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To my Mum, Agnes, 

who taught me how to care.

To my Wife, Jane,

Who allowed me the freedom to serve.

To the countless African Men, Women and Children

who shared their lives with me.
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A Special Guest

I am rushing home because I have just heard the news that my uncle Gutaale has arrived for a visit. In spite of my haste to throw my arms about his neck, I am careful not to spill too much of the water I have collected from the well on the outskirts of our village. If I lose too much I will simply be sent once more to replace what has spilled to the ground. I cannot let that happen. It would just prolong my frustration, for I can hardly wait to drink in the words of my wise uncle. He tells the grandest tales. They are filled with the ancient lore of our people from Tata’s1 homeland on the Horn. Jackal is my favourite character in these tales. He is always very shrewd and manages to outwit all the other animals, even the formidable lion who is supposedly king of the beasts.

I was told about my uncle’s arrival by one of the local busybodies who somehow always knows the ins and outs of village business. She sidled up to me at the well, asking who the handsome stranger was that had just arrived at my house. Frowning thoughtfully, I shook my head in apparent ignorance, not wanting to encourage her gossip. She must have seen through my act – I find it difficult to lie. Anyway, she stalked off huffily, flagging down another unfortunate victim of her gossip-mongering.

I briskly made my way through the ramshackle shantytown on the edge of my neighbourhood, heading towards the more stable structures of brick and mortar where I live. You might think it strange that I have to collect water from a well if I live in a brick house. Well, the fact is, the main underground pipe that used to carry water to these houses was not laid correctly and so it has twisted and buckled along its length, creating several serious leaks. The council had no option but to cut the water supply, promising to lift the pipe and lay it properly next time. That was in 2008 and we are still waiting. At least we still have access to clean water, unlike many other African towns. We just have to walk a few kilometres to collect it – much like many other African towns.

Father – also a term of respect in Xhosa, similar to “Ntate” – Sesotho and “Baba” – Zulu

I lift the 20 litre container from my head and place it on the ground at the back door of our house. Perhaps “house” is not quite the correct term, as it is more of a cottage. It consists of one bedroom and another single room with a toilet and basin behind a dry wall, a kitchen counter with one electric plug and a sink. My parents share a double bed and Bahdoon, my brother, and I each have a single mattress that we stow away behind our parent’s bed during the day. I hear the resonant rumble of guttural male voices and I turn the door handle with bated breath. My uncle sees me and leaps off his riempie stool, striding across the floor in two paces. I squeal with delight as he lifts me effortlessly into his big muscled arms as he dances a crazy little jig in the confined space. He lowers me to the floor with a kiss on each cheek and I see my parents grinning from ear to ear. I know it pleases them immensely that my uncle Gutaale and I share such a special bond of love.

Bahdoon is out and about on this early Saturday morning, but who knows where? I have a sneaking suspicion that he is running wild with that ragtag lot of young skollies2 he calls his friends. He is not a bad boy, my Bahdoon. In fact, he is warm and generous to a fault and this is why they always try to include him in their hooligan gang. I have noticed small changes in his behaviour of late, quite out of character from his usual respectful demeanour. Like the time I caught him pinning gogo Nomkhitha’s grandson to the ground with his knees as he dug his knuckles into the boy’s chest. That brood of vile rapscallions who pretend he is their friend were egging my Bahdoon on, hooting with laughter and cheering uproariously when the poor soul began to cry. I was shocked. Bahdoon has always been a champion of the bullied and oppressed. I was devastated to see him finally succumbing to their spiteful games. They wore him down with their relentless peer pressure.

My mind flits briefly over these troubling thoughts but I am too excited at seeing my uncle to let this spoil the occasion. My mother is serving a second round of tea with the water I have carried. I will

skolly, skollie [ˈskɒlɪ] n pl -lies

(Sociology) South African a Coloured hooligan, usually one of a gang [of unknown origin]Collins English Dictionary – Complete and Unabridged © HarperCollins Publishers 1991, 1994, 1998, 2000, 2003

no doubt have to make another trip to the well before the day is out, especially now that we have an extra person to cater for. It does not dampen my enthusiasm for this beautiful day. I would happily make the journey to the well five times over if it would ensure the presence of my wonderful uncle.

Having returned to the riempie3 stool where he faces my father who sits on the edge of his bed, my uncle beckons me to his side. I drape my arm around his broad shoulders and lean against his bulk. Even though he is seated, my head is only a little higher than his. He reaches into his pocket and taking my right hand in his, he places his closed left fist into my palm, releasing a small object wrapped in pastel blue paper flecked with gold. Not yet knowing what the paper contains, I again wrap my arms around him, squeezing him as tightly as I can while kissing his lightly stubbled cheek. He smells of tamarind sweets and a blend of spices I cannot place. He smiles broadly, evidently as pleased to have me nearby as I am to be with him once more. He nods towards the object I am clutching and I gently prise the adhesive tape from the paper, knowing I will treasure this beautiful wrapping almost as much as my gift.

I slide a metal object out of a cardboard folder enclosing it and I gasp as I realise that it is a brooch displaying a head-and- shoulders image of my heroine, Wangari Maathai – Africa’s tree lady.

“Oh, uncle... you remembered!”

“Of course I remembered, my little princess. How could I forget?”

Overwhelmed by emotion, I have to blink away some tears that fill my eyes. I wrote an email to my uncle Gutaale about two years ago, asking him to support Wangari’s Green Belt Movement, dedicated to planting trees across Africa. Inspired by the Green Belt Movement going pan-African in 1986, the Great Green Wall of Africa project was born. Endorsed by the African Union, this vision encompassed an unbroken line of trees stretching from Dakar to

riempie [ˈrɪmpɪ] n

South African a leather thong or lace used mainly to make chair seats [C19 (earlier riem): from Afrikaans, diminutive of riem, from Dutch: rim] Collins English Dictionary – Complete and Unabridged © HarperCollins Publishers 1991, 1994, 1998, 2000, 2003

Djibouti, designed to stop the Sahara Desert from spreading any further south. I wrote to Gutaale after completing a school project on the subject. Wangari has served as my role model ever since. The pastel blue of her dress and the bow in her hair are a very close match to the pastel blue paper the brooch is wrapped in. I squeeze my uncle’s face between my hands and kiss both his cheeks once more.

At this moment, Bahdoon barges in through the front door. Gutaale stands and they embrace, my younger brother dwarfed by the sheer bulk of his uncle. “Look at the size of you! You little rascal... it won’t be long now before you will be able to take me on in the ring,” chirped Gutaale in amazement. Bahdoon beamed up at his uncle, who gently pressed a knuckled fist against his jaw, twisting it slightly in an affectionate clip. “I was planning to teach you a few tricks while I’m here, but now... well, I’m not so sure anymore,” teased Gutaale.

“Ah, come on uncle Gutaale! I promise not to use the tricks against you. Besides... look how pretty Sagal is. It won’t be long before I have to protect her from the advances of all the local young bucks,” pleaded my brother, feigning an air of desperation that had us all laughing. “I suppose you’re right,” chuckled Gutaale, looking at me with a smile. “Your sister truly is a beautiful young woman now. You had best pay close attention to my lessons, boy.”

Gutaale had arranged to stay at a local boarding house two blocks away for the duration of his visit so that he could spend as much time with us as possible. He had timed his visit during the school holidays so he could see more of my father, who was a school teacher at the time, as well as us children. It was a fantastic time in our lives. Bahdoon, my parents and I kept discussing elements of his visit for years to come. During his stay, we would all sit up late into the night, drinking tea or hot chocolate, listening to my uncle’s incredible knowledge of African folklore that came out in tales of Jackal, Hyena, Tortoise and Lion, amidst the other animals of the veld and forest. He had always been fascinated, as was I, with African heritage and according to my father, had pestered the elders of his village in Somalia relentlessly as a young boy for stories and anecdotes of African folklore.
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King Of The Savannah – 1993

The brothers snapped awake simultaneously, jolted into action by the bloodcurdling snarls. They knew this sound too well. It belonged to a creature that, wherever it went, turned the atmosphere electric with fear. An adult, Somali lion was among their livestock. Exchanging only a knowing nod, they slipped silently into their sandals. Geeddi grabbed the haft of his spear, gesturing for Gutaale to load his slingshot as they edged past the embers of the campfire at the entrance to the shallow rock overhang. From this vantage point they could dimly make out the scattering chaos of their herd within the flimsy kraal of poles. Again, the cool starlit evening erupted into a hair- raising sequence of grunting coughs as the lion circled the kraal, looking for a weak spot in the makeshift structure.

It must be a rogue male hunting for himself, thought Geeddi, as there was no visible evidence of a pride lurking. They could see the giant male circling the fence, batting at it with his dinner- plate paws every few metres. There was no time to spare. They knew that soon, he would launch himself against the structure, his weight snapping the grounded stakes like matchsticks. Gutaale, ever the warrior, had selected a stockpile of egg- sized rocks before the sun had set the previous afternoon. In preparation for an event just like this, he had built a crude pyramid with the rocks at the edge of the fire. Gutaale carefully selected five rocks, slipping four of them into the large pocket sewn into his tunic before loading his slingshot with the fifth.

Geeddi levelled his razor-sharp spear six feet out into the night. He turned to his fourteen-year-old brother, and gave him another quick nod. Gutaale nodded back and stretched the rubbery elastic bands to a fraction short of their peak tension. He held this pose momentarily, making sure his aim was true before exhaling and releasing the projectile. True to form, Gutaale’s first stone found its mark, striking the lion square on his broad muzzle. An outraged yelp was immediately followed by a thunderous roar as the beast pawed at his bleeding snout. His eyes locked onto the brothers as he began advancing towards

them, tail swishing furiously. Geeddi took a step forward. Gutaale reloaded his sling.

The second stone clattered into the rocks a few feet in front of the gargantuan cat, then skidded on between his back legs. The lion was picking up his pace, now just twelve metres away. The third shot found its mark in the beast’s left eye. In spite of the danger they faced, Geeddi cringed inwardly, knowing the beast had been blinded and was now totally enraged. The brothers tried to brace themselves as the lion charged at them, spitting and snarling in anger. At the last second, Geeddi stepped forward, placed his right knee on the ground, and dug the blunt end of the spear into the earth. The glistening shaft tilted up to meet the rampaging fury headed towards them.

Gutaale’s fourth rock thudded into the crazed cat’s temple, as Geeddi tensed for the impact. At such close range, the last projectile had a concussive effect, and the lion’s gait was suddenly checked. The boys watched as the creature lost control of its limbs, pure momentum carrying it along for two more strides before it was impaled on Geeddi’s planted spear.

He was in his prime, weighing about one hundred and eighty kilogrammes. The cat’s dead weight bent the shaft of Geeddi’s spear precariously, as the tremendous strain seemed on the verge of snapping it. Geeddi was frozen, just staring at the behemoth on his buckling spear before the metal tip suddenly sliced through the ribcage. The spear sank into the beast’s chest cavity, irreparably damaging its internal organs. Shrieking and spitting in agony, the cat swiped at his tormenter, then dug its back paws into the earth and lunged at Geeddi.

Gutaale stepped deftly to his brother’s right, stretched the rubber thongs of his slingshot until they groaned, and sent his last rock into the lion’s skull at point-blank range. The creature grunted sickeningly, arched its back and then sank slowly to the ground. The beast shuddered a final death throe, mewling pitifully as its eyes glazed over.

Geeddi’s hands were shaking with the aftermath of adrenalin coursing through his system. He released his spear and stood up, turning to look at his brother in the faint light of the

starry African night. Gutaale stood two paces behind his older brother, the slingshot hanging from his right hand, with wide eyes conveying the shock and disbelief they both felt. How many boys, let alone men, could honestly say they had killed an adult male lion with a slingshot and a spear? Gutaale became aware of his brother’s buckteeth glinting in the starlight as his mouth stretched into a grin. The brothers stepped forward, embracing each other and laughing with a mixture of nervous tension and relief.

Gutaale moved towards the beast, placing his right foot on the dead lion’s back as he smiled back at Geeddi, saying, “This is a story to be told around the campfire for many moons to come. We will tell our grandchildren the story of this moonless night.”

“Hau!” was all that Geeddi was able to add, an expression of amazement he had learned from a Zulu migrant journeying to Eritrea two years before.

“Is that all you have to say?” asked Gutaale, still grinning.

“Well, on the subject of the dead lion, that statement says it all,” replied Geeddi. “I will add, however, that the first thing I plan to do when we arrive at home, is to bend my knee to our father, Asad – as I have just done to this great beast – and to thank him for crafting such a powerful weapon that has saved my life. If the haft of that spear had snapped... I would be a dead man.” The word man hung in the air. “And if you didn’t finish him with your last shot...” he continued, “he may have recovered enough to kill us both.”

The brothers sat in silence for a moment, absorbing the enormity of what they had just experienced.

“And while we are on the subject of thanks, do you understand now why I insisted that you replace the worn bands on your slingshot?”

“My brother, your wisdom is without question,” chuckled Gutaale appreciatively. “I thank you wholeheartedly for your sage advice, and also for encouraging me to practice my aim at every opportunity. I do not think your spear alone would have won this battle.”

This story was told to me when I met my uncle Gutaale for the first time. I was only seven years old and every time I see a picture of a lion, especially the one time I went to the zoo and saw the real thing, I shudder at the thought of such a beast charging at me in attack. That day I looked at my father with complete awe and a newfound respect I did not think possible, already feeling so much respect for him. He is a gentle man, my father. He seldom raises his voice or expresses anger in a threatening manner. Yet I have seen him command men within the community who jump with alacrity to comply with his instruction. On the day I first heard this story, I thought back on all the times I had seen my father quell a quarrel or even a fistfight with a single command. I learned that respect is more powerful than fear but that fear is a sure runner-up in the cause of obedience.
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Jackal Calls An INDABA

Just beyond the dappled shade of the great Thorn Tree, Jackal dog-stretched his paws out into the red earth. With his muzzle resting on his shins, and his back a concave bow, he contemplated the convoluted intricacies of his situation. Lion was proving to be troublesome. Herding all the prey, and keeping the rest of the lesser predators at bay contravened natural laws. He either didn’t see or didn’t care about how much the savannah eco-system relied on all animals to remain in balance. To add insult to this injury, he was stockpiling food on every second branch of the Baobab for the pride to snack on at their leisure. Often it rotted away.

Jackal yipped his frustration into the cold and starlit air. What to do?

We must bring lion to his senses or he will be the death of himself and us all, thought Jackal resolutely. One cannot have the king of the savannah cutting off our food supply... after all, is the African moon still an African moon if its light does not shine down upon brother Jackal? Are we to be hunted down as pariahs indefinitely? Even as I sit pondering, they scramble among themselves for the shade of my Thorn Tree and the spoils of my wife’s latest litter. They patrol every waterhole and govern the byways seeking whom they may devour. Their appetite is insatiable and their grasp all-encompassing. It is not easy, living in these times. It is not easy.

I will have to call an Indaba,4 thought Jackal, rubbing his muzzle against the trunk of his Thorn Tree absentmindedly as he considered who to invite. All the lesser predators were directly affected by lion’s greed due to the growing shortage of available prey. The pride was patrolling all the common hunting grounds, savaging any other predator that had the misfortune

Indaba [ɪnˈdɑːbə] noun

(Social Science / Anthropology & Ethnology) Anthropol History (among Bantu peoples of southern Africa) a meeting to discuss a serious topic

South African informal a matter of concern or for discussion [from Zulu: topic]

Collins English Dictionary – Complete and Unabridged © HarperCollins Publishers 1991, 1994, 1998, 2000, 2003

to run afoul of them. The prey animals were also being adversely affected by this self-serving regime that had risen to power, for they were being ruthlessly herded into territory that was unsuitable for their existence. The stockpiling of prey was terribly shocking to view, especially for the youngsters – some of whom had to witness this grisly carnage while teetering and tottering about on their new-born legs. What a brutal way to experience your first moments on earth.

“Now let me think,” mused Jackal aloud – he always seemed to think more productively when talking out loud. “We will need all the large cats that do not form prides; those that hunt alone: Leopard, Cheetah, Caracal, and Civet. Hyena and Wild Dog will also have to be alongside me to represent the canine contingent. Oh, and brother Fox. Best we don’t ignore good brother Fox. Especially our Bat-eared sibling,” Jackal chuckled heartily to himself, “He will be sure to hear about our Indaba even before it hits the grapevine with those wing-nut ears. Besides, his vulpine wit and smile are always a welcome addition to any Indaba, not to mention his infamous cunning. I must admit though, I cannot fathom why he chose to abandon mammalian prey in favour of insects.” Jackal drew his lips back on his upper jaw, furrowing the fur around his nose as he nibbled the fur at his left haunch until he felt the satisfying crunch of a fat blue tick. It isn’t quite the same, however, as rabbit thighs and duck liver, thought Jackal.

He circled the Thorn Tree in ever-widening circles as he chatted thoughtfully to himself. “With the felines and canids there, who else shall I invite to represent the lesser predators? I must invite Crocodile but he can hardly be regarded as a lesser predator. All the same, he will need to be informed of the pride’s dam construction project, designed to create their own personal oasis-come-spa and watering hole. Crocodile’s river habitat is soon to become a dry and dusty depression snaking through the wilderness if we leave the pride to their selfish vices.” Having reached the outer perimeter of shade cast by his Thorn Tree, Jackal turned smartly on his paws to face the opposite direction and began padding in decreasing circles towards the trunk of his trusty Thorn tree. The vultures and baboons that frequented the upper branches of his tree cackled and hooted in unison every time they witnessed this puzzling idiosyncrasy of Jackal’s.

Unperturbed, Jackal briefly flitted his eyes upward before resuming his monologue: “I suppose those buffoons who encroach on my tree will each need to send a representative as well.” Back and forth brother Jackal traipsed, rattling off all the lesser predators he could think of, mumbling aloud to himself in his eccentric way as he went. Having ticked off a mental list of predators, he turned his attention to the herbivorous animals; also known as prey. All the antelope would have to be invited (and somehow reassured they wouldn’t be consumed); Gemsbok, Eland, Kudu, Oryx, Sable, Springbok, to name the big boys. Then wise old Elephant, although seldom falling into the category of prey, would be a welcome ally against the pride. Giraffe would also be a solid ally with his kicking and head- butting power. “Am I perhaps running ahead of myself now,” wondered Jackal. “It’s not a full-contact fight we are planning to engage in... at least not yet. It’s just an Indaba. Anyhow, it may well develop into a Mexican standoff, so best we prepare ourselves for the inevitable,” he mused. “Ah, savannah life with all its drama” he sighed into the earth.

Having exhausted his invite list, Jackal called to his nursing wife, and their newest litter of pups. In the comfortable den, dug into the earth below their Thorn Tree, his babies that weren’t drinking, ferociously faced off in combat, or made ready targets of their mothers extended ears. “I’m busy!” barked his wife. “Come down here if you want to talk to me.” Jackal stuck his snout down into their lair with a sheepish grin spread across his muzzle.

“Hello my love,” he soothed. “I have decided to call an Indaba for all the lesser predators and all the herbivorous creatures we prey on. We must put an end to the wicked ways of our resident lion pride. They will be the death of us all, lesser predators and prey alike. So I am calling a meeting to discuss possible resolutions to this crisis we all face. Is there anything you need while I’m out, dear? A brace of Guinea Fowl perhaps?”

Mrs Jackal stared at her husband for a long moment before she shook her head, sighing and resettling an errant pup with her pretty snout. “No Jack. I still have the remains of those chickens you pilfered from farmer Brown yesterday. Don’t stay out too late dearie. The lair is not quite the same without you.”

“I shall return forthwith dear girl, have no fear,” smiled her husband, before backpedalling into the daylight and trotting off to schedule the time and place for the Indaba among the creatures of the forest and savannah.

Knowing that most creatures would be at the waterhole for sunset, Jackal headed down the main game trail leading to the local drinking spot. He met stout brother Buffalo on the way, and requested his presence at the planned Indaba. They would meet at sunrise the following day if he was interested in putting an end to the pride’s illegal occupation of territory and unnatural domination of prey. Mild mannered Mr Buffalo snorted his assent, and continued to plod along the trail for his afternoon drink. Jackal soon left Buffalo in his dust, hotfooting it to his destination to be sure of talking to all the animals on his invite list. En route he also met Rabbit and Porcupine, asking them to please join the other animals at sunrise the following day.

When he finally arrived at the local watering hole, Jackal cleared his throat and gave three short, sharp barks to gain the attention of all the animals milling about on the fringes of the muddy depression set in a clearing of dense indigenous forest. Wondering what nonsense eccentric Jackal was up to now, the creatures who were already gathered about for their sundowners, interrupted their drinking and conversing momentarily and looked up at him with either nervous curiosity or mild irritation. Mr Rhino gave him a particularly baleful glare, having just remembered how Jackal had tricked him into stamping around the walnut tree in the hope that the tasty tender top leaves would fall. Of course, after ten minutes of stamping, not a single leaf had fallen. Yet a delighted Mr Jackal had gathered a feast of delicious walnuts that were easily accessible now that Mr Rhino had cracked their tough shells with his stamping. Hot and hungry, Rhino realised too late that he had been tricked.

He sidled up to Jackal, pawing the earth threateningly while staring at him with angry eyes. “Fellow creatures of forest and veld,” said Jackal, ignoring Rhino’s menacing behaviour in spite of the tension he felt growing in his belly. “I am here to formally request your presence at a meeting tomorrow morning to discuss the current crisis we all face. Due to our resident lion pride’s unnatural and totally unacceptable behaviour of late,

we have all become prisoners to their dictatorship. I suggest we all meet in the morning to decide what plan of action to put in place to bring an end to their greed. Only if we all pull together do we stand a chance of taking back the land that belongs to us. Although we still recognise the pride’s traditional place here in our natural world, they all seem to have forgotten the necessary role that we – the rest of God’s creatures who share this natural habitat of theirs – still fulfil.” Jackal stared out at the sea of eyes surrounding him, trying to gage their response to his request.

Rhino was the first to reply: “Jackal... you are known for your mischievous trickery,” he boomed in his stentorian voice. “I have been the butt of your silly pranks once too often and I have no doubt this is yet another of your self-serving schemes that will somehow enrich you and make fools of the rest of us. I am not interested in your silly sunrise meeting. You will also be well advised to steer clear of my horn or run the risk of being skewered thereon. I will personally serve you to the pride as a pre-dinner snack.” The bulky, armour-plated giant swung his massive head back to the water to signal an end to the conversation. Monkey laughter screamed through the trees surrounding the waterhole at Rhino’s rebuff.

Knowing that Rhino’s help was crucial to the project he was driving forward, Jackal immediately slipped into the persona for which he was infamous. “Aah, I see I have struck a nerve brother Rhino,” barked Jackal, ending his challenge with a cheeky chuckle. “I forget that despite your strength, courage and power, you still harbour terrible fear for brother lion. I’m sure all of us lesser predators and prey alike can fully understand your reticence in being involved in a movement to take back our savannah and forest, especially because it means confronting king Lion. I was hoping your size and fearful temper would serve as a bulwark against the pride’s backlash when confronted but I suppose I overestimated your courage.” Jackal stroked his chin thoughtfully while allowing this barb to dig in to Rhino’s diminutive brain. Adding fuel to the insult, he turned to the nearest pachyderm who was busy spraying muddy water onto his own flanks with his trunk. “Brother Elephant! I am afraid your size, strength and resolute courage will have to suffice in the event that poor Rhino is unable to find his own courage.

It seems to have deserted him in his greatest hour of need,” taunted Jackal.

Unfazed by Jackal’s flattery, Elephant continued slurping up water noisily in his trunk. Rhino, however, swung his head back towards Jackal, evidently angry at the slight aimed at him by Jackal. He looked angry enough to charge and a batch of butterflies scrambled around in Jackal’s stomach. It was a fine line Jackal danced, but then he was undoubtedly fleet-footed. He stared back at Rhino, feigning nonchalance and hoping that his bluff was not called. A wispy, sibilant voice rose up from beneath the Yellowwood Tree nearest the game trail, “Perhaps brother Jackal’s idea of a conference is not such a bad plan,” whistled Mrs Peacock breezily. “We all know the pride have overstepped the natural boundaries that exist between the animals which make up our biome. I, for one, cannot continue to live under this constant threat. I am never at peace, knowing my children will grow up under the rule of a renegade band of thugs who care for nothing but their own enrichment. Without some plan to curb this threat, which is quickly becoming entrenched as the norm, there will be nowhere for us to turn.” Mrs Peacock ruffled her feathers and began scratching at the earth to signal an end to her interjection.

Mrs Peacock’s input lit a brushfire of rustling tongues as the animals discussed the difficulty they faced in the pride’s growing greed. Jackal took his turn at the water, drinking thirstily while listening to the varied intonations of the voices rising and falling around him, allowing the creatures whose veld and forest he shared to make up their own minds about how to proceed. He had planted the seed of potential resolution to the unnatural state of affairs they all faced but beyond that, they would have to make up their own minds. A low rasping cough sounded from a low-slung branch of the Marula Tree. The fowls, bush pigs and smaller antelope all froze in terror, recognising the guttural growl of their nemesis, Leopard.

Leopard dropped to the ground with the fluidity of a waterfall, not a twig snapping even though he weighed ninety kilogrammes. Padding softly to the edge of the water, he turned to face Jackal. The soft red glaze of the African sunset had taken on an edge of bruised purple. Not a whisper echoed around the natural

depression filled with sweet water. All eyes and ears were trained on Leopard as he began to talk in the throaty rasp innate to his kind. “What the venerable Mrs Peacock said about us curbing this danger before it completely engulfs our previously advantaged lifestyle is very relevant. The suggestion my friend Jackal has made regarding a sunrise Indaba is perhaps the best way forward right now. In spite of brother Elephant’s size and brother Rhino’s courage,” he added diplomatically, “we will need a united front in facing this threat before it overwhelms us. Left unchecked, the pride will eventually run this biome into the ground, for as we all know, whenever the natural order of things is left to go awry indefinitely, chaos will ensue.” Leopard padded lithely up to Jackal, whose hackles began to rise in sheer panic at the proximity of such a fearful predator. He managed to still his beating heart enough to hold his ground and smiled up into Leopard’s eyes, which were now just inches from his muzzle.

“I vote for holding the Indaba,” announced Leopard. “You have my word that I shall not take advantage of the situation. I shall not hunt until the meeting is adjourned and the gathering disbanded. But after that...” Leopard smiled lazily into Jackal’s eyes, “I suggest you keep your distance.” With a swish of his tail the graceful cat sprang into the branches of his favourite Marula Tree, disappearing from view. Jackal was shocked to have garnered such a powerful ally from this unexpected quarter. He looked out across the water, listening once more to the whispered babbling of the animals in the growing dusk. He smiled a triumphant little smile before turning smartly on his paws, knowing that this day’s work was done as he headed home to his foxy little wife.
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The Great Shack Fire

It was the great shack fire of 2011 that initiated the premature start to our journey north. My paternal grandfather, Asad Samatar Guleed, had written a letter to my father asking him to return to Somalia to help in stabilising the region, as it had degenerated into a political and economic hotbed of avarice and corruption. Socially, people aligned themselves with the various warlords who dominated different regions. It was not that they always felt allegiance to these brutal men but rather allied themselves to certain individuals due to sheer expedience. Those who chose to ignore the warlords usually suffered the dire consequences following this action.

My paternal grandfather, Asad Samatar Guleed had written to both his sons, convinced that their input would at least help to establish a semblance of order within their small rural village. Gutaale was in Algeria, on the verge of being offered a shot at fighting for the UFC middleweight MMA championship of the world. Geeddi received his letter one week before a shack fire broke out on the outskirts of our town among one of the poorest communities in South Africa. Although we were all part of the same community, those of us who lived in houses led marginally more comfortable lives than those who lived in shacks made of chipboard, asbestos sheeting and corrugated iron sheeting tacked together with wire and nails.

At first the rumours flew thick and fast about how the fire had started but in the end the arson forensic department established that the usual scenario occurred. An untold number of shack fires are started every year by an untended kerosene lamp being blown over by the wind or knocked over by a child without adult supervision. In this case it had been an old man who had fallen into a drunken stupor. While asleep, he must have thrown an errant arm into the lamp at his bedside, knocking it over and spilling flames onto the curtains covering the one small window behind the bedside table. The fire had quickly spread, setting his bed alight, followed by all the other combustible material in his shack. With the bulk of his shack being constructed of wooden boards nailed together, the entire abode was soon ablaze.

The surrounding shacks also had a high number of wooden boards making up their outer shell and so the fire had spread from one dwelling to the next. So typical of informal dwelling development, the shacks were stacked together cheek by jowl, with barely a footpath separating one from the other. Once the blaze takes, all the surrounding residents can do is quickly vacate their premises with as many of their belongings as possible. Because the fire was started in the dead of night while the town of Alice slept, there wasn’t much time for the residents to mobilise themselves towards fighting the fire. An erratic wind added to the chaos, first blowing one way and then another, switching direction like a toddler in a candy store. Within an hour, the bulk of the shacks making up the informal dwelling sectors were razed and the fire had raced across a dry, open field separating the informal sector from the smaller section of formal housing.

Alice residents had lodged numerous complaints with their local municipality over a period of six months prior to the fire of 2011. The complaints referred to the use of the open field being used as a dumping ground for all sorts of rubbish. In amongst the scattered heaps of garbage were numerous old tyres, their thread worn and the rubber perished. Once the old tyres had caught alight, the burning rubber fuelled the flames into a frenzy, easily allowing the blaze to attack the first line of houses in the formal sector. To make matters worse, gogo5 Matabane, an avid gardener who had learned the art of growing trees from cuttings, had planted fruit trees in the front garden of her house and in the gardens of all her neighbours all the way down her street. Gogo Matabane had also arranged to have a huge old dead and dry Bluegum Tree cut into seating stumps for the neighbourhood the previous summer, which were scattered among the fruit trees. Many of her neighbours in the road behind her house had either paid or bartered with her to practice her tree-growing craft for them too and she had obliged, creating a small sideline business for herself. The fruit trees, already 7 years old, intensified the fire’s ferocity as they caught alight, spreading the fire through the houses across from the open field and on to the row of houses behind those.

Xhosa word for “granny”

And so the fire took its toll among all the residents of our small town, eating everything in its wake. Our house stood in the fourth row back from the open field, so we did at least have some time to salvage a few of our more precious items, working by the light of the blaze rapidly approaching our street. My dad shook me awake and told me to quickly pack some clothes. The first thing I scrambled for was the brooch of Wangari Maathai that my uncle Gutaale had given to me on his second visit three years ago. I also packed a small satchel of clothes and my piggy bank containing my lifesavings – all 133 Rands of it. We took to our heels along with our neighbours, heading for the dry, sandy soccer field on the far side of town. The field was far away enough from the last row of houses for us to be safe from the fire. The fire brigade, understaffed and not really prepared to deal with a blaze of this magnitude, took up a position between the soccer field and the last row of houses, forming a buffer zone between the townsfolk and the blaze.

Legal action was implemented against the council for not acting on the complaints lodged by residents concerning the clearing of garbage from the open field. Residents in the formal sector, those with actual houses of brick and mortar, were attempting to sue the council for loss of property due to negligence. The court case was opened and a long, drawn out battle ensued. My parents both signed their names among the list of complainants but having received my grandfather Asad’s request to return to Somalia, they decided to honour his request immediately. There was no longer anything keeping us in Alice, apart from my father’s teaching job. It amazes me still, the turns and twists that our simple human lives must endure to survive in this beautiful yet sometimes brutal world. What would our lives have been like had we decided to stay in Alice? Although I do occasionally ponder this question, I know it’s a fruitless exercise. Only N’kulunkulu, our great God, will ever know the answers to that question.

I still have Tata Asad’s letter to my father. I packed it into my satchel that fateful night of the fire. It had arrived the week before and my parents had called a family meeting to discuss the options open to us as a family. They read my grandfather’s letter to Bahdoon and I and we all agreed to defer our decision until the school year finished – a date three weeks after the letter’s

arrival. The fire happened one week after we received the letter, hastening our decision. My father insisted on Bahdoon and me writing our exams while he and my mom arranged the details of our journey. We were fortunate to be one of the few families who were given temporary shelter in the town hall. Large canvas tents were erected on the soccer and other surrounding fields for the rest of our town’s displaced residents. The night after writing my final exam, I unfolded the once-crisp letter from my grandfather, now worn and crumpled from passing through so many fingers. The hall lights were out and most of its occupants asleep as I lay on a hard foam mattress, rereading the letter by torchlight:

Geeddi

My firstborn son and inheritor of my name

When this message reaches you, I trust it will find you and your family in good health. Your mother and I are well, as are our relatives scattered throughout Somalia. Our country, however, is not in very good shape at present. Our home village is but one branch on a tree that suffers multiple plagues. It is for this reason I write to you. I have grown old since last I gazed upon the face of my firstborn. I still have some teeth and strength enough to slaughter a goat but I grow weary of the political turmoil which has overtaken our homeland. The young men of our village have fallen to crooked ways that bring no honour to their parents. When the elders of my generation attempt to set their paths straight, we are ridiculed, disrespected and treated with contempt. Life is very difficult for us. It is very difficult.

My son, I write to you in the hope of receiving your help, or at the very least, your advice. I am at my wits end with the terrible state of affairs in our village. Drought has decimated our livestock. I was hoping that you and your brother would inherit healthy herds from the family estate when I move on to pastures in the sky but drought and famine have taken their toll, reducing our herds to a few scrawny individuals. Even those that are left can barely produce enough milk for your mother and me to survive on. To make matters worse, water is so scarce that the little vegetable garden your mother has

always so lovingly tended has been reduced to a handful of crops that will not sustain us through the season ahead.

Geeddi, my firstborn, you know how hard your mother and I have worked throughout our lives. It is not through a lack of discipline or planning that we find ourselves destitute in what should be the golden years of our lives. Over the past three years I have experienced the complete range of human emotion that all the sons of Somalia have had to live with, from anxiety to anger and from hope to despair. I am at my wits end. There is no turning point in sight and all I see around me is death and destruction. My son, you know that I am a proud man. I have always insisted that you and your brother must stand on your own feet. Even your sisters are well versed in the art of caring for themselves and for each other in this harsh land of ours. Yet what we are faced with now is beyond anything I am able to comprehend, let alone struggle against. Geeddi, I need your help.

I felt great shame when I accepted that there is nothing more I can do to ensure the survival of my family. It is with a sad heart and a desperate hand that I write this letter. I need you and your brother to come home, my son. The young rapscallions that have inherited our land have sadly also inherited a Western mindset that runs contrary to our traditional mode of life. They care nothing for human life, killing each other and all who stand in their way to power. Our country has become a fiefdom of warlords. Men pillage, rape and plunder with no fear of retribution. I will not swear allegiance to any of them. Your mother fears for my life. My only fear is for your mother and your sisters. I do not know what else to say to you my son, to convince you of how desperate our situation is.

I know you have a young family to support and from what you wrote in your last letter, it seems as if life in South Africa is only marginally easier than it is over here. Yet without your help I know we are doomed. I am asking a very difficult thing of you Geeddi. I know this. So here it is: please gather your family under your strong arm (the arm that killed a full-grown male lion) and come home. Your strength and wisdom, along with that of your brother, Gutaale, will bring the necessary ointment of healing to our home. A strength and wisdom that

we severely lack at present. I will write to your brother as well, to ask him to return home. Forgive me, Geeddi, for asking this of you. I just don’t know what else to do.

Thank you my son. You are the treasure of my days. There is no man on earth for whom I have as much respect as I do for you. Travel safely.

Your father

Asad Samatar Guleed

My face was wet with tears as I folded the letter away for what was perhaps the tenth time since receiving it. The quiet desperation of my proud grandfather – spilled out onto this page in black ink – revealed the stark truth of a man who had witnessed almost a century of life under the harsh African sun. The loss of our house, our furniture and possessions, left a vaguely uncomfortable feeling inside of me when compared to the soul-wrenching ache I felt in my heart for my granddad, Asad Samatar Guleed. His name, as with all Somali names, has a very distinct meaning. Asad is translated as “Lion.” Samatar as “Doer of good,” and Guleed as “The Victorious.” This Lion- hearted man, who has always been a doer of good, has also been known throughout his life as one who has been victorious. My father has often explained that just as a name delineates the shape of your character, so does your character delineate the shape of your life. The two are often inextricably entwined.
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Chapter 5
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Downs & Rilet Inc.

The Downs and Riley head office in Alamo, Texas – a sprawling 5-story affair – is set against the backdrop of a cultivated forest of firs and pines. The lake in the foreground was designed to replicate the building’s actual volume, with the surface area covering the same square meterage as the building’s ground floor but dug to a depth of 5 floors and lined with rock and concrete. From an elevated viewing point in front of the lake (specified by Downs), the actual head office slides gracefully into its virtual counterpart, shimmering horizontally on the lake’s surface. This is the place the two mining magnates bring prospective clients when they are looking to broker a deal, wooing them with a show of their wealth. The deck is crafted with sturdy teak and mahogany logs from the Congo, with clear armour- plated glass surrounding it, louvered in front and above to let the weather in or to keep it out while maintaining the view.

The building is a magnificent combination of dressed stone and mirror glass with an admixture of chrome running in horizontal bands between the glass panels. Viewed from the deck, the overall effect of the lake, building and forest is one of opulent wealth. A large bearded man is taking in the view appreciatively, hands clasped behind his back in a manner characteristic of his contemplative mood. He has been informed by a clean-shaven man in a black suit that Downs and Riley will join him on the deck for lunch, after which they will head to the building’s conference room to discuss the business at hand. From the black-suited man’s stance and professional demeanour, the bearded man, Potgieter, is able to infer that he is dealing with the company’s head of security. “Clever of him not to search me himself,” Potgieter thinks, his professional interest sharpened by the unassuming role played by the suit.

Downs and Riley arrive and the three men are seated at a round table after shaking hands. Potgieter is given the place of preference, his eyes continually drawn to the image of the beautiful building shimmering in the rippled lake. Pâté de foie gras and caviar is served with sesame seed crackers and the men nibble lightly while they indulge in small talk. Succulent lobster

tails and swordfish steaks are served next and the conversation turns to the families of the men at the table. Hannes Potgieter, a former captain in the legendary South African 32 Battalion, has no wife and no children. He politely enquires about the families of the mining men and they regale him with anecdotes of their family lives, showing him pictures of their children, who are of similar ages and who hang out fairly often. A cheesecake and a silver platter of sweet pastries are served for dessert but all three men decline. Downs and Riley fire up expensive Cuban cigars and the conversation turns to their latest acquisitions.

At a nod from Downs, the clean-shaven suit mutters something into his wristwatch. After a slight pause he returns Downs’ nod, walking briskly to the stairs that lead to the pathway back to the head office building. The men follow him along the path, a trio of security personnel fanning out behind them. En-route, Potgieter takes note of the red Ferrari and the yellow Maserati parked under a partially enclosed carport at the side of the building. They finally reach the conference room in which they will hold the meeting but Potgieter insists, due to the nature of his proposition, that his own men sweep the lead-walled conference room for bugs, and surveillance equipment. The mining men, both disgruntled by his request, soon realise that the meeting will not proceed until Potgieter is satisfied. Downs and Riley agree and he makes a call to his personnel, who are waiting at the gate to the premises with their equipment. They are first screened before being brought to the conference room. Having received a verbal thumbs up in Afrikaans from his own security chief, Potgieter follows Downs and Riley into the room.

They take their seats and Potgieter launches into his pitch. “Gentlemen,” he says, “I have a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity to present to you. I have very carefully selected Downs & Riley Inc. from a long list of potential investors. I very meticulously researched your past ventures and finally chose to approach you because of the discipline your company has shown in extracting the dividends promised to you at the start of every business venture. I must stress, however, that this is a one-time offer, and that if you decide to back this venture, it will change your lives. Now I know that you currently belong to the Fortune 500 group but this endeavour will put you both into the Fortune 100 bracket. It will also ensure that you both become public

heroes.” Here, Potgieter paused, making sure that he had their attention.

Downs held his gaze, both men gauging the character of the other with this silent testing of wills. Not one to beat about the bush, Riley broke the silence with a question: “Okay, so you have our attention. What exactly are you offering? Give us the details.” Satisfied with this minor victory he felt at Riley’s obvious impatience, Potgieter kept his eyes trained on Downs as he slowly replied: “The details will follow gentlemen, but the broad brushstrokes involve Somalia... Somalia and its Uranium.”
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Indaba

The predawn chill hung in thick ropy clouds of fog just beyond Jackal’s lair. He tested the air carefully from inside the warmth of his burrow for any scent of the pride. Satisfied that their feline stench was absent from the early morning scents floating through the mist, he turned back to his wife who cuddled their five pups sleepily. “Cross your pretty paws my little scamp,” he burbled to his wife. “Your cunning old man has a plan to eliminate this dreaded lurgy6 from our lives.” She licked his muzzle then chewed his ear playfully before he managed to wrench himself away to face the rising dawn. He sniffed the air cautiously once more before poking his snout into the damp morning chill outside his lair. He circled the gnarly old Thorn Tree then arched his back into a downward dog- stretch, yawning out a cloud of hot Jackal breath that dissipated in wisps of white.

Jackal set off for the waterhole at a leisurely lope, his claws clacking against the occasional rock on the trail. The first morning light was gathering in the East. Jackal kept his nose to the ground, wanting to know which animals had already used the trail this morning. Rabbit he recognised, and Tarentaal he knew by the tracks it lay in the softer sand of the trail. He stopped abruptly alongside an old weatherworn Stinkwood Tree, his mouth open slightly as he breathed in the vulpine scent of a Pale fox. This wasn’t just any fox though. Jackal knew the smell of this particular individual. He had run foul of a skulk of Pale Foxes while travelling the edge of the Namib Desert when he had first struck out on his own as a young male. The scent he now inhaled belonged to the patriarch of that group, still unmistakable in spite of the years that had passed since their last meeting. Jackal’s hackles rose and a low throaty growl started in the recesses of his chest. He felt vengeance rising, heating his blood into a torrid river of flowing lava.

Lurgy

noun (lurg, ies) (british) A fictitious, yet highly infectious disease;

almost always used in the phrase “the dreaded lurgy”, sometimes as a reference to flu-like symptoms Etymology: From w:The Goon Show, The Goon Show

He circled the tree once, twice, and then set off along the trail once more, a new slant to his gait, a fierce light in his eyes. Old memories crowded in on his mind, the scent of the Pale Fox bringing back emotions he had experienced as a young jackal out in the world for the first time five summers ago. He mentally replayed the scene of that encounter with the skulk of Pale foxes. In that formative period of his life, which so greatly contributed to shaping who he was today, he was as yet unaware of how dangerous it was to feed out in the open. He had surprised a young blue duiker in the early light of dawn, literally running into it through clouds of fog similar to those slowly curling about him now. He had pounced in an instant, gripping the buck’s jugular vein in a vice-like stranglehold until it kicked out its last death rattle. Feeling proud and cocky – the supreme hunter – he had settled down to his breakfast right there in the open grasslands of the African savannah.

Engrossed in his meal, having quickly devoured his favourite delicacies – the heart, kidneys and liver – he had moved on to the bulk of his meal. Being inexperienced, he was totally oblivious to his surroundings, entirely focused on the rich flesh he gorged upon. The scent of the dominant Pale fox reached him first and only then did he register the rest of the skulk. They had silently encircled him, an unusually large group consisting of three males and two females. The dominant male approached him with a stiff-legged gait that oozed aggression and the rest closed the circle threateningly. Jackal knew that even if he took them on, the injuries he would sustain may well lead to his death. The odds of five to one did not augur well. In spite of this knowledge, bitter resentment welled up inside of Jackal.

On the verge of giving in to the violence raging within, Jackal lifted his lips in a toothy snarl. The dominant male stepped in towards him, keeping the young Jackal’s eyes focused on him. Jackal suddenly felt sharp teeth nipping at his hind legs as the two males who had taken up positions behind him attacked. The other three foxes rushed him at once, the dominant dog latching on to his left shoulder and sinking his teeth to the bone. Jackal was driven yelping into the open plains, nicked and gashed by the skulk of foxes but bleeding profusely from the shoulder. He watched the foxes tearing into his small antelope from a distance. He licked his wounds, promising himself that

he would meet that lead dog fox again when the odds were better.

The wiser and more experienced Jackal recalled the pain and humiliation of that day, and though he knew better than to attack a group of vulpine adversaries, his blood still ran hot with the thought of catching the lead male on his own. The fox had used this very trail but moments before, his foxy odour lingering on the bark of selected trees where he had rubbed the dorsal surface of his tail, secreting a scent from a gland located near the base. It had taken Jackal more than a month to fully recover from his shoulder injury, unable to hunt effectively for many days after the incident. He had managed to survive on his wits alone, scavenging amongst the vultures and crows for scraps of leftover lion-kill carcasses until he was able to run at full speed again. Trying to shake the murderous thoughts of revenge from his mind, Jackal began rehearsing the speech he had prepared for the animals gathered at the meeting point for their Indaba.

He arrived before the sun had risen, although there was enough light to see by now. The fog had also lifted, with just a few tendrils of mist still drifting among the upper branches of the trees surrounding the waterhole. The animals were gathered in clutches and pockets, predators and prey distinctly separate from each other. The birds of prey occupied the higher branches of the trees while pigeons, ducks guinea fowl and geese all clustered together on the lower branches. The antelope, rabbits and other herbivorous creatures congregated at the base of a massive Wild Olive Tree. Carnivores took their places wherever they felt inclined, lounging about arrogantly without a second thought about providing space for those who had not yet appeared.

The scent of the Pale Fox veered off to the right of the trail just before the opening that led down to the waterhole. Jackal scanned the animals gathered together but the pale Fox was nowhere to be seen. The Bat-eared Fox, however, was huddled down next to brother Badger and brother Skunk. Jackal couldn’t help smirking to himself at the thought of all the wisecracks he had heard about the unfortunate-looking creature through the years. At least brother Elephant’s size matched the enormity of his ears. Jackal sat down on his haunches, striking a regal pose

with his nose in the air as if testing the breeze for potential danger or a tasty snack. He would wait until the sun peeked out above the distant blue range of the Biome-berg Mountains before calling the meeting to order.

The monkeys and baboons had set up an awful squabble among themselves, shrieking their ire at each other about which trees belonged to whom. It had begun to fray on Jackal’s nerves when Leopard suddenly dropped from his Marula Tree, peremptorily issuing three short sharp barks to silence the jabbering primates. The contrast of total silence was as if a very strict headmaster had just stepped into a noisy room full of suddenly terrified children. Jackal grinned a toothy grin, grateful that it was not he who had been chastised by the magnificent creature. Perhaps it was time to bring this meeting to order. He peered through the foliage and saw the soft red glow of father sun just shy of the mountaintop. Good enough, he thought, nodding his thanks to Leopard.

“Thank you all for attending,” he barked out a crisp welcome. “The order of our business here today is to discuss potential solutions to the chaos that currently rules our lives.” Jackal looked around at the animals sitting pensively before him, catching the eye of each species in the group. “As you know, brother Lion and his pride have fallen foul of the natural laws that have governed our biome from the dawn of time. No longer satisfied with hunting when in need, they now hunt for sport, stockpiling prey and guarding their caches to prevent any other animals from sharing in the bounty provided by our good biome.” A hissing and clucking of dissatisfaction sounded through the treetops, the vultures and other carrion birds expressing their disgust. Brother Hyena echoed their dissatisfaction, cackling out a low whooping laugh of contempt.

“Not only does the pride prevent others from sharing the spoils of the hunt,” continued Jackal, “but they have begun to patrol all the forest trails and spaces of open savannah where the rest of us live and hunt, effectively confining us to the fringes of desertification beyond the nourishing plentitude of our biome. We are no longer safe, even when they are as fat and full as the blue-black ticks that hang from the ripe haunch of brother Buffalo.” Jackal paused for the effect of his statement to filter through the ranks of assorted animals watching him. “They

strike us down in the prime of our lives simply because they see us as unhealthy competitors for resources they consider to be theirs alone. Yet it is they who are unhealthy!” barked Jackal forcefully. “It is they who have turned the Baobab, ancient symbol of prosperity and well-being, into a bloody symbol of rot and carnage. They bank the wild game of the savannah, hanging our brethren on the branches of the majestic baobab until the meat is spoiled. Only the flies and maggots benefit from their selfish glut of waste.”

Warming to the topic, Jackal began pacing while he spoke. “We have been banished from our ancestral hunting grounds. Lesser predators are ruthlessly exterminated if we are caught hunting. You animals who all predators prey on are killed without reason. The pride is not driven by hunger. They are simply drunk with power and plan to increase their domain to the edge of the desert. We have become exiles in our own land. They leave us nothing. What will they eat when the last antelope is gone? What will any of us eat when we are finally pushed into the desert? There is no logic in the senseless growth of their domain when you consider that the natural resources they need to survive will soon be exhausted. Do they know this? Have they even thought it through?” Jackal shook his head ruefully. “It would be laughable if it weren’t so terrifying.” Jackal thought he glimpsed a pale, sandy creature slinking about through the trees in the near distance but he wasn’t quite sure.

He stared at the spot, straining to see if there was any more movement, eventually deciding he must be mistaken. He took a deep breath and changed tack, introducing a topic he had been considering for the past few days. “I have heard that humans sometimes go mad from eating the flesh of mad cows. Perhaps those rotting carcasses the pride is eating have contracted the madness of these cows. Perhaps the pride has addled their brains with this madness. I don’t know what else to think. What sane creature orchestrates its own demise? For a moment of gluttony and power they bring their race to the brink of extinction within this biome. Even a lion cannot survive the harshness of the desert. We need to know what they are thinking, what their plan is. If they have one at all. It’s beyond me if they do.” This last sentence was said slowly as Jackal exhaled. He sat on his haunches again,

looking around at the animals who had listened to him in silence. “The floor is open,” said Jackal. “Whoever has any ideas about how to move forward... if anyone has any ideas about what they are thinking, what their plan is, please speak freely. For today we are not predators and prey. We are desperate animals trying to save our lives and those of our families.”

A long, drawn-out silence filled the vacuum left by Jackal’s voice. In the distance, the soft sound of two young turtle doves echoed back and forth as they sang their courtship to one another. It made Jackal think of his pretty young wife and their latest litter of pups. He disliked leaving them alone for any length of time these days, unsure of the depravity the pride was capable of. While he sat ruminating about the safety of his family, the deep, guttural sound of Leopard’s voice came rumbling out of the Marula Tree.

“Sitting up here in my Marula Tree on the day after the last full moon, I was resting through the heat of the afternoon when I heard the pride down below. They had come to drink and at first I didn’t think much of it. I lay listening to the quiet sounds of the bush, drifting between sleep and wakefulness. The sound of the pride conversing began filtering through to my conscious mind at one point. Perhaps it was the subject of their discussion that caught my attention. The first word I heard was ‘contagion.’ Obviously my ears pricked up, my first thought being that those rotting carcasses Jackal just mentioned had brought about a disease that was now spreading among the pride. Yet the more of their conversation I heard, the more I realised it was a figurative discussion they were having. I heard the terms ‘bullish’ and ‘bearish’ and these were somehow related to a new market system they had introduced.” Leopard took two short steps down the trunk of his tree then sprang lightly to the ground, his tail swinging sinuously from side to side.

“I was nonplussed, to say the least,” Leopard circled the Marula Tree slowly, rubbing his whiskers against its bark and leaving his unmistakable scent. “Why on earth would the proverbial king of the beasts suddenly start trading and bartering? It makes no sense. What was more perturbing is the fact that our biome does not support these ‘bearish’ creatures they spoke of. In my travels beyond our biome I have heard talk of these

animals called bears and most of them are apparently very large and fierce carnivores, while others are mild herbivores. Brother Bull we all know well.” Leopard turned to look at Gnu bull and then searched through the gathered ranks of animals to catch Buffalo bull’s eye. “Do you bulls know anything about this ‘contagion’ business? Or about the introduction of bears into our biome?” asked Leopard, his bright green eyes locking on to the large brown eyes of Buffalo bull.
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