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Synopsis

Dana Norland shoots two men in cold blood and flees
the US for the mountains of Rwanda. Posing as a biologist, she
finds herself caring for gorillas with Kristen, Dian Fossey’s
successor at the Karisoke research center. She has plenty of time
to think about what she’s done, but can she find peace? Apparently
not, for the mountain is haunted both by the ghost of Dian Fossey,
and by the men who murdered her. Personal vendetta joins with
genocide, and to flee the marauding butchers, the women hide in the
rainforest. Among the mountain gorillas they once protected, they
learn what justice is. And what it is not.
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Dedication

For Dian Fossey, courageous, and crazy enough for
gorillas to die for them.


Chapter One

Harlem, New York City

December 12, 1993

 


Fury, of a sort she’d never known before, seeped into
her like water through sand. Her heart pounded so violently it was
all she could hear, that and the sound of her deep in-and
exhalations. Yet she was powerless. She’d found their revolver, but
the empty basement offered no one and nothing to strike out at.

Then she heard their footfall on the iron stairs. At
first she froze. Then, as they approached along the corridor, she
stepped aside to where the opening door would cover her. In the
long moments before they entered, fear evaporated and her whole
consciousness distilled to will. Inhibition, reason, self—all gave
way to a bright pinpoint of rage and to a single savage thought:
revenge.

The door opened, and she swung around it to face the
figures silhouetted against the light. Startled, one of them
reached into his jacket, but too late. She fired twice into his
chest and he toppled backward, his automatic still in his hand.
Behind him, the second man lurched back down the corridor, but she
stepped over the crumpled figure and snatched up the automatic to
pursue him.

The fleeing figure twisted awkwardly while he ran and
fired wildly, the bullet striking the wall behind her. When he
turned away, she fired three times into his back, bringing him to a
halt. He dropped to his knees and then fell to the side.

She stood, panting from excitement, holding the
automatic in one hand and the old revolver in the other. Her mind
cleared as she calmed, and with a brief glance back at the
nightmare room that had driven her mad, she formed a plan.

The first man who lay at her feet was corpulent, but
she had to drag him only a short way. She placed him slouching
against the wall and facing toward the second man, who lay some
twenty feet away. She wiped down the automatic with her shirt and
set it back into his plump hand.

She wiped the revolver clean of her prints as well,
then nudged the second man with her foot. When he gave no sign of
life, she pried his automatic from his hand and folded the revolver
into his curled fingers.

Now, to the casual eye, it looked like the running
man had mortally wounded the fat man, but with his last breath, the
fat man had shot back, killing the other one as he fled.

If the NYPD detectives were as competent as they were
portrayed on television, her feeble attempt at staging would be for
nothing. But maybe they wouldn’t be. Only the third gun would
discredit the scenario she’d created and would have to disappear.
She slipped it into her belt under her sweatshirt and jacket.

The rest happened with dizzying speed. She had only
reached the top of the basement steps when she crashed into a bulky
black man passing on the sidewalk. A second later, as she grunted
an apology, she heard police sirens.

A distant shout of “Stop!” told her officers on foot
had spotted her running, but she turned into the first alley and
sprinted the entire block up to 119th Street. The December-evening
darkness gave her a chance, as well as the construction site on the
corner at Manhattan Street. Dodging between a crane and a cement
truck kept her from their line of sight for only a few moments, but
it was enough to give her a head start.

She turned a corner, sped down another block, then
made a right on 120th. Just ahead was Morningside Park and she
hurled herself toward it. She took the stone steps two at a time,
cursing inwardly when, out of the corner of her vision, she saw one
of the policemen pursuing her on foot.

Slowly, the distance between them increased as they
crossed the park, and she forced her aching legs up the stairs to
the higher elevation of Morningside Drive. She reached street level
again, but damn, another squad car was speeding toward her with
siren and flashing lights. Halfway down 120th street, she realized
she was nearing the buildings of Columbia University.

Fuck. Another siren from another squad car, this time
careening down Amsterdam Avenue. She had to get off the street.

Desperately, she flung herself onto a walkway between
two buildings and took an abrupt right turn. Two students were just
emerging from a doorway, and she caught the door before it
closed.

An empty corridor stretched out in front of her, then
bent left. She stopped for only a second to remove her jacket and
wool cap and then took off again. Crumpling the two articles into a
ball, she stuffed them into a trash bin at the end of the hall. Her
long hair, damp from running, fell to her shoulders and seemed to
slow her down.

“He went in here,” someone said from behind the
corner she’d just turned. Just ahead was a staircase. Her chest
aching, she was tempted to run down, but that’s what her pursuers
would expect. She forced her tormented legs to run up, grateful
that her sneakers concealed the sound of her footfall. If only she
could reach the top of the flight before they saw her.

On the next floor another empty corridor. Could she
hide in a classroom? No, she’d be trapped. She swung left, but oh,
Christ, it dead-ended in a double door. Out of options, she yanked
it open.

An auditorium, full of students listening to a
presentation. A few heads turned as she entered, pulling the door
closed behind her. She forced herself to stop and stroll
unhurriedly along the rear to the nearest aisle. At the bottom of
the aisle, students stood in a line in front of a microphone asking
questions, so she attracted little attention as she strode down a
few rows and fumbled past a dozen knees to an empty seat.

Her hair was disheveled and she sweated, but once
seated, she forced calm on herself and breathed with long, slow
inhalations. Two seats away from her, a woman with a blond ponytail
glanced over at her, apparently puzzled, then smiled politely. Dana
smiled back, then feigned intense interest in the speaker at the
podium.

“…that question all the time. But I don’t have an
answer, so please forgive me if I do not comment here on Dian’s
death and simply talk about the gorillas she loved.”

Ah, Dana thought. Gorillas. Unexplained deaths. The
speaker must be talking about Dian Fossey’s murder. She remembered
the movie. Ironic, a question about a murder, when she could still
feel the gun handle pressing into her ribs. She should have tossed
it, but she’d had no chance.

Focus, Dana. Focus. She had to blend in. And
when it was over, she’d melt into the crowd and file out with all
the others onto the campus. Her breathing was almost normal now,
and it looked like she’d managed to escape.

Someone asked another question, something about
qualifications.

The speaker held out open hands as if to accept all
offers. “Intelligence, endurance to hardship, love of animals. A
degree in one of the life sciences would help. The projects run
from three months to a year, though if you can do the work, we
prefer you to stay longer. Rapid turnover is bad for the
gorillas.”

The sound of a door opening drew her attention toward
the rear of the auditorium. Shit. Cops, two of them. She snapped
her glance back toward the stage, trying to remain anonymous,
inconspicuous. Why was Blond Ponytail watching her? She
straightened up and tried to appear earnestly engrossed in the
scene onstage.

But the show was over. A gray-haired gentleman had
come to the podium and was droning platitudes of thanks. Polite
applause followed, and the sound of closing notebooks, the thuds of
spring-loaded auditorium seats, the murmur of people departing.
This was her chance.

But the traffic out of the hall was ominously slow,
and no one seemed to be moving. What the hell was holding things
up? She scanned the room, her throat tightening as she saw the
reason.

All the exit doors but one were blocked, and the two
officers had taken up position on both sides of it. They were
checking student IDs and searching backpacks, even patting down the
male students.

Apparently they assumed their suspect was male, and
she was grateful that she’d worn a woolen cap that morning. Still,
she couldn’t risk filing past them with a pistol in her belt under
her shirt, and with Blond Ponytail watching her with such interest,
she couldn’t wipe the gun clean and leave it on the floor. What
now? She swept her glance around the auditorium looking for another
way out. There was none.

Indifferent to the police presence, a gaggle of
students had gathered around the speaker. If she joined them, maybe
she could even get rid of the gun someplace. She edged toward the
back of the group, hoping to find an open backpack she could slip
the automatic into. Nothing offered itself.

Dana fidgeted, conscious that the others carried
books, purses, knapsacks while she was empty-handed. She skirted
around the periphery of the group that slowly shrank as students
received answers to their questions and moved away. A nervous
glance over her shoulder told her the line to the police checkpoint
was getting shorter, too. Crap. Like a wild animal in a snare, she
could move but was still trapped.

Finally she stood in front of the speaker with only
Blond Ponytail at her shoulder.

Dana saw a slender, attractive woman in her late
thirties, in a dark-blue pants suit. Her light-brown hair was cut
short, and she touched it nervously as she spoke. Wide, well-formed
lips were pressed in a tight smile, as if she was forcing the last
bit of congeniality when she really wanted simply to leave. Reading
glasses hung on a silver chain over her chest, giving her a
pedantic look, but her large brown eyes showed, or perhaps feigned,
interest in what Dana had to say. And what was she going to
say?

“Um, I just wanted to…uh…meet you. I’ve heard so much
about…um…the work with the gorillas.”

“I’m happy to hear that.” Another tight-lipped smile.
“What did you think of the presentation?”

“Um…I liked it a lot.” Shit, how long could she
bluff? It had focused on something about gorillas, and all she
could remember was the movie with Sigourney Weaver. “Well, I’m glad
someone is publicly addressing the problem of endangered
species.”

“Was I inspirational enough? I mean, did I make life
in a rain forest in the middle of a politically unstable country
sound appealing?”

What country? Uganda? Congo? Rwanda? She
couldn’t remember. “Yes, I thought so.”

“Rwanda must be a real challenge,” Blond Ponytail
said behind her and reached past her to shake hands with the
lecturer. “I just want to say how much I’ve always admired Dian
Fossey and respect what you’re doing to carry on her work. If I
didn’t have a Master’s Degree in Criminal Justice to finish and a
great job offer…and an old dog I can’t abandon, I’d jump right
in.”

A dark-blue shape came into view from the edge of
Dana’s vision, and her heart began to thud again. She pressed her
arm against her side, flattening the bulge of the automatic pistol.
As if the conversation itself could somehow surround and protect
her, she blurted, “I had a dog, too. A gray-and-white husky. It’s
shattering when you lose them.”

The speaker glanced at her with momentary warmth and
sympathy. “Yes, it must be,” she said, then shifted her attention
back to Blond Ponytail. “Criminal Justice, how interesting,” she
said. “All that courtroom drama.”

“Not really. I’m majoring in Forensics. You know,
dead bodies. Law itself is a little disappointing. So many
conflicts between what’s legal and what’s moral. Like what to do
about wildlife poachers, for example.”

The speaker seemed to brighten. “I know what you
mean. Rwanda’s gorillas suffer from that legal weakness. Well,
perhaps you can come for a short stay in the summer. We have all
kinds of jobs, and I’d welcome anyone with your enthusiasm.”

One of the officers, Hispanic, almost handsome, had
joined them, while his partner still examined the students at the
exit.

“Is everything all right, Officer?” the speaker
asked.

“We’re looking for someone fleeing a crime scene and
have reason to think he came in here. Did you notice any
latecomers, anyone who might have burst into the room in the middle
of your lecture?”

“I’m afraid I can’t be much help, Officer. I could
hear students trailing in at the start, but after that, I was just
too focused on my talk. Really, the audience would have noticed
latecomers more than I would have.”

The officer looked directly at Dana. “Did you notice
anything?”

“No, nothing at all.” She hoped her voice wasn’t too
high, though she was panicking inside.

“What about you? Did you see anyone running in, maybe
out of breath?” he asked Blond Ponytail. Dana felt the quick glance
of the other woman like a pinprick.

“Uh, no. Not really. I was pretty much
engrossed.”

Dana could have kissed her.

“Thank you,” he said, obviously disappointed, and
strode back to his partner to take up position again at the door.
Crap, they weren’t going to give up.

Blond Ponytail was talking again. “I’ll keep in
touch. Karisoke sounds fascinating.”

“That would be great. Just write to me—Kristen Wolfe.
Karisoke Research Center, Ruhengeri, Rwanda. Someone brings the
mail up to us every couple of days so it should reach me
eventually.”

Ah, finally, the dark-haired speaker had a name.
Kristen Wolfe. Nice. And she looked a bit like the British actress
Kristin Whatshername. Compact, intense. An idea bubbled up from
Dana’s churning unconscious. “This research project you’re looking
to staff…”

Kristen’s attention swung back toward Dana. “It’s not
really a research project, rather more a combination study,
anti-poaching, and general gorilla monitoring.” She started packing
up her materials, snapping a loose-leaf notebook shut, unplugging
her slide projector, rolling up the extension cord.

Dana did a lightning calculation. Actually no
calculation at all, since two dead men were lying in a basement a
few blocks away, and sooner or later New York’s Finest would trace
them to her. If they didn’t arrest her in the next five
minutes.

“I’d like to join you, Dr. Wolfe.”

The lecturer all but snapped to attention. “You’re
serious? You don’t have a job or a school term to finish?”

In the corner of her vision, Dana could see the
policemen patting down another student who had walked up from the
front row. Right. They were looking for a gun, and she was carrying
one.

“I finished my degree at Amherst a couple of months
ago and have been looking for a job. I could leave any time.”

“Degree? In what field?”

“Uh…biology,” Dana lied. If she had to show
credentials, she was cooked. “Here, let me help you with that.” She
lifted the projector with its tray of slides and extension cord and
tucked the entire bundle under her arm, as if to prevent anyone
taking it from her. It pushed against the hidden automatic, which
in turn pressed into her side. “We can talk on the way out. Do you
have a car?”

“Oh, no. I’ll just take a taxi back to the hotel, but
it would be lovely if you could help me flag one down.” Kristen
slid her notebook and papers into a wide bag on her shoulder and
stepped off the platform into the aisle. After a brief handshake
with Blond Ponytail, she focused her full attention on Dana,
obviously choosing the bird in the hand over the one in the
bush.

“And your name is…?”

“Oh, sorry. Dana Norland.” She offered her hand, and
their handshake seemed to seal the transaction—and her rescue.

They marched together up the aisle where the officers
still flanked the exit. Carrying the slide projector and slides,
Dana kept up a stream of talk. Like a congressman on a filibuster,
she rambled on about anything she could think of. “Do you have
medical facilities, or should I bring along the usual first-aid
kit? I don’t have any medical conditions, but you never know. What
about other supplies? I can bring paper and a portable typewriter,
if necessary, obviously not electric. And clothing. You said rain
forest. That means rain gear, which I have, of course. I wonder how
the gorillas put up with it.” Dana kept up a verbal storm.

From out of its center, Kristen nodded at the
officers and they nodded back.

Keeping in step with her, as if absorbed into the
glamor and authority of the lecturer, and the appearance of being
her assistant, Dana and her gun slipped unmolested past the
police.


Chapter Two

Dana let herself into the ground-floor Harlem
apartment of Tony and Emily Bailey. “I’ve got a job,” she announced
as she closed the door behind her. She was going to have to tell a
lot of lies in the next few days, but that remark, at least, was
true. Old school friends of her mother, they’d let her live
rent-free for two months in their spare room, and so she owed them
at least that.

“Terrific! Where is it?” Tony shuffled toward the
entryway in his slippers. “I thought your job interview was
tomorrow.”

“It was, but something much better came up.” She
averted her eyes. “Something overseas. I answered an ad in the
newspaper, a shot in the dark, kind of.”

She rubbed warmth back into her arms, glad to be
indoors after jogging through the streets without hat or jacket. If
Tony noticed her lack of winter clothing as she strode past him
into the living room, he didn’t say so.

“A job abroad. That’s great! What country?”
White-haired and grandmotherly, Emily greeted her from the sofa.
“Doing what? With whom?” She shooed the cat from her lap, drew Dana
down next to her, and peered over her reading glasses. “Tell us all
about it!”

Dana had half worked out her story on the way home.
She hated lying, but if the police came around asking questions,
she had to leave no trail. “England. University of Manchester. They
need someone to work in the lab.”

“Lab work. But isn’t your degree in Classics?” Tony
looked puzzled.

“Yes, but I had a minor in Zoology, and besides, the
job is just simple stuff. Cleaning cages, taking notes,
etcetera.”

“Strange that Manchester can’t get one of their
graduate students to do that,” Emily said, twisting sideways to
face her.

“That’s what I thought, too. But some international
agency is funding the project, so they want people from all over. I
didn’t ask too many questions. I’m just glad to have a job that
doesn’t involve typing letters for accountants.”

Emily nodded understanding. “When do you start?”

“As soon as I can get a visa and work permit. Just
enough time for me to clear out my room and put everything in
order. Fortunately I already have a passport.”

“An international job. Your mother would have been so
proud.” Emily tilted her head and studied her. “I see her every
time I look at you, with those deep-brown eyes and her cute mouth
that turned up a little at the corners. She always looked like she
was smiling even when she was just reading a book.”

“Really? It’s nice to hear I’m carrying around a
little bit of her in my DNA.”

“It’s true, though now you’re actually
smiling, and I’m so happy to see it.” Emily touched her wrist. “I
know, taking care of your mother all that time really took the
spirit out of you. You were always somber. And then, just when you
were trying to start out fresh with a new job, Nikki disappeared.
I’m so sorry for you. But he might still turn up. That happens all
the time.” She touched the cat that rubbed against her ankles, as
if there were some connection.

Dana glanced away for a moment, trying to calibrate
the right expression. She cleared her throat, trying to sound
neutral, like someone who still had hope. “Yes, he could. And I
know you’d look after him until I can make arrangements for him.
It’s good to have friends like you.”

Emily squeezed her hand. “Will you go with me next
Saturday to St. John’s? Perhaps that will cheer you up. It’s a
combination Winter Solstice and Feast of St. Francis, you know, the
Blessing of the Animals. It’ll be lovely.”

Dana was puzzled. “Solstice I can understand. It’s
coming up in a week or so. But isn’t the St. Francis thing in
October?”

“It is, but Reverend Morton was sick in October so
they moved it to December. It’s such a wonderful spectacle, the
mass and then all the animals. Miss Kitty has been looking forward
to it all year. Haven’t you, dear?” She scratched the cat’s neck,
eliciting a soft purr.

“Last year it was a complete zoo.” She laughed
brightly. “You never know what’ll turn up. Oh, please, dear, say
you’ll go. I have passes for two, and Tony can’t sit on those hard
benches because of his back.”

Dana closed her eyes for a moment. Her life had
turned into a horror movie, and the last thing she wanted just then
was to sit in a church and watch a parade of people with their
pets. But she’d just lied to the kindest people she knew and felt
guilty. “Yes, all right,” she said wearily and forced a smile.

❖

On a Saturday morning at 10:45, Amsterdam Avenue was
dreary. The rain had just stopped, but the sidewalk was full of
puddles, and Dana and Emily had to watch the ground to avoid them.
Cars shussed as they passed on the partially flooded street, a
depressing rainy-day sound. Nonetheless, holding a harnessed but
somewhat puzzled Miss Kitty, Emily was ebullient.

“Aren’t the Christmas decorations pretty? I know,
they put them up far too early, but they do make everything so
festive. It’s a shame you won’t be here for actual Christmas, but I
suppose Solstice will have to do. Anyhow, your mother would be
pleased that I’ve dragged you to Saint John’s.”

“Really? I never thought she was religious. Not even
when she was dying.”

“No, not in the ‘love Jesus’ sense. But she loved the
cathedral. We went to concerts together a few times, after you left
for Amherst. But when she found out she had cancer, she got caught
up with the treatment and we never went again.” They walked awhile
in silence. “I miss her, don’t you?”

“Of course I do. A feeling my father seems to lack
completely. He never once appeared when she was dying. I know it
was a bitter divorce, but you’d think he’d have a drop of
kindness.”

“Don’t worry about him, dear. He’s got his job and a
new young wife, and you don’t need him. I’m sorry you had to lose a
year of college, but obviously you were able to make it up
later.”

“Yes, but being gone a year sort of broke the flow.
When I went back, everyone seemed so young and self-absorbed.” She
glanced up. “Well, here we are.”

The Cathedral of St. John the Divine rose up in front
of them in its splendor. Vaguely Gothic in style, it had been under
construction off and on for half a century and still had
scaffolding around its south tower. Its double main portal was
flanked on both sides by a row of statues. Saints, she supposed.
Wasn’t it always saints?

They joined the crowd climbing the stone steps and
fell into step with an elderly woman leading a dachshund and a
portly man holding a box of kittens.

It was a relief to arrive inside, away from the damp
winter air, and while Emily showed their passes to the attendant,
Dana glanced around at the landmark cathedral that she was seeing
for the first time inside. She was impressed.

Chapels in a variety of styles ran along both sides,
and candles burned in racks in almost all of them. Halfway down the
nave, Emily claimed seats for them both on the aisle, and while
others filed past them, she turned to gaze up at the rose window.
It was, she had to admit, magnificent.

“Nice, huh?” Emily smiled. “I knew you’d like
it.”

“I’m guessing the stage isn’t always there.” Dana
pointed with her chin toward a wooden platform some twenty feet
square at the center of the transept. Folding chairs and music
stands stood in long rows on both sides. At that moment, the
chamber orchestra filed in and the musicians took their places.
Immediately following them, some hundred people in choral gowns
streamed in and lined up in two groups on either side of the
platform.

The last person to arrive, in a dark suit, was
obviously the conductor. At his signal, the chorus sat down and the
orchestra tuned. The cathedral lights dimmed, leaving the
congregation in murky twilight while, on a screen hanging over the
orchestra, an image of the full moon appeared.

Dana had never heard of the Missa Gaia, but
the opening sounds gripped her immediately. The howling of a wolf
in a four-note cadence sounded eerily over their heads and was
repeated in the saxophone. In the darkened church, it was a
powerful evocation of nights in the wilderness in the absence of
men. The sobbing of the dog-ancestor was unbearably plaintive and
caused her chest to tighten with grief.

The following movements of the mass interwove soft
jazz with New Age sounds and were nothing like any of the
traditional masses she’d heard. But then Mozart or Verdi would
never have considered inserting a wolf’s cry into their Kyrie. The
jazzy rhythms and occasional solo saxophone were a pleasing
celebration of the solstice and the return of the light, and she
was able to quiet the voices that murmured in the back of her mind.
Until her escape from New York, that’s what counted. Her visa had
arrived just that morning, so it was now only a matter of days.

After the final chords of the Go Forth in Peace
sounded, the lights came up and a man in a green chasuble climbed
the steps of the pulpit. Dana felt her peace of mind dissipate into
annoyance. A sermon was the last thing she needed.

But the reverend surprised her, as the mass had done,
for his theme wasn’t the transcendent but the world itself. One of
the great discoveries of the last century, he said with some drama,
was evolution. And it had enriched and glorified the story of
creation more than any scripture could.

“This is the wondrous tool that God has taken to not
only create a world, but to let it metamorphose in infinite
variety. Life is a kaleidoscope of forms, and we as humans are but
bright spots in that interplay, spots that have been gifted with
introspection and understanding. But with understanding comes
responsibility. We are not the masters of earth but its guardians.
The other creatures are here, not for us, but with
us, and it is a test of our worth that we recognize ourselves in
them and care for them.”

The message was an appealing one, and though the
niggling skepticism at the back of Dana’s mind made her wonder
whether malaria mosquitos, parasitical worms, and bubonic bacteria
counted as God’s creatures, she appreciated the general
earth-friendly approach. Besides, the sermon was mercifully brief,
and he followed it by an explanation of the Feast of Saint Francis
and the Blessing of the Animals. The latter did not include
parasitical worms or lethal bacteria. In conclusion, he invited the
congregation to process with their creatures past the altar.

Dana leaned toward Emily. “Go ahead, join the
procession with Miss Kitty,” she urged. “If she can endure being
surrounded by dogs without panicking, she deserves a blessing. I’ll
wait here for you to make the circuit.”

“All right, dear.” Emily stood up, clutching the
elderly and none-too-happy cat to her chest. “You can tell me what
you saw when I’m back.”

As Emily stepped out of the pew into the moving line,
Dana sat down again and observed the procession. It was amusing to
see the menagerie that filed down the central aisle of the nave,
and she was able to forget the fear and horror and confusion of the
last week.

An endless line of people carrying cats and dogs
shuffled by, but also goats, a pig, parrots: a ringneck green, an
African grey, and a white cockatoo with its crest raised in
agitation. Following up the rear were the larger creatures: a young
camel, a donkey, and a miniature pony. Two men held capuchin
monkeys on their shoulders, but she saw no larger primates, and she
was relieved. For all its benevolence, a crowded church was no
place for creatures as intelligent and sensitive as a gorilla or a
chimpanzee.

How strange. She hadn’t yet set foot in Africa, had
never even laid eyes on a live gorilla, but already she cared about
them.

Emily finally made the circuit past the altar and
returned to their pew. Miss Kitty’s claws were deeply embedded in
Emily’s coat, a clear sign she’d had quite enough beatitude that
afternoon. Rather than wait for the procession to come to a close,
they made their way along a side aisle to the narthex and back to
the street.

The rain had started again and blew toward them.
Emily wrapped her coat around Miss Kitty while Dana linked arms
with her and held the umbrella over them both. “How did you like
it?” Emily asked. “Did it reconcile you a little bit with
religion?”

Dana shrugged. “Whether they’re God’s or nature’s
creatures, animals have emotions and can suffer, at least if they
have consciousness. And if we have any moral sense at all, we
shouldn’t want to cause that suffering or benefit from it.”

She thought for a moment. “Hmm. I wonder if the good
reverend eats meat?”

Emily chuckled softly. “If you’re looking for
hypocrisy you won’t find it. I know for a fact he’s a vegetarian,
but not a dogmatic one. He recognizes that people have eaten meat
for thousands of years, but they’ve also been abusing and enslaving
each other that long, so that’s no excuse. If you asked him, I
think he’d say morality consists in people thinking about the
implications of what they do and considering the bigger
picture.”

“Implications? Hmmm,” Dana said, then fell silent and
hunched forward into the wind.


Chapter Three

Ruhengeri, Rwanda

December 24, 1993

 


The twenty-two-hour trip, with long wait times in
Brussels and Kigali, had left Dana ample time to brood. In the
previous ten days, the “event,” as she came to think of it, ran
through her mind in an endless loop in monochrome, like a jerky
silent film. The nightmares plagued her sleep, endless variations
of the same aching dread, of falling, sliding, tumbling down
through a tunnel toward some pit of nameless horror.

The days were slightly better, though she’d
sleepwalked through them, keeping up a façade of normalcy and
cheerfulness, concealing her numbness and confusion. The whole
episode was so beyond-her-experience awful, she couldn’t integrate
it into her understanding of herself and so forced it into some
deep cellar of her mind where she hoped it would wither. Instead,
it banged on the walls, demanding to be recognized, and she was a
fugitive from that part of herself long before she fled the
country.

She glanced through the window of the tiny
ten-passenger plane and studied the unpaved runway of the Ruhengeri
airport, flanked by green. Here, finally, was Rwanda, raw and
fecund, where she’d have new tasks, new people, a new identity.

When she descended the steps onto the dusty ground,
the chill in the air surprised her. How could a country so close to
the equator be so cold? The sky was overcast, and a damp breeze
blew through her hair and she was glad she’d heeded Kristen’s
advice to wear a heavy jacket. Exhausted and grimy, she wondered if
she’d be allowed a bath and a nap before the trek up the
mountain.

She passed along the narrow walkway to the uniformed
official who functioned as customs control, fetched her luggage,
and plodded with the other passengers toward the wire fence that
marked off the airfield.

Some dozen people waited, though all but one were
Africans. The only white woman was presumably Kristen. “Welcome,”
she said, as Dana came through the gate. “How was your flight?”

“All right. Long.” Dana set down her suitcase and
took a deep breath. “It’s a relief to finally arrive.”

“Any problems? Is everything in order?” Kristen
asked.

Dana studied her host, surprised at her appearance.
She’d looked so academic, so schoolmarmish in the Columbia lecture
hall. Now, in khaki trousers and shirt, and without her glasses,
the schoolteacher had metamorphosed into a female Indiana Jones.
The difference cheered her.

“Yep. Inoculations, visa, health check, local
currency, clean underwear. Ready to go.”

Kristen chuckled. “Glad to hear about the underwear.
Socks, too? You’ll probably need those more.”

“Five pairs, all the same color, in case one gets
lost in the washing machine.”

“Washing machine? Ha. Good one.” Kristen glanced down
at the suitcase.

“Here, let Mukera carry that thing,” she said, and a
stocky African in a green-wool ranger’s uniform stepped
forward.

He seemed in his twenties, friendly and rather
handsome. He smiled, revealing a row of beautiful large white
teeth, though one of the two in front was broken in half. With a
quick nod of greeting, he lifted the heavy bag with obvious ease
and turned away.

Kristen followed him and Dana hurried to catch up. A
moment later, they stopped in front of a mud-splattered gray Land
Rover.

“Um. Will we be going directly to the campsite?” Dana
asked hesitantly, her hopes for a long hot bath evaporating.

“No reason to stay in town. We’ve already done the
shopping.” Kristen opened the rear-facing door and Mukera slid the
suitcase inside, then jumped in next to it. Just as Kristen closed
the door behind him, an open truck carrying men in camouflage
uniforms careened past them. A few of the men seemed to glower at
them as they swung by, and the automatic rifles they clutched added
menace to their gaze.

“What’s that?” Dana asked under her breath, as if the
soldiers could overhear. “I thought the civil war was over.”

Kristen nudged her toward the front of the Land
Rover. “It is, officially. But the rebel Tutsis held Ruhengeri for
a short time, so the government sends troops in now and again to
monitor the area. Don’t worry. We’re up in the mountains, and none
of that has anything to do with us.”

Dana tucked the information into the back of her mind
as Kristen started the motor. While they rumbled along the uneven
street, she glanced up at the overcast sky. “I didn’t expect it to
look like this.”

“You mean so dreary?” Kristen snorted again.
“Everyone expects all of Africa to be hot and sunny. But we’re at a
pretty high elevation, and most of the Virunga volcano range counts
as temperate rainforest. More often than not we wake up to thick
fog, and it rains a lot, especially in spring and fall. You’ll get
used to it.”

They drove through Ruhengeri without stopping,
raising a cloud of dust behind them as the military truck had done.
Traffic was unregulated by stoplights, but the lack of motor
traffic obviously prevented serious accidents. Still, the street
was filled with men pushing wheelbarrows or bicycles, women
balancing wide bundles on their heads, children, and the odd
mongrel or goat. Avoiding them took some dexterity, and Kristen’s
calmness, as she swerved around them, was reassuring.

They were out of town in fifteen minutes, bumping
along the roads between cultivated fields. Women with babies
strapped to their backs looked up as they passed, then bent back to
work again. Finally they stopped at the end of a road near a wide
expanse of cleared land and a row of corrugated metal sheds.

“This is the car park for vehicles bringing people
into the Parc des Volcans. From here on, however, it’s all by
foot.”

“By foot,” Dana repeated softly, gazing wearily up
toward the steep wooded flank of the mountain. Of course. What else
had she imagined?

Mukera unloaded Dana’s suitcase, a large cardboard
box, and two lumpy backpacks. They stood together with their goods
surrounding them while Kristen drove the Land Rover into one of the
sheds, padlocked the tin door, and rejoined them.

“I’m afraid you’ll have to handle your own luggage.
Mukera and I will be carrying supplies.” She slid her arms through
the straps of a backpack that appeared to hold canned goods and
other groceries. Mukera, for his part, lifted the larger backpack
onto his shoulders and hoisted the cardboard box onto his head.

“Can you manage?” Kristen asked Dana, though the
question was obviously rhetorical. It was either manage or leave
the luggage behind.

She knew, at least vaguely, that Karisoke was
somewhere up in the Virunga range and that reaching it would
require some hiking. But she hadn’t counted on having to lug her
own baggage. Glad that she’d crammed all her worldly goods into a
single suitcase, she loaded it onto her back and rested it on her
knapsack in much the way Mukera did his box.

Immediately after the car park, the footpath climbed
steeply upward and the trees became denser. Worse, the ground was
wet, and in places, the soil simply slipped away under her feet,
leaving her in ankle-deep puddles. Strange and alarmingly
large insects and worms appeared, and she flinched as they buzzed
past her or slithered under her feet. The worms, particularly, were
terrifying, as thick as snakes and a foot long.

They slogged through swaths of nettle and walls of
bamboo, coming out on the other side upon rocky outcroppings or
forty-five-degree mud slopes.

She labored on as long as she could, but after half
an hour, she halted, panting. “Please. Can we rest, just a few
minutes? I could have done this without the suitcase, but not
with.”

“Sure, we can rest awhile. Sorry for loading you up
that way, but we have only one porter at the moment. Usually we
have three, but we’ll be feeding a lot of people tomorrow, and the
two others are collecting the heaviest supplies from Gisenyi.”

Gratefully, Dana let the suitcase glide off her back,
and she dropped down onto the spongy earth at the side of the
trail. “Ah, right. I lost track of the date. It’s Christmas Eve,
isn’t it? Strange, one doesn’t usually associate Christmas with
Africa.”

“I know, but most Rwandans are Catholic, and they
take the holiday as seriously as Americans do. Anyhow, you’ll meet
the whole staff tomorrow when we have our celebration. It’s not as
big a deal as when Dian was here, but the men have come to expect
something, and I try not to disappoint.”

“You give them gifts, too?”

“Yes. That’s what’s in the box Mukera’s carrying. New
uniform shirts and boots, fabric for their wives, and candy for
their children.” She checked her watch. “Anyhow, if you’re rested,
we
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