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Colour drained from the landscape as darkness inevitably gained the ascendency; it settled over the parched earth, wrapping around him like a voluminous velvet cloak. He felt as if every nerve ending in his body was tingling from a mixture of fear and excitement. 

The noise started again and although he couldn’t see the danger, his other senses had more than compensated, causing his heart rate to rise and the fine sheen of sweat on his forehead to glisten like the droplets on the side of a glass of chilled wine .

There are not many single experiences that will have a lasting impact on a person’s way of thinking. More often, life is like building a house. 

We start with a simple, practical shell, but over time, life’s trials and tribulations, coupled with our own ambitions and expectations, give us the skills and experience to improve our dwelling.  

We modify it slowly, occasionally with a burst of enthusiasm and passion; renovations and resolutions have varying degrees of influence, but more often it’s a methodical process. 

At some point, comfort takes precedence over style and eventually, despite the best of intentions, the ravages of time take their toll.

Natural aging and irreparable wear and tear, result in the gradual demise of our house, but if we are lucky our mind is still intact, full of wisdom and precious accumulated memories.

If he lived to be a hundred years old, the memory of this night would be etched in his mind, like a message to a loved one, engraved on the back of a watch. This was a life altering moment and he prayed that he would survive unscathed and live to see his family again. 

He lay concealed in a dusty, shallow ditch, screened by some low brush. There was a quarter moon which gave only a feeble, insipid light and even that was turned eerily opaque by intermittent, wispy- grey cloud. 

He would have preferred a half-moon or better, but in his line of work, you couldn’t afford to be too fussy.

Things had not gone well from the start. It had taken two days, travelling mainly at night to get deep enough into the National Park before they cut any rhino tracks. 

Upon closer inspection, Elias was disappointed to find they were at least a week old, which meant the animal which made them was probably miles away. 

He had heard that white rhino were on the brink of extinction and that black rhino weren’t far behind; never having tried to shoot one before, he hadn’t really noticed their dramatic demise, but he could now see for himself, the decline in their numbers since the first time his grandfather had brought him into the wild, many years before.

He could still remember the momentous and overwhelming significance of that first occasion; he had felt immense pride and fulfillment when his grandfather had announced that he was ready to begin his bushcraft apprenticeship. 

It was to become the consuming passion of his youth, as he strived to absorb the insights offered by his teacher; how to live with the land, rather than trying to force it to suit yourself. 

He sensed that the close affinity his elderly mentor enjoyed with nature would be passed onto him, as surely as night follows day. 

With experience, knowledge and wisdom exuding from his instructor, he had felt entirely assured that he would one day be as comfortable in the wild as his ageing guide. Having left the self-assurance and misplaced confidence of youth somewhere behind him, he now realized how much he still had to learn and how unlikely it was that he would ever be in the same league as his tutor.

His grandfather had been patient and kind, instructing him in all manner of things but it had been working on his tracking skills that Elias had enjoyed the most. His babu had been the only consistent source of affection in his tumultuous early childhood and he had tried desperately hard to make the old man proud of him. 

He had soaked up every word the old experienced bushman had uttered, not that it had been a chore; learning about the bush and how to track had been fun and exciting, but he was ashamed to acknowledge that his grandfather would be turning in his grave, if he knew the treacherous business he was now embroiled in.

Elias wasn’t exactly sure how old he was, but his best guess was that he was in his late twenties. Both his parents had died when he was very young, from the slimming sickness, AIDS, the disease which had decimated so many communities from one side of Africa to the other. 

In the Shona language, HIV is often spoken about as a thief; matsoti, or people might say you’ve been mugged, as if something precious has been stolen away from you; which indeed it had. 

Elias felt that he had been robbed of the love and devotion which only parents could lavish on their children. For the majority of his childhood, he had been shuffled around between relatives and friends, with brief stays in orphanages and safe houses. His happiest childhood memories were the times he spent with his elderly grandfather, living with him in the bush. 

At the time, it had seemed like the most dangerously exhilarating thing in the whole world. His grandfather had spent years in the bush and was more comfortable with wild animals, than he was with people. Needless to say, he was a master bushman and tracker, teaching Elias much of the bushcraft he now used when he went on his ‘camping’ trips. 

As much as he enjoyed it at the time, it wasn’t until he reached adulthood, that he realised what an enormous amount of information his babu had imparted to him about the African bush and the animals that lived in it. Little did he know the knowledge he gained in his youth, would save his life countless times in the years to come. If he had his time over again, he would have paid even more attention and never stopped asking questions.

He still enjoyed being in the wild; it was the one place he could get away from the pressures and problems of living an impoverished existence. At least it had been, until recently.

Despite his disjointed upbringing, he was quite intelligent; he loved to read and had educated himself on a broad range of topics. He was also level-headed, sensible and realistic.

He had been married for a few years now and had two small children of his own, which was how he came to find himself in his current predicament. 

He was smart enough to realise that he was trapped in a cycle of poverty and realistic enough to know that his chances of escaping that cycle were very slim indeed. Mozambique had suffered through 16 years of civil war. Tensions between the ruling Frelimo party and the opposition former rebel Renamo movement remained strong and rampant, while corruption ensured the nation remained one of the poorest in Africa. 

Things were slowly improving, but more than half of the country’s 30 million people continued to live below the poverty line.

He had worked hard as a labourer, the only work he could get, and saved as much money as he could. That had been several years ago, when he was in his early twenties and there had been government-funded building projects which had provided employment for a lucky few.  

As the government funding had dried up, so had the work, and it had been over two years now since he had worked even a couple of hours a week. The money he had managed to save was all gone, used to support his family, and the meagre amount he received in unemployment benefits didn’t even keep pace with inflation, much less provide enough money for food and the other essentials that a young growing family needed to survive.

He was lamenting his situation with his best friend, Samuel, one day. He had first met Samuel when they were both young boys in an orphanage many years before. He had explained to his friend that he wanted a better life for his children, an education that would allow them to find well-paid jobs and live in a respectable community, in a nice house and not have to worry about where their next meal was coming from.  

They had done some poaching together in the past, nothing very risky, just an antelope here and there and, on one occasion, a buffalo, but that had been more as a matter of necessity, when they had blundered into the sleeping animal in the middle of a dark night. 

Buffalo were notoriously cantankerous and this one was no exception. It had reacted in the only way it knew how and charged straight at them. Luckily his friend had not panicked but given the beast a burst from his old but dependable AK47 rifle; accuracy was not a prerequisite for a satisfactory outcome provided you fired enough bullets, and Samuel was a firm believer in this concept.

Samuel had led a more ‘colourful’ life than Elias, culminating in a six-month prison sentence and had associations with people of dubious moral character. He said he knew how they could make some decent money, but that it wasn’t without risk, but no risk, no reward. 

He had an acquaintance who was well connected in the more lucrative side of poaching and for a single rhino horn, he had been told they would each get five thousand American dollars. Elias knew powdered horn sold for around a hundred thousand dollars a kilo in Vietnam and other Asian countries, so considering the dangers involved, they were getting a very small slice of the pie.

Given the disparity between risk and reward, five thousand dollars didn’t strike him as a particularly enticing proposition, but unfortunately, five thousand dollars was more than he could hope to earn in a year from legitimate employment and American dollars were far more valuable than the next to worthless local currency. 

Consequently, he had reluctantly agreed to participate “just the once”; in order to keep his children in school. Hopefully, his prospects would soon improve and he wouldn’t have to resort to such risky undertakings in the future. He knew he was kidding himself. The chances of his prospects improving were minuscule and he didn’t know what he was going to do in the long term, to give his children the opportunity to build a better life.

––––––––
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Samuel often marvelled that his friend could read the ground as if he was reading a book. Indeed, sometimes Samuel couldn’t see any spoor at all, but Elias would guide them unerringly either away from danger or if the situation dictated, as it did now, straight into it.

After two fruitless days wandering around the bush, they were fast running out of motivation and began talking about heading back to their waiting families. They decided to give it until noon the next day and, if nothing presented itself, they would give up their nefarious undertaking and make their way back to their homes.

As a result of their ineffectual wandering, they now found themselves in an area known as the Pafuri triangle, in the most northerly point of Kruger National Park. The Luvuvhu and Limpopo Rivers converged at Crookes Corner, not far from where their futile search for signs of a Rhino was currently taking place. 

Samuel knew from his brief inspection of their rudimentary map, that if you stood in the Limpopo river bed, you would have Mozambique on your right, Zimbabwe straight ahead and South Africa on your left. 

Ironically, Crookes Corner had gained its name in the 1800s, as the region was seen as a haven for criminals and poachers, who would use the close proximity of the three countries to escape police, by fleeing out of their jurisdiction and into an adjoining country. 

This was still taking place today and many modern-day visitors were disappointed to find that Kipling’s “great grey-green greasy Limpopo” was, in fact, a sandy, dust-covered expanse, devoid of much of the character they had been expecting. 

This was due largely to overuse of water resources, by agricultural interests all along its length but regardless, its close proximity to poverty-stricken Mozambique still made it a poaching hotspot.

As a result of its villainous past, iniquitous present and dubious future, it should have come as no surprise that it was under virtually constant surveillance by park rangers; however, Elias and Samuel were poaching novices, blissfully unaware of the danger they were blundering into and continued undaunted in their quest to locate an elusive quarry. 

The average life expectancy for a male living in Mozambique was a scant 56 years, but Samuel and Elias were going to be lucky if they saw out the day.

The afternoon was hot and sultry, with no hint of a breeze across the vast tracts of mopane veld and alluvial floodplains. The dry climate did not support the large herds of game to be found in central Kruger and the ravages of poaching had severely impacted the limited wildlife the area could support.

Their search had yielded nothing of substance and they were three hours into their return trek, feeling disconsolate and sullen, when they literally stumbled across the fresh spoor of an adult male rhino. 

This sudden change of fortune injected a new dose of enthusiasm into their efforts and over the course of that afternoon, they slowly closed the gap on their intended prey. 

“Will we catch up to it before dark?” Samuel asked with a hint of trepidation in his voice.

“It will be a close-run thing, I think,” Elias couldn’t mask the apprehension in his voice either.

“It should do more browsing as the temperature drops and the air starts to cool but you can never be sure with wild animals. It might head straight for the river, I know that’s what I’d like to do.” 

He wiped the sweat from his brow, an action he had performed countless times over the last couple of days. It had become almost automatic now, he would probably do it in his sleep for the next month, he brooded to himself.

The transition from day to night was emphasised by a sunset sky showcasing colours full of rose-gold, tangerine and rusty bronze, but the beauty of the sunset was the last thing on their minds. The temperature had dropped appreciably but Elias didn’t think that or the savage splendour of his surroundings, was the reason for his goosebumps, or feelings of unease. 

Eventually, darkness had prevailed but fortunately, they were now able to hear the animal pushing through a patch of thick scrub, just ahead of them. 

Samuel was keen to shoot and hope for the best, but Elias urged caution and pulled his friend down into a ditch, to hold a hurried council of war. They were debating the merits of a headshot versus a fusillade into the body, when a sixth sense warned Elias something was not right. It was nothing tangible, more an intuitive feeling, but with a sudden shock of realisation, his highly tuned natural awareness registered that they were not alone.

He leaned close to Samuel and whispered in his ear, “We have to get out of here, there’s someone else nearby.”

“What, don’t be crazy, how can anyone ...”

At that moment, a blinding spotlight turned night into day and a loud voice shouted,

“This is South African National Parks Rangers; you are surrounded; lay down your weapons and surrender or we will open fire!” 

They were momentarily stunned and could only manage to gape at each other, helplessly transfixed by fright. Terror mirrored in their eyes, incredulous at the unexpected reversal in their situation, they were powerless to react to the deadly predicament they suddenly found themselves caught up in.

Elias began frantically processing the new factors at play, trying to devise a course of action and a possible escape strategy. Fear and alarm were radiating from his companion, like heat from a bonfire and Elias was certain he was about to panic and get them both killed. 

Before he could urge caution, Samuel pointed the rifle in the direction the voice had come from and sprayed a fusillade of bullets at an as yet unseen enemy.

At least one bullet hit the spotlight and overwhelming darkness swamped them once again. Elias threw himself onto Samuel and pressed him into the hard, dusty earth. 

Simultaneously a crack like a bolt of lightning split the air, as a bullet whipped through the space directly over their heads. It was to be the first of many, as it seemed a small army had made it their mission to ensure that these poachers would never poach again. During a brief lull in the shooting Elias put his mouth close to the ear of Samuel.

“I don’t think we’re surrounded.” He couldn’t keep the fear out of his voice. “I think they just got here and are bluffing.”

“I don’t care if they’re bluffing or not, I’m not going to jail again; I’m going to take my chances and make a run for it.”

Having announced his intentions, Samuel wasted no more time, spraying more bullets in the direction of the rangers, at least one of which found its target. 

There was an anguished cry of pain, no doubt one of their adversaries had been hit and wounded. Elias fervently prayed they were only wounded. 

Killing people was the last thing he had envisaged when they set out on this perfidious undertaking. Samuel sprayed another burst from his rifle and without bothering to consult with Elias, launched himself out of the ditch and turned to run full pelt in the opposite direction.

Given a choice, Elias probably would have surrendered, but in the pressure of the moment and out of loyalty to his friend, he felt compelled to join him in his suicidal attempt to outrun their attackers.

The thick scrub and enveloping darkness served to give them some cover, the anti-poaching patrol operated under a shoot to kill policy and as a result, they didn’t hesitate to return fire. Bullets flew through the air like flies swarming around a rotting carcass. 

He had never been so petrified. They had fled for their lives, heedless of the scratches inflicted by the wickedly sharp barbs of the hook thorn bush that were shredding their clothes to rags. Their arms and legs were ripped and bleeding, until they looked like they had been mercilessly whipped. His backpack was snagging on every second branch, but he wasn’t thinking clearly enough to discard it. He blundered ahead, heedless of any obstacles which lay in his path.

Elias had been correct in thinking they weren’t surrounded, but it didn’t seem that it was going to make much difference, such was the intensity of the rifle fire coming in their direction. 

He was trying to run bent over, to reduce his size and present a smaller target, but he decided it was slowing him down too much and reverted to running terror-stricken and fully upright. 

Branches and twigs were being shredded all around him, the destruction was indiscriminate and he thought it ironic that at the moment, those tasked with saving wildlife, could just as easily be destroying it.

The moon had been momentarily shrouded by a frosted silvery cloak of tattered cloud and they were just beginning to hope their frantic efforts might be successful, when his friend suddenly let out a loud, involuntary sigh and pitched headlong into the sandy alluvial soil, struck by a bullet in the middle of his back.

Elias knew immediately that it was a serious wound. He rolled his friend over and looked into his terrified eyes. 

“Don’t let them catch you,” he had said, with pink frothy bubbles spilling out of his mouth. “Take the rifle and go - quickly before they are upon us.” 

And so he had grabbed the gun and continued pelting headlong into the darkness and the feeble safety it offered; fully expecting to feel the impact of a freight train in the middle of his back, when his luck ran out and a bullet finally found him.

The next couple of minutes were a blur of fright and terror; eventually, he noticed that the intensity of the firing was slowly dwindling, but he did not slow his pace. He heard dogs barking behind him now and knew he couldn’t hope to outrun them. 

The diminished firing was almost certainly a result of the rangers not wanting to accidentally hit the dogs and Elias knew he had only moments before the canines caught up to him. His heaving lungs would be the least of his concerns once their powerful fangs locked into him and held him captive until their masters arrived. 

He skidded to a halt and knelt in the classic markesman position, rifle raised to his shoulder, pointing into the murky darkness, in the direction the hounds would appear from. He didn’t want to shoot them; they were only doing what they were trained to do, but given the trouble he was already in, a couple of dead dogs wasn’t going to make much difference. His regret at getting involved in this business was growing by the second, but now was not the time for self-recrimination.

A blur of movement was the only warning he got, but instinct and experience took hold, as he took a deep breath, to still his shaking arms and fired with practised accuracy. A short burst at the first animal, some sort of Alsatian was all he had time to register before it tripped in a tangle of untidy legs, to lie in a lifeless bundle only a couple of metres from his feet. 

Its hunting accomplice was only seconds behind and he barely had to change his aim, as the animal launched itself at him, before meeting the same fate as its partner. 

He waited a few moments to make sure there were no more four-legged pursuers and then satisfied he was alone again, rose and continued his flight into the murky night. He was surprised they had sent the dogs after him; they knew he was armed and even though it hadn’t been him that fired at them initially, they didn’t know that, so he had to assume it was standard operating procedure. 

Certainly, if it had just been Samuel or someone else similarly inexperienced in the bush, they would have been run down from behind, as they fled in mindless, panic-stricken flight. Elias had been drilled from an early age by his wise old grandfather never to run from an attacking animal; of course, that was a lot easier to do if you were holding a rifle. Once again he sent a silent prayer of thanks to his dearly departed forebear.

A couple of stray bullets whizzed past him but miraculously he hadn’t been hit and after what seemed like hours but had probably only been minutes, his headlong flight settled into a shambling, loose-limbed jog. 

Several times during the night, he thought he heard noises behind him and had quickened his pace, but mercifully they hadn’t sent any more dogs after him. He detested killing except for food and with every step he took, he berated himself for having agreed to this crazy, deadly, insane undertaking. 

The night dragged on with lugubrious certainty; the moon gave him a rough measure of the passage of time, but he tried to ignore it and staggered on, almost in a trance, draining his last reserves of energy, before finally succumbing to exhaustion many hours later. 

As the apricot skyline heralded the arrival of a new day, he crawled under the trunk of a fallen tree and slept fitfully for the next couple of hours. At some point he heard a helicopter in the distance, but it did not come near him and he had dozed on and off through the remainder of the day, only continuing his escape as night descended.

Eighteen hours later, having stopped only to conceal the rifle in its usual hiding place, tightly wrapped in an old blanket and inside a hollow tree, he finally stumbled through his front door. 

He was back in the world of people, back where he was safe from poaching patrols, wild animals and deadly encounters. He vowed that his poaching days were over and that he would never again undertake such a foolhardy undertaking. 
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Chapter 2
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Jacob Barden was a former special forces commando turned safari guide, who was currently surveying the motley collection of backpackers and multifarious travellers arrayed before him. 

Having previously lived a regimented life based on self-discipline, army values and camaraderie, he still had moments when he found it difficult to adjust, when dealing with people who thought responsibility and accountability were to be avoided at all costs. 

Having pushed his body through training and combat ordeals which would physically and mentally destroy most people, he had to remind himself that he had chosen that life for himself and this was a very different world. 

Not that he didn’t carry the scars, both physical and psychological, but time and his change of occupation were helping to erase some of the trauma and anguish he had suffered through and witnessed. 

One of the female backpackers had a small, ex-army knapsack, which he assumed was doing duty as a shabby-chic handbag. Without conscious effort he was transported back in time, to a dark night in Afghanistan, with detail so vivid it could have been yesterday. It was a night he would never forget and it still made him shiver whenever it resurfaced, unbidden to his mind.

Making a conscious effort to transport himself from the darkness of the past, into the reality of the present, he made an appraising study of those sprawled haphazardly on the lounges and chairs, which occupied most of what the hotel had given the rather grandiose title of ‘recreation room.’ Suffice to say, you were required to provide your own recreation.

As usual, the individuals currently engaged in animated conversation with old friends and new, represented countries from all around the world and were clothed in an eclectic assortment of colourful casual attire. 

If he was being uncharitable, he might have referred to some items as rags; he could never understand what possessed some people to render a perfectly good pair of jeans virtually unwearable with rips and tears. It just made no sense, but he was the first to admit that fashion trends would always remain a mystery to him.

It was the evening before the tour started, where typically he met everyone at the hotel where they were staying and went through the itinerary, as well as answering the myriad questions which were thrown at him. 

When the questions finally petered out, he went through the do's and don'ts, of which there were quite a few; this invariably led to a whole new round of questions, but the most important rule he always reinforced was, "listen to what I say." 

This group of tourists was slightly more diverse than usual, with a couple of older couples, but that was fine with him. He thrived on challenges and was looking forward to some slightly more mature conversations than he sometimes had to endure. Of particular interest was a young lady from Sydney, who was travelling with three of her girlfriends.

Jacob had sensed from the first moment he met Claire, that she possessed a sharp intellect and quiet independence that set her apart. 

She had been one of the first to arrive and, despite appearances, she was no princess. In fact, after a brief conversation, he had found she was just the opposite: as a journalism student, she had an awareness and insight normally only found in someone much older. A passionate animal welfare advocate, she was a member of PETA and a pet rescue group in her local area and was obviously dedicated to helping animals and making the world a better place for them to live in.

She was very attractive, though not in an anorexic, ‘Next Top Model,’ sort of way. Statuesque, with long blonde hair - natural as far as he could tell, although he suspected that there had been a bit of tinting, not that hair was his area of expertise. Her eyes were quite striking: greenish-blue in colour, but penetrating - as if she could see what you were thinking and high cheekbones, an inheritance from French ancestors.  

Her skin was fair and unblemished and, ordinarily, he would have been more than a little interested in getting to know her better, but he had a rule of never involving himself romantically with clients. Everyone told him that it would only end badly but he had a funny feeling about Claire. 

He was a little worried that her independence could be an issue. He didn’t want her heading off on her own, in pursuit of a dramatic picture, or to talk to someone who looked like they could point her in the direction of an interesting story. He could appreciate that she wanted to practice her developing journalism skills, but he doubted that she understood the potential for seemingly innocent situations to turn nasty in the blink of an eye.

'The story must come first' might be well and good in places less dangerous than Africa, but around here, you didn't have to go looking for trouble; trouble had a habit of finding you... and often.

There were two couples from New Zealand on their honeymoon, Dave and Kylie were one couple, Dan and Lauren were the other. In an interesting twist, he had discovered that two of them were brother and sister, though he had not been able to work out who just yet. Surely it would become clear when they went to their tents on the first night.

The rest of the group were what he had come to expect. Claire's three friends Hayley, Zoe and Ainslie, were fun-loving Australian girls in their early twenties, apparently, they were cousins or something - it was all getting far too confusing with all these people being related to each other. 

Zoe and Ainslie could be mistaken for sisters; both were petite and attractive, with a cute smattering of freckles and clear, sparkling eyes, which conveyed hints of mirth of mischief. Fit an athletic, they were pocket-rockets, bundles of fun and energy, with an enthusiastic and outlook on life. Smiles and laughter followed them, like a rainbow after a Summer shower.

There were a couple of young guys from England, Nigel and Casey, backpacking around Africa. Experience had taught Jacob they would be as tight as two coats of paint, always trying to save money by free-loading off everyone else. 

There were two girls from America backpacking as well. He found that girls usually fell into two categories. Either they played on their helpless vulnerability, or they were keen to demonstrate their independence and show that female empowerment was not to be treated lightly.  

Jessica was friendly and engaging, which was just as well, because her travelling companion, Charmaine, was painfully annoying. Loud and self-absorbed, she was quite the prima donna, favouring the glamorous movie star look, with a stray hair being cause for an anxiety attack and a broken fingernail an absolute disaster. 

She made it obvious that she would like to get to know Jacob better... a lot better. His chiselled good looks, coupled with his athletic body and easy charm, meant that he didn't have to work too hard to get the attention of the ladies, but he didn’t need to give Charmaine any encouragement; she had clearly set her sights on snaring him. 

There was an older sleazeball, Ivan, from Kazakhstan who was going to cause problems trying to get cozy with the young single girls, but Jacob had dealt with his kind before and they rarely needed telling twice. It was shaping up as a very interesting trip.

A few other people he hadn't managed to categorize yet, but he didn't think there would be any surprises there. It all came back to Charmaine, he felt sure she was going to cause more problems than everyone else combined. 

He repeated his warning to “listen to what I tell you,” several times and the fact that he kept looking at Charmaine whenever he said this probably hadn't impressed her, but he knew that no matter how many times he said it, she was only going to follow that rule so long as it suited her.

"You all know the route and itinerary from your brochures; from here we head to Kruger National Park, where we will stay for a week at different camps, including Skukuza and Pretoriuskop, then we head North, through Zimbabwe to Hwange National Park and Victoria Falls,” he explained. 

"As you know, this is a no-frills tour, but I promise we will go places and see things that most tour operators wouldn't dream of offering." He always liked to point out the benefits of travelling with a small family company, rather than a larger, numbers-driven operation. 

"The supermarket across the road opens at 7.30 in the morning, so grab any last-minute things you might need, spare batteries, insect repellent, sunblock, headache tablets and, if you like your snacks, (this was said looking at Hayley, who he had noticed had barely stopped eating the whole time he had been talking) grab some nibbles, chips, lollies...whatever floats your boat. There will be plenty of chances to get provisions on the road, but they won't always be just when you want them. 

Make sure you have your anti-malaria tablets and passports. I need to point out to those of you who haven't travelled in Africa before, that things don't always go according to plan. 

The locals operate on ‘African time’ and don't feel compelled to recognise a timetable; ‘soon’ is undefined and could be anytime next week, ‘immediately’ probably means sometime tomorrow and ‘temporarily,’ could be a year or more. So stay calm, don't get stressed, and enjoy the experience. We leave at 8.00 am sharp so please don't be late."
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The next morning dawned bright and clear and Jacob arrived at the hotel in 'Betsy’, an old blue bus in desperate need of a lick of paint. It had, at some point in the distant past, been a deep, vibrant blue, but the years had not been kind and it could now only be charitably described as faded aqua. 

It had, however, been substantially modified with heavy-duty suspension, all-terrain tyres, long-range fuel tanks, and a beefed-up engine. 

It also contained a large fridge and freezer and the biggest surprise passengers received when they climbed on board, were the comfy seats which had been salvaged from a much more modern coach liner. 

The windows had been removed, as it was impossible to keep them free of dust and with so many photos to be taken, it was easier to just roll down the clear plastic blinds if the weather turned damp. 

It also added to the overall experience to have nothing separating the passengers from the wildlife they had come to see. 

There was the usual chorus of disparaging remarks, " You can't be serious", "Did you come straight from the junkyard?", "Do we have to push it?" 

"Listen carefully folks," Jacob took command of the situation. "We deliberately use a vehicle that doesn't look “top-of-the-range,” to avoid the attention of people who might like to 'share' our belongings. 

We will be travelling through some low socio-economic areas, (Jacob tactfully avoided the use of words such as slums or ghettos and glossed over the rampant crime rate in many areas) and we just want to stay under the radar, so keep your eyes open and your valuables out of sight. 

This last remark was aimed at Ivan, who was wearing a gold chain around his neck, which looked thick enough to use as the anchor cable on a battleship.

Jacob had said 8.00 a.m. knowing full well they would be lucky to get away by 8.30, but that was normal for the first day. He looked over the group he would have in his care for the next couple of weeks. 

The title, ‘tour guide’ was just a euphemism for a jack of all trades; if he’d known what was involved before he’d taken the job, he probably would have run full tilt in the opposite direction. 

It had been a steep learning curve and it still had its moments, but he had grown to love his job and couldn’t imagine doing anything else.

The fact that he would be required to fill half a dozen different roles simultaneously - including but not confined to - safari guide, cook, relationship counsellor, mechanic, first aid officer and driver, all whilst problem-solving on the run and maintaining a cheerful disposition, was not lost on him. 

He felt that he must be getting old, as the vocabulary and antics being displayed were increasingly unfamiliar. "YOLO" someone had said. Upon enquiry, someone told him this stood for ‘You Only Live Once’. 

Ainslie, who had studied Latin for a year at Uni, explained that YOLO was the new carpe diem, ‘seize the day,’ but it just didn’t convey the same depth of meaning for him. 

What was the world coming to when people spoke the way they texted? At thirty-one, he was starting to feel old. 

Eventually, all the luggage had been stowed away; the stragglers had managed to drag themselves on board and everyone had found a seat. The adventure was about to begin.

It was usually about a four-hour drive, to cover the four hundred kilometres from Johannesburg to Kruger National Park, but Betsy took a bit longer. They were following the N4 to Nelspruit; Jacob was being careful to stick to the speed limit in built-up areas. 

On the open road, Betsy was hard-pressed to reach 90 km/h, which was fine, they were on a sightseeing holiday not in a race. In any event, Jacob usually held her to 80 km/h, much faster and the wind coming through the open windows was like being stuck inside a wind tunnel. 

They gradually left behind the cultivated agricultural areas, which produced much of the produce for South Africa's sub-tropical fruit and vegetable export industry. Bananas, mangoes, sugar cane, avocados, nuts and sunflowers, were just some of the intensive farming they saw, as they headed north through the agricultural development of the Lowveld.

Jacob wore a small microphone called a lavalier, which he wore attached to his shirt, just below his chin and linked into speakers in the roof of Betsy. This allowed him to impart the mountains of information which would be required over the next couple of weeks, and leave his hands free to drive the bus, and point out the many things of interest.

“Where are the robots I hear people talking about all the time?” Charmaine asked.

“What are you talking about?” asked her friend Jessica.

“I’ve heard people say not to stop at a robot when there is no-one else around, especially after dark,” Charmaine explained.

Casey was sitting in front of her and quickly turned around to explain,

“Robots is the local vernacular for traffic lights, it took me a while to figure it out, but it’s just one of those verbal anomalies that most countries have.”

“Well I think it’s silly,” Charmaine announced. 

“Everywhere should be the same as America, so there’s no confusion.”

This last statement was met with looks of disbelief and raised eyebrows. 

Claire was easy-going and got along with most people, the only things which really annoyed her were wanton ignorance and self-centred arrogance. 

By any reasonable measure, Charmaine was ticking both these boxes now. Claire was about to ask what the point of travelling to new places would be, if everywhere was the same as America, but in the interests of peace and harmony decided to bite her tongue. 
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Chapter 4
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An unblemished azure blue sky was overwhelmed by the intensity of the blazing African sun; they entered Kruger National Park through the Malene Gate, nervous expectation was very nearly tangible. They were venturing into the home of Africa’s wild animals, with nothing but cameras for protection. 

The wet season was off to a slow start, but the customary summer humidity was asserting itself, making it sticky and uncomfortable for those who hadn’t yet had a chance to acclimatise. 

Jacob pulled over, to give his passengers a reprieve in the closest picnic area which afforded some shade, while he shared some of the area’s history.

"Malelane has been a river crossing for hundreds of years and takes its name from the Malelane Regiment of King Mswati II of Swaziland, which was stationed here in the 1850s when the area was under Swazi control. Mswati's regiments conducted regular forays in the mid-1800s into present-day Kruger and at some points, his influence extended as far as southern Zimbabwe and central Mozambique. Many of the names in southern Kruger are Swazi in origin, while further to the north, Shangaan names tend to dominate. 

You may have noticed as we pulled up, the sign which says, ‘You may alight from your vehicle at your own risk.’ Please be mindful that you can only get out of the bus at designated signposted areas, which obviously, is for your own safety. With that in mind, I’d like to share a story with you, about something that happened here at this very spot some years ago." 

He paused to make sure that he had everyone's undivided attention. "A group of tourists were standing about relaxing, taking in the scenery, cooking some steaks on the braai, when a leopard came darting out of the bush, grabbed a steak off the hot plate and disappeared back into the undergrowth, before anyone could even react." 

As usual, whenever he told this story, there was a moment of stunned silence, then all eyes turned to the surrounding bush, lest they be attacked by a wild animal only meters from the safety of the bus. Once the initial shock had worn off, there was a chorus of disbelief and scepticism. 

"You're just making that up to frighten us and keep everyone close to the bus," said Lauren. 

"I give you my word, I am not making it up, but I am trying to impress on you, just how important it is to keep your eyes and ears open and if you are surprised by any wildlife, do not run! 

As soon as you start running, you become prey and prey get chased and caught and... well you get the idea. It's the natural order of things, so remain calm, stay still and do not feed the wildlife, no matter how harmless or cute they may look; it only encourages them to seek out humans and ultimately become dependant upon them."  

"Well what should we do if we find ourselves in some sort of situation?" asked Lauren. 

"If you do, 'find yourself in some sort of situation,' stay together, even a couple of people can appear intimidating if you wave your arms and make a lot of noise. 

You want to try and appear bigger than you are and don’t display any nervousness or signs of looking frightened. Don't advance towards the animal, just stand your ground and wait for it to lose interest in you." Hopefully, lose interest in you, Jacob thought to himself.

A short time later and everyone was back on the bus, as it coasted along at the leisurely 50 km an hour speed limit on the roads within the park. People were enjoying the scenery and soaking up the atmosphere.

Everything was the colour of Africa - brown. A thousand different shades of brown. Scorched brown grass on red-brown soil, with twisted ochre-brown tree trunks, moving up to the gently swaying clusters of burnt brown leaves.

"Ooh look" cooed Hayley, "Elephants !" 

"They’re absolutely huge!" Exclaimed Zoe. 

She realised that she had stated the painfully obvious, because people were casting furtive glances in her direction, when Jacob inadvertently came to her rescue. 

"I know what you mean," he said, "Seeing them on TV just can't capture their size or majesty!”

“They are just so ..., so regal, is the only word I can think of that even gets close,” Zoe enthused with the innocent wonder of someone experiencing Africa’s awesome beauty for the first time.

Nearly everyone was awestruck on their first encounter with elephants in the wild, even though nearly everyone had seen them at one time or another in a zoo or circus. Some people were even brought to tears, it was a very special thing, to be able to help people experience such a profound moment in their lives. 

Jacob could not imagine himself ever getting sick of it.

He pulled off the road and killed the engine, so the sounds of the passing herd didn’t have to compete with the noise of the engine. Some people hadn’t even bothered to reach for their cameras, such was the impact the lumbering, stately animals had made.

While the herd was still relatively close, Jacob launched into his impressive list of interesting facts about the ponderous pachyderms.

“As most of you would already know, elephants are the largest land animals on the planet and they eat accordingly. In fact, adult elephants can eat over three hundred kilos of food a day.

However, only about forty per cent is fully digested, resulting in copious amounts of odorous, fibre-filled droppings. These leftovers can be used for a variety of purposes, including being burned when dry, if there is no wood available and although this can produce a lot of smoke, it has the added benefit of helping to ward off mosquitoes. 

If you ever find yourself in a survival situation and are desperate for water, I have been told by survival experts, that you can squeeze it when fresh, to extract drinkable water, although I must confess, you would need to be absolutely desperate.”

There were the obligatory gags and coughs of disgust, which Jacob had come to expect but the noises and theatrics soon subsided sufficiently for Jacob to continue.

"A relatively recent development has been the manufacture of eco-friendly elephant dung paper. I’m not sure how you’d describe that on your resume, if you were an elephant dung collector but it could make interesting dinner party conversation I guess.”

“You’d need a decent sized pooper scooper,” Ainslie added with a laugh.

There were chuckles and smiles of amusement, as people tried to outdo each other with more entertaining and outlandish suggestions.

Jacob was always keen to create team spirit in a new group and made the most of opportunities such as this for team bonding.

There was a bit of jovial banter for a minute or two and then things became more subdued and Jacob continued his narration.

“Some more interesting facts you might not know - elephants can hear one another's trumpeting calls up to five miles or eight kilometres away, African elephants have the best sense of smell in the animal kingdom, around four times better than a bloodhound in fact and they normally only sleep for two to three hours a day." 

He paused to let them digest the information he was giving them but before he could continue Kylie asked,

“What are those birds getting a free ride on their backs?” She was referring to the red-billed birds about the size of a starling, serenely gliding along, like passengers on a cruise ship.

“Those are Oxpeckers, also called tick birds,” replied Jacob.

“You will be seeing them with monotonous regularity throughout the park. They eat the ticks, lice and other parasites which live on a host of large mammals, not just elephants but also rhino, zebra, giraffe, buffalo, anything which will tolerate their presence really.”

“That would be a symbiotic relationship, if my hazy recollection of high school biology serves me correctly,” replied Kylie.

“That’s right, beneficial to both parties,” replied Jacob. “Although their preferred food is blood and while they enjoy ticks bloated with blood, they will also feed on it directly, pecking at an animal’s wounds to keep them open, which tends to tarnish the relationship somewhat.”

There were a few pained expressions at this latest revelation, but it would be just one of many confronting insights during their time on safari. They watched the birds fossicking around the ears and along the backs of their benefactors for a few moments before Jacob continued his lesson on pachyderms.

"You would all be aware of how flexible and agile an elephant’s trunk can be. That’s because it contains around forty thousand muscles; when you compare that with the human body which has around six hundred and fifty, you can easily see why they have such dexterity.”

The faces taking in the scene before them were filled with awe and wonder, everyone was transfixed by the scene playing out before them.

“If you watched old cartoons as a kid, you might have seen elephants going to comically entertaining lengths to escape from a terrifyingly scary little mouse. This is just one of many myths that have developed over the years. You might be surprised to learn that they are actually scared of something even smaller than mice.” He paused for dramatic effect, “they are actually frightened of bees!”

“No way!” said Hayley. 

“You’re kidding!” exclaimed Ainslie.

Jacob was used to the surprised reactions, but it never failed to put a smile on his face.

“Almost all elephants will flee from bees within seconds of hearing the sound of buzzing, which is perplexing, because their hide is too thick for bees to sting.”

“That’s bizarre, although I’m petrified of cockroaches and they can’t even hurt you, so I guess I shouldn’t be too judgemental,” commented Ainslie.

“Elephants are also the only mammals besides humans to have chins," Jacob added as one last interesting tidbit.

There would be other encounters with the great grey beasts, hopefully even closer than this one had been. After waiting a few moments to watch the herd amble away, Jacob restarted the engine and slowly eased back onto the tarmacadam.
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"What about poaching?" asked Claire from her seat near the front of the bus. It had been about ten minutes since their encounter with the elephants and Claire’s mind had obviously been busy since then. 

Jacob considered his response, knowing that if he tried to fudge his reply, Claire would spot it straight away. He decided that honesty was the best policy.

"That is quite a problem. A lot has been done in recent years to try and curb all forms of poaching but as you can appreciate, it's a huge challenge and whilst great strides have been made, it will require vast resources and enormous sums of money to eradicate it completely."

Claire was not so easily satisfied and probed further, "so how many elephants are killed in a year?" 

Again Jacob did not reply immediately, but decided not to sugarcoat his response. "It's difficult to say for sure, but at its worst in the early 1900s, some estimates put it as high as a hundred elephants.... a day." 

"A hundred elephants a day, you cannot possibly be serious!” Claire was incredulous. "Even a complete moron would know that isn't sustainable!" 

Jacob sighed and resigned himself to another episode of 'shoot the messenger’. "I know that sounds like a lot, well it is a lot, but fortunately elephant poaching has abated considerably since the 1980’s, when it was almost out of control.”

He decided attack was the best form of defence and launched into a condensed history lesson. 

"In the 1930s there were up to ten million elephants in Africa, so you can imagine back then, if you had suggested that elephants would ever be under threat, you would have been dismissed out of hand. There didn't seem to be any need for prudence, but by 1992 that number had fallen dramatically, to around six hundred thousand and the alarm bells were finally ringing loud and clear.

To complicate the issue, whilst the species was in dire peril across most of the continent, in the National Parks where they were relatively safe, they were causing big problems with their disregard for fencing and the amount of destruction they caused in the normal course of satisfying their prodigious appetites. 

They used to range across huge tracts of land, which actually helped to maintain the natural order of things, but in the National Parks, it was like trying to keep them in a chicken pen.

Kruger can only sustain a population of about 8 000 elephants, but at last count in 2012, there were close to 17 000, more than double the optimum number. 

In years gone by, national parks rangers in South Africa and Zimbabwe have actually had to revert to culling in some parks, to maintain enough area for a balanced ecosystem, but as you can imagine, this has been extremely controversial and created as many problems as it solved."

Claire looked thoughtful for a moment before surprising Jacob with her response.

“I can understand it being an emotional issue and I wish there was another way, but different animal species are culled for the greater good all over the world. It’s better than letting them slowly starve to death. Unfortunately, sometimes you have to be cruel to be kind. I assume all the other options have been explored?”

Jacob was pleased that Claire had reacted with such a well reasoned and logical assessment of the situation. In his experience bunny huggers were usually big on emotion, but severely lacking in practicality.

“The relocation of animals is impractical and even if it could be achieved, is extremely expensive and can’t be done in large enough numbers to make a notable difference.

In previous attempts, hundreds of elephants have been darted and transported across the border into the Limpopo Transfrontier Park in Mozambique, but that turned out to be about as useful as giving a fish a bath. Most simply turned around and walked straight back into Kruger, it’s almost as if they know where they are safest from poachers.”

“I don’t suppose they have any other realistic alternatives to try?” 

“There was a trial involving contraception at a private reserve outside of Kruger that I heard about, but nothing seems to have to have eventuated from it. The Transfrontier Park will be the salvation for many of Kruger’s elephants, but it will be many years before they learn that it provides the bigger tracts of land they need for their range and ultimately their survival.”

It was ironic that many of the big tuskers currently living in Kruger had actually been born in Mozambique and wandered into South Africa in their youth, never to return to their place of birth. 

“While a lot of white South Africans like to point the finger at black poachers in neighbouring countries, the reality is that over the years, white ivory hunters have decimated elephant numbers right across the African continent, so both sides have blood on their hands.”

Claire didn’t seem inclined to let the matter rest and asked, "Is the poaching just for the ivory?"

“Primarily, but the far more pressing issue these days is rhino poaching. The white rhino is on the brink of extinction and once they’re gone, the black rhino won’t be far behind. It’s history repeating itself.”

“What do you mean, has this happened before?”

“Absolutely, European settlers nearly wiped out the rhino early last century. It wasn’t greedy or ignorant poachers, it was white cattle farmers who didn’t want the Rinderpest disease, which the Rhinos carried, being caught by their cattle.

They survived that assault, but now they face an even more senseless onslaught and I really fear for their survival this time.”

“Really, is that bad?”

“It certainly is. To give you some idea of how quickly the problem has escalated, in 2007, thirteen rhino were poached in South Africa; by 2014 that number had increased 9000%, 1215 animals were illegally slaughtered in that year alone. 

Over the past ten years, 7,130 have died at the hands of poachers just in this country; at its worst, three rhino were killed every day.”

“Those numbers are simply staggering, no wonder they are endangered. What makes rhino horn more valuable than ivory?”

“Powdered rhino horn has become more valuable than gold or cocaine. Once organised crime syndicates recognised the profits that could be made, they turned what had been fairly localised illegal activity into a global industry.”

Claire took a few moments to process all the information being thrown at her before asking, 

“I seem to recall the horn is supposed to have some sort of magical medicinal properties?”

“Yes, that’s right. It’s long been highly regarded in some Asian cultures as a supposed cure for a myriad of ailments ranging from rheumatism to infertility. 

The aphrodisiac myth finally got debunked, but the latest fallacy is that it somehow stops you suffering the effects of a hangover and it certainly didn’t help when a Vietnamese politician claimed that it was responsible for curing his cancer. 

I suspect he may have had a financial interest in making that particular announcement, but of course it would be impossible to prove.

Sophisticated Asian crime syndicates are behind a lot of the ivory and rhino horn poaching. They exploit desperately poor villagers in war-torn Mozambique and supply them with all the equipment they need; night vision goggles, high powered rifles with suppressors and intel about the best places to cross the border. 

The villagers take all the risks, engaging in extremely risky illegal poaching, while the crime bosses sit back and watch the money roll in.” 

“How can people be so short-sighted? It defies belief that they can be so greedy. They would hunt a species into oblivion, for the sake of a quick profit.”

There was genuine desperation in her voice and Jacob felt a connection with her passion and empathy.

“I know what you mean, but greed has been instrumental in people making poor decisions for a couple of thousand years now. The only thing preventing an end to poverty is not being able to satisfy the rich.”

Claire took a few moments to acknowledge the truth of Jacob’s statement before asking, “Isn’t there some way of stopping it?” 

“There has been some talk about harvesting the horn. It’s already happening to some extent with horns being removed to make it pointless to kill the animal.

Personally, I think the harvested horn should be sold, the way that ivory has been on occasions and the proceeds used to help in maintaining the national parks and in the fight against poaching. 

If poachers are desperate enough to risk being killed to get their hands on it and people are prepared to pay an extortionate price on the black market, they’ll certainly be happy to pay a premium amount to get it from a reputable source.”

“What about poaching in general? Poaching of all types of animals?” Claire asked, genuinely concerned. 

"Well that's a good question," Jacob replied carefully, "but unfortunately there's no simple answer. 

The National Parks Service has a shoot to kill policy where poachers are concerned, you can't get much more serious than that, but one of the biggest issues rangers have to deal with, quite literally, is the size of Kruger. The park covers an area of nearly 20 000 square kilometres which is only slightly smaller than the country of Belgium, but only about 15% is frequented by people, so that leaves huge swathes of land for the poachers to operate in; not that they always worry about people being close by, they can be incredibly brazen and take enormous risks in their quest for skins, horn and ivory.”

“I didn’t realise the park was so big,” Claire commented. “I can see that would be an issue just by itself.”

Jacob nodded in agreement before continuing with his answer.

“There is now much-improved coordination at the Mission Area Joint Operations Centre in the middle of the Park, which encompasses the police, military and SANParks department of environmental affairs. 

There are enormous resources now being allocated to gain some control over the problem; probably the most effective development, has been the introduction of dogs to help rangers in their fight against the poachers.

“Really, I thought they would have been used long before now.” Claire commented.

“Initially there were some concerns about the impact their presence would have on the wildlife, but obviously they are tightly controlled and any negatives are far outweighed by the positive contribution they make. In fact, over 80 per cent of arrests are now made with the assistance of dogs.”

“What sort of dogs do they use?”

“German Shepherds and Belgian Malinois are used primarily for tracking, while breeds like Doberman Bloodhound crosses are used for the detection of things like rhino horns, tusks, firearms and explosives around the park’s borders and entry gates.

The  issue becomes more complicated when we consider that not all poachers are after ivory or skins, some are just after meat for the pot.”

"What do you mean, the pot?" asked Claire. "Do you mean, as in cooking pot?"

"Yep, that's right" replied Jacob. "Subsistence poaching for bushmeat. Many of the communities that live in and around the National Parks are extremely poor. So much so that they live in shanty-towns and exist on a day to day basis.

As you've already seen there are thousands of gazelle roaming throughout the National Parks. How do you tell a man who just wants to feed his family and has literally no other options, that he cannot shoot a gazelle, because it's forbidden and he has to watch his family starve to death instead? 

I'm certainly not going to stop him and I don't think you would either if you'd seen the abject poverty that some people are forced to live in. The whole issue is not quite as cut and dry as it might appear at first."

“What about controlled hunting on some sort of quota system? I’ve heard that  hunters from affluent countries are prepared to pay exorbitant amounts of money to shoot the animal of their choice.”

“That’s true, but again it creates as many problems as it solves, although most of the problems seem to be created by factions which don’t actually have a tangible interest in the issue.”

“Are you referring to animal rights groups and conservationists by any chance?” The tone of Claire’s voice was brimming with indignation, but Jacob wasn’t going to tiptoe around the problem.

“They certainly factor into the equation but with the internet being an increasingly prominent source of news and information, there are a lot of armchair experts who have very little understanding of how complex the underlying issues really are.”

“So what are some of these complex underlying issues you are alluding to?”

The tone of Claire’s voice caused Jacob to pause and consider his response carefully. 

He could tell from Claire’s demeanour that she felt very strongly about animal conservation, but he wanted to answer her question honestly and help her appreciate all the factors at play. After considering his reply for a few moments he decided on a ‘real-life’ example he could use.

“There was a photo which recently went ‘viral,’ as the media likes to say. It showed a female hunter from America, posing next to a ‘rare’ black male giraffe, which she had just shot.”

“Yes, I saw that. I thought it was absolutely repugnant.”

“I can understand where you’re coming from. Personally, I cannot fathom what satisfaction anyone could possibly get from shooting a giraffe, much less some of the other animals she’s shot but putting that aside for now, let’s dissect the facts.”

The expression on Claire’s face left little doubt about who she would like to dissect, but she grudgingly allowed Jacob to continue.

“Firstly, the ‘rare’ black giraffe which was in the photo was old, not rare, hence its dark colouring. At eighteen years old, it was on the slide into giraffe old age and in the weeks prior to his death, the old bull had killed three younger male giraffes, all of prime breeding age.”

“But surely that’s just how nature works,” Claire interrupted with considerable feeling. 

“Sometimes it gets things right and sometimes it doesn’t. That’s what makes it such a fluid, unpredictable, dynamic system.”

“That’s true,” Jacob could sense this was going to become a very emotional debate, but to be fair, as a vegetarian and an informed and active conservationist, Claire had more right than most to take the moral high ground.

“The opposing point of view would explain that in this instance alone, over 2000 pounds of fresh meat was supplied to a nearby orphanage and that if that meat had come from cows or buffalo or even antelope, then no-one would have batted an eyelid.”

“I acknowledge that is a valid point,” Claire conceded. “I’ve always maintained that it’s hypocritical in the extreme to say it’s fine to eat some animals but not others. Nearly everyone would squash a spider, swat a mosquito or spray a fly without a second thought, but they’re all living creatures, why are some special but others aren’t?”

“I know what you mean. Apparently cute and cuddly is the primary criteria for deciding if an animal deserves to live, that, and misinformed media hysteria, desperate to provide a sensational story.”

Claire nodded in agreement. “If you tried to raise money to save an endangered centipede, you’d be wasting your time, but if it was a cute fluffy possum, you’d be knocked over in the rush. 

That translates to what we eat as well. I have to shake my head in disbelief when people try to justify the ‘big difference,’ between farmed meat and bush meat. At least wild animals have had the opportunity to live as nature intended, free and uncaged.”

Jacob was impressed with Claire’s no-nonsense attitude and was beginning to think his earlier assessment that she was more than just a pretty face was fairly close to the mark.

“Most people like to think of themselves as animal lovers, but the fact that the general public is so removed from the food production process, means they rarely give a thought to where their food actually comes from. Even if they have suspicions that what they are eating has not been produced ethically, they prefer to turn a blind eye, the power of willful ignorance cannot be overstated. 

As a case in point, I read an article recently which had done a survey on children that lived in large cities. They asked them where they thought milk came from and nearly half said ‘the supermarket’ and hardly any of them knew what an aboittor was. 

It’s little wonder then, that having been sanitised from an early age, so many people react with horror and indignation when they see someone actually killing their own meat, instead of just trotting down to the supermarket and selecting a pre-tenderized, pre-crumbed, plastic-wrapped portion. 

Once you stop eating meat the double standard is obvious and denying it seems ridiculous.”

“Well said, but getting back to the issue we were discussing...”

“Sorry, once I get started I tend to get on a roll and have trouble finding the brakes.” Claire gave a self-conscious laugh to diffuse the tension she had created.
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