whether or not I would have felt awkward doing so, because it would be downright foolish and possibly dangerous sitting out here in the bush for a night if nobody thought to look for me.


The pain subsided to a random blinking, and soon I pulled into the back of camp. The camp manager, a dry-humored man named Devlin, burst out laughing at my turban, but the girls I worked with were kinder. I said I was going straight to bed before I became a menace, or offered them an umbrella, at which they all just looked at me blankly.


I lay there for a few hours, aware of every twinge and a new tightness to my scalp. It occurred to me that the migraines I’d had in the past probably indicated the death of thousands of brain cells, and at least showed that I had some functioning ones left. I theorized that the lack of agony might be due to a dearth of living matter between my ears.


I hoped my theory was incorrect, because I drifted off to a painless sleep and woke feeling just fine, and approached Devlin. “So, I’ve driven off a cliff. Am I ready to take out tourists yet?”


“Is your brain damaged?”


“I think so,” I replied honestly.


“Well in that case, you’re not a perfect candidate to be given a rifle, a vehicle, and a bunch of tourists.” He paused, and my heart sank. “But brain damage isn’t the worst thing suffered by someone out here, so why the hell not.” Then he spoke the most exciting words I had ever heard. “You’re a safari guide now.”





TITUS AND THE CHAMELEONS



No matter how much I strained, I could not see the bloody leopard. I wasn’t prepared to admit this to the tourists, though. My eyeballs felt coarse from the unblinking intensity with which I was peering, aiming in the direction that Titus had indicated as he casually uttered the magic word “Ingwe.” In almost every language in Southern Africa this meant leopard, the most elusive of the large predators.


Of the many physiological flaws that I was aware of, becoming a guide had made me particularly aware that my senses were a tad wonky. My ears sent the wrong messages to my brain constantly, so I never knew where sound came from, and I considered myself legally nose-deaf, due to a deviated septum that gave me almost no sense of smell. But my eyesight was fine, better than average even, or at least that is what I had always thought. Yet Titus was casually cleaning under one of his nails with a thorn he had plucked from an acacia, as if the location of the leopard was so obvious that it would be rude for him to point it out more specifically.


Yet specifics would have thrilled me. I was beginning to feel like the Helen Keller of safari guides, barely able to communicate what I knew, and unable to see or hear that which I was meant to show.


“So Peter, is it in that tree with the green leaves, or the other one?” Now the tourists were befuddling me. All the bloody trees had green leaves. This man had asked, and not in a kindly way, which pre-school had let me out for the day when I’d introduced myself. My youth had made the few tourists I had led on safari immediately nervous, and this group was no different. This was the first drive I had with these tourists, and I was keen on establishing credibility quickly, but could feel it slipping from my grasp.


“Yes,” I replied, not answering his query at all but hopefully stalling him for a moment, while I looked for the slightest flick of a tail tip, the twitch of a whisker, the flap of a leaf fanned by leopard’s breath. None came, and I cursed myself for having announced Titus’s discovery before I’d located it myself.


Titus sat on a custom seat at the very front of the vehicle, on the left-hand side of the hood. This allowed him to scan the road for spoor as we drove, and gave him a more elevated perch than my sunken driver’s seat. Perhaps it was the height that let him see the leopard, I thought, and slid up from my seat to sit on the vehicle’s side, on the narrow sill from which a window would emerge in a regular car.


My movement caught the leopard’s attention, and I got the tail twitch I had been hoping for.


“Wow,” I said, unable to mask my shock. The leopard wasn’t in the tree with green leaves, whichever one the tourist had meant, but so far from the road that with the naked eye I could barely make it out. Even through my binoculars it was far from filling the field of vision, and I said, “Wow,” again, then added, “Great spot, Tussy.”


Titus (or Tussy as he was sometimes called) and I worked well together, as I was willing to learn from him and take his advice when choosing a direction. We communicated with sign language, his few words of English, my few of Shangaan, and a cocktail of a language called Fanagalo, invented for South Africa’s mine workers, an African Esperanto with wonderfully onomatopoeic words like “Shtoo-Toot” for a motorbike and “Gunda-Gunda” for a tractor.


“Ya, umfo, nice!” Titus replied, using Afrikaans for yes, Shangaan for brother, and English for the rest.


I turned the vehicle off the road and started trundling it toward the reposing leopard, which was regally sitting at the base of a tree. The tree, I was forced to note, had reddish leaves.


“How did he see that? Is it wearing some kind of tracking collar?” green-leaf man asked. The leopard quite clearly was not, and these sorts of questions were already frustrating.


“Not that I can tell,” I piped up, wanting to defend Tussy. “Must have just been talent.”


And talent it was. Titus could spot things around corners, I was convinced of it. I have worked with a small few people as good as him over the years, but none better. His ability was exemplified by a trick that he did once the sun had set, and we carried on with our drives using spotlights to follow nocturnal creatures. He had a thorough methodology with his light, sweeping from side to side, covering different levels of foliage and on every third sweep checking the road for animal tracks or the reflection of eyes, his head following the beam like a sniper behind his weapon.


The bright flash of a lion’s eye was no challenge to see, but Titus would on occasion start shaking the light up and down, indicating to me that he had seen something worth stopping for. The light would steady on a bush, or tree branch.


“Lumfaan,” was all he needed to say for me to know that I had a challenge. I would immediately get my binoculars out and peer at the leaves, bleached by the light, for the shape of a chameleon. To spot such a thing, famous for being hard to see, and to do it at night was staggeringly impressive.


Tourists, if they managed to identify this most famous exponent of camouflage, would be awestruck, and convinced that Titus had some mystical powers.


They were not far from the mark, as his sideline interest was in witch-doctoring, particularly poisons and hallucinogens. In fact, earlier that day I’d sat down with Titus for the sort of chat I enjoyed in Africa, using drawings in the sand where I lacked the words to express myself, exaggerated facial expressions for humor, and a hodgepodge of terminology from whatever common vocabularies we might have.
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