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	Chapter One: Safi

	 

	Sheena walked carefully along the gravel pathway. The small grey stones had sharp edges, and shifted and crunched under her paws; but at least they weren’t as hot as the concrete slabs nearer the school would be. She’d have to stay in the shade when she got to that part of the path.

	It was a very ordinary and safe pathway – first the gravel, then the concrete, and then hard brown earth winding through dark green bushes towards the School Hall; but her decision to walk along it on that sunny morning would before long lead her to some very different paths – paths less certain, paths more dangerous…

	She was bored, and lonely. The housing compound where she lived was empty on this sunny afternoon: all the people, grown-ups and children, had gone off to places like the beach or the ice-cream shop; and the one dog who lived on the compound (an enormous light-brown South African ridgeback called Safi) would no doubt be lying under a bush somewhere.

	Safi was a Kiswahili word meaning clean; and Safi was a very clean dog because he never actually did anything – he was lazy on cool days, never mind hot ones – and not once had Sheena managed to get him to chase her, not even when she had lain down in front of him and wiggled her short tail cheekily as if to say, ‘Can’t catch me-ee!’ What that meant, in full, was, ‘Can’t
catch me-ee ’cos I’ll jump up a tree-ee!’
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	Sheena, like most cats, was very good at jumping up trees; and when she found herself, a few weeks later, being chased along a rough track in a strange place, by not-a-dog-but-something-close, that particular skill would save her life…

	Safi knew about cats and trees, which is why he never did more than look at her briefly with his big dark eyes and go back to whatever he had been daydreaming about – maybe a field full of cats with no tree-ees around.

	Because it was Sunday, there weren’t even any school gardeners to annoy by scratching up the plants they’d just put in the ground. So Sheena had decided to go beyond the houses to where the school buildings were. She’d been there many times before, during the year or so she had lived at the school; but there were often lots of children moving about and making too much noise. Some of them would want to pick her up and squeeze her and she didn’t want any of that, so she had always run back home as soon as anyone tried.

	Not that she didn’t like children; but she preferred to choose the ones she was going to be squeezed by. Mainly that was Amy and Thomas, the children who lived in her house: they knew how hard not to squeeze a cat.

	She would learn, however, once she had left paths behind altogether, what it felt like to be fully squeezed…

	 

	She walked on along the pathway, slowly and watchfully.
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	Chapter Two: Kenge

	 

	This wasn’t an ordinary school. It was an International School, and that meant several things. 

	First of all, it wasn’t in either England or America but in Africa (although there are International Schools in most countries of the world).

	Secondly, the children who went to it were themselves from many different countries, and she had seen for herself that they came in all skin colours and had different-shaped faces and different voices. One thing they seemed to have in common, however, was that they smiled and laughed a lot, and had fun together – it was a very happy school.

	Thirdly, the teachers (Amy’s and Thomas’s parents among them) also came from different parts of the world, and lived with their families on the Housing Compound, next to the Academic Campus…where Sheena was now headed.

	When she got to the hot part of the pathway (the concrete slabs) she stayed in the narrow strip of shadow at the foot of the wall until she was in the space between the classrooms, where the pathway became brown earth and passed through rich vegetation – glossy shrubs and tall, silent trees with lots of shade.

	She stopped. It was a day for stopping. (Safi would have said that it was a day for not even starting.) So she was surprised to see movement under a dense bush near the Hall, where the 
children went to what she knew were called Assemblies, big lessons where they learned to sit still and be quiet for a long time.

	Cats have very sharp eyes, and are particularly good at noticing twitches in the undergrowth or up in the trees which might mean that something worth chasing is nearby. Sheena could see nothing now, however, except dappled shade under the bush. Whatever had moved had become still. 

	She sniffed the air, but could smell only damp heat and the musty soil on which she stood. Maybe the little movement had been only a falling leaf, but she had come looking for something to do, and she decided that she could get close to the bush without leaving the shade altogether and going out into the open sunlight. That was important, not only because it was hot out there but because her natural instincts were taking over, and one of the natural instincts of a cat is to see without being seen.[image: A picture containing outdoor, dog, cat, blackDescription automatically generated]
	

Sheena had a bit of a problem in that respect. She was a mixture of black and white. Most of her head was black, but her face was white; the front part of her body was white, but she had black patches on her shoulders; the back part of her body was black, but her tuft of a tail was partly white, like a rabbit’s. 

	How she came to have a tuft rather than a proper tail is interesting, but that story is told somewhere else. The fact that she had no tail to speak of wasn’t altogether a bad thing, however. It made it difficult for her to balance when she was jumping, but in situations like this, where she was not jumping but sneaking, it helped not to have something long, and black-and-white, waving above her.

	So what was left of Sheena’s tail just moved quietly from side to side as she began stalking (sneaking, that is).

	The thing that had caught her attention was well hidden. All she could see, as she crept closer, were the brown lines of thin branches among the dark leaves. Then there was a flat rock. Then next to the rock there was a much thicker branch sticking out from among the foliage. Then there were the branch’s two eyes and its tongue flicking in and out.

	Two eyes and a tongue! That wasn’t a branch at all! A snake? If so, it was time to leave. Snakes are even better at sneaking than cats, and very nasty when they have sneaked.

	She would have that fact, too, brought home to her forcibly, when the squeezing time came…

	Instead of backing away immediately, however, Sheena became wholly still. She wanted to see more. Cats are many things, a surprising number of them beginning with ‘C’. One is Choosey (Sheena was that – about who she allowed herself to be squeezed by, for instance). Another is Cautious, which is what she immediately became as soon as she saw the movement in the bushes. A third is Curious, which is what she was now becoming.

	If it was a snake it was a very thick snake. She had seen a fat puff adder before, a sort of blotchy sausage with pointed ends (one of them very deadly); but this creature was twice as big around the middle. And if it was a snake it was a snake with legs, she now realised as it slowly emerged from the bushes. 

	Its movements were very measured: it leaned forward and delicately placed a front foot on the path. After a pause it brought a back leg forward, then its other front leg. 

	All the while its tongue was flicking out and in; and what was surprising was not the tongue’s shape (it was forked like a snake’s) nor its length (which was impressive) but its colour (bright blue). The only blue tongue Sheena had seen before was Thomas’s when he’d been sucking his pen as he struggled with his homework. He’d stuck it out at the mirror when it tasted strange and had then used it to make a tongue-print on his homework instead of writing his name. He got into trouble when he handed the work in; and he got into trouble at home when his mother found out why he’d got into trouble at school.

	A lizard? Yes, but much larger than the creamy-coloured geckoes who hid behind the pictures on the walls of Amy’s and Thomas’s (and Sheena’s) house and darted out to grab and then gulp mosquitoes when they settled nearby.

	Now Sheena understood why she’d not been able to see the lizard clearly until she was close. It was camouflaged (another ‘C’ word cats like to be, but, as we’ve just explained, something Sheena had difficulty being). It was the same murky brown as the darkness under the bushes, and it had pale yellow circles running in lines across its body, the colour of faded leaves. 

	It was more slender than Sheena but three times as long from its head to the tip of the tail which came into view as the lizard continued to move forward one steady step at a time. (It would have been only twice as long as Sheena if she’d had a proper tail.) 

	It was now fully on the path.

	What to do? Was it a threat? Any thought of chasing it had immediately left her when she saw its size, and had been replaced by a thought of running away when she saw its teeth. They were short but very spiky – and many. Was it carnivorous – a meat-eater?

	Sheena, you will see, would also become quite an expert on teeth before her adventures were over…

	And that tongue! It looked both inquisitive and sinister, as if it had a life of its own and was searching for something.

	If the lizard itself was looking for something, it didn’t really show it. It wasn’t turning its head or moving its eyes. The eyes didn’t seem to be focused on anything in particular. They were small and bright, but fixed, like the glass eyes of one of Amy’s dolls. Sheena still felt unseen. 

	Only the lizard’s tongue was still moving, flicking in and out. Then the reptile slowly turned its pointed snout towards Sheena; and she knew she had been noticed. She tensed, ready to spring away backwards if the thing came towards her. How fast could it move? Geckoes were very quick, and they were only small lizards; and she didn’t want to be caught, wriggling, in those sharp teeth, with something worse to follow. She knew that some animals could be mesmerised, held in a spell, by a reptile’s glittering eye, so she was on her guard against that kind of trick. 

	Then she was surprised again – not by a sudden movement from the lizard but by the words that came from its long slit of a mouth, words that slid out like its tongue from between its thin lips.

	Cats know what they need to know. They don’t know the time of day in hours or minutes, but they know when it’s time for their food to be put on a plate and their milk in a saucer, and when someone they like is about to arrive home. They know what people are saying whenever what people are saying may affect them (for example, ‘I think I’ll go fishing today’), and they know when you are going away (have you never seen a cat spread itself out in an open suitcase to get in the way of the packing?)

	Sheena needed to know what the lizard was saying to her; so she did know. 

	It was actually the friendliness of the words that was unexpected, since the lizard didn’t look friendly.

	‘Hello there! And don’t worry – I’m not a ssnake.’

	He’d obviously seen that Sheena was ready to run. There was only a slight hissing sound when he spoke, as if, having grown legs and become less like a snake in appearance, he was trying not to sound like one either, since he regarded himself as being on a higher level (which, of course, he was, even though his legs were short).

	‘What ssort of day are you having?’

	‘Oh…er…fine thanks. Just taking a stroll around, you know.’

	‘No you weren’t, you were sstalking me, we both know that. But that’ss alright. I do quite a lot of sstalking mysself, sso I can’t get offended.’

	‘How did you know I was here? I didn’t think you’d seen me.’

	Sheena took pride in her stalking, and was upset that she’d been caught doing it.

	‘Sseen? No, ssmelt you is what I did.’

	‘But your nostrils are so small. How could you smell me from so far away?’

	The lizard’s nostrils were no more than tiny round holes half-way up his snout. (Cats are Curious, as we’ve already said, and they’re also very observant even though that isn’t a ‘C’ word. Call it Clever at Spotting Things, if you like.)

	‘Here’ss a trick you catss could learn. (You are a cat, aren’t you?) Watch.’

	The lizard’s long blue tongue with its split end slipped out from between his lips and pointed towards Sheena for a moment, then disappeared again.

	‘You had milk for breakfasst, and fish yessterday.’

	‘How did you do that?’

	‘Thiss is a dual-purpose tongue I’ve got here – it ssmellss as well as tasstess.’

	‘How does that help?’ 

	‘Well, your sstubby little pink nose – ssorry – can only ssmell what comes into it. My tongue goes out ssearching for ssmellss, and can tell what direction they’re coming from. That’ss how I knew where you were. And I knew what you were because my tongue carried your ssmell back into my mouth where I could get a tasste of it; and I knew that you were sstalking me because you were giving off a sstalking kind of ssmell, as if you were both excssited and a little bit sscared.’

	‘Oh.’

	Sheena had been both of those things, excited and scared, but she was now both embarrassed and annoyed: she’d been outsmarted and outsmelled; and ‘stubby little’ wasn’t a very nice way to have your nose described.

	‘The only trouble with this blesssed’ (that was a really hissy word) ‘tongue is that it getss in the way when I’m sspeaking. Makess me ssound like a ssnake. I’m not a ssnake.

	‘But let’ss talk about you: what are you doing? Apart from sstalking I mean.’

	It seemed that lizards, as well as cats, were curious.

	‘Well, I suppose I’m looking for something interesting to do. Life’s dull when my family aren’t here. Come to think of it, it’s not all that exciting when they are, either. I blame this place.’

	Sheena looked around at the classrooms.

	‘My family leave home early in the morning, they don’t come back all day, and when school’s over they still have work to do. It seems like teachers and students spend all their time making work for each other. I don’t see why they can’t come to some kind of agreement about it.’

	‘It ssoundss as if they don’t have much time for fun.’

	‘No. So I have to make my own.’ 

	‘How do you do that?’

	Sheena had difficulty answering. The truth was that she didn’t have much fun.

	‘Well, I – er – wander around a lot.’

	‘And catch things?’

	‘Er…sometimes.’

	Sheena heard herself sounding rather ordinary, but she wasn’t prepared to tell big lies in order to be more interesting.

	All this time, of course, friendly though the conversation was, Sheena and the lizard had watched each other carefully, Sheena with her round yellow eyes, direct and unblinking, and the lizard with his colder but equally straight black stare. It was by no means a settled thing that neither would attack the other, and a tussle between them could have gone either way. The situation was nicely balanced, however, so they could enjoy a short friendship instead of what might have been hostility. They were two creatures of roughly equal weight, comparably clawed and toothed, with a lot to tell each other and nothing better to do on a hot Sunday afternoon.

	‘Hot? No, it’ss not hot,’ said the lizard when Sheena had begun to complain about the weather.

	‘Well, maybe it is,’ the lizard smoothly agreed when Sheena started to argue. (Although she was in the shade, sunlight was being reflected from the pathway and the black parts of her fur were already uncomfortably warm.)

	‘What I mean is, it issn’t hot for me. You ssee, I’m a reptile and reptiless are cold-blooded. That means that my blood never getss warm; and something which never getss ssomething can never get too ssomething.’

	Sheena wasn’t sure she understood all of that; but the bit about having cold blood was clear enough.

	‘I don’t think I’ve ever been cold since I came to Africa,’ she said. ‘I’d like to have one cool day for a change.’

	Truth to tell, she had come (with her family) from the Caribbean, where the weather is very much the same as it was here; but the lack of things to do on this particular Sunday afternoon had put her in the mood which most expatriates (people – and animals – who live for a while in a country different from their own) occasionally suffer from, when nothing works properly and everything’s dirty and they can’t wait to get home.

	 Just where home might be for a cat of the world like Sheena is another question. But today she didn’t want to be in this part of Africa, where it was hot for her no matter what it was for the lizard.

	‘You should go Up North,’ said the lizard. ‘It’ss usually cooler up there, and the air’ss clearer, and it’ss altogether a better place to be…In fact I think about it a lot right now. It’ss where I come from.’

	‘If you like it so much up there, why are you down here?’

	The question when it started felt as if it was going to come out grumpy; but by the time she’d finished it Sheena realised she was interested in the answer. 

	‘It was an accssident…or rather I had an accssident…no, both.’ 

	Sheena waited. He was obviously going to explain.

	‘There was thiss big truck piled high with watermelons, you ssee,’ the lizard began. 

	Sheena knew what watermelons were – massive round fruit like shiny, dark green cannonballs. 

	‘Now I like a bit of watermelon when I can get it and thiss sseemed a good opportunity: they’d loaded the truck the night before and I was up early when no humans were around. I climbed up a tarpaulin they’d thrown over the watermelons, crawled under it and wriggled my way down where I wouldn’t be sseen while I had a ssnack – a sslurp would be more accurate I ssuppose: once you’ve gnawed your way in through a watermelon’s sskin it’ss more like drinking than eating. I had too much, sstayed too long, whatever, and fell into one of those dozes we lizardss are good at. 

	‘Then ssuddenly there was a roar and the truck began to shake. The men the truck belonged to had come out quietly and sstarted it up, and I knew I had to get out quickly. That shouldn’t have been a problem – where there’s a way in there’s usually a way out. But the shaking loossened the pile of melons and the ones around me ssettled downwards and ssqueezed me so that I couldn’t move. Ow they were heavy! It was like being ssat on by a lot of little green hippopotamussess. They should have been called ssquash, not melonss.

	‘Then the truck drove off, and to cut a bumpy sstory short, here I am.’

	‘And here you stay?’ 

	‘Not likely. I’m off as ssoon as I can manage it. I’ve eaten enough cssity garbage, and there isn’t a lot else worth eating round here. I haven’t managed to catch a good-ssized ssquirming thing ssince I arrived.’

	He looked sharply at her as he said that.

	Sheena’s eyes widened a little. She was a good-sized thing and she didn’t want to become a squirming one. Was that a little bit of drool forming at the corner of the lizard’s mouth? 

	It seemed, however, that he’d just been testing her to see how she’d react: he smiled thinly when she lifted a front paw nervously off the ground.

	‘Don’t worry, you’re on the big sside for me, and all that fur would get tangled round my tongue.’

	‘Tell me more about Up North.’ 

	Sheena wanted to keep the conversation away from eating; and she wanted to hear more about a different kind of Africa from the dusty, smelly city that was all she’d seen in the last year.

	The lizard began to talk. He talked eagerly, about the grassy savannah plains which gave him part of his name (he said his real name was Kenge, but officially he was a savannah monitor lizard. The monitor part was because one of his jobs according to the old stories people told was to keep an eye on things and give a warning when a crocodile approached – although he wasn’t sure how he was supposed to do that.) 

	As he talked he looked off into the distance, and the one eye that was now toward Sheena gleamed; and such was his enthusiasm that she thought she could see deep in the darkness of that eye some of the places he was talking about: a flat brown land silent under a pale gold sun; gentle hills with dry, springy grass and enough trees to make a cat to feel safe; open skies with big dangerous birds soaring in them (she and the lizard shared a shiver when he talked about them); and shady, secret places where there were endless things to eat, some of which ran and had to be hunted down, some of which were fruit and fell to the ground waiting to be slurped (he appeared to like that word. It seemed he hadn’t had anything slurpy either since he came South.)

	He told stories about animals that climbed, animals that dug, animals that swam and animals that mainly just hid. He talked about animals with big ears, big eyes and big teeth, in different combinations. He described the smells of the North – he was an expert on those: the hot smell of dusty tracks, sharp fruit smells, warm nest smells, the smells of different kinds of mud. He talked about the sounds to be heard there – the growls and giggles, the hisses and howls, the roars and rattles, the whistles, whines and whispers.

	The Allen family watched lots of videos about African animals, and Sheena often watched with them, fascinated (while pretending to be bored); but somehow the lizard’s words made the animals seem more alive than they had ever looked on the tv screen.

	‘Tell me about the places where there are lots of things to chase.’

	Sheena had actually not done much chasing (and little of what she had done had ended up in a meal) but she thought she was good at it and felt she would like to do more. Opportunities, however, were limited around people, who liked to get rid of most things worth running after, rats and cockroaches and suchlike.

	Kenge told her, using magical-sounding names. Many of them were harsh and guttural, like Ngandogu, Gorandorogo, Baragandiri, Kageradoma, but none the less powerful for that; and the lizard spoke them throatily and with relish, as if he was proud of them. Their sound alone made them seem mysterious and exciting.

	‘Could I go to one of those places?’

	‘Well, you couldn’t walk there. I was in that truck for a whole day.

	‘And before you get all eager to go chassing Up North, there’s ssomething you need to know about the chassing game.’

	Here the lizard looked at Sheena keenly, and at the same time kindly, as if he felt she needed, and deserved, good advice.

	‘Things that chasse are chassed in their turn,’ he said. There was a grimness about the way he spoke, as if this was an important truth that needed to be remembered by everybody and not only by this strange little black-and-white creature he had just met.

	‘I know that,’ said Sheena, unwilling
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