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      PROLOGUE
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      Something was dead. If I’d been back home in Australia I’d have checked the side of the road for a recently heaven-sent kangaroo.
         The rotting meat stunk like yesterday’s road kill. As always, the stench of death stopped me in my tracks. That smell never
         ceased to fill me with an acute awareness of the gory side of life in the African bush. Namibia, my adopted home, had a way
         of always reminding me that in nature, life and death dance together in the same seductive rhythm. The sense that I was constantly
         dancing on the brink of the unknown textured my life with challenges and adventures. Maybe that was why I loved it there.
      

      
      Because invariably, in Africa, life and death were all around me. Today was no different. I’d been driving west along the wide gravel track that forms the main road
         across the vast Etosha National Park, only vaguely aware of the heat haze and dust-blurred herds of springbok and zebra I
         passed. I’d been thinking instead of the cute guy I had a crush on, wondering when I would see him next. It could be any time
         between a day, three months or never again. Life in Etosha didn’t offer much prospect of a love life. Where romance was concerned, it was a desert land and I was in the proverbial drought. Fortunately, I wasn’t alone.
      

      
      My friend, research volunteer and fellow single gal, Naomi, piped up in the passenger seat of my single-cab bakkie and announced with interest, ‘Hey, there’s a carcass over there near the waterhole. It looks like an elephant.’
      

      
      I drove into the parking area near the Ozonjuitji m’Bari waterhole and switched off the engine. It was the first time either
         of us had seen a mountain of death so large, a mound of grey skin folded around swelling cavities and decomposing meat. I
         agreed with Naomi. Through my binoculars it looked like the body of a young elephant.
      

      
      It was difficult to know how old the carcass was. From where we sat in the car, fifty metres away, the occasional oven-hot
         gusts of wind in our direction brought with them a rancid stench – testimony to the fact that the animal had been dead for
         a couple of days at least.
      

      
      Hundreds of animals had converged on the waterhole, having trekked for kilometres for the blessing of water. They gathered
         like sinners at the confessional, desperate for salvation, for redemption from thirst. It was midmorning and already warming
         up to the forty-degree Celsius mark. Zebras whinnied, kicked and bit each other viciously, tearing into shadow-striped hides
         and drawing fresh blood, frustrated by the waiting and the interminable thirst. Oryx butted the odd courageous springbok that
         tried to sneak down to the waterline, their spear-like horns forming lethal weapons. Still more animals were emerging from
         the bush, forming an endless stream. Dust swirled around the whole congregation, like smoke at the gates of hell.
      

      
      It was the end of November and it hadn’t rained for at least six months in Etosha. Cicadas whirred deafeningly; maniacal,
         feverish, maddening. The mopane trees that dominated this environment were beginning to sprout their butterfly-shaped leaves at last, after months as skeletons, creating a refreshing greenness
         in the bush again and providing valuable shade. Their new leaves, still pink and soft, created the illusion of abundance.
         New mopane leaves could be consumed by some of the browsers, but by the time the leaves were fully grown, toxins and cellulose
         made them indigestible to most species. Etosha, I was learning, was a place of illusions.
      

      
      Not yet painted with the fresh white dung of vultures, and with its backside to us, I couldn’t tell what had been feeding
         on the elephant carcass. Something clearly had. There was a gaping hole where the animal’s soft-skinned stomach used to be.
      

      
      Perhaps it had died of anthrax, the endemic disease that claims the lives of hundreds of animals every year in Etosha. Anthrax
         thrives in the man-made gravel pits that were dug to make Etosha’s roads, but this particular strain is a far cry from the
         type sent by terrorists and designed to kill people. Animals ingest the anthrax bacterium (Bacillus anthracis) by eating infected grass or carcasses and inhaling contaminated dust. Elephants may get the disease when they throw dust
         over themselves as protection against heat and insects. In other parts of southern Africa, elephants are culled regularly
         to keep the numbers manageable. In contrast, Etosha’s elephants naturally drop like flies from anthrax at the end of the dry
         season. As a result, the disease is seen as a gory but natural form of population control.
      

      
      We had been instructed to use gloves to check carcasses for infection, and I always carried a testing kit in the car. It was
         simply a matter of taking a blood sample. As a resident PhD student based in Etosha, I was happy to help with routine park
         monitoring activities. Without much additional thought, clutching the anthrax kit under my arm, I headed over to check the
         elephant out, with Naomi following close behind.
      

      
      Naively, we began walking towards the mound of rotting meat. Both of us had our eyes on the carcass, hypnotised by its putrefaction.
         As I got closer I could see that writhing maggots had invaded the remains of the stomach cavity. We were about thirty metres
         from the carcass and about the equivalent distance from the car. The smell was sickening and grew more pungent the closer
         we got. I turned my face away in the direction of the waterhole and covered my nose.
      

      
      As I did so, I noticed that there was an opening in the dense wall of game at the waterhole. The animals parted like two curtains,
         seemingly in slow motion, forming an undulating wave of hooves and hide. Through the gap stalked three sultry lionesses.
      

      
      Was this another illusion? No, I thought sickeningly. This was real. Their shoulders hunched low in hunting mode, the sinuous
         forms were already walking rapidly in our direction, clearly focused on two silly girls and what I now realised was their
         kill. The mass of animals at the waterline had formed a brilliant camouflage for them. Why hadn’t I realised that the number
         of animals had been building up but not abating? None had left the waterhole. None had been drinking. They had just been standing.
         Agitated. On edge. Now I understood why. The lionesses, ingenious predatory queens, had been sitting at the water’s edge,
         lazily watching, waiting for an animal to move too close, to grow too desperate for water to care about the consequences.
         And now they had found their prey in two foolish women and we were at least thirty metres from the car, our refuge.
      

      
      Instantly my heart pounded so loudly that my ears hurt. Adrenaline surged through me like a lightning bolt before I had a
         chance to fully register what was going on and my limbs spun around in an ungainly pirouette.
      

      
      ‘Fuck!’ I exclaimed urgently, ‘there’s lions!’

      
      I barely registered the look of disbelief and then alarm on Naomi’s face as she came to an abrupt halt. There was no time
         for explanations. She had seen the lions now and knew we were in trouble. A second too long spent digesting the information
         could be fatal – and could lead to us being digested. We had to get back to the car, but we couldn’t run, lest we provoke a full-on charge from the lions. There
         is nothing more appealing to a predator than a running target.
      

      
      My adrenaline-fuelled legs carried my body hurriedly back in the direction of the car. Step by anguished step. Slow… Slow!
         Every instinct screaming at me to sprint, but logic forced me to walk, albeit quickly. Would we make the distance? I couldn’t
         tell. They had a head start on us. I could hear Naomi’s footsteps hard on my heels. My own sharp intakes of breath echoed
         in my ears. I had one eye on the car and one on the lionesses, weighing up the distances.
      

      
      We were close now, about ten metres from safety. But the lionesses had gained on us, and they were no longer walking but trotting,
         coming right for us. I could feel their determined yellow eyes upon my back as I lengthened my stride, each step seemingly
         in slow motion, while the predators were in fast-forward mode. I could almost feel the agony of sharp teeth around my throat,
         flesh-tearing claws upon my back, the acrid smell of feline breath in my face.
      

      
      Just when I thought we wouldn’t make it, I reached the car and fell into it, crumpling in a terrified heap. Naomi reached
         the passenger seat a second later. My chest was heaving and adrenaline continued to surge through me, as if my body hadn’t
         realised that I was safe. My hands were shaking and I forced them to stay still by gripping the steering wheel hard. I rested
         my forehead on the wheel, replaying the events in my head. A reverent silence embraced us both. And we stayed like that, in profound relief, for several minutes.
      

      
      ‘Man, that was close,’ I said finally.

      
      Naomi and I looked at each other and broke into wide grins, then suddenly erupted with laughter that began somewhere deep
         in our bellies and graduated into torrents of great, heaving spasms that sent tears running down our faces. We felt stupid
         to have taken such a blind risk, but so grateful that we had been delivered unharmed to live another day under African skies.
      

      
      Rational thought began to return. I wiped the tears of relief from my cheeks.

      
      ‘You know, I don’t think lions hunt in the day. Too hot for them or something,’ I said.

      
      Naomi shrugged. ‘To be honest, I don’t think we were in any real danger. They were probably just protecting their carcass
         and saw us as competition.’
      

      
      I radioed Park headquarters to let them know that we’d found the carcass of a dead elephant at m’Bari but that we couldn’t
         get close to it to take an anthrax sample because of a little workplace hazard.
      

      
      ‘Tammie, are you sure you’re looking at an elephant?’ Wilfred’s disgruntled voice echoed over the airwaves. ‘There’s a rhino
         carcass there that I’m aware of. We got an anthrax sample yesterday.’
      

      
      My stomach dropped. As if it wasn’t stupid enough of me to walk up to a carcass without having a good look around, I’d also
         managed to identify it incorrectly! I couldn’t have felt more foolish. On the food chain of the scientists at Etosha, I was
         right down at the bottom with the worms and the dung beetles. And man, today I knew it.
      

      
      By now the lionesses had slunk back to the rhino carcass and were guarding it protectively. Lions don’t hunt in the daytime
         heat – I’d read that somewhere, I was sure of it. It made sense that a creature that slept for twenty hours a day wouldn’t
         want to overdo it when the sun was at its hottest. What’s more, there was a carcass there with loads of meat in it – why would they need
         to hunt us? They were not going for us at all; they just wanted us to get away from the carcass. I laughed, thinking what
         an idiot I’d been to think that we were really in danger.
      

      
      As I was about to turn the key in the ignition and rev the ute into action one of the lionesses began stalking a springbok
         ewe. The delicate antelope’s fate was sealed in an instant by the suffocating grip of the lioness’s mouth around her throat.
         The minute she made the kill, just metres from the car, the other lionesses loped over eagerly to grab their share of the
         spoils. I knew that Naomi was thinking the same thing I was: that springbok could have been us.
      

      
      The lionesses had barely touched the springbok when out of the grass emerged a large black-maned male. He’d been there all
         along, invisible to us until now. His movements were deliberate as he approached the kill, his authority undeniable, palpable.
         All it took was a vicious snarl from him for the lionesses to relent. They made little objection apart from an annoyed snarl
         or two. The male picked up the springbok in his mouth, its entrails hanging in the dirt, and dragged it into the long, custard-coloured
         grass where he could eat alone, away from the scowls of the huntresses.
      

      
      It was ominously clear to me and Naomi that our guardian angels had been on duty today. I realised then that in the African
         bush, without horns or claws to defend ourselves, we supposedly evolutionarily advanced humans are nothing more than prey.
      

   
      
      A GREAT LEAP INTO THE UNKNOWN
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      Some of the best things in life happen by accident. My first trip to Africa was like that. I have my mother’s fear to thank
         for it. If Mum hadn’t been too scared to join my father on his lifelong dream to hunt in Africa, I never would have gone.
         If I hadn’t been the eldest child in the family and, at the age of fifteen, considered old enough to appreciate the experience,
         perhaps Dad never would have taken me. Accidents and coincidences may have led me, an ordinary Australian girl, to Africa,
         but it has been sheer determination and an inexplicable love for the place that has made Africa a major part of my life for
         the past twelve years.
      

      
      People often ask me why I keep going back and why I choose to live so far away from the relatively luxurious and easy life
         in Australia. I never have a satisfactory answer. All I can say is that Africa and I must be old friends, because no matter
         how much time I spend away, when I return to the warm coals of its campfires and feel the mellow glow of its sunsets, a sense
         of fond familiarity washes over me and it is as though we have never parted.
      

      
      Africa is a complex land where inspiration and natural beauty mingle freely with suffering and unspeakable pain. To survive
         in this continent, Africans know that you have to be adaptable and willing to embrace change, because the wind can change
         direction at any moment and turn a metaphorical placid rhino into a blast of charging fury. Nothing is stable. Everything
         is always evolving. In life, sometimes you have to be able to see things from a different angle or as someone else perceives
         them. In Africa, it’s an absolute necessity. That’s the first thing I learned: to embrace a change in perspective.
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      It was the second day of my father’s plains-game trophy hunt at Humani Ranch in Zimbabwe. It was June, the winter of 1993.
         I was almost sixteen and really didn’t understand my father’s desire to hunt at all. We were both bleary-eyed with jetlag
         and the last thing Dad or I expected was for him to shoot an animal so soon after we had arrived. When the opportunity presented
         itself – an old male wildebeest grazing among a herd of graceful impala – one of the ranch’s professional hunters, Cuan, instructed
         Dad to grab his rifle.
      

      
      ‘Tammie,’ Cuan ordered matter-of-factly, ‘you stay here with the guys. They’ll look after you.’

      
      Cuan’s excitement was clear in his striking blue eyes. My first instinct was to feel put out at being left behind, but Dad
         explained later that the fewer people stalking, the better his chance of getting up close to his target. John and Pornai,
         Cuan’s Shona trackers, grinned in a way that seemed slightly maniacal to me at the time. I watched Dad and Cuan stalk off
         carefully into the dry bush, crouched over and alert, their rifles close at hand, until they were out of sight. In their camouflage gear, the two of them seemed to be absorbed into the bush.
      

      
      I was too petrified to move. I was sitting in an open vehicle with two intimidating strangers in the middle of the African
         bush and my father was nowhere to be seen. I felt utterly vulnerable, although I sure as hell wasn’t going to admit it. Could
         I trust these strange men who barely spoke any English? What else big and hairy, other than them, was lurking nearby?
      

      
      A gunshot sent a shudder through the bush. Pornai and John immediately leapt out of the dilapidated open four-by-four and
         beckoned for me to follow. I ran to keep up with them through brittle, knee-high grass. They seemed to know exactly where
         they were going, but in this maze of twisted acacias and mopane trees I felt completely lost. Suddenly we were in a clearing
         and there was Dad and a grinning Cuan peering over the body of a dead wildebeest. A trickle of dark blood oozed from a bullet
         hole in the animal’s chest, beside its muscular shoulder.
      

      
      The trackers ran up to Dad and shook his hand vigorously, patting him and each other on the back. To the trackers, the death
         of the wildebeest meant that they and their families would have enough meat to eat for a week. For Cuan, he’d bagged a quality
         trophy animal for his client and it had gone down with one shot, which meant that the animal hadn’t suffered. Dad was smiling
         too, but he wasn’t jumping up and down with excitement like the others. He looked profoundly affected by the experience and
         deeply respectful of the animal on the cracked earth at his feet.
      

      
      ‘What do you think, Tammie?’ Cuan asked, grinning proudly.

      
      ‘Oh…it’s great,’ I lied, forcing a smile.

      
      The truth was, I didn’t know whether to laugh or cry. It was the first of many times that Africa would invoke in me this unfamiliar
         mixture of emotions. Dad and I had argued for many years about his passion for hunting, holding heated debates at the dinner table. Just like him, I’d always been pretty opinionated, but now, in the thick of Africa’s reality, I didn’t know
         how I felt about hunting after all.
      

      
      For the next ten days I joined Dad, Cuan and his trackers on their daily hunts, leaving before dawn and returning in the dark.
         When an animal had been shot, the men brought it back to camp and hung it up by a massive butcher’s hook where it was immediately
         skinned out in the open. The entire camp staff seemed elated when we returned with a shot animal. I couldn’t understand why.
         The graceful impala, the gutsy warthog, the handsome bushbuck – they were so magnificent in their wild surroundings. Why would
         anyone want to shoot them?
      

      
      At the age of fifteen I was an uninhibited greenie and a true animal lover. I used to fundraise for the Worldwide Fund for
         Nature at our local shopping centre in Townsville, raising money to help save endangered species. At home in sweaty, suburban
         North Queensland, I’d grown up with an extended family of household pets, from guinea pigs and cats to dogs and rats. Now
         here I was, in the Eden of large mammals, witnessing animals being hunted by my own father, whom I idolised. And yet the Africans
         themselves seemed delighted by the killing. It didn’t make sense. Everything I’d ever believed in was being turned on its
         head.
      

      
      In the west people have become desensitised to scenes of poverty in Africa. A malnourished child with a bloated belly and
         pleading eyes is a common sight on the evening news, so much so that it doesn’t really engender much more than a distant sense
         of sympathy in many of us. I have found that it is only when you see how little people have in developing countries and how
         genuinely happy they are with their lot in life that some big questions about your own life hit you.
      

      
      I felt this for the first time on the day I was introduced to the children of the humble Humani Primary School. On a day’s
         break from the hunting routine, one of the girls working at Humani, Julianne, took me under her wing for a girls-only adventure.
         I appreciated the change from the routine of blokes, biltong (dried meat) and hunting. I jumped on the back of the motorbike
         and held on for dear life as she dodged muddy pools and slid over the wet dirt roads around the farm. As we bumped and swerved,
         Julianne filled me in on the history of Humani.
      

      
      It all started when Englishman James Whittall, known to all and sundry as Jimmy, pioneered a massive dry tract of no-man’s-land
         in southern Rhodesia in the early 1900s. Of course, it wasn’t no-man’s-land. It was the home of the Shona people, who were
         and still are the dominant tribe in Zimbabwe. The Shona people are famous for their smiles within Africa, and for their great
         sense of humour. The farm Humani was named after a kopje or rocky outcrop in the area known to the Shona people as Gumani. The new arrivals from England didn’t quite get the indigenous name right, but Humani became the Whittall family’s legacy.
         It was land considered useless by the government because there was apparently insufficient water for raising stock.
      

      
      Jimmy took enormous pride in proving this poor assessment of the land wrong by turning Humani into a prosperous cattle farm.
         He was buried in the backyard of his old house, which is now the home of Roger, his second son, and Roger’s wife, Anne. In
         the 1970s Roger took an equal amount of pride in proving his father wrong, selling all the cattle and converting the ranch
         back to game. Slowly he reintroduced animal species such as elephants, black rhino, zebra and nyala onto Humani’s 130000 acres,
         building up the animal populations to viable numbers. He built a small safari camp called Sambornyai out of rocks, cement,
         reeds and thatch and offered trophy hunts for plains game to overseas hunters who paid in valuable foreign currency. As the
         safari business grew more and more successful, Roger built two other camps for both hunters and tourists on the banks of Humani’s two wide flowing rivers, the Sabi and Turgwe.
      

      
      Roger’s older brother, Richard, and their sister Jane’s husband, Arthur, continued their father’s rich farming legacy by growing
         colourful fields of crops that included mealies (corn), oranges and watermelons. Humani employed hundreds of local Shona people
         in the agricultural and safari operations and provided their families with homes and food. There was a Humani shop that sold
         everything from tea and mealie meal to face moisturiser and condoms, and the Whittalls helped build a primary school for the
         local children. It was a small and thriving metropolis in the middle of nowhere.
      

      
      To the Shona, Roger attained the African name Shumba, which means lion, a term of immense respect. A stubborn, rebellious
         middle child with a loud roar that humbled even the most confident of challengers, Roger met his match when he married the
         kindest of women. Anne was given a Shona name that means the smiling one, and together she and Roger raised a son and three
         daughters, Guy, who went on to play cricket for Zimbabwe and was something of a celebrity in his home country.
      

      
      Humani’s game-scouts, led by a tall, wizened Shona man named John, patrolled the fences around the perimeter of the farm on
         a weekly basis, fixing breaks and looking for evidence of poaching. On the occasions when they detected poachers and tracked
         them down, the culprits were taken to Roger. Humani soon developed a team of game-scouts who made it famous for its impressive
         wildlife protection, which was probably better than in some of the national parks. Roger’s method may have been slightly unconventional,
         but it worked: he converted poachers to game-scouts. Poachers made the best scouts, he said. To be a good poacher you had
         to know the bush backwards – the same talent required to become a top game-scout. Roger was turning wildlife killers into wildlife crusaders. Humani’s reputation earned it the right to be a custodian for elephants and black rhinos,
         two species that had been heavily targeted by poachers in the nearby Gonarezhou National Park.
      

      
      Although I still hadn’t worked out how hunting and conservation went together, I knew Humani was a place steeped in history,
         a place that had seen war and drought, births and deaths, laughter and devastation. It blew my mind to think of what this
         land had witnessed over the years. I could never have imagined at that point that it would see so much more destruction in
         the generation to come.
      

      
      When Julianne and I pulled in at the Humani Primary School, a rain-damaged, painted sign out the front of the single-storey
         building greeted us with Humani School Welcomes You. Deeds Not Words Shall Make Us Great. To one side there was a simple playground with swings and a seesaw made of mopane logs. Beside the playground was a small
         garden in which the children were growing vegetables.
      

      
      As we entered the first of the three classrooms, about thirty small, barefoot children jumped to their feet and engulfed me
         with their exuberant smiles.
      

      
      ‘Good mooooorning maaaaadam,’ they greeted us in synchronous accord.

      
      The children’s eyes followed us around the classroom. The odd nervous giggle erupted as Julianne and I examined the colourful
         posters on the walls, with words written on them in both Shona and English. In contrast to the shabby clothes of the children,
         their solemn teacher was dressed in a distinguished grey suit and tie and carried a long, ominous cane as he paced the classroom
         with undeniable authority. Some of the windows were cracked and the white paint on the walls had long since blended into the
         tan colour of the dusty outdoors. Torn textbooks that looked as though they’d been printed in the 1960s littered the four wooden desks, each of which appeared to squish ten children onto
         its long, hard seats. I was overwhelmed and inspired – not so much by the spartan and dishevelled state of the school, but
         by the uninhibited smiles of the barefoot children. They lit up the room with their excitement. This was a place where little
         things meant a lot.
      

      
      As we left the building, thanking the teacher for having us, a little boy reached up and touched my arm nervously.

      
      ‘Excuse me, madam? Please will you take photo of me?’ he asked with a grin.

      
      I took his photo and many others and brought them back to Australia with me. By then, of course, I was a different person.
         In two short weeks Africa had changed my outlook altogether.
      

      
      To my complete surprise, I had come to understand that not all hunting was bad. Ethical trophy hunting, I realised, was a
         very different thing from illegal poaching. In fact, trophy hunting, or ‘sustainable utilisation’, was an integral part of
         the livelihoods of many people in Africa and it allowed large areas of wildlife habitat to be conserved. I had learned that
         by targeting the old males of a species that was not threatened, males past their prime and no longer able to contribute to
         the gene pool, the impact on the population was very low. I had seen how the people of this part of Africa accepted hunting
         as a normal and necessary part of life. While I went to the supermarket and bought a packaged piece of meat of unknown origin,
         wrapped up in plastic and polystyrene, Africans hunted in order to eat. Unlike cows squeezed into feedlots and chickens fattened
         up in batteries, the antelope shot at Humani had at least lived in the wild.
      

      
      The hunting industry provided jobs for trackers, skinners, cooks, waiters and more, enabling men to provide for their large
         families. These people needed the income and meat that came from Roger’s safari operation. They ate every last skerrick of a hunted animal, including the heart, fat and the intestines. There was no such thing as waste. They couldn’t afford to. They cooked one meal
         a day over a campfire, slept on the floor in grass-roofed huts surrounded by goats, and when they had to travel somewhere,
         they walked, even if it was a journey of fifty kilometres. They had so few material things, but they smiled and joked more
         freely than any people I’d ever known.
      

      
      Up until then, I’d not considered my family particularly well off. By Aussie standards we were part of the middle class and
         Dad worked hard as the director of a property-valuation business to provide for us. I was in Grade Eleven at Saint Patrick’s
         College, a Catholic girls’ school, and already I had more education than many of the children at Humani School could ever
         dream of. Suddenly I was aware of how lucky I was, how wealthy I was in material terms and how content with my lot I should
         be.
      

      
      My father said I went to Zimbabwe a child and returned an adult. All I knew was that life for me would never be the same again.
         My African journey of discovery had begun.
      

   
      
      THE DEEP END

      [image: image]

      
      Two years later, in 1995, I returned to Humani, not as a safari client this time but as a safari slave. Many long hours of
         packing shelves and serving customers as a checkout chick at our local supermarket in Townsville had produced the cash I needed
         to buy the ticket. I’d set my heart on accepting Roger’s offer to help his youngest daughter, Sarah, run Humani’s safari camps
         in my gap year between high school and university. Inspired by my first trip to Zimbabwe, I was driven by the promise of excitement
         and the prospect of gaining some real-life experiences before embarking on a degree. I was almost eighteen.
      

      
      One thing was for sure: I had no idea where the journey was leading. But the pull of Africa was so strong for me that I had
         to trust it was leading towards something, even if I didn’t know what yet. At the very least it was bound to be an adventure
         and that was enough for the time being.
      

      
      Mind you, adventures aren’t always fun. Shortly after arriving at Humani I felt awfully homesick and totally out of place.
         To me and many others, Sarah, my new boss, was terrifying. She was known as Scary rather than Sarah – and for good reason. Tall, thin and with long brown hair, she had a glare that could reduce
         the most macho professional hunter to a snivelling wreck. She was not impressed with the idea of having to train up a naive
         Aussie girl fresh out of high school and promptly told me that, at seventeen, I was too young to have a personality. She dragged
         me along to the camps, ordering me around and generally enforcing her superiority for several weeks before she realised that
         I wasn’t going to give up and go home.
      

      
      Perhaps I’m a sucker for punishment, but I was determined to make her like me. To be honest, even though Sarah at that time
         was a self-confessed witch, I couldn’t help respecting her. She commanded authority in an environment dominated by men, most
         of them burly hunters used to women who made the tea, baked cakes and didn’t get their hands dirty. No one messed with Scary.
         I liked that about her. She was tough all right, but out of necessity. Besides which, I didn’t believe that she was as hard
         as she made herself out to be. I’d seen how kind she was towards the family’s dogs and cats and I’ve always felt that you
         can tell a lot about a person from the way they treat animals.
      

      
      As we delivered groceries to the safari camps together, made sure that the staff were keeping the camps clean and tidy, and
         typed letters for Roger on the ancient computer, Sarah developed a grudging acceptance of me. It would grow into much more
         than that in later years, but I had to survive Sarah’s form of initiation first. It was the making of our friendship.
      

      
      Sarah and I both lived in her parents’ house. I never counted the number of bedrooms in Roger and Anne’s sprawling, single-storey
         house, but there were lots, including a verandah enclosed by mosquito gauze which contained several single beds with vibrantcoloured
         blankets. The house was always full of people, so much so that I think Anne’s own children felt like part of an extended family of strangers. Anne loved people and welcomed them
         into her home like a mother hen.
      

      
      Her warmth contrasted with Roger’s tough authority, but together their energies created an extraordinary atmosphere. There
         was always a feeling of frenzied activity in their house and it all started at about five in the morning when Roger woke up
         and began relaying orders or radio calls at full volume. Unlike my own family, in which no one ever raised their voice and
         I had never even heard my parents argue, in the Whittall house yelling was often the order of the day.
      

      
      Despite his intimidating exterior, though, Roger seemed to love watching young people thrive at Humani, seeing them grow from
         naive city slickers into confident adults who loved the bush. From apprentice professional hunters to the occasional foreign
         volunteer like me, his brand of tough love seemed to bring out the best in people.
      

      
      I wasn’t even close to getting the hang of my duties as Sarah’s slave, which were never spelled out particularly clearly anyway,
         when another job was created for me.
      

      
      ‘Miss Matson!’ a man’s voice called in a deep and eloquent African accent.

      
      His voice was at first lost in the hubbub of the Humani butchery, where I was helping Sarah organise some meat for clients
         staying at Sabi Camp. We were filling a cool box with impala roasts, eland steaks and warthog chops. Engorged flies buzzed
         around the chilly room, the off-white walls splattered with blood and entrails. Skinned legs and rib cages of shot antelopes
         hung from hooks in rows.
      

      
      ‘Miss Matson!’ the man called again politely but louder this time.

      
      I turned away from the hanging carcasses to see a Shona man outside the screen door with a smile much too large for his thin
         face. Despite the steamy weather, he was dressed in a suit and tie.
      

      
      He stretched out his hand to me and said engagingly, ‘Miss Matson?’

      
      Suddenly it hit me who he was and I smiled. He was the principal of Humani Primary School, with whom I’d been corresponding
         from Australia for the past year.
      

      
      ‘Mr Hunde?’ I registered.

      
      ‘Yes, yes! It is me! Oh Miss Matson…’ he exclaimed exuberantly, shaking my hand violently.

      
      ‘Tammie is fine, Mr Hunde. My friends just call me Tammie.’

      
      He looked a little shocked at this familiarity but continued animatedly, ‘Tammie… I am so happy to see you. When one of the
         teachers told me you were here I came back early from vacation to see you. How long are you staying for?’
      

      
      ‘I’ll be here for the next six months,’ I answered, still getting used to the idea. I had never been away from home for more
         than three weeks at a time, and never as far away as Africa by myself.
      

      
      ‘Six months? Oh, that is very good, very good indeed! But not long enough for us, I am sure.’

      
      Mr Hunde launched into what seemed to be a half-prepared speech, thanking me profusely for the stationery I had sent him for
         Humani School from the fundraising efforts of my school, Saint Patrick’s.
      

      
      He paused for a breath, which gave me the chance to ask him how he was. He looked at the ground, suddenly quite miserable,
         and explained that he was not happy at all. Accommodation at the school was poor, transport was even poorer, Humani was a
         long way from his family in Zaka and, on top of that, there was no beer.
      

      
      I empathised with him and, to change the subject, suggested that I could come and help with teaching at the school if he wanted.
         I explained that I wasn’t qualified but that I’d be happy to do it in my spare time.
      

      
      ‘Miss Mat– Tammie,’ he corrected himself. ‘We would be very grateful, most grateful indeed!’
      

      
      A few days later I visited the school with Anne to drop off a load of textbooks and posters from Saint Pat’s.

      
      ‘It gives me so much pleasure to have you here, Tammie,’ Mr Hunde declared as he accepted the boxes. ‘Now, would you like
         to come and meet your class?’
      

      
      I just about fell over in fright. I’d offered to help out, but I certainly didn’t feel capable of taking a class of my own.
         I’d only recently finished school myself! But with great enthusiasm Mr Hunde was leading me to one of the classrooms. I wanted
         to object. I had no idea how to be a teacher. My hands started sweating and I felt my face burning up in panic.
      

      
      I protested desperately, ‘Mr Hunde, I’m not a qualified teacher! You know that, don’t you?’

      
      ‘Ja, it is not a problem,’ he replied, brushing my doubts aside. ‘This is Grade Six and Seven. Their English is quite good.’

      
      And with that he led me into the dark classroom and into my sudden and unexpected career as a primary school teacher.

      
      ‘Good moooooorrrnnning maaaaadam,’ a dozen barefoot Shona children chanted in unison.

      
      I took in my humble surroundings. The school had no electricity, so there were no lights in the classroom. A few more windows
         had been smashed since I was last here, and a couple of the long wooden seats were broken. A blackboard on the front wall
         displayed the day’s work in white chalk. A goat poked its head around the door, only to be shooed out by the little girl nearest
         the doorway. It was pretty much as I remembered it. The children were smiling with the same healthy, glowing faces that had inspired me last time, as if they’d swallowed light bulbs, illuminating the
         bleak classroom. Suddenly, watching their shy smiles and expectant eyes, I realised that these kids were as anxious as I was.
         We were all as freaked out as each other. That made me feel a little better.
      

      
      ‘Class, I introduce you to Tammie Matson,’ Mr Hunde boomed. ‘She is the kind lady who sent us letters from Saint Patrick’s.’

      
      And with that, to my horror, he handed it over to me. I stood there for a moment, not knowing what to say.

      
      ‘Um…hi kids,’ I ventured, ‘Have you been working hard today?’

      
      Fifteen shiny black faces were all eyes and no mouths. They looked even more petrified than me.

      
      I smiled and tried again, speaking more slowly this time. An uncomfortable silence lingered in the room. I wished it would
         swallow me up and spit me out into another universe.
      

      
      Mr Hunde looked very embarrassed. He asked the question again. Immediately, his words commanded a response. A little boy at
         the back of the room shot his hand up in the air and yelled something I couldn’t understand that started with ‘Madam’.
      

      
      ‘Why do you not stand?’ Mr Hunde roared.

      
      The boy leapt to his feet as if zapped on the bottom with an electric prod and called out his answer again. But I still couldn’t
         understand his hurried speech, so I turned to Mr Hunde for help.
      

      
      ‘He says he learns arithmetic,’ Mr Hunde explained graciously.

      
      I turned back to the boy and asked him another question that was met by another stunned silence.

      
      Mr Hunde interceded. ‘It is just that they are not familiar with you.’

      
      I wondered how I would ever be able to teach a class that couldn’t understand me, nor I them. On top of that, they appeared
         to be terrified of me! I had expected shyness, but not fear.
      

      
      The Whittalls agreed to let me teach at the school in my spare time. They seemed baffled as to why I would want to, but as
         it didn’t interfere with my work in the safari operation, they supported it. I realised that the invisible lines between people
         of different skin colours in Zimbabwe meant that I was probably the first white person ever to teach at the school.
      

      
      Mr Hunde suggested that, for starters, I teach English for a couple of hours each afternoon after school had finished for
         the day. I agreed despite my self-doubts and tried to overcome the butterflies in my stomach.
      

      
      On my first official day of teaching I asked Mr Hunde if I could watch him for the first hour so I could get a feel for the
         way the classes worked. After an hour of sitting in the back of the room and listening to Mr Hunde’s lesson, I still felt
         as raw as uncooked meat. And I was about to leap into the mincer.
      

      
      ‘Are you ready now?’ Mr Hunde asked me, his eyes twinkling.

      
      With fifteen expectant faces awaiting my response, I knew I couldn’t put it off any longer. I forced all my uncertainty aside,
         squeezed out from under the desk and walked up to the front of the room. Flicking through an ancient textbook, I found a vaguely
         interesting article on the San Bushmen of the Kalahari Desert. The rest of the book was filled with stories about little English
         children, a product of British colonial rule when Zimbabwe was still Rhodesia. I wondered how these children could possibly
         relate to such foreign content.
      

      
      ‘Okay!’ I smiled, trying to sound like I did this sort of thing every day of the week. ‘Who can tell me something about the
         Bushmen?’
      

      
      I took care to speak very slowly because by now I suspected that Mr Hunde’s estimate of the children’s English comprehension
         was slightly optimistic, not to mention that they had probably never heard an Australian accent in their lives. Nonetheless, the question met with a deathly silence.
      

      
      ‘Does anyone know about the Bushmen?’ I asked again.

      
      A couple of the girls giggled shyly. Mr Hunde sat in the corner with that embarrassed look on his face again. It didn’t appear
         that I was going to get any answers, so I kept talking. The more I talked, the more relaxed I became, until it didn’t seem
         to be my voice doing the talking at all.
      

      
      ‘In Australia, we have the Aborigines. The Aborigines were the first people to live in Australia before the Europeans came.
         In Africa, the first people here were the Bushmen. This is a story about the Bushmen who live in the Kalahari Desert. Who
         would like to read?’
      

      
      I paused and willed for someone to answer. To my amazement, a hesitant hand rose.

      
      ‘Yes, what is your name?’ I smiled thankfully.

      
      ‘My name is Benjamin, madam,’ the boy said shyly – in perfect English.

      
      ‘Thank you, Benjamin. Would you like to read?’

      
      By the end of the first page, half of the class was looking out the window and even Mr Hunde had become bored and left the
         room. These kids were normal after all!
      

      
      I asked the children to put their books down. ‘Okay, class. I am from a place called Australia. Australia is far, far away
         across the ocean. I am here to help you learn English. My English is good, but my Shona is poor. I want to teach you English,
         but I also want you to teach me Shona. I think we can both learn. Can you do that?’
      

      
      At last the room broke out in giggles and grins all around. The first barrier had been broken. I asked Benjamin to carry on
         reading for a little while longer and when he finished I said, ‘Ndatenda Benjamin.’
      

      
      Ndatenda – thank you – was the first and most useful word I’d learned.
      

      
      One of the boys ribbed his mate with his elbow and I heard him whisper in astonishment, ‘Ndatenda!’ as if I’d just sworn in the presence of the Queen Mother.
      

      
      I left the school that day feeling as though I was embarking on a thousand mile swim through shark-infested waters, but at
         the same time filled with excitement. I’d faced the sharks and lived. I could do it again. I wasn’t a teacher, and both the
         kids and I knew it, but that didn’t mean we couldn’t make a difference in each other’s lives.
      

      
      Word travelled fast through the Shona compound that there was a new teacher at the school and undoubtedly the fact that I
         was a ‘whitie’ was fuel for village gossip. To get to school each day I would walk on a dirt track that weaved through dozens
         of grass-roofed huts, past smoking campfires and herds of bleating, patchwork goats. Within days, it seemed that half the
         Shona population of Humani knew who I was. Suddenly I was a celebrity.
      

      
      ‘Taaaaaaamie! Allo Taaaaamie!’ little children would call to me as I walked by their huts, waving and running out to greet
         me, often skipping along behind me and offering to carry my schoolbooks.
      

      
      Some of them carried their little brothers or sisters on their hips, although they couldn’t have been more than five or six
         themselves. One of the boys in my class, a serious but kind fellow called Obert, waited for me to pass his family’s hut before
         rushing out, shooing the little children away with authority and taking my bag as if it were a great treasure and an honour.
      

      
      When children didn’t escort me to school, Rosalind, a tame eland that Anne had raised from an infant, followed me. An eland
         is a large tawny-coloured antelope with horns that resemble twisted liquorice sticks. Physically Rosalind was an eland, but
         mentally she considered herself a goat. She spent her days grazing with her goat family around the huts. Spotting me, she’d often wander
         over and give my fingers a hello suck.
      

      
      On one day, while I was talking to Rosalind on my way to class, a man called out to me from a nearby campfire. ‘Ticha! Eh ticha!’ He threw one leg over an invisible horse in imitation of a jockey and pretended to ride. He was trying to tell me that it
         would be much quicker to ride Rosalind to school than to walk each day. I thought about it for a second, then took one look
         at Rosalind’s horns before putting the idea out of my mind. I was making enough of a scene as a white teacher without riding
         a bucking eland to school as well.
      

      
      On my third day I was technically the most experienced teacher at the school. I was beginning to understand why Mr Hunde had
         been so keen to have me there. He had been admitted to Chiredzi State Hospital, an hour’s drive away, with a bout of malaria.
         Muvhu and Mr Sithole, two other teachers, were nowhere to be found and Junior, who taught Grades One to Three, was allegedly
         in Mkwasine gaol, having been arrested for thumping somebody. The only teacher at the school other than me was a newcomer
         called Makai who had been sent in to replace Junior until he got out of gaol. I also discovered that, having completed Year
         Twelve, I was actually better qualified than most of the teachers at Humani. None of them had studied beyond the equivalent
         of Year Eleven. This gave me a much-needed boost of confidence.
      

      
      A group of boys often stayed after class while I marked their spelling. One day I asked them how old they were. Clever announced
         that he was twenty-five, Barire seventeen and Obert fifteen. I thought they must be joking, but when I asked Muvhu about it
         later, he told me that they were probably telling the truth. Clever, I discovered, was the oldest at a ripe twenty-three,
         although like all of the ‘kids’, he looked to be in his mid-teens; and the average age of my class was fifteen. This was due to what Muvhu described as ‘family problems’. Perhaps a parent had
         died and school had had to take second place to household chores and minding younger siblings.
      

      
      Then there was Benjamin, the boy who had shown the courage to answer my question on my first day of teaching. He was an orphan
         and lived at the teachers’ quarters under the watchful eye of his guardian Mr Sithole. Although Mr Sithole was a teacher,
         Benjamin only attended my classes about twice a week. Often I would see him cleaning Mr Sithole’s motorbike during my class.
         There was something about Mr Sithole that I didn’t trust. The sleazy, too-nice way he spoke to me reminded me of a politician.
      

      
      As I grew to know the kids, I began to realise that a couple of them had serious learning problems. One little girl, Athania,
         always appeared to listen carefully in class, but I’d caught her copying one of the other girls’ work a few times. Her written
         English made no sense whatsoever.
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