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~ Chapter 1 - The Farm ~

​


Rolling over he could just see a
faint ray of light breaking its way in through the curtains.
Looking down at her, he could tell that she was still fast asleep
with her head buried in her pillow. Smiling, he slowly moved over
and kissed the top of her head.

‘Debs? It’s time to get up.’ He
softly said.

‘Hummm…’ was the only noise that
came from the sleeping beauty as she moved her head slightly.

‘It looks like a nice spring
day.’ He said kissing her now exposed ear lobe.

She batted at his head as she
grumbled, ‘Bet there’s still snow out there though.’

‘Possibly.’ He laid his head
back against his pillow, ‘But the pigs don’t know the difference
being inside.’

‘I know how they feel.’ Debbie
hoisted herself up onto an elbow and slowly opened her eyes. He
is just as gorgeous first thing in the morning, she thought to
herself. Gazing over his face, she had a slight thought about how
unkempt she must look, but feeling the coldness creeping round her
exposed shoulders made her quickly snuggled over and onto his
chest. ‘It’s so cold though.’ She said pretending to shiver as he
pulled her in close.

‘I know something that will warm
you up!’ He replied with a large smile on his face.

Wearily she raised her head,
‘Why are you so lively?’

‘Ah didums,’ they lent towards
each other and kissed. Midway through the kiss, he moved his arms
round to take her in a tight embrace, rolling her over onto her
back. Then, after breaking from the kiss and looking into her eyes,
a wry smile came across his face as his eyes betrayed his true
desires. She shrieked with delight as his hands began to tickle
down her sides and across her chest. Laughing out loud the pair
began to roll around the bed, Debbie frantically trying to get
away. However, under the power of Phil’s arms she was losing, then
again she usually did.

‘Oh please stop!’ she finally
said, her breathing laboured.

By this time Phil was behind
her. He closed his arms around her and squeezed, ‘OK.’ He kissed
the side of her ear, he could feel the shiver go down her body, and
whispered ‘You win, this time.’ Debbie only murmured a small
sound.

‘Ready to get up now?’ She said
once her breath came back. She tried to sit up, but found that her
dearest was now the one to be protesting to getting out of bed.
‘Come on.’ She said wiggling her body, ‘You can’t go tickling me
and then not want to get up.’ She giggled as he murmured something
into her ear. The second time she tried, his arm pushed easier, it
was still heavy compared to most things Debbie handled, but at
least she wasn’t pushing against contracted muscle.

Hurrying across her bedroom
floor she grabbed her work clothes and began to put on the various
layers. Her mind drifted and remembered that they were due to have
dinner with her best friend Jane and her husband. She had been with
Phil nearly a year and it was important to her that Phil got to
know both Jane and Matt. With slight apprehension in her voice she
asked, ‘You still okay for dinner tonight with Jane and Matt?’

Sitting up on the side of the
bed he watched her dance about. He knew that Jane was important to
Debbie and he found both Matt and Jane easy enough to get along
with. ‘Shall we go over once the pigs are cleared out?’

‘Are you not cold?’ She said,
looking over at his practically naked frame.

‘Thought you’d be used to this
by now, it’s been nearly four months of winter.’

‘Ah yes, but my brain is still
in South Africa.’

‘What, after six years of being
back home?’ He said with his eyebrow raised.

Debbie nodded as she walked over
and hugged him round the shoulders. Hugging back the strength she
felt was intoxicating, yet she resisted, pushing him backwards onto
the bed before saying, ‘I’ll check with Jane, but I’m sure it will
be OK to go over earlier.’

 


*

 


Cleaning out any of the animals
generally caused Debbie and Phil to get into a contest of who could
clear the muck quicker. Phil won most of the time, but came off
covered in the stuff and therefore smelling terrible and Debbie
would then declare it a draw. Panting at one end of the barn
watching her carefully place shovel loads of muck into her wheel
borrow he asked, ‘Did you ever clean out the antelope in
Africa?’

Stopping, Debbie wiped the back
of her hand across her brow. She wasn’t overly hot and sweaty, but
it seemed like an action to do. ‘I helped to get them in
occasionally. Don’t forget women there generally didn’t do the
animals, they were responsible for the house and children.’

‘Oh, that must have been
annoying?’ He said folding his arms across his chest.

‘It took a while to get use to
and sometimes I’d help anyway, but most of the time the work was
done while I was out doing my stock counts or any other game
activity Luke had us involved in from day-to-day.’ She continued
clearing the remainder of her side, ‘Luke was an interesting
character.’

‘How come you left?’

Debbie shrugged, ‘Various
reasons.’

Phil noticed a change in her
demeanour as she continued to load the muck and when she didn’t
elaborate he decided that he would not push the subject anymore.
Instead he said,

‘Come on slowcoach we won’t get
finished before Easter at the rate you’re working today. Even the
pigs have fallen asleep!’

Debbie shrugged and continued
working as she said, ‘I don’t much fancy hard labour today, plus it
stinks in here.’

Phil chuckled, ‘Sorry, must have
been those sprouts.’

Debbie giggled and continued on
towards the waiting man. ‘You could always be a gentleman and help
me finish?’

Cocking an eyebrow he replied,
‘I thought you didn’t need anyone’s help.’

With a hand on her hip she
replied, ‘A girl can change her mind. Besides Jane has already text
to ask what time we’ll be round. You’ve made quite an impression
you know.’

‘What, compared to what’s his
face?’

‘Well you’re a single farm boy,
what’s not to like?’

A smirk spread across his face,
‘Oh OK then, you’ve twisted my arm.’

 


*

That afternoon they arrived at
Jane’s house early to help get dinner sorted. As the girls did
things with various dishes in the kitchen, Phil and Matt watched in
fascination from the adjoining dining room. The conversation flowed
easily about various topics, until Phil said, ‘Debbie was telling
me this morning about Africa.’ A silence fell and Jane gave Debbie
a small smirk of satisfaction and instantly Debbie’s face flushed
red. He found their connection fascinating, but chose to ignore it
as he continued, ‘Did you ever get a chance to go?’

Jane cocked an eyebrow enjoying
the slight embarrassment she could see on her best friend’s face,
she replied ‘To see her you mean? Or go in general?’

Debbie simply smiled and
collecting cutlery from the kitchen draw she waved a hand to give
Jane free range to tell a story as she moved into the dinning
area.

‘We never went to see her there,
but we did go to South Africa after she had returned and told us
how nice some of the cities were. Her parents did go out to visit,
just before she came home in fact.’

Phil turned in his seat to look
at Debbie, who was quite intent on laying the table, ‘Did they
convince you to come home then?’

Looking up and into his eyes,
she couldn’t lie to him, so she simply said, ‘No, I had near enough
made up my mind by then, but they were already on route to visit so
I didn’t want them to miss out on spending some nights in two of
the game parks.’

‘I’ve never really been
anywhere.’ Phil said glumly.

‘Don’t worry,’ Matt said opening
another bottle of beer and handing it to Phil, ‘I never went
anywhere either till I met Jane.’

Debbie interjected, ‘You spent a
year in Canada.’ She chuckled to herself at his forgetfulness and
moved back into the kitchen for the wine glasses.

‘Yeah I know, but that was
‘cause of work.’

Debbie gave him a pointed
looked, ‘That’s the only reason that I ended up in Africa. I needed
to get work experience, which the baboons offered me and my time
with Luke was simply being in the right place at the right time.
Eight months of work, sleep and heat. Not a flake of snow, but we
did have hail once.’ She shrugged and carried on setting down the
glasses on their mats.

‘I will never forget how you
looked when you got off that plane.’ Jane said, as she opened a
bottle of red wine. ‘You were in a daze for days.’

‘Yeah I remember.’ Debbie
smiled, ‘As I struggled to push my backpack on one of those airport
trollies through the arrival’s automatic door, I heard my name
being called out from a sea of faces. Then I saw the hand and the
familiar face as Jane called my name out again. I took her into a
close embrace and strangely shed a small tear before I said,
‘Thanks for coming to pick me up on such short notice."‘

Jane sighed recollecting and
then said, ‘I loosened my hug on Debs and said, “Course! What are
friends for if they won’t drop everything to aid their nearest and
dearest?” After we smiled at each other I said, “Now let’s get out
of here before we get run over.” As I began the drive home I
started to ask Debs questions about the trip that she had not
already told me via email, but when she only grunted and shrugged
in response I switched to chatting about what was happening in my
life.’

‘That must have been exciting.’
Matt said with an edge of sarcasm to his voice.

Jane stuck out her tongue as the
other two smiled and laughed along with Matt. ‘I remember, as we
arrived home I gently shook you awake,’ Jane replicated the motion
on Debbie, ‘‘Debbie, we’re back.” But there was hardly any response
and then suddenly your eye’s blinked open and you sat dead
upright.’

‘Yeah, sorry for falling
asleep.’ Debbie said again, ‘Even after I stretched my arms into
the air and yawned, I really didn’t feel myself for some time.’

‘Again, don’t worry.’ Jane said
as she gently rubbed her friends shoulder.

‘Did we have pizza that night?’
Debbie said as she sat on the chair next to Phil.

‘Yeah, Jane had thought ahead
and ordered it on the way home while you were asleep.’ Matt said,
‘Via me of course.’

‘I did feel better the following
morning.’ Debbie said with a smile.

‘We didn’t expect to see you
awake that early.’ Jane said, ‘It was nice that you were up and
wanted to go shopping though.’

‘Well I wouldn’t have expected
that.’ Phil said with a Cheshire grin on his face.

Debbie looked to Phil and stuck
her tongue out before saying, ‘Actually while I was away I hardly
ever got to go down the shops just to look round. I always had to
have a reason to go and even then I wasn’t able to just wander
around.’

‘Oh you poor thing!’ Phil still
had a mocking tone, but he stroked the side of her face to comfort
her. He had come to know that even though Debbie wasn’t a big
shopper she did like to window shop.

‘So you have it, Phil, a long
flight led to me being a zombie and then slowly everything went
back to normal.’ Debbie said with a grin.

‘What about Africa though?’ Phil
questioned as he realised he wanted to know more and this was the
first that Debbie had ever really spoken of her travels.

Rolling her eyes she replied,
‘That’s a long story.’

‘One I might add you’ve never
completely told us.’ Jane said as she checked on the cooking
food.

‘Really?’ Debbie exclaimed as
heads began to nod.

Jane added, ‘Yes especially
whatever actually happened with Luke?’

‘Well I don’t know if I really
want to go into too much detail about that in front of Phil.’
Debbie said, a slight colour coming to her cheeks again.

Phil gave a shrug, ‘We both have
pasts and it’s not like you have been that secrete about past
boyfriends.’

‘True.’ Debbie said. Then biting
her lip slightly she said, ‘So you want the whole story then?’ They
all nodded, ‘How graphic are we talking?’ She said looking directly
at Phil.

He pursed his lips in thought,
‘Well not too graphic, but then again you’re normally quite graphic
about everything so…’ He gave a small chuckle.

Suddenly Jane interjected, ‘My
dear, try to keep it to a fifteen age rating how does that
sound?’

Debbie tilted her head slightly
and seeing the intrigued in each of their faces she nodded. So as
the dinner was served out, wine glasses filled Debbie began her
story.


~ Chapter 2 - The Story Begins
in Swaziland ~

​


The bus bounced down the dirt
track as the sun was quickly disappearing behind the mountain
range. Amy looked at me, but I simply shrugged at her raised
eyebrow. The trip up from Durban had been long and, for the most
part, boring. Endless highways and the occasional view of houses
and shacks as we passed. Most of the people riding the bus had
gotten off at the previous backpacker lodge, however I had wanted
to see the feeding of the hippos and this place promised it
everyday!

We had managed to entertain
ourselves for the most part, but the disappearing light meant that
all we could see was what the mini bus headlights uncovered, which
seemed to be mostly grassland. After several minutes we came to a
basic barrier. A man came out of a small hut by the side. He was
wearing a brown ranger uniform and as he waved at the driver his
smile widened. The bus came to a standstill by the ranger, I could
see that he was slight of build and actually not very tall. The two
spoke a strange language that I had never heard before. I listened,
fascinated by the tutts and clicks in the middle of words. It was
similar to one of the locals we had worked with at the baboon
orphanage and yet completely different. The ranger lifted the
barrier and we were soon on our way down more of the dirt track
until we finally pulled in front of a large bungalow with what
looked like a games room to the left. As we disembarked we were not
sure of where to go, but there seemed to be lots of people in the
garden area to the right with plates of food.

None of you have had the
pleasure of meeting Amy. She’s ever so slightly taller than me and
has very long blond hair, not like my very short brown hair that I
had at the time. Unlike me, who had just cut off my hair to escape
the extra heat and humidity it brought, her way of keeping her hair
under control was to have some of the front hair in tight plats and
the rest brought back into a bun. Her build, tanned skin and slim
waist meant that she carried off the surfer look very well,
something I have always envied.

Amy nudged me and said, ‘I
forgot how hungry I was. Do you think that we have missed
dinner?’

Shrugging I picked up my
backpack, groaning slightly at the weight and said ‘I guess we had
better find out where we can put these first and try to get the
last of the food.’

‘Thanks Moses. Perhaps see you
on our next leg?’ Amy waved at the driver who gave a quick nod
before shutting the van door. ‘He was nice.’

I rolled my eyes at her, ‘Yes
Amy, considering he made no conversation except for grunts and
rarely helped with the bags, he was delightful.’

‘Ah but those eyes, you could
get lost in those eyes.’ Amy gazed after the van.

‘Come on daydreamer!’ I giggled
at her starry eyes, ‘Otherwise we’ll never get any dinner!’

At the thought of food Amy
quickly snapped out of her daze and waddled after me, trying to get
her backpack comfortable for the short walk to the front door.

‘We have a twin room left and if
you hurry you can get some tokens for dinner.’ The small lady said
as she was dishing out raffle ticket stubs hardly making eye
contact with me.

‘Oh right brilliant!’ I said,
trying to make the lady at least look at me, but I got the distinct
impression the woman was not in the mood and had no time for people
arriving and having her perform more than one job at a time.

‘You can pay when you go, but
sign in here.’ The woman reached behind her and lifted up a guest
book and dumped it in front of me, ‘You then pay when you
leave.’

‘OK and the food stubs?’

The woman exhaled loudly, ‘Two
rand each ticket.’

‘We’ll have two then please?’
Fishing in my jeans pocket I pulled out a handful of change,
dropping four rand onto the guest book before picking up the pen
and signing myself and Amy in.

 


*

‘Were you not hot in jeans?’
Phil suddenly interjected.

‘No, the nights were pretty cool
once the sun went down and by this point it was April and so
heading towards their winter.’ Debbie said.

‘Oh right, carry on I’ll try not
to ask any more questions.’ Phil motioned with his hands for her to
continue as Jane glared at him. Jane always liked Debbie’s stories
and knew better than to interrupt, but she was surprised that her
friend was not more annoyed at the interruption.

 


*

‘Amy, hold onto these.’ I said
holding out the food stubs while I began to fill in the visitor
book.

Amy had been looking about,
allowing me to get on with the paperwork. Those were our roles; I
handled the business while Amy looked for the talent. Not that I
ever listened to her about what bloke I should go for, but I let
her tell me anyway. A girl could not go for the whole trip and not
get with a single man. In three months though I had not had a
single shag!

‘Huh?’

I turned to face Amy, ‘Food
stamps Amy. Don’t want them getting lost.’

She quickly took them from me
and held them tightly between her fingers, ‘Yes Boss.’

I shook my head and smiled,
‘Nearly finished Amy.’

We found the room without much
trouble and dumped both bags on the closest bed before returning to
the kitchen area to collect our food. It was a simple meal of
sausage and mash and we soon found a spot on a log between two
groups to sit. As we started eating we found that the mash was not
potato based as we were used to, but corn. From our travels so far
we had discovered that this was the local favourite, called
meleepap such as rice would be in the far east. However, until this
time we had never actually eaten it.

‘It has a rather odd texture
doesn’t it?’ I said as I rolled the soft food around my mouth.

‘Humm…. I’m so hungry I have
hardly noticed.’ Amy said as she shovelled another load into her
mouth.

‘Good evening ladies, do you
mind if we join you?’ Looking up we saw two youngish gentleman,
both holding plates full of food. Having just put another mouthful
of food in, neither could speak, but after looking at each other
briefly we turned back to the boys and nodded with smiles. One sat
each side of us, ‘My name is Eric,’ the guy next to Amy said before
pointing across to his friend, ‘and this is Gary. What brings you
ladies to Mlilwane?’

Both of them were quite slender
in build, but Eric was taller of the two. Both of them had
incredibly short hair and muscles that showed they enjoyed working
out. Gary also had a square jaw which gave him that rugged look Amy
adored. Comparatively, Eric’s skin was so dark it was difficult to
see his expression with the evening drawing and the campfire
throwing everything into deep shadow.

‘Debbie wants to see the Hippo
feeding.’ Amy blurted out after noticing that I was still
chewing.

Swallowing I nudged Amy and
added, ‘Yes, plus this is the last stop on our travels before we
head back to merry old Britain. And yourselves?’

Gary answered, his voice deeper
than I had expected, ‘Mlilwane hosts some of the best bike trails
in Swaziland and we’re here to practice for the Imvelo bike race in
a couple of months.’

‘Oh right, that sounds like
fun.’ I had a hint of sarcasm in my voice, which was completely
missed by Eric.

‘You two fancy joining us?’ As I
nearly choked on the last of my sausage Amy said, ‘No it’s OK
thanks, we’re both allergic to exercise that involves any kind of
muscle strain.’ All four laughed and the air between us all became
much more relaxed.

‘Ah well if you two still happen
to be about we could always do with cheerleaders.’ Gary said as he
started to tuck into his food. I noticed then just how strong his
body looked, considering he didn’t seem to be much bigger than me.
His muscles were lean, but there was evident power there.

The evening continued on just
like any of the other places we had stayed at. After food we joined
our two new friends in the games room and took part in a variety of
drinking games, although only I was brave enough to enter into the
pool competition. Over the last few months I had got much better,
but not enough that I never had to have a forfeit. I also got the
barman and the main coordinator to teach me a few Swazi words. Both
of us missed Gary and Eric leaving. I was a little disheartened,
although not surprised as we didn’t really pay them much attention
once the pool competition started. Alcohol gave both Amy and I
courage and we tended to become butterflies, flitting from
conversation to conversation, which is probably why I for one had
never kept the attentions of any one man.

 


The following morning we decided
to lay-in as we were not planning on going anywhere and the hippo
feeding wasn’t until late in the afternoon. Amy wasn’t particularly
impressed when she found that out, but I did point out that we had
no mode of transport and I would have been utterly miserable if we
had gone to a different hostile.

We also needed to have a break
from each other for a bit so while Amy dozed, I picked up my book
and went out to find a small spot to read in quiet. As I left the
building I was greeted by an amazing sight of open grassland,
littered with a variety of trees. The land then steadily rose up
and in the distance I could see some small huts dotted amongst the
forest. As I walked round the front of the building the view was
still of grassland, but the land was flat so there was not much
more to look at. I was pretty sure though that I could see cows
grazing not too far away. From where I stood though I couldn’t be
sure and wasn’t feeling adventurous enough to go and have a closer
look. I returned and found a small picnic table to sit at that gave
me the best view of the surrounding area.

‘You can get a better view of
the valley from the main camp and an even better one still if you
go up to Reilly’s Rock.’ Looking round I saw a tallish man, wearing
a white shirt, white shorts and black plimsoll shoes. The only
colour he had was the green hat. His skin was an olive brown colour
and showed that he would normally be found out of doors.

‘OK thanks. Do you know if that
is where they do the hippo feeding?’ I gestured towards where huts
were.

The man seemed to chuckle as he
spoke, ‘Yes usually around three o’clock, but mind you there only
tends to be one hippo that comes for it.’

‘Oh that doesn’t bother me I
just want to see one relatively close. They fascinate me.’

‘You do know that they are one
of Africa’s deadliest animals? Even more so that the lion?’

‘I knew they were dangerous, but
not that dangerous!’ I exclaimed, setting my book down on the
table.

The conversation abruptly
stopped and we both simply looked at each other until the air was
cleared by Amy running over from the games room, ‘Debbie, have you
seen this?’ Amy said as she popped herself on the bench next to me.
As I looked around to see what she had brought, the man left as
quietly as he had come.

Looking over her shoulder, Amy
caught sight of the man disappear round the front of the building
and said, ‘Sorry I didn’t realise you were busy, who was that?’

I looked in the same direction
and said, ‘I really don’t know, but I think he might either work
here or at least spend quite a bit of time here.’

‘Oh. Anyway, what do you think?’
She pointed to the picture on the pamphlet of a girl riding a horse
in the bush.

‘A horse safari?’ I said
doubtfully looking up and down the pamphlet, turning it over in my
hand fanning interest.

‘Oh come on it’ll be a laugh and
it doesn’t cost much. Plus it gives us a chance to do something
together.’ I didn’t think her grin could get any wider if she
tried.

‘You’re not sick of me then?’ I
raised an eyebrow.

‘Only sometimes, but as it’s
going to be our last few weeks together, we might as well make the
most of it.’

‘True, doubt I’ll be able to
afford to come and see you after all this.’ I dramatically waved my
arms in the air.

She rolled her brown eyes at me
for what seemed like the hundredth time and said, ‘I’ll go and see
if Jeremiah knows how we can get up to the main campus.’

I vaguely remembered that
Jeremiah seemed to be the camp coordinator. Well at least he had
been the one getting everyone in the spirit of the pool the
previous night. ‘OK.’ I responded as Amy bounced off round the
building towards the games room, while I had already picked up my
book and continued reading.

A short while later Amy came
bounding back excitedly saying, ‘Your friend is going to give us a
lift up to the main site so that we can do the horse safari and
then see your hippo feeding.’

Glancing up from my book with a
confused look I said, ‘My friend?’

Putting her hand on her hips she
said, ‘Yeah the bloke that was here before with the green hat. Oh
he has lovely eyes!’

‘You and your eyes!’ I retorted,
rolling my own and saved the page in my book, looking back I said,
‘When we going?’

‘Now!’

‘OK, let me go put my book
back.’



​ ~ Chapter
3 - Safari after Safari after Safari ~

 


‘Thanks for giving us a lift….’
I said pausing slightly to gain his name as the pick-up truck
bounced up the dirt track.

‘Luke.’ He said turning his face
towards me before continuing, ‘Not a problem, you’ll really enjoy
the horse safari. The horses are a bit dopy, but the antelope are
used to them so you’ll be able to get up quite close. You may even
see the hippos on their island.’ He smiled at me keeping one eye on
the road ahead.

Amy, sitting in the middle of
the cab had been staring at Luke for most of the journey. Suddenly
she said, ‘Do you work here then?’

‘Yeah to such a degree you could
say I do.’ Luke replied nonchalantly.

I looked out the window and
watched the scenery go from grassland into dense forest type bush.
Throughout our travels along the South African coast we had seen
lots of bush and even though this place had a very similar feel, I
could almost tell it was different. Every so often you’d catch a
glimpse of a bird or warthog or antelope as it scarpered out of the
way, disappearing from sight. As we rounded a corner the trees
cleared to uncover a small collection of huts.

‘Are they traditional huts?’ I
remarked.

‘Yes, they try to keep in with
the local design.’ Luke said as he slowed the vehicle down.

‘Oh right.’ I said
impressed.

The vehicle came to a standstill
on the edge of a clearing. ‘The stables are just over there, next
to the wooden hut.’ He said as he pointed out the window to where
we needed to walk. ‘You pay in there and then the horses get
saddled up for you.’

As we exited the vehicle, Amy
said ‘OK thanks. Perhaps see you around later?’ I had already
walked off so I didn’t hear the response. When she caught up she
tugged on my arm and said, ‘Hey, you OK?’

‘Yeah course.’ I said before
continuing on, not looking back. Amy had learnt early on in our
friendship that those words really meant I didn’t want to talk
about it.

The horse ride around the park
was quite uneventful. The tour guide that came with us did stop and
point out anything that might be of interest, like a heard of
impala or zebra that we were coming up towards. As Luke had
suggested the horses simply plodded along, not really paying
attention to anything the riders wanted to do. The heat was almost
unbearable and we both knew that most of the animals would be
asleep, yet we carried on as it was a nice change from sitting in a
Land Rover. Much of the grass we went through came up to our legs
and once or twice I heard Amy complain about it, but then we’d see
something scuttle off and she would quickly forget. Luke was right
about this too, even if we did startle an animal it didn’t run off
as far and so we could get a better look at them. About thirty
minutes in, we stopped for some time at a large pool. The guide
pointed to an island not far from the centre and explained that
normally we would be able to see the pod of hippos all trying to
gain purchase on there. However today was just too hot and so they
were likely down the far end where it was deeper and they could
cover up more of their sensitive skin.

When we got back to the main
camp, we still had a couple of hours until the hippo feeding and so
we decided that we would stick about for a bit and see what else
was there. Just behind the main office was the car park. A short
walk diagonally from here was the restaurant and bar. This was
completely open and the roof was straw filled, somewhat similar to
the thatch cottages in England, but thicker and there isn’t the
netting around it. Anyway, behind this was the hippo pool.
Surprisingly there wasn’t really a fence around the hippo pool. We
could see the platform where the feeding took place, but there
really wasn’t anything to stop people just wandering over to it. I
thought how health and safety would have a field day if they saw
that going on in the UK.

Taking a seat at the bar we
decided to have a beer and see what food they had to offer. We had
got so use to living off breakfast, alcohol and dinner, it was
strange to decide what to have for lunch. Such is that we went for
chips and beer. Then the heavens opened and the air and ground was
filled with water. Sitting under cover we watched the rain, and
noticed that people ran for cover just like at home when the
heavens opened. The only difference being this rain was warm and
actually brought some relief from the heat of the day.
Unfortunately we found out that heavy rain also meant the hippo
feeding was postponed.

The rain only lasted for a
little over an hour. One of the waiters told us that it was usual
for this time of year for it to suddenly rain. I commented on how
we had not noticed and he laughed and said ‘You British have the
April showers?’ We both nodded, ‘Well this is Swaziland’s version.’
His laugh was deep and infectious and we both found ourselves
giggling, although the beer most probably helped.

When the rain stopped we decided
that we would walk back to the backpacker lodge to get changed. We
followed the road that Luke had brought us along, although the
incline back down to the lodge was steeper than I thought it would
be. The road itself is also a dirt track and even though the rain
had stopped the ground hadn’t really dried out. It was quite a bit
further than we had anticipated and, nearly dripping with sweat and
much of our legs covered in muddy sand, upon arrival we were
greeted by Jeremiah. He had the same light brown uniform that we
had seen the other people wearing at the main camp. Quite different
from the colourful top he had worn the previous night.

‘Hello ladies, did you have a
good ride?’

Still a little tipsy and quite
hot, we both giggled at the innuendo. Then seeing that Jeremiah was
being serious I coughed and in a more sensible tone I quickly said,
‘Yes it was. Although perhaps next time we won’t go out in the heat
of the day when all the animals are sleeping. We might also not
walk back.’

It was almost as if he had been
waiting for such a line so that he could make his invitation
without feeling awkward. ‘Well in that case perhaps the sunset
safari would be better?’ Shrugging at him he continued, ‘Msan has
said that he has booked you on tonight’s tour and then you are to
dine with him at Reilly’s Rock.’

At this I was slightly taken
aback, I was not use to someone else deciding what our activities
were going to be, besides I wasn’t sure who this Msan was. Amy must
have seen the anger rise in my face and gently laid a hand on my
arm. I looked at her, calm beginning to wash over me as she said,
‘Thanks Jeremiah that sounds great, we’ll need to go get changed
and showered though. Who and where do we meet for the safari?’

‘I will be driving and we’ll
leave from the club house around five pm.’ He said as he indicated
with his hand behind him.

Neither of us spoke until the
door closed into our room, ‘Amy I don’t see why he gets to choose
what we do, whoever this Msan is!’ My voice was more angry than I
had meant it to sound, but it was true I didn’t see the point in
bending to his wishes.

‘Come on Debs, it’s not like
he’s making us do anything we don’t want to do and you’ve obviously
caught the eye of someone, it wouldn’t even surprise me if it was
that fella that gave us a ride up to main camp.’

‘Come on.’ I said dismissively
and shifted uneasily, suddenly feeling rather embarrassed. ‘You
were chatting to him and I know you fancy him.’

‘True I do but, he certainly
wasn’t interested in me. When you walked off earlier he spoke to
me, but was keeping his eye on you. I knew then that there wasn’t a
chance, only one other person has made such eyes at you.’ I was
dumbfounded as I certainly didn’t know who she was talking about,
‘You still don’t know do you?’ She threw her hands up into the air,
‘Oh it doesn’t matter anyway he’s miles from here and would have
only been a one night stand, totally not your thing. Anyway, Luke
did say earlier that he would send word of where we would meet,
this must be it.’

‘There must be a catch.’ I said
as I started to undress and get into more suitable clothing for a
night safari, suddenly aware that if Amy was right, I had nothing
to wear to impress any man.

Amy had a thoughtful expression
as she said, ‘Probably.’ Then she shrugged, gave me a wink and in
her usual carefree tone said, ‘But if we stick together we’ll be
fine. We have so far haven’t we?’ She bent her knees slightly and
tilted her head to try to make eye contact with me. Eventually I
gave in and smiling looked at her. We hugged and as foolish as I
felt I had always been the voice of reality for the trip, but this
time I could see that perhaps I was just being over cautious.

The sunset safari was marginally
better than the safari we had done earlier on in the day. My
highlight was that we saw near enough the whole pod of hippos
grazing just outside the main pool. We saw plenty of eyes in the
moonlight that Jeremiah put names to, but much of the time Amy and
I could barely see what he saw, although we made all the right
noises to indicate that we had. We had brought a couple of bottles
of cider from the games room before we left and were merrily
drinking, which certainly helped.

‘These pens here are at the
bottom of Reilly’s rock.’ Jeremiah said as he slowly drove the
vehicle past. ‘They are doing a rare breeds breeding program with
Roan Antelope and Oribi. They are truly opposite in
characteristics, but essentially the same type of animal.’

‘Oh right.’ I said sitting
forwards slightly to see if I could see anything.

Jeremiah chuckled slightly, ‘You
most probably won’t see anything though I am afraid Miss Debbie as
they have a bowa that they sleep in at night. Sometimes though they
do stay out, however I do not think that today is one of those
days.’

I slumped back, slightly upset
at not seeing these mysterious antelope. Then again I hadn’t got a
clue what I was looking for and Amy, well she was just enjoying the
trip and daydreaming about whatever she tends to think about when
she gets her far away look.

Before long we came to a gate,
which without thinking I jumped out and undid. Pushing it forwards
into the open expanse of grass that was the other side. I turned
and saw Jeremiah still in mid stance where he was obviously about
to get up to do the same thing.

Amy leaned forward and said,
‘Don’t worry she’s very proactive and has worked with animals
before, so gates are no mystery to her.’ He simply nodded to her
explanation and drove the car through the open gap.

As I closed the gate, he
reversed slightly. I thought this slightly odd so when I got in I
asked, ‘Are there dangerous animals this side or just ones that
might try to escape?’

‘Ones that like to escape. The
Oribi are quick and very nervous of vehicles.’

‘That won’t be very good for
tourists then.’ I replied, raising my eyebrow.

‘No not really, which is why
most of the time once the visitors are in this area they are
encouraged to go on foot as they will see more and there are no
carnivores or animals that are dangerous this side of the fence.’
We both gave him blank stares, ‘Did you not realise that it is not
just hippos that side that are dangerous?’ Again we simply shook
our heads, ‘Oh there are crocs and leopards and civets and in my
opinion warthogs. They get very protective of their den if you get
too close.’

We looked to each other, luckily
on our walk we saw no such animals. Then I suddenly thought, ‘I saw
a poster and some backpackers said about for a bike competition
that Mlilwane holds, where do they ride then?’

Jeremiah stopped the vehicle and
began to point out the route, starting from the left, ‘It starts at
base camp and follows the trails around the back of Reilly’s rock’
he indicated directly in front, ‘then up through the bush to the
top of Execution Rock,’ his hand held over the great expanse of
rock that rose high above us to the right, ‘and then comes back
down though the reserve this side.’ he finished pointing behind
us.

‘Is it not dangerous for them?’
Amy asked sitting forward in her seat.

‘All that noise and commotion,
there isn’t an animal in sight when they start up! The stragglers
might see a bit more and the marshals. The marshals have guns
though, so they aren’t worried.’

In unison we both said,
‘Oh.’

Jeremiah quickly looked at his
watch, ‘Anyway, we had better be going as I wouldn’t want you to be
late for your dinner. I believe that Msan has had the girls cook
you something much more exotic than melepap and sausages.’

As we drove along the dirt track
we rounded a corner and headed into the woods that sat on top of
the small hill. I spotted at least three different types of
antelope, but what they were I couldn’t tell as the light was
quickly disappearing, causing the shadows to elongate and merge all
around us. Unfortunately Jeremiah was only use to the main park
animals and had not been involved with the Reilly’s Rock area.

‘What is Reilly’s Rock?’ Amy
asked. She had moved closer to me as we entered the wooded area as
it had got considerable darker.

‘It is where Msan grew up, his
family home. He does not live there though now, it is used as a
guest house. Very expensive.’

‘You keep speaking of this Msan.
Who is he?’ I asked.

Jeremiah slowed the vehicle down
so that he could turn to face us, while still keeping an eye on the
road ahead, ‘You know him as Luke, but as our boss we call him
Msan.’

‘Wow he never said he was the
boss. Humm...’ Amy giggled pushing her shoulder against me, ‘that
makes thing more interesting.’ She looked at me and grinned, I
jovially pushed her back. I was glad for the darkness as I knew
that my cheeks were probably red.

Jeremiah did not answer straight
away until he parked the vehicle by a small wooden fence to one
side of a large clearing on top of the hill. Turning off the engine
he said, ‘Strange that he should not mention it to you. Who did you
think had invited you up here?’

‘Well I had thought it was
Luke,’ Amy built herself up to full height, pushing out her chest
like a peacock, ‘it now makes sense that he is the boss.’

Jeremiah exited the vehicle and
as I got out, he helped Amy to get down, ‘The family owns Hlane and
Mkhaya. Msan Dick runs Mkhaya as it is private like Mlilwane, but
Hlane is owned by the King and so other people help run that
one’

The words came out of Amy’s
mouth before she even realised, ‘Who’s Dick?’

‘The brother that looks after
Mkhaya.’

Amy turned to me, grabbed my
arm, her face beamed with excitement, as she said ‘Oh Debs, now you
just have to go get us invited to visit these places!’

I rolled my eyes slightly, ‘Yes,
and you never know we might meet said brother.’ My voice was laced
with sarcasm, but as usual Amy ignored it and proceeded to follow
Jeremiah up along the garden path.

By this point it had grown very
dark and all that could be seen was the soft glow that only a light
bulb can emit from the house in front of us. I could make out a
huge tree overhung the front, creating deeper shadows. The soft
glow illuminated an old stone cottage, surrounded by stone walls
and floor. At the steps leading up to the cottage we met a lady
called Joanne. She was a little taller than me and had a roundness
to her that was a healthy plump as opposed to overweight. Her face
lit up as she saw Jeremiah and I guessed that they were related in
some way. They spoke briefly before Joanne introduced herself to us
and asked us to follow her. Jeremiah stayed with us for part of the
way, but at some point he must have taken another route for as we
came to the top of another set of stairs leading down to a seating
area, he was nowhere to be seen. As we walked passed the house,
through the windows I caught glimpses of old fashioned furniture,
wooden floors and I spotted a fireplace or two.

Walking down the steps I could
barely see out into the distance, for everything was simply covered
in shadow, but it is none too similar to some of the views that
I’ve seen in the Lake District. As we entered the dining area Luke
stood up from his seat near the far wall and smiling said, ‘Debbie,
Amy, so nice of you to join me. I trust that you enjoyed your
moonless safari?’

He was still wearing the same
white shirt and shorts that he had on earlier and I suspected that
the shoes would be the same, although they were hidden by the
table. He looked slightly shorter than I had remembered him earlier
on in the day, however that could have been because I or he had
always been sat. The candlelight darkened his tanned skin somehow
and brought a ruggedness I hadn’t seen earlier.

Amy went forward first and said,
‘Yes, we saw much of the same things as we did earlier on in the
day, but they were much more active and it was very exciting to
come through the gate and up here. Jeremiah told us of the
different antelope that you are trying to breed within this area
that are not so well known.’ Amy took a breath and I took the
opportunity to gently lay a hand on her arm and nodded towards the
outstretched hand of Luke and the awaiting table.

Taking her hand into a firm
handshake he said, ‘Not so much well known as endangered.’ As he
transferred his hand towards me, his face changed slightly. It was
only subtle and it could have been the low candlelight that filled
the area, but he seemed to relax more, ‘Were the array of antelope
to your liking Debbie?’

I smiled and felt my cheeks
redden and somehow I managed to confidently say, ‘I did not
recognise some of them, I would be keen to find out more.’

At this Luke simply made a noise
within his mouth. It was hard to say what it meant and almost
instantly he opened his arms to the two empty chairs next to his.
‘Come sit, the girls have been waiting for your arrival and wish to
bring the food out.’

No sooner had we sat and removed
the napkin from the middle of the placemat were plates of food
coming over the right shoulder of both Amy and myself. It looked
delicious and without a second thought we waited until Luke also
had his meal before tucking into ours. My memory is generally quite
poor, I cannot remember many of the mains, there was always lots of
potato, sweet potato, carrots and then masses of meat. All the
meals became a blur after a while, all delicious in their own way
and it’s hard to separate them.

There was little conversation as
we ate, it mainly revolved around the animals we had seen and Luke
spoke briefly of the antelope that he was breeding within the
current area and that several of them have been sponsored by
American zoos. The thought being that once their numbers had
reached enough to survive that a few would be sent to these and
other zoos around the world to increase the overall awareness of
the variety of animal species within Africa.

‘What do the poachers sell them
as?’ Amy asked as she had finished her main before us.

‘Bushmeat mainly.’ Luke replied,
‘Trophies for rich folk, but the latter is not always so bad. Many
of the hunting places that are around South Africa are huge
expanses of land that they hunt within and the majority of the time
the hunter does need to be able to shoot to participate.’

Both of us went quiet at this
and gave each other a quick glance. We had both seen videos and
clips of an array of animals being hunted within close confines and
not open bushland, as stated by the companies being uncovered. It
was hard to not bring up the debate and as we both looked at each
other, in that eye talk we both decided not to press our own views.
We were out in the middle of nowhere, it was night time and the
selfish part of both of us wanted to go and see these other places
that we had heard mentioned.

Amy was the first to change the
topic, she was always much better than I was, so I was grateful for
the help, ‘Such a different way of life to what we know. So tell me
Luke, what animals do you have at the other two game parks?’

A smile almost exploded across
Luke’s face as he said, ‘Both are much larger than Mlilwane and so
we can have much bigger animals at both parks. Hlane is the King’s
park and so is a tourist place where you can either drive your own
car around or take a safari. The safari option is better as we do
not keep many carnivores within the drive through section. Mkhaya
is more private and another where we are trying to allow rare
species to expand and grow without the threat of endless
tourists.’

‘Wow they sound amazing. Slane
sounds great, I didn’t even realise you had a King!’ Amy exclaimed,
her smile bigger than I had seen it in a while.

‘Not Slane with and ‘S’, it’s
spelt h l a n e, the H and the L are sort of said together.’

As Amy looked at him puzzled I
interjected, ‘Are they very far away?’

‘Swaziland is not a very big
country.’ He looked at me with amusement as he spoke.

‘Neither is Britain,’ I said
back with a quirky smile, ‘but it can still take an hour for me to
get to London from my house.’

Luke sat and smiled at me for a
few seconds before saying, ‘I believe Swaziland is the same size as
Wales.’ After seeing our raised eyebrows he continued, ‘Hlane is
closer to here than Mkhaya is, however you need a car to get to
both.’ His smile was full of humour and even though I knew I was
being bated I almost couldn’t help myself.

‘That still hasn’t answered my
question, oh well in doesn’t matter, I doubt we will see these
mysterious places as we only have our feet to take us.’ I said.

‘Do you do tours from here?’ Amy
asked.

‘We do tours to Hlane. You need
special arrangement to go to Mkhaya as there are limited beds and
therefore they only tend to cook for those that they know will be
present.’ Luke said in a matter of fact tone.

‘That sounds OK, we could do
Hlane before we go then?’ She looked at me for a response only to
find that once again I was rolling my eyes. Later she asked me if I
had been trying to get him to take us for free or just being my
usual awkward self. Of course I dragged out the embarrassment of
her missing the cue for some time afterwards.

‘Yeah, it would be nice to see
some bigger game.’ I said looking at her and trying to feed off her
endless excitement. ‘We were not very fortunate when we went around
Kruger, earlier on in the year.’

‘Ah you ladies have been there
have you?’ Luke interjected and both of us turned to look at
him.

‘Yes, one of the volunteers at
the place we helped out at a few weeks took us down there.’ Amy was
once again full of smiles, and talking quickly added, ‘I had to
pretend to be his wife so that we could get a discount.’

‘Did it work?’ Luke gave her a
curious smile.

Amy gave a small shrug, ‘Yeah,
but we didn’t get out of the vehicle so it’s not like we had to
pretend to be in love or anything.’

‘Married life is not all roses.’
I was surprised to hear the words coming from my mouth, I quickly
tried to recover myself, but Luke came in with, ‘Who were you in
all this then Debbie?’ Turning my face towards him and thumbing my
finger at Amy I flatly said, ‘Her sister.’

Luke’s chuckle was deep and
almost hypnotic, I couldn’t take my eyes from his as he said, ‘That
I can believe.’

We each relaxed as the plates
were cleared and shortly after dessert arrived. I remember feeling
very full, but before us was chocolate cake. I rarely remember the
main courses, but I’d be hard pressed to forget the desserts. The
remainder of the evening continued much like the beginning, with
small talk of non consequential things, mainly what our plans were
for the future.

As we finished eating and a
chill began to creep through the trees Luke said, ‘Well I had
better get you girls back down to the hostel otherwise you’ll be
stuck up here.’

 


The following morning we were
awoken by the knock at our door. My eyes sprung open and I looked
about in a daze, half way between dreaming and reality. The knock
came again. The room was still dark, which meant the sun still
wasn’t up. I looked over to Amy. As per usual nothing was going to
bring her from her slumber so I went to the door. Opening the door
a crack I saw Jeremiah, ‘Evening,’ I croaked as I rubbed my eyes,
willing them to focus properly.
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