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            For Mink.
      

            Loved fiercely and unconditionally.
      

         

      

   


   
      
         The eternity of non-existence, as it was before we were born, surely, is no shorter than the one that we encounter again, after death. We fear the non-existence that comes after life, but rarely consider the completely improbable, the quite unbelievable fact, that we somehow managed to take form and step out of nothingness for some time.

         The life we are given is an exception to the rule.

      

   


   
      
         
            YEAR ZERO
      

         

         February.
      

         At home. Oldonyo sambu, northern Tanzania.
      

         I have discovered the speck of you, at the line of the slightly crooked horizon.

         April.
      

         As for you, I never knew how much I had missed you. Now I find it hard to wait for your arrival. To see your face, for the first time.

         There are some things I must write now, saying them later, could become difficult. Also, if I don’t say them now, I may forget, or maybe, when the time would have been just right, I can’t. People die, or worse, they get caught up in things less important and put them aside indefinitely. I don’t think we should take that risk; it is bad enough that I will not have time enough here to discuss matters with you, when you have lived to the full.

         As I sit here on my isolated hill in northern Tanzania and wonder who you will become, I look out through my tent doors. Our neighbours, who live in a boma on the next hill, a few kilometres away, are from the Waarusha tribe. When the chiefs heard you are on your way, the other day, they and some of the warriors slaughtered a goat just outside. We drank some of its still warm blood, to celebrate your coming arrival.

         May the generosity, the respect, the life, death and love in this action, give you power through the years that you are about to own on this earth.

          
      

         Forgive me for my weakness if sometimes, on these pages, I portray myself in a better light than what is palatable. Forgive me again, for my vanity, if I paint a darker picture of myself, than what is true.

         Only Mungu porini, as the almighty one is called in Swahili, if you believe in the god of the bush, knows how you will feel about me later.

         I do know, that I will love you fiercely and show you what I imagine to be true, whilst also squeezing as much life as possible out of my own time-orange here. It seems some people think it’s natural that a mother should give up all manners of things vital to her, for the sake of the child. I cannot afford that, and neither can you. No human is strong enough to not resent a little that thing or person whom she thinks put a stop to her reaching her goals. No, I will not offer you such a devastating and false generosity. Instead, I will take your hand and show you where I found the beauty that made me make my choices. Give you keys and seeds and tales from the life I have lived so far, and share with you the plans I have for future adventures.

         I will try to ignite your ember with mine.

         But I say it, while I can say still it loudly and without feeling shame: I am sorry for what mistakes I did as a mother. Knowing the depth of my intentions now, however, I am sure could not have done better.

         April.
      

         For almost forty years of my life, you were not. That is a long time of my existence. I will have to be fairly lucky to call that “half of my life.” The doctors tell me you will arrive in about the same month of the year as what I am in, as far as a woman’s childbearing age goes: mid-November.

         I was born in Northern Europe. To me November is the month of change, crisp mornings, a few tall hours of light and the odd puffed up bird, who was tough enough, or dumb enough, to have stayed, after all the others left. When I was a child, this was the time to pick up the last of the walnuts in their black, rotting wraps, from under soggy leaves. The traversing cold, sideways crabbing, scratching its way through rocks and trunks and stone walls, leaning precariously against windows, nibbling into the edges of the last few leaves still clinging on.

         To you, a child in Tanzania, the November of my childhood, will seem like nonsense. To you, November will be the beginning of the sweltering equatorial heat. The short rains’ “machine gun popping” on corrugated iron roofs, and the ground coughing up clouds of flying ants, hundreds of wings misting the air. In the month of your birthday, you won’t be seeing the winter-sallow and mute Scandinavians, begrudgingly having entered the half-year tunnel of darkness. Instead, it will be the perspiring dark faces, filled with either intense relief, or worry about the rains. It will be the storms and the hungry field mice shooting past like grey, or striped, bullets in our kitchen. The blue sky turning to rolling black and then back to clear blue again in the course of two hours. Your birthday might very well be the day the rains bring the dust devils down and away for the rest of the year.

         Here, November is the month that will either save the maize, or make wilted half-grown plants into cattle fodder. It is a month filled with much emotion, not like so many of the middle months that just slip by.

         I will hunt fewer buffalo over the next few years, but still I will hunt them. By mid November, my hunting season will be over. I will be firmly here then, with you every day until next season that starts in July. I will be here all day writing at my desk.

         May.
      

         Oldonyo sambu, Tanzania, where we live, is dry, like a desert. It is a place of broad yellow dust storms. A month before the rains, the kitchen table will again be covered by fine volcanic dust, just two hours after it has been wiped off.

         When I moved to this foothill of Mount Meru, over a decade ago, I planted our house in this stormy desert. Twice, a storm broke the big glass pane by our bed, that turns towards the mountain. Three times, the roof almost flew off. A tornado yanked chunks of makuti leaf out of it, twirling them upwards and away as if we were sitting on an upside down bathtub drain. I planted the trees that have finally grown around our tented home. Every single one of them. Every bush too. It has calmed the dust storms a little. I don’t think the glass will break again.

         I put out water for the birds. They started coming after a few years. We put out a bit more water each dry season now. The feathered arrivals are getting more numerous and frequent. From high up and fighting the wind, they glide down at the sight of the silver fluid glittering in the vast yellow dryness surrounding us. Crows, white-naped ravens and all manners of smaller birds sail in on the wind and land with a bump, or a whisper. The augur buzzard only sits on the dead tree further away, looking for moles and mice. At night the owl touches down on the makuti roof with a thud, his hooting at the silence only punctured by distant drumming, the blowing of kudu horn, or a hyena. The hyenas call and moan every night as they run past outside. Each time their trotting step down-hill hits the ground hard, their voice distorts a little. I wake up in the night and listen to them. Their individual voices are all different. I try to figure out how many there are and make up names for them and tell you all about them.

         My whole life, all seasons have been marked and accepted through the arrival and the departure of animal song and animal movement. Especially birds. I would be quite lost if birds were not here to remind me where I am in the world and in the year. When I was a child and the cranes returned from Africa to us in Sweden, or the Lapwing darted around whining about it all, spring was again trusted by those of us who had heard it. Only those who had heard it.

         Your grandfather, babu in Swahili, would sit at the end of our long kitchen table and shake his head and click his tongue at the human animal. He would laugh and tell my sister and me that some people didn’t notice the sounds that filled the skies and fields and forests around them or in their gardens. Some of my favourite voices then were red deer, larks, cranes and lapwings. Now hyenas lions, leopards are familiar chatter I love falling asleep to, like a child falling asleep to the muffled talk of adults in the next room. Hyenas, at least, I am quite sure, will be one of yours. They serenade your beginnings every night up here.

         You can never feel lonely again once you stop taking the importance of your own species too seriously.

         There is not a hope that an oak tree, a fig, or a baobab will not easily lift up from you, once you have told it to the ever gossiping leaves. As for birds, I always found that the ones that migrate don’t mind carrying your occasional whispers of sadness - to dump them into the nearest ocean for you.

         June.
      

         There inside my belly you do not have a chance to see your mother. Maybe you will see this something sticking to your bellybutton, and the warm pink walls that surround you. There is also a constant thump, thump in your world. At times it is faster, at times it slows down. A thumping drumroll count-down, bringing you closer to the next stage with each beat.

         Later, when looking back at your time in my belly, you cannot make any sense of it, even remember any of it. All that seems so absolutely adamant and fixed one moment is gone and forgotten the next.

         From this place, where I am now, again, you will be ignorant to the next stage. This one we call death. Though we talk of death at length out here, and have for thousands of years, we know no more of it than you know now of the shape of your mother’s face.

         From one belly to the next, none the wiser of where you have been, or where you are going, or where you have arrived to, that is how it goes.

         We both hear the muffled sounds from the next place, the muddled clues we catch from the other side of the wall we are pushing our ear up against. The sounds you hear are from a coming life, the sounds I hear are from the coming death. The whole spectacle of a life is a bit like a bullfight. We know the parts: how it starts and how it ends. The question is how well we use the time in the middle. Also, how brave we are at fighting and equally facing it all, when the inevitable comes towards us. Both when we step into life and when we step into death.

         So my efforts to describe this life outside my belly to you are as useless as the dead trying to reach me in life. But I cannot resist the temptation of using a few seconds to describe to you one out of a thousand kaleidoscope angles of reality out here.

         Earth is a fairly round rock twisting and turning and flying through an infinitely large space. At its centre is a ball of fire. To you, it will seem like a rather still and cool place. You will not burn your fingers on it when you pick something up that you dropped on the ground. Reaching out your hand will often find cool water, and the ground though it is not so far from the ball of fire at its core, is often so lukewarm or cold that it's easy to forget it's there. It seems, though we know better now, that the sun comes and goes and the moon comes and goes and the stars come and go, and on this we base one of our favourite illusions: time. We had to make these things up: time, and Thursdays and Saturdays, so it didn’t just all seem so very mad and confusing on this merry-go-round, that is spinning so fast that we are never sure what or who we are. In relation to us, other objects out there, like the moon, are slower and it is us who are spinning deliriously and round, round like a lapdog to the sun. Still, we have told ourselves that we have quite the importance, anyway. I could talk of all of that with many more words, but it is not so relevant, for this is our home with all of its quirkiness’ and merry-go-round madness, and we are quite happy to be here.

         Like I said, to you it will all seem calmer than what I just described. For, we are so small that almost everything seems big to us. This modestly sized planet we live on appears massive to us. People get lost and die from thirst or hunger, even fear, by just walking in the wrong direction when picking mushrooms in what might really, relatively speaking, be a backyard. There is not much use in thinking about what the really big areas in the universe are, for luckily you are one of us small creatures, and to you this planet will be quite enough to explore for the rest of your life. I would rather explain to you what it has so far been to me, to be one of these creatures here on this spinning rock.

         I adore the mind-boggling array of patterns and forms and the different beating hearts. And they look so very dissimilar. One has long horns on its head, another has them coming out of its mouth, there is one massive fishlike creature that has a long horn sticking out from its nose. This last one only lives in water and would die if you brought it up to the hill, where we will live. Some have fuzzy hair to their ankles, others don’t even have ankles. Then there is the bizarre notion that we eat each other. Have you ever heard of such a strange thing? Some of us cut the skin off and the bones out, and then eat the other. Others just eat it as it comes naturally. It tastes fine too, if you ask me.

         One of my favourite things in the world is the creatures who floats in the air above us. I mentioned them earlier. It’s the birds again. You have to admit it. It is spectacular what they can do. However much you and I would try, we could not fly, as it is called. We have invented machines we can sit inside to try to be like them, but it is not the same. We stick to the ground with our two feet and think of being up in the air like all of those creatures up there. It seems freer somehow. Instead, we stand like Maasai spears from the ground, stick out in all directions, all the way around the globe. From afar, now that there are so many of us, the planet must look like a sleeping hedgehog. Still, we dream of being like them - the birds - so much that some of us say that the best of us get wings as the ultimate present, after death. That is how much we would like to be like them and imagining that we might get wings after this life makes it easier for some people to keep walking on the ground now.

         Not a single one of us - not anyone I have heard of at least - would deny that all that grows here and all the different shapes of landscapes and the way the sun looks down upon us with its clear burning eye in the day, or the way the moon casts its ever-changing face at us, is the most spectacular we can imagine.

         Some of the most learned people have, since as far back as we know, tried to write its beauty, or paint its colours, or make its music. We buy many things here, but there are few things we will pay a higher price for than when a painter has caught the essence of nature on a canvas, be that of the human nature, or that of a landscape. There are few things we remember for longer than a writer who managed to capture with a few words the very same thing. And the composer, who gets even halfway to bringing the emotion a nightingale can produce, will awaken the highest admiration one man can feel for another. Do you see how hopeful that is? That we can love our home, our earth, to such a degree that nothing brings greater joy than successful attempts at imitating fragments of it and putting it down on paper or canvas. So much do we love nature that we want to keep looking at horses running through the morning mist, albeit inside a gilded frame, while we are having our breakfast. So much do we long for the emotion the lark evoked in our childhood summers, that we have music fill our winter dark rooms to produce faintly the same feeling.. Words can make prison walls crumble for a few moments if they capture the emotion of ocean waves hitting a boat.

         The first things we read to children, the stories I too will tell you when you arrive, will mostly be about animals and seas and forests. Like other children here, not long after you can say mama and baba, you will imitate the sound of cows and chickens and lions. Only later will you speak human sentences.

         Mysteriously, however, it seems we only truly adhere, admit, succumb, to this world’s beauty when we are close to either side of eternity. We only seem acutely aware of nature’s superior importance to us, having just stepped out of it, or on our way re-entering it.

         I cannot explain to you what happens to man’s sense of relativity between that which matters versus that which does not, during that long middle bit of a lifetime. It seems there are many years where most of it is quite forgotten.

         June.
      

         There are things to love in big cities too. Culture, for instance. Culture is spectacular and we must have it injected if we want to learn how to question and expand.

         But this is not where you will be brought up.

         In cities we will find the theatre, the literature, the museums, the exhibitions, the meeting of cultures, science, protest and architecture, but they are also, in some ways, dulling, frightening places.

         Away from nature and surrounded by concrete, we squander our tools – mediocre, primitive tools they are maybe – but never the less the only ones we truly mastered.

         From here we throw rocks at our own reflection in a lake, when no other true mirrors exist.

         Walls outside walls, outside walls, with urbanised man shrinking and rattling in the centre, like a winter walnut.

         Roots cannot, cannot, find place from here.

          
      

         I have just heard that half of the world’s population live in cities. Imagining that you are about my age when you read this, the city dweller must be the most common human by now.

         At a first glance, it could seem like a good thing only, that people congregate and leave nature to doing what nature does best on its own, but at least in some ways it is quite the opposite. The fully urbanised man is a creature who had lost touch with nature. Losing touch means losing reality. Already now the amount of people I meet, who do not seem at home in nature, is staggering. People who fear harmless, peaceful beetles going about their business and who could never conceive of eating a berry from a bush before having washed it first. People who have lost the understanding of the core of their own existence, who regard and poke at nature without it ever dawning on them that they are looking at their own intestines. It is a bit like turning the volume between brain and spinal cord way down, and then to watch our arms and legs move, without understanding how or why.

         June.
      

         Today, your father and I found out that you will be a girl.

         What a perfectly wonderful thing that is.

         I have always been utmost content to be one, so I am very pleased for you.

         I do not have too many ideas attached to how a girl should live, as opposed to a boy. In my family, for as many generations as I care to know about, women always choose the roads of their desires. They lived how they pleased to and professionally did what they wanted, simply because they saw it as their natural right.

         In our tradition, anybody who might oppose to a woman’s choice of profession or lifestyle, or try to dirty it for looking as free as that of a man’s, will simply be regarded as curiosity, a comical and uncivilised hindrance that must be moved out of the way, with calm and swift insistence.

         There is no need to demand your right to follow your chosen road. Just take it. It is no one’s place to give permission. Demanding leads to the belief that something is not already yours. We just go in any direction we like, with respect and conviction insistently chipping away at any obstacles with hard work and steady flying. Equality between the sexes, of course, does not mean being the same, it merely means having the same possibilities, freedom and the same say. We don’t confuse courtship with demeaning behaviour. You wouldn’t kill a butterfly for landing in your jam, now would you?

         I will tell you this, however, and I am sorry to do so; that albeit the common everyday professional male chauvinism is lessening, the core chauvinism of the patriarchy we live in remains untouched.

         I am talking of the core male vision glasses that are stitched firmly onto our faces. Yours too.

         Anything - from what is a good wine, to a fine painting, to a good style of writing literature - was defined by men so long ago that we are now totally and utterly immersed in these standards, all of us. Men and women alike.

         This subtle, yet all- encompassing, “core chauvinism” creates little, if any, discomfort and is invisible and wholly enveloping and natural, like the air we breathe. It simply looks like truth.

         Humanity is far from having found a way to break this bond. For our collective idea of good and bad, whether in morals or in tastes, have already been completely and firmly established through thousands of years of a cultural patriarchate. We are pickled in a set of rules now so deeply embedded in all our collective take on reality that neither sex understands how to see it from another angle. Hence, we are jellied stiff in the juice of our history, absolutely and completely beyond critical opinion by any of us.

         When you realise that the world still ticks to the clock of the historical power of one sex, it is a complete misunderstanding to be angry with men about it. It is no more the fault of the men than the women who live today that we are here now. Men or women are only a product of generations upon generations of how the men and women who brought them up allowed them, or told them, to be. It is as much the fault of those who took the power as it is to those who did not rise up against in or support those who did.

         Men did not raise men, more than men raised women, and women did not raise women, more than women raised men. We are here because these premises were accepted by our entire society for a very long time.

          
      

         Promise me to not become one of those women who does not support other women in their fight to open doors for themselves. This strange jealousy is schoolgirl behaviour and equal-opportunity suicide.

         There is only one thing worse than a male chauvinist and that is a female male chauvinist. It is very much because women stop women, that all doors are not ajar for us yet. Women are good at keeping women back.

         Far too many of our sex will still throw their loyal friends of twenty years overboard for a man who has just walked into their lives (at least until they are single again). Men rarely do that. This is not because the man loves less or is colder, but because he understands he can have both deep passion and love for a woman and remain true to his individual person.

         Compromise is a word used a lot by women, who give up their jobs and friends and dreams to be with their partner. To me, that does not sound like compromise. To me, it is not a testament to do with the level of passion and love she might feel for him, but how little ambition she has.

          
      

         I adore, admire and love many men as lovers, friends, brothers and fathers in all ways, but equality between the sexes is a complicated thing.

         In any kind of prejudice, whether the simpler or core kind, there is nothing innocent about trying to break any of the granite hard laws we collectively put upon ourselves. It is an act of violence. A trespassing into the calm of repetition and order of both men and women.

         When you try, as I have discovered it, there is a lot of fear and aggression from both sexes. Breaking old ways makes some things disappear forever. Some people’s entire role in society seems threatened and at risk of passing away into obscurity, or appears less admirable. To some people, when they meet a woman carrying this new sort of defiant freedom, it gives them the frightening and infuriating sense that they themselves will now never again be taken so seriously in society. This new insolent and noisy person smears egg all over their place in history. They fear they will not quite be understood in the same way, in this new light. And they are right, they will not.

         To plant something, to uproot something else, always equals to getting dirt under your nails.

          
      

         Strong, very independent girls with opinions were never entirely forgiven during my life so far. Neither by women, nor by men.

         The clean, silent, shallow breathing people who sit still in the boat will always have the steadiest, most harmonious lives. Less fucked up chaos. They have one conviction and they are all perfectly united in its mode of operandi—to do nothing about anything.

         They will always have more energy left over than you when the sun sets and don’t have blood gushing from their broken noses.

         Being involved, breaking ground, taking affair, speaking up, is asking for a continued stream of slaps. Passivity, on the other hand, is the premeditated, lazy scalpel-cut, taken to the throat of fairness, happiness and self-worth and makes you lousy company to yourself.

         Whether you choose passivity or uproar, there will be damage. You only get to choose which kind.

         Of course, nothing is to say things would have been hugely different, or better, if women had had the upper hand from the beginning of time. All races, and sexes, of all animals, get rather silly when given too much power.

          
      

         Best would be if men and women understood sticking together, so we can start discussing our future as a species here instead. Soon it might become painfully apparent to everyone, through mass disease, or nature disasters, that we are an unimportant animal to earth, in fact one that is more than dispensable. That will be a bit of a kick in the teeth. One we need to handle together. Educating women and giving them the right to their own bodies might be our saviour, for the survival of the human species. Educate women and watch us control our own population before disease and weather does it for us, in a much more unpleasant way.

         I will explain to you in time what education and the right over your own body means to you. The key to our future here is in your hands too, my girl.

         July.
      

         I have no soil to give you. “Clump clay on your boots heaviness” is the most soothing painkiller for not having wings.

         A part of you, be it small or big, must be feet planted in the ground, dirt between your toes and fingers, leaves in your hair, when you are a child of mine.

         You have been with me in the bush before, when you were more biology than specifically a human. Whilst you were still a secret. You will not know, for you were not much more than a tadpole then.

         From in there you have already experienced waking up at about 04.30 every morning. Maybe you have heard it when one of the camp staff comes to my tent with tea and calls my name and pours hot water into the basin outside for me to wash my face. I mumble something in return, a “thank you” or a sound, to make him understand I am awake now. Always awake before the day, when we are in the bush. A few minutes later, I get up and sometimes just step into the same clothes that I left on the floor next to the camp-bed the previous evening. I first reach for my leather belt with my ammunition holder in the light of the kerosene lamp, which is the only light I prefer early in the morning. The pocket watch with a compass that my mother gave me years ago is always on me. I prefer long trousers and long-sleeved shirts, for I know I will crawl on the ground at some stage during the day, or pull myself forward on my stomach. I always want to be close, so I’m crawling, sliding forward or backward, getting up a tree, or crouching down through thorn-bushes.

         Next, I open my small leather ammunition box that my grandfather carried with him on his expeditions at the beginning of the nineteen hundreds. Inside the lid is a note from my mother, your grandmother, that I read in the dim light before I go out into the world, every morning. It says to remember that she loves me and that I am strong. I take out what I need and close it again. Reach for my only gun, Ishmael, and my old worn binoculars and my ridiculously torn hat, and go to the mess for breakfast. I like those things that have been with me for so many years. It seems to me they stood the test of time and that convinces me I did too. They were always watching, steadily growing older, following my journey with tangible patience and support, until I too showed signs of having travelled far.

         I miss you so much, and I miss being in the bush a little too. Seems I’m swelling more and more every day with “waitingness.”

         July.
      

         You are about to arrive in this world that I have been acquainted with for forty years.

         Fate would have it you are born a child, meaning the offspring of a human being. You are one of the nearer 9,000,000 species on this planet. Though you don’t genetically differ from most of them all that much, and are closely related to most of them, your experiences here will be quite unusual. I don’t know what it feels like to be a bee, or a baobab tree, or a blade of grass, but you are born into a tribe that displays, in numerous ways, though they may say something different, that they think we are the king species on this planet.

         How could we think differently?

         We have the power to end almost any other species we like, and have done so frequently. No animal has, of yet, shown any ability to understand what we have done to them, let alone revenge themselves. Mankind has also accomplished things we cannot but regard as miraculous. We have created, with our own minds and hands, things that occasionally change some of nature’s courses. Temporarily, at least. This has made us measure ourselves against nature itself, even more than against the other species. In fact, we blindly don’t even see the other species as competition any more. How can we do anything but admire ourselves more than the rest of the animals? We are the only creature here who can challenge nature enough to make a dying child, or indeed a dying animal, live despite nature’s judgement, using medicines we invented. I, for one marvel at the thought of a journey that started when man picked up the first tool, has led us to being able to walk on the moon. Or that we can perform open heart surgery, where we literally pause a person, while we work on repairing the very ember that keeps him in the realm of the living.

         Each time we conquer a disease, or keep other threatening natural factors at bay, and make our lives longer, we feel larger, slightly less intimidated by the merciless course of nature. Each time we invent machines that can send us to unknown planets in an endless universe, or others that can look into a world infinitely smaller than what can be seen with the naked eye, we feel more in control. Knowledge makes us feel sturdier. That is, in the places where we don’t just ignore the knowledge we find (we know about and are successful at preventing disease, but we also know about and still propel ourselves closer to the 6th mass extinction.) The prevention of yet a disease gives us hope of immortality. By pushing back death, a sense of divinity flutters by and lands in our midst, as a sign that even meaninglessness can be conquered by man soon. For many are convinced that immortality is the opposite of meaninglessness.

         So, congratulations, you will be born a future queen, just by being the child of a human, but I am sorry, you are still just a top-notch monkey.

         It would be madness to not pursue where your mind’s curiosity and hunger takes you, and may that desire take you to pinnacles hereto unseen.

         You see, nature, entirely oblivious to the human scruples, will happily let you carve out any heightened place for yourself above the other creatures, if so you please. Nature is quite deaf and mute and will do nothing to discourage you when we climb that rickety pedestal high in the sky, from where we shout out your superiority. Nature will only push you down once you have properly compromised its balance. Have no doubt that it then will.

         August.
      

         When I listen to people speak of nature, I rarely recognise it to be the same as the one that I have lived with and known so well, my entire life.

         We should not eat flesh, death is like a mistake, and gods think like humans, they imply.

         And I think: up there above the canopy high and mighty man sees only thin air. Down by the root of the trees, things are different.

         The only god I know is nature, and it slips back and forth between the tree trunks, cutting throats with quick precision one moment, bringing slow, moss to grow itself thick with unending patience the next. All done with the same unsentimental perfection.

         August.
      

         It is damned hot here in the place I am writing this. I am sitting in a two metre in radius, bell shaped, canvas tent, just twenty-five metres away from our little home in Oldonyo sambu. I am trying to write. My ankles are swollen. We don’t fit behind the table anymore.

         I am also trying not to think about why I cannot reach across the short space of air between your father and I. I am numbed by the sadness I just felt from holding him in an embrace a moment ago. It was like holding a struggling creature, a beautiful, angry creature, who constantly tries to change shape and colour, as if he cannot decide if he wants to stand out clearly, or camouflage completely. He can bite hard too.

         A tingling and choking sensation at once creeps up across my chest and lodges at the suprasternal notch. It is the embodiment of something dying. I try to lift my head a little and straighten my back. I try to become angry. None of it works. There is no anger. “Piss off then,” I say out loud to the tears, “so go!”.

         September.
      

         Not wanting you to feel the sadness that is surging through my body and into you, I try to think about something else. I have written a song for you today, and I sing it to you. I try to fill my mind with our first big adventure together. A few weeks ago, we came back from our first long safari together. You and I walked across a small stretch of Zambia and a big stretch of Namibia. You were four to five months before ETA. We guided ten physically challenged men and women on a long walk most able people could never do. My mission was to get us safely past animals and through the landscape. Theirs was to support each other mentally and physically through the hours of the day and night. I accepted the job as “expedition leader” because for the last 25 years I had listened so many times to perfectly fit people complaining that they were unable to follow their dreams, with only pathetic excuses in their way. Here was a group of people who had the best excuses in the world, but refused to listen to them. Their passion was stronger than their bodies. The price of our adventure was that it had to be filmed for television, but we didn’t mind that too much.

          
      

         Metal arms and legs, weak eyes and wheelchairs on balloon tyres we set out to cross swamps, savanna and the desert. There was the gentle heart of a boy with cerebral palsy and limbs that had to be mentally commanded into action by each step, tears sometimes running down his cheeks. One man’s feet were where shins should have been and the long-legged shadows of his childhood fears and despairs stuck to his heels in the morning sun. There were shoulders with no arms. Feet holding a fork gentler than most hands. A man whose burning heart outshone any flame that had ever devoured his skin and limbs. Ten powerful minds challenging ten compromised bodies. We walked every day, the whole day, for a month. We started gently at the Caprivi strip and headed for the skeleton coast.

         Already, you have felt the slow movement of travelling far on foot across Africa.

         You made your presence known, though you were not much bigger than a pear. Every morning, like the rest, I packed up my bedding and took down my tent before breakfast. You secured extra room for you in my belly, by jealously making me throw anything not-you from my gut and into a bush before dawn. It was a routine we had, starting at 05.30. - Get up, throw up, pack up. No one, but the doctor who was there to support the ten travellers, knew you were there, until the last days. It was our delicious secret. We found places to talk in the afternoon, in the shade of an acacia tree, or on the other side of a dune. When we walked through Etosha national park, I whispered to you where we were and what we were looking at and what I saw. You were the only person who ever truly understood that it wasn’t the lion spoor that posed an indirect threat. It was all the sign of rhinos. I was upset that I didn’t have Ishmael, my gun, but one that I had borrowed.

         For a few weeks we had a privacy that we could not hold on to much longer, buttons beginning to revolt against secrecy. The Swedish doctor panicked when I told him we had a half-baked passenger with us. I made sure I only told him, once we had left our starting point at Victoria falls, because people strange to Africa always worry so unreasonably much. After I had told him, he immediately made several satellite telephone calls and I could hear him fretting about diseases that could happen to us. We laughed. You are not exactly the first child to be baked in Africa.

         It was graceful to see people do so much that others had told them they could not. We walked for eight hours a day, literally pushing and pulling kilometre after kilometre forward, through sand and mud. You and I carried one of the bravest men I have ever met on our backs up a dune, as his legs could not bend. We waded through rivers, laughed and mercilessly pushed everyone forward strictly, while secretly admiring all the people on the trip.

         At nightfall, you and I walked a distance away from all the others to breathe in peace and put our tent up. Far enough that you too could hear the muffled roar of lions and buffalo grazing. Also, so that I could have a bucket wash and put on my kanzu in peace while standing in the open, which is the best way to wash. We were wearing my blue flowing kanzu when I had to run out and scare naughty elephants away from camp in the middle of the night.

         After a month, and only two of the participants having given up after a very brave and hard fight, we ended up at the Skeleton Coast.

         Now the two of us are back home in Tanzania. Buttons and zips have quite left us behind and we seem to both be outgrowing ourselves a bit more every day.

         September.
      

         I am here in my writing tent on the hill. This is my office now. My large desk, that to others might look more like a big kitchen table, has been prepared to become your changing table. I got it ready today while your father was in town. Stacks of clothes and nappies and towels now lay where I used to have my dictionaries, my mountains of papers, my gun cleaning kit and my eleven notebooks. I have written four books at that desk. Maybe I will write more at it again, when you are older. A local carpenter made it about thirteen years ago from a broken bit of mninga timber we confiscated from poachers.

         I was down south from here then, living in a small tent by the Wami River for a few months, doing a game count in an area considered for tourism. At night, the elephants would come down and eat the sweet fruits that fell from the palm trees, and drink from the river. Their trunks or feet would touch the guide-ropes, and now and again one side of the tent would collapse. I would lie inside and hope the elephants would leave or at least move a little further away, before the collapse of the other side of the tent would pancake me.

         In the evenings when I came back from the bush and in the mornings before I went out, I would sit at that table. It already served as a desk then, and a dinner table, being the only table around in kilometres. In the beginning, I had some guinea-fowl that I had bought in the nearest village, keeping me company. They ran back and forth in front of where I was sitting, but one night they flapped away from their branch, scared off by a honey badger, maybe. They must have landed in the river. I never saw them again. There were no more guineafowl-egg omelettes for a long while after that.

         A wild-eyed, mad haired fisherman, who smoked copious amounts of weed and swore that no crocodile could ever touch his flesh, arrived one day at my spot on the river bank. He tied his canoe just there in front of where I was sitting drinking my tea and came up to that very table. I asked him from which village he had come. He answered me he preferred to live on his own. He only went to villages now and again to swap fish for tomatoes and onions, he explained.

         After a certain amount of conversation, we agreed he would come to my little camp when he had caught enough fish to sell. At first he came once a week, then twice. Eventually, he slept under a nearby little tree of his choice, on a more permanent basis.

         He took it upon himself to bring me tea in the afternoon. He would, he said, play his marimba softly in my camp very often, if I promised to do something about his gonorrhoea. I agreed.

         Every afternoon after that, he first brought me half of the catch of the day, if there was any, then tea. A moment after I had paid for the fish - exactly long enough that my tea had cooled sufficiently for me to drink it - he came back, turned around and pulled his shorts down. I stuck the thick needle, that looked more like it had been made for a horse, into his buttock, and injected a medicine he had brought. As he had explained, it was to treat gonorrhoea. It continued like this for a few weeks.

         It continued like this for a few more months, only now without the injection, and I could drink my tea while it was still warm. We talked little, but just accepted each other’s nearness, like two plants randomly growing side by side on the same riverbank.

         The whole day he was out fishing, while I was out in the bush doing my game count, or sitting at my table writing, or laying in my tent reading. When he put up his nets near my camp, I would see him in the middle of the river, diving deeply to untangle his net. He perfectly trusted what the local witch doctor had once told him - namely, that none of the many crocodiles in the river would ever touch his flesh. Starting late afternoon, in what I imagine was a state of half sleep marijuana high, he would play his marimba throughout the rest of the day and most of the night. Like he had promised. It was a very pleasant sound, and he was far away enough that it did not disturb my sleep. To me, it was the sound of perfectly contented solitude in company. The times I woke up in the middle of the night in my little camp, that unbroken stream of music was present. I drifted in and out of it with the ebb and flow of sleep. Sometimes I wondered if he, or indeed the instrument itself, kept playing when he was asleep, too. I never asked him how he could play for so many hours every night, neither did I ever go over in the night to have a look. I did not want to scare him away. I did not want to look too candidly at someone who preferred living amongst life forms that neither spoke nor disturbed him.
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