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The old man walked the road he had walked may times before. He was in no hurry. The wide plain below him was a golden yellow, stretching out farther than he could see to the east. An occasional tree stood out here and there, firmly rooted. 

“They are older than I.” He mused. 

Other than the scruffy savanna, there was nothing. Not even birds were seen on this clear day, a bright blue day near the Village. 

The old man came to his favorite spot and sat onto the hard-baked earth. The wiry shadow from the naked tree was little consolation against the warmth of the sun. And although his body came to rest, his mind and heart were restless, alive with thought and feeling.

The old man was too old to be concerned about himself. He was fortunate, after all, to have lived the long life he had lived. He had seen many changes, had done many things. He had been the Chief of the Village. But what had remained the same was the vulnerability of his people to the whims of Nature: the droughts, the locusts, the disease. He loved his people; he cared for them; he wanted to see them survive and achieve. But he and his people had no strength against that ultimate power by which the order of things must be. 

High above him, higher than any cloud, he saw the glimmer of metal, shining in the sky. This glittering speck moved steadily, slowly in a predetermined arc. From where it had come or to where it would go, the old man did not know. This was not the first time he had seen an aircraft. During the years when the drought had come and there was no food, the planes came, flying low, dropping boxes that were meant to help his people. But help from the planes was never enough. And there were no roads. Trucks were rare.

When the drought ended and his people managed to grow food, and the trees once again sprouted their leaves, these back-breaking efforts at tillage had been in vain, for the voracious locusts arrived, eating everything that had been nurtured. With the land stripped bare, many hungry people were left behind, and with starvation came disease. 

And once again memories of the old ways came to the old man. 

“What my people had been.” 

He reached for the string around his neck, a string which held a small bone smooth and worn with age. He held this in his open hand and, as he had done many times before, studied it. This memento had been handed down from father to son, for generations, as a stark reminder: 

To quell the evil spirit. 

This malevolence had served his people well in the ancient times when there been no food. The old man had never partaken of this behavior which had been explained and described to him many times by his great grandfather. 

He looked at the bone in his hand, a bone which, according to legend, belonged to the chieftain of a rival village. 

“There had been misunderstanding, hate. The ignorance that made murder and killing acceptable.” 

When the rival village had been conquered and subdued, and when it became clear there would not be enough food for both the victor and the vanquished, the rival chieftain and all of his people were eaten. 

So, this practice went on for years. But by the time of his great grandfather, this habit was subdued, looked upon with disgust and eventually discarded. The old man agreed with the unwritten, unspoken judgement. 

Several hours later, the old man resumed his walk back to the Village.

>>>  >>>

Ila Kontaba had by luck and good fortune reached the age of nine. Unlike his more unfortunate peers who never lived to see the end of their first year, Ila had managed to survive the assaults of viruses, bacteria, and germs; he outlasted the lean years when lack of nourishment decimated most other children -—even some of the men, women, and old -—in the Village. 

It was in his fifth year that Ila had seen the locusts for the first time flying by the thousands, the millions. 

“Like a huge angry beast!” 

He cried to his mother. 

All of the food that had been planted and cared for was gone in minutes. In the wake of the attack, the year following and the one after that were the driest his people had ever known. Ila and his mother and father and friends were forced to devour insects and even the leaves from the trees until the trees were sad skeletons of their former selves. 

And soon one village after another made war upon the next, fighting, clawing, clamoring for what little sustenance their homeland provided. Those whom drought and disease did not kill were killed by their fellow neighbor and enemy. 

Fate, however, had singled out Ila Kontaba. He had surmounted ravages. Because of his potential, his people believed he might be chief one day.

So, it was on the night the old man was dying, he asked to be alone with the child. It was a warm evening; the summer moon was bright and full. The hyenas, ever elusive scavengers, haunted the mountains with derisive laughter. The small fire cackled. There was much that Ila did not understand about his great grandfather. There was at least a ten-fold difference in their age. What was instinct in one was ritual in the other.

The old man did not speak right away. Ila sat cross-legged upon the ground net to the fire, waiting deferentially. The boy stared into the fire, occasionally stealing nervous glances at his mentor. The old man smoked, as he had done almost every day of his life, and he seemed lost in thought. Moments like these frightened and enthralled the boy, but he never questioned or disrespected the ways of his elders. Finally, after what seemed like a long time to the boy, the old man spoke. 

“You must leave us to learn the new ways life. You will learn and return to help our people.” 

The old man slowly and with difficulty removed a string from around his neck, a string with a small bone smooth and worn. He handed this to Ila. 

“Keep this always to remember the old ways.” 

Questions rose to the boy’s lips. Instinctively, he placed the string around his own neck, and remained silent.

“I give you that,” the old man said wisely, “so that you remember in order to forget. The old ways are bad.”  

The boy understood what the old man meant by the bad ways; he had heard the stories of the past. There was other talk by the old man that was not clear to Ila at the time; but he listened, heard, and memorized. 

The old man laughed. “I am dying. It is the way of life!” 

The fire cackled. The air was heavy with the fragrance of beasts and animals near and far. And strange sounds drifted across the dark flat plains. 

The old man patted Ila on the arm. “Before dawn, I shall be gone. Ila Kontaba, carry on. Improve our people. Forget what our past has been.”  

And the conversation ended. The old man lapsed into a silence, and Ila, instinctively, got up, kissed his elder on the cheek, and went off to sleep.

>>>  >>>

Twenty-five years later, Ila Kontaba was thirty-four years old. He was on an airplane. 

“Returning home.” 

For ten years, he had been in an advanced country learning all he could about agricultural engineering and microbial disease. Now, he was returning like a victorious conqueror, but without pomp and circumstance. He was returning with knowledge gained for the sake of his Village, of his ancestors, and eventually all his descendants. 

The view from his jet-liner window was wide and expansive. He could almost sense the curvature of the earth. He looked down upon the highest clouds; and below them farther still was the glittering, glistening sea. 

The advanced country had been a surprise, he mused. He looked at the scars on his arms. 

“From the knives of those people.”  

They had called him names because he was from a rural small Village in an impoverished country. There were cruel remarks from strangers and laughter behind his back. There was the night he had returned to his modest one-room apartment from a long hard day studying only to find it thrown to pieces, with his personal items broken or gone. On another night, a rock had been flung through his window, his eyes almost sharded from the glass. Attached to the rock was a note expressing hatred. 

Ila’s attempts at arousing the authorities to do something were a useless aggravation. And even worse was the isolation, the loneliness. 

“Of being ostracized, ignored.” 

He maintained. Many times, he held the ancient human bone that the old man had bequeathed. He silently prayed for strength. 
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