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University of South Central Mississippi –  2:00pm - May 6, 2019

“Good afternoon everyone, please be seated where you will be most comfortable: Caucasian students on the right, African American students on the left.  All others in the center rows, please sit with people of your own race. No exceptions.” 

Stunned into silence, two-hundred and twenty-one students laggardly complied, some parting from black or white friends, girlfriends or boyfriends, awkwardly seating themselves as instructed, averting their eyes from those of their racial counterparts as if they had demanded the segregated seating arrangement themselves.

Professor Ote Walter Banga stood at the bottom of the lecture theater, reviewing his notes roughly arranged upon a well-worn Oak lectern and wiping sweat from his brow with a handkerchief that he’d pulled from his breast pocket. Mississippi was hot and humid in early May; the University’s aging air conditioning system was down again. 

It was a full house; every seat filled with some seated upon the stairs in the aisle ways. History 403- The history of Race in America, was the most popular undergraduate course at the University of South Central Mississippi.

“How many of you feel animosity toward a race different than your own?” asked Professor Banga as he scanned the many faces looking down upon him.

The giant room became silent, only the turning of heads frantically scanning the crowd around them for anyone foolish or ignorant enough to make such an admission. 

“Oh come on. No one? This is Mississippi...there must be a racist or two hiding amongst the enlightened.”

The silence endured. Banga shrugged his shoulders and turned toward the African American side of the theatre.

“I will start this afternoon’s lecture by quoting the words of President Abraham Lincoln.

There is a physical difference between the white and black races, which I believe will forever forbid the two races living together on terms of social and political equality....I fear a race war.” 

Professor Banga’s controversial, infamous, and often-unpopular slant on history and race always played to a fascinated full house. For that reason, the small, often financially-beleaguered university turned a blind eye to his underappreciated views when no other universities and colleges would. At four feet, seven inches tall, Walter Banga PhD., the half-Congolese Mbuti Pygmy, half-Irish-American Caucasian, was sometimes mistaken for a boy and widely referred to as Professor Midget by the student body. Academically however, his stature as a proponent for radical change of the human condition was unequalled, often shocking his peers and the public at large with his controversial bestselling books. A recent appearance and book promotion on a popular late night talk show had stirred up far more controversy than he or anyone else at SCMU had been prepared for.

“Not surprisingly, it was Mr. Lincoln’s arch nemesis and contemporary, Robert E. Lee who, in May of 1865 said:

Wherever you find the Negro everything is going down around him, and wherever you find the white man you see everything around him improving.” 

A muttered, whispered rumble of indignant protest arose from the African American students; steadily louder with each quoted word from the professor’s lips. 

“Lincoln and Lee were cracker racists!” cried an incensed young African American man in the second row, looking anxiously around him for the support of his peers.

“That’s right!  Fuck President Cracker!” yelled another young man with long cornbraids in his hair in the next row up.

“Quiet down please! Hold on to your indignation, there’s plenty for everyone,” instructed Professor Banga, waving his open hand. “It was Mahatma Gandhi, one of the most respected political leaders of the last century, who said the following:

A general belief seems to prevail in the colony that the Indians are little better, if at all, than the savages or natives of Africa. Even the children are taught to believe in that manner, with the result that the Indian is being dragged down to the position of a raw Kaffir.”

“Well fuck him too!” yelled a heavy-set African American girl also corn-braided, sitting farther up on the left side. Other students around her protested, loudly expressing their displeasure with vulgar gestures.

“In 1965, Malcolm X...” began Banga as he turned slightly to face the Caucasian side of the lecture hall. A roar of approval erupted from the African American side. Banga once again raised his hand, gesturing for calm and quiet.  “.... otherwise known as Malcolm Little, is credited with saying the following regarding racial integration between the black and white races: 

It’s just like when you’ve got some coffee that’s too black, which means it’s too strong. What do you do? You integrate it with cream, you make it weak. But, if you pour too much cream in it, you won’t even know you ever had coffee. It used to be hot, it becomes cool. It used to be strong, it becomes weak. It used to wake you up, now it puts you to sleep.”

“That’s right...we like our coffee strong and black! We don’t need no weak ass cream!” cried the corn-braided African American girl, followed by a thunderous round of laughter and shouts of approval from many of the other African American students. 

The Caucasian students remained silent and visibly uncomfortable, looking to one another for expressions of comforting unity. Walter Banga waited for a break in the heated discourse and then continued.

“Robert Mugabe, the President of Zimbabwe, who took the land of white farmers and revoked their long-established citizenship, proclaimed publicly that:

Zimbabwe is for black people, not white people.” 

“That’s right...Africa should be black!” cried a young African American man wearing a black tee-shirt with a large Marijuana leaf on the front and the words Snoop-a-licious embroidered across it in bright red, the sleeves cut off.

“Those white farmers had lived and worked there for generations...they were as much natives of Zimbabwe as Robert Mugabe!” erupted a white female student in the front row as she turned in her seat and looked back angrily at the sleeveless man. 

Professor Banga continued his lecture in spite of the rising dissension on both sides of the hall.

“In November of 1993, Khalid Abdul Muhammad, once Louis Farrakhan’s most trusted advisor, speaking on how South African blacks should deal with whites who refuse to leave South Africa said:  

We kill the women. We kill the babies. We kill the blind. We kill the cripples. We kill them all.  When you get through killing them all, go to the goddamn graveyard and kill them a-goddamn-gain because they didn’t die hard enough.”

“Do you condone racial hatred, Dr. Banga?” asked a young female Latino American student half way up the first tier in the middle. She wore a red beret on her head and seemed piqued in her tone and posture as she stood from her seat.

Banga looked up from his notes and removed his reading glasses as he squinted to see her through the bright lights that flooded the area around the podium. 

“Hey man...I love everybody!” he answered as he shrugged his shoulders and stuck out his hands as if he were a comedian delivering a great punch line. 

Nearly all nervously and briefly laughed at the well-timed and desperately-needed comic relief.

“Thank-you, for reminding me of someone else...Mario Obledo, the former California secretary of health and welfare and the co-founder of the Mexican American Legal Defense and Educational Fund who said the following:

We’re going to take over all the political institutions of California. California is going to be a Hispanic state and anyone who doesn’t like it should leave. If they don’t like Mexicans, they ought to go back to Europe.”

Walter Banga moved to a position directly in front of the Caucasian students.

“Are any of you white students from New Orleans?” he asked.

Several Caucasian students raised their hands. Some of the African American students had begun to throw pens and pieces of paper crumpled into balls at the white section of the lecture theatre.

“What did you think when Mayor Nagin declared New Orleans a chocolate city?”

Professor Banga turned his back to the non-Caucasian students, lecturing directly and exclusively to the white students.

“Have you ever wondered why it’s acceptable for non-whites to call you people white boy or  cracker or  honky or caveman or peckerwood or just plain whitey...but, if you, in retaliation were to call them  niggers or towel-heads or sand-niggers or camel jockeys or beaners or gooks or chinks, you would be labeled racist?”

Many of the white students vocalized their agreement in single muttered syllables like yup, right, and yeah. Many more were dumbstruck by a man with dark skin, an African-American, making such a statement, even in the context of a lecture. Guarded and apprehensive, they would not react to what must surely have been a trick question. Doctor Banga pointed his finger toward the non-white side of the lecture hall.

“They have the United Negro College Fund....they have Martin Luther King Day, they have Black History Month, they have Cesar Chavez Day...they have the NAACP.....they have Black Entertainment Television. Can you imagine the reaction to White Entertainment Television or White Pride Day or White History Month...you would be racists.”

“That’s right, goddamn it!” yelled a young, muscular Caucasian man in the upper rows of the theatre, wearing white plastic-framed sunglasses and a backward ball cap.

“They have a Hispanic Chamber of Commerce...and a Black Chamber of Commerce. A White Chamber of Commerce.....can you imagine what they would say?”

The white kids are always harder to rile than the black ones, thought Banga.

Less indoctrinated rage, more guilt.

Many of the white students wore angry expressions. It was beginning to work.  He continued:

“A white woman may not participate in the Miss Black American pageant, yet black women can certainly become Miss America...what’s up with that?

“Fucking niggers!” yelled the young man in the backward ball cap.

“Hey fuck you...you white bread piece of shit!” boomed a deep, angry male voice from the African-American side.

Professor Banga sensed his proximity to a boiling point; he would push it just a little further. He quickly turned and scanned the African-American students to spot the angry perpetrator. 

“Ok...let’s try to be civil...this is an exercise in higher learning!” he shouted, somehow maintaining a calm professional tone, once again removing his glasses and wiping a stream of sweat from his forehead before it dripped into his eye.

“And what if there were a college fund that only gave white students scholarships?” yelled a petite blond girl in the second row. “That would certainly be called racist.....the KKK Scholarship, that’s what they would call it!”

Many of the white students laughed and pounded their fists upon the tiny foldout desks in front of them.

“What about a white Million Man March...they would completely lose it!” yelled a young white man with a shaved head in the front row close to the Professor. He wore a sleeveless, black Lynyrd Skynyrd God + Guns T-shirt and numerous silver studs and rings pierced into his lips, nose and ears.

“Let’s hear it for the skinhead!” cried an angry-looking black girl sitting among several other irascible black girls close to the center of the African-American side.

The Latino American girl in the beret stood up again.

“Professor....what are you trying to do, start a war?!” she asked contemptuously as she gathered her books and purse, readying herself to leave the lecture in protest.

The tension had grown thick in the lecture hall and it was clear that physical violence between the white and black students seated in the upper rows had become imminent. Curses and racial slurs were now flying freely and escalating in their vulgarity.

“Stop!” yelled the professor at the top of his voice. “Stop what you are doing right now and sit down!”

Most of the students complied, including the girl in the beret. Banga waited for every angry voice to quell and every student to sit down, brow-beating those who were slow to do so with a fearsome look. When the massive hall was nearly silent, he began to speak.

“I want you to think about what you feel at this moment...not the anger, not the rage that you enlightened university students were brought to by listening to a few simple quotations and superficial observations....I want you to think about how you feel about the other students in your racial group. Do you feel a fierce fellowship right now...a primal sense of us against them?”

Professor Banga walked urgently from one side of the hall to the other and spoke in a loud and authoritative voice.

“I have included you all in this rather unpleasant exercise to make a point that really couldn’t be effectively made any other way.”

He paused for effect and took a dramatic, elevating step to the first stair of the central aisle before he continued. 

“I submit to you that we are all, every one of us, black, and white, Chinese or Mexican, just as racist and bigoted as any cross-burning Klansman, skinhead Neo-Nazi, or Nation of Islam extremist.”

Many students still seethed with the residual anger that the professor had so skillfully conjured from within them; they reacted with muttered indignation. Some still cast hateful glances toward those on the opposite side of the theatre. Professor Banga stopped; he took a long drink of cold water from a fogged-over plastic bottle that sweated against the heat and seemingly the tension, and then he continued. 

“Race is the most natural focus for our highly-evolved aggression. Skin, hair and eye color are the things that we see first when we look at one another. Since birth, the vast majority of us associate all of our nurturing and familial memories with those of our own color...but even if we are raised by those of a different racial background, instinct ultimately prevails and we identify with those who look like we do...those that do not often struggle with their identities, and they find themselves lost.”

“Dr. Banga...are we not intelligent creatures?” asked a middle-aged Caucasian woman with short-cropped bleach blond hair and large breasts barely contained in her reddish tie-dye t-shirt.

“Have we not proven our ability to overcome our baser instincts?  We are civilized beings...aren’t we capable of eventually eliminating our hatred?”

“For the last five thousand years we have painstakingly and unsuccessfully suppressed more than a hundred million years of evolution so that we may think of ourselves as civilized beings,” answered the Professor. 

“Our survival instincts, our aggression was, and still is, critical to our survival as a species. For countless centuries, these instincts have manifested as hate, distrust, persecution, enslavement and even the genocide of those we find significantly different. We are all hard-wired to seek out those differences.  Under stress, it is most natural for me to focus my hatred, my anger and my distrust on Mr. Jacks here... stand up please, Mr. Jacks.” 

He addressed a blond Caucasian man in the front row who stood from his seat. The man smiled, slightly embarrassed to be suddenly the center of attention. The professor quickly walked to the other side of the theatre.

“And it is most natural for me to like and trust and empathize with Ms. Willis here.” 

He pointed to a well-dressed young African American woman in the front row. Please, stand up Ms. Willis and come with me...you too, Mr. Jacks.” 

Banga and Ms. Willis proceeded to the small area in front of the lectern where Mr. Jacks joined them. The professor used his hands to gently push and guide the students until they were side by side and facing the others.

“If we were to hang these two by their ankles and completely remove their skin and hair...other than the obvious sexual differences...”  The professor paused for a brief eruption of laughter to die down. 

“...do you think you would be able to tell me who was black and who was white?  The answer is no, absolutely not. They are both Homo sapiens sapiens....the same animal with different colored hides. You may both return to your seats, thank you.” Banga finished the bottled water as both students returned to their seats, and then continued.

“Our brains tell us to seek conformity at all costs...that to be with others that are the same as you are means safety and comfort, to be among those who are different means danger...it is a matter of survival...even to the point of culling those who do or do not have a suntan from the herd.  It is as fundamental to who we are, as the air that we breathe.....or the water that we drink.” 

The professor tossed the empty plastic bottle overhand at a wastebasket beside the lectern several yards away like a basketball player making a free throw.  It bounced off the rim and landed on the floor.

“Damn,” he said, smiling. “...must be the heat.”

Laughs and cheers poured down from everywhere in the theatre, dousing the collective tension like rain on a fire.

At once, the large double doors at the top of all three stairways burst open as if by a torrential wind or flood. A campus security police officer stood silhouetted in each of the open entrances of the huge forum. The cop in the central doorway held a bullhorn to his mouth.

“Ladies and gentlemen...we are hereby ordering you to evacuate the building. Please move to the aisles as calmly as you can and exit the area as directed by the officers!” 

Walter Banga immediately hurried to a set of switches on the wall close to the American flag at the bottom corner of the theatre, and toggled the switch labeled: Full Theater Lights.

Bright overhead lights suddenly illuminated the droves of students shuffling their way to the aisles, then up the stairways and out. 

“Please move to the aisles as quickly and calmly as you can!”  

The instructions blared from the bullhorn as the cop giving them made his way quickly down the long stairway, past the lectern to where the professor stood watching his fleeing students.

“Sir....are you Dr. Banga?” asked the cop as he approached.

“Yes.”

“I was asked to escort you to the campus security office. There has been another bomb threat.  A threat on your life, Professor.”
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The Mbuti
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They were a part of the forest, as much as the trees and the air and the mist and the places that no man had ever seen. Before time itself, the Mbuti, the people of the forest, were born, lived, and died in the dense jungles of the river basin. 

A thousand pygmy generations had come and gone in simple legacy; gathering the unlimited bounty that Tore provided, hunting endless game in eternal forests. All around them were spirits both good and bad; those who had died without burial, the ghosts of twins and the monsters who roamed the forest, the magic and the mystery and the fear. This was their inexhaustible green Eden, and they were the children of a compassionate, but sometimes indifferent, god. 

They lived out their lives in two seasons. In April, the wet season would bring the great sheets of endless rain and strong winds and squalls that would saturate the forests....an essential precursor of life for ten thousand species. By November, the warm trade winds would sweep the skies clear and cloudless; the dry season had arrived and the sun’s light would shine upon the apogee of life. 

No telling of the stories of long ago, no singing of the old songs recalled a time when the rains did not come. The two seasons had followed one another throughout all eternity, as day follows night; and one would certainly die without the other. The world would die.

Once, there arrived upon the forest a cruel dry season; its heat more oppressive and merciless than any before it. The sun’s fury would burn the darkest skin and the swelter of the day drove the lion to take refuge beside the buffalo in the vanishing water holes. The Mbuti longed for the cooling rains of the wet season, but the sun would not yield to the storm. The dry season ran long and well past its due; and then, when the rivers ran dry and the rich soil became a powdery dust, it became a killing drought.

As streams and waterholes dried and disappeared in the merciless heat, the forest changed. Many animals moved on to more forgiving territories, but many more died, their bodies pungent and rotting among the drying plants and trees. Food became scarce and the gathering of water, an all-day chore. 

The Mbuti elders wondered why Tore had not sent the rains. Had he forgotten? Other groups in the forest had moved on in the face of starvation only to have enemies massacre them or starve in distant and lonely places; the survivors returned to the forest to tell the tales. The elders believed in their god. Tore, the creator of the forest and the world beyond, would help. They would remain in their place in the forest and continue to remind Tore of his kindness and compassion. 

Every day and every night, they would sound the Elephant Tusk Trumpet that mimicked Tore’s voice and dance and sing at the fire. They looked to the cloudless sky and raised their arms and asked him not to forget the people of the forest. Soon, they said, Tore will punish the sky and make it give the forest rain. Tore would help as he always had. They assured one another that soon, the season of rain would arrive; soon, the animals would return; soon, the rivers would flow. 

Their faith went unrequited. The sun mercilessly tempered the land and the sky remained clear. Increasingly, the Mbuti became weak and malnourished; the weak became sick; and the sick died. Eventually, the flies would come and land upon the dead and take their Borupi to Tore. They were gone forever. 

Time and drought slowly reduced them, drawing the innocents from them as surely as it drew the life from the forest and the water from the rivers. With insufficient food and precious little water, seventy became forty-one. Three elders, the men to whom the village had looked to for guidance in all matters, were among those taken by the flies. Only Asha, the witch, remained.

The remaining elder was a woman of great age, but failing health. In seasons past, Asha had proven her great wisdom and powerful magic where only men rightfully possessed such gifts. All had come to rely increasingly upon her wisdom and eventually, in her later years, she sat amongst the old wise men as an equal. 

In the blazing heat of midday, Asha sat upon the ground, holding a large dried philodendron leaf above her to shield her head from the sun. She stared at a small emaciated dog that had died days earlier. Flies buzzed about it and ate at its motionless eyes that stared into the trees beyond. She thought it strange that no one had noticed it and immediately claimed it as her own. She picked it up by the leg and shook off the dust and the flies, and then sat down again on the ground.

All around were the sounds of distress....the sound of an infant whaling endlessly, a woman crying for her dead son in a nearby mongulu, the sound of dogs fighting for a scrap on the dusty pathway. She sat in the middle of it, the world in misery. She could feel the eyes of death watching the village from the trees. Her burden was absolute. 

Asha put down the leaf, stood, and carried the dog to her mongulu built amongst those of the departed elders. She placed the dog on the ground beside the entrance, covered it with dirt and long dry grass, and looked around her to see that no one was watching. 

She entered and closed entrance behind her with dried palm and squatted upon the dirt and dry grass, already sweating profusely in stagnate heat. Before her, a well-worn kola shell, half with grayish water. She pushed away the dirt that covered her last dry iboga root buried shallowly in the corner of the mongulu and then crushed it into the water.  She ground it repeatedly with a long, thin stone until the bwiti thickened to a yellow soup. 

Silently, desperately she asked Tore to help her people.

Why have you forsaken us? Have you forgotten the forest?

I beg you father, now give us the rain before the sun burns the life from our bodies. Let me dream with you and make our spirits one. Show me your spirit.

She sipped purposefully at it, wincing and closing her eyes at every bitter swallow. In short time, she had finished the bwiti and its familiar magic slowly grew, strong and unmistakable. The anguish and sorrow that lived in her heart soon fell to the growing inner warmth and she smiled crookedly, eyes almost closed. Her jaw relaxed, mouth opened slightly; a small stream of drool dripping from her lax chin.  Slowly, her hand drooped to the ground and the shell dropped and rolled away.

Tore came to her spirit and once again she was young and strong. 

Together they flew like birds through the great forest, high above the trees in a thousand shades of green and brown. In the distance stood strange black mountains that rose above the forest and disappeared into a blood-red sky like spears through a heart.  

Then, they flew out along an enormous dry river that stretched endlessly into the horizon. On the rocks far below, the decaying remains of forest animals, elephants, buffalos, monkeys...their spirits still within them, aglow like the coals of a hot fire in a strong wind. They walked about and danced on their hind legs and made angry gestures to the sky. They sang to Tore and Asha as they passed above them. The song was strange and terrible; it hurt her ears. Asha could smell the sound, rotting flesh and death that filled and burned her nostrils, nauseating her. 

They flew past them, swiftly and gliding, high above the dry river. Soon, they turned away from it, along a pathway far into the forest, its presence hardly discernable from the forest it ran through. The trees were lush and deep green below them.  A stream of clear water glittered in the sunlight as it ran through the jungle and crossed the pathway. Further on, a clearing, almost perfectly circular; in its center, an enormous four-sided structure of white rock jetted from the earth. 

Asha descended alone and instantaneously, without sensation. She stood before the white structure and looked up at the blocks of craggy white rock that made up its layers. Beyond it, the sky was purple and red now.  Black clouds swirled into strange shapes against the bright sun. 

She walked around the corner of the structure, desperately afraid, but unable to stop herself. An enormous face, alive and terrifying, protruded from the structure. It watched her intensely as she approached. It flicked its long red tongue at her when she stood before it. It laughed wickedly when she jumped away and then cried sadly, shedding great red tears that muddied the ground below it. It stopped crying as suddenly as it started and opened its huge fanged mouth to show Asha the blackness inside. 

From inside came a sound; very small and slight, barely audible. Asha moved closer; fighting herself not to. The sound grew steadily louder and stronger; it was alarming, primal, like the cry of an infant in distress. She wanted to turn and run, but she was frozen in place. The sound became deafening; overwhelming. At once, a thousand screams of pain and a thousand cries of sorrow roared forth, pouring over her in a torrent of dark miserable emotion. She could feel it enter her, drowning her body and spirit in a river of anger and anguish. Her mind blackened and spilled over with the deepest sadness, the sadness of a thousand lost spirits. 

Then, she was flying again.  The forest below was brown, dry and dead. The trees gave way to a large grassy clearing in which the fleshy pink bodies of many lay; their black skins sloughed away like the discarded hides of great snakes, the smell of death thick and stagnate in the air. She could look upon them from on high, faces contorted in pain as if they were eye to eye. They were her family; the Mbuti.

The vision was over.  She was sick, exhausted, and closer to death than she had ever been. Her knees throbbed with the pain of prolonged squatting. The ground was wet and pungent from urinations; thirst burned in her throat. She fell from her squat to the ground where she slept without dreaming. 

When she awoke, a full day had passed. Asha could make no sense of the vision. The thought of it filled her with dread and hopelessness; it consumed her heart and it bled for the Mbuti. Tore had shown no salvation, no path, no light; only the darkest prophesy. Was Tore a cruel tormentor disguised as the loving father? The thought emptied her spirit and she wept, angrily. She and the people of the forest were alone against the whims of a cruel god.

Asha emerged in the daylight more frail and sickly than before. Her voice raspy and weak, she beckoned the village to gather. She asked the young hunters to sit closest to her to ensure that her words would not be misunderstood. 

A strong, hot wind was blowing; ripping the dried leaves from the trees, rendering them nearly naked against the blue sky.  It tore away palm thatches from the mongulus and sent them sailing high into the air and far away.

The hungry, thirsty, despondent Mbuti slowly gathered before Asha the elder; sweltering in the hot sun and wind, and blowing dust.  The sounds of suffering where everywhere: coughing, groaning, crying. 

They whispered amongst themselves. Asha would declare their salvation and Tore’s imminent intervention. A few men dared to dream aloud of hunts and feasts and celebrations that would follow the return of the rains.

The hunters gathered closest to Asha.  Their eyes were tired and desperate and angry at once; they were all thin, like walking ghosts with lips dried and cracked from thirst.

Her eyes were furious, like a demon, and her magic was strong as she gaped upon them from the flat rock that she stood upon. She raised her hand to quiet them, and then spoke.

“You will go into the forest in twos and gather nuts and roots and hunt game, any game, even insects and find water for us and return before the end of the third day.” 

The Mbuti were stupefied and gazed blankly at Asha and around at one another, muttering to themselves. Her message was unexpected and disappointing; hardly prophecy of Tore’s divine intervention. Her words were almost senseless. Hunting? Gathering?  There was nothing to hunt, nothing to gather. The forest was dead and dry.  Only Tore could help the Mbuti now, only Tore could save them from starvation and parched death.

The young hunters looked up at her with disbelief and scorn. Asha scolded them with her finger. Her voice became stronger and her words more fiery.

“If you return with empty hands...Tore will cast a spell of death on all the forest people.”

The Mbuti were awestruck; rendered silent. Such words had never been spoken. Tore was not an evil spirit, nor a demon. He was a loving god. The forest people were his children and he, their benevolent father. Surely, Tore would appear before them and seal Asha’s lips forever.

Asha glowered into the faces of the hunters like an angered lion, and the air between them charged with tension. Eighty eyes searched her own, frantically, for madness. The elder stepped down from the flat rock and took a single step forward.

“You will do as I say! You will go now!” she commanded, pointing her crooked finger at the hunters in turn.

For a few moments, no one moved. Then, a few of the hunters fell to their backs and lay upon the ground, covering their ears in defiance, and others followed.

Asha stood solidly, watching them display their resistance and displeasure. 

Instinctively, she thought of Tore, to ask him for help. She thought of the vision and the chaos Tore had shown her in the dream and quickly dismissed the idea. A cold emptiness filled her as she looked about at the desperate and hungry faces who awaited Tore’s deliverance. She felt as if she had been torn to pieces; sick to her stomach. 

From the periphery, she watched a whirlwind spin its way down the scrubby hill that skirted the village. It grew rapidly in height and strength, gathering huge quantities of dust and debris as it approached and entered the village between two of the huts. 

In unison, the crowd began to sing to Tore while simultaneously throwing their empty hands at Asha in protest. The old woman remained where she stood, staring over them and at the growing vortex that loomed behind them. It was rapidly approaching their gathering, and it then occurred to her that she alone was aware if its presence. Dramatically, she flung her arms skyward.

“Your defiance has angered our god!” she cried loudly.

Asha waved her arms over the Mbuti as if she were casting a flood upon them. The powerful whirlwind descended, violently blasting the crowd with small stones and dust.

At once, terror overcame them. Many dived to the ground, covering themselves from the wrath of Tore and Asha. Some, fearing for their lives, ran to the forest and hid in the trees. Parents, fleeing the fury, left their children sitting on the ground; traumatized children screamed for their lives.  

Asha barely remained steadfast against the strength of the wind. She covered her eyes from it, but watched the pandemonium through her fingers.  A smile formed across her lips. 

The whirlwind passed through the Mbuti quickly and evaporated as it reached the outskirts of the village.  Behind it, a great cloud of dust rose above the villagers like the remnants of an explosion. The air had barely cleared by the time most of the young hunters had gathered up their arrows and spears.  They frantically paired themselves with hunting partners. Others cautiously returned from their refuge in the trees and found themselves assigned to their partners by the older hunters. 

The direction that the hunters would travel was determined by Tucuma, an older hunter; well respected for his bravery and skills, but crippled and badly disfigured by the bite of a Green Mamba long ago. He looked nervously to Asha for approval as he set the young men to their task. Her magic frightened him more than any wild animal and he would treat her cautiously. In turn, Asha would nod quickly and turn away avoiding the sight of his cloudy grey eye and badly-damaged face; something she had never been able to bear the getting used to.

Sanga and Yero had hunted with one another many times before; they had become constant companions. Their reputations were those of great young hunters.  Together, they had hunted and killed almost every edible living thing in the forest and many that were not. Above all, they were great Tumas, expert elephant hunters. With unshakable nerve, they would boldly provoke an elephant to charge and then spear it as it ran at them, stepping aside at the last possible opportunity. 

When they were not in the forest, they would tell their boastful stories endlessly to captive audiences. As boys, Tacuma had helped to teach them the ways of hunting. As men, Tacuma had cautioned them about taking more from the forest than was needed. Like a father, like a mentor, he explained that Tore had given the Mbuti all that was needed, the animals’ flesh to eat and their skins for warmth...to kill for pleasure would anger the spirit of the forest. Sanga and Yero gratefully acknowledged and then dismissed the advice, building their lives and reputations upon the slain creatures whose flesh was never eaten and whose hides were never worn.

Tacuma sent them forth in a direction that he hoped and guessed held the greatest promise for the most skillful hunters. Where does one find game in a dead forest? he wondered. 

The two men quickly disappeared into the forest, each carrying a spear and a long sharp stone knife at their waists. In their hands, rough, well-used wooden crossbows, gut for string, a large wrap around quiver of antelope leather hung from their shoulders. In the quivers, four short, wooden arrows sharpened to a fine point, hardened in fire and dripped in the sap of acokanthera, the poison arrow plant. Tacuma silently prayed to the spirit of the forest that it help them find game, as it often did; but not to be the trickster and the deceiver as it sometimes was.

In the hurried confusion, some of the youngest hunters departed without council of direction. As Tacuma shouted directions to them, he spotted two young boys, Nogomo and his friend, Yamro, heading off into the forest along the same path that Sanga and Yero had taken moments before. They knew little of the forest and less of hunting.  If they go too far, they will become hopelessly lost. They are almost babies, thought the old hunter.

Tacuma called to them, but they did not answer; he asked older boys to retrieve them, but they returned shortly, without them. He prayed to the spirit of the forest that no harm come to them. With luck, they will find Sanga and Yero.

The brothers, Ziha and Mani, were young, but they had been taught to hunt by their grandfather whose skill rivaled that of Tucuma. Their mother had died in childbirth with Mani, the youngest; their father was killed shortly thereafter by a leopard. Only their grandfather remained for them. 

He was there when Ziha became a man, deep in the jungle; when the spirit of the forest had come face to face with him and killed the boy, and then brought him to life as a man and bestowed upon him special powers, those of the tracker and the spotter of animals. It was during the return to the village that their grandfather became sick and died. Now, they would have to become men on their own. 

They were born with lighter skin than other Mbuti and had often been ostracized for it. As children, they were picked upon by the older ones; mothers would not allow their children to play games with them fearing that they had been cursed by the forest spirit. Their grandfather had taught them to be proud; the shade of their skin was the will of Tore and if people were so foolish as to mock his will, they might face Tore’s anger. 

Tacuma knew well that the brothers had spent many days hunting the forest.  He had often hunted with their grandfather, yet an uneasy feeling fell upon him as he raised his hand and pointed them in the direction he thought best.

The brothers walked off quickly. Ziha carried a large net, weaved tightly from the bark of Ebony trees. Mani carried two large spears and a long sharp stone knife that he carried tucked into his loincloth at his waist. Tacuma watched them make their way into the forest and disappear into the shadows.

Tacuma heard Asobe, Yamro’s father, hurrying toward him crying and yelling frantically, desperately.  

“Tacuma, have you seen Yamro?!”

“Yamro and Nogomo have gone into the forest,” Tacuma answered, as he pointed in the direction that the boys had taken.

He wanted to add that they were following Sanga and Yero, but Asobe had started a rapid pursuit into the forest and was already well beyond ear shot.

Asobe had been asleep in his mongulu during the village gathering. He had finally succumbed to a merciful, grief-stricken unconsciousness; the first since Yamro’s mother had died days earlier. No one could awaken him for Asha’s gathering, so they left him in peace. 

He awoke in a half dream. A strong wind had torn away the spear shaped fronds and Mongongo leaves and sticks that had been walls and blasted his face with dust and small stones. His dream state, now dread and panic; it consumed him as he looked for his young son Yamro; his only child.

Asobe was sick and feverish, just as his wife had been before she died.  His empty stomach convulsed as he ran through the trees and bushes; he spit bile. The forest is a deadly place for small children; the thought sickened him further. He had to find them quickly. He called to them as he ran, but dehydration had made his voice hoarse and weak.  The intense heat made it difficult to catch his breath. He pushed himself on, but his vision blurred and doubled. He crashed hard into a tangle of creepers under an enormous Mahogany and lost consciousness.
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Beneath the jungle canopy, the light had changed and thus the world. Where once the sun’s light filtered down kaleidoscopic though a thousand shades of green and mist; where forests glowed in aqua marine and shivery metallic, leaves speckled lava red by sunlight through tiny holes high above; now only stark monochrome light, gaping, harsh and broad against the dry and brown. 

Its cover had withered and fallen, leaving great holes high in the canopy where the sun could easily find earth. Sanga and Yero could feel its fiery tongue on their bare backs as they made their ways. With empty, aching bellies, and tongues dry and cracking from thirst, the pair plodded through the vast forest, dead, empty, and silent. 

The day gave way to silent, sweltering darkness without a sign of game or water. They slept in the open on beds of dry grass and dreamt of antelope and gazelle and cool, clear water running endlessly through the forest.

Asha’s stern words and Tore’s whirlwind were not a grave ultimatum in the young minds of Yamro and Nogomo. It was a call to do something that they were not normally allowed.  They would be the brave hunters of the forest, just as they had imagined it in the exciting stories told around the fire at night. 

Yamro longed to escape the grim reality of his family’s tragedy. At his parent’s side, bathed in perpetual grief for days, his angst boiled over. He had watched his mother become sick and weak and finally die, cried with his father until their exhaustion gave way to sleep. He watched his father and wondered if he too was dying. As his father slept and snored, he sat in the corner of the mongulu forlorn and empty, then his aunt took his hand and brought him to the gathering. When the dust began to blow, Yamro and his inseparable friend, Nogomo, ran home, found his father’s long knife, and went to the forest as hunters. Great hunters.

They traveled in no certain direction and played as much as they traveled. Dusk was nearly upon them when Nogomo discovered a long-dead porcupine in a thicket of tall grass that he had been using to hide from Yamro. The quills had fallen away and lay around the animal on the ground with bits of fur and rotting hide. The hungry boys picked away at the dry flesh and oily fat that still clung to the bones. Soon, they had eaten what they could and were sickened by the after-taste of rotting meat. Slightly nauseated but reenergized, they continued through the darkening forest, searching for elephants and antelope and hiding from one another and laughing.

III.

The jungle held nothing to sustain the famished brothers as they made their ways. Mani had long dreamed of honeycomb; they walked anxiously toward a hive high in a giant fig tree where their grandfather had given them their first delicious pieces dripping with sweet, dark, musky honey. By late in the afternoon, they had reached the spot. Ziha quickly climbed the old knotted rope of lianas to the hole in the tree and the hive inside. There were no bees to swarm him and the hole was empty but for a few old pieces of brittle comb.  He threw them down to Mani. They moved on deeper into the forest.

Occasionally, they would find nuts or roots buried under the dead, crumbling leaves and grass; barely enough. As they walked, they discussed the futility of hunting the familiar forest close to the village, its bushes well-beaten. 

As dusk approached, they vowed to hunt the unknown forest, the places where the animals were hiding. They would push themselves there as fast as they possibly could, for the survival of all depended upon it. The forest blackened into night, blacker than pitch. Occasionally the bright moon would shine down through the ragged trees and faintly light the way. Mostly, they would take turns, one brother walking blindly behind the other, the leader carefully feeling his way along, often smashing into trees and thorny bushes.

On through the endless night, scratched and bleeding, suffering, but single minded, they pressed on. At separate times, both brothers thought of stopping, but would not speak of their fatigue with the other. 

As dawn broke and faint light illuminated the forest, the brothers finally stopped to rest.  Ziha could see his younger brother’s face. His eyes had become dull and lifeless and sweat poured down his forehead.  As the morning sun gradually rose and poured its light into the trees, Ziha could see that Mani was sick, shivering and chattered his teeth; sweat rolling down from his forehead. He looked annoyed, angry at himself.  Ashamed of his condition, he would not look his brother in the eye. Weakly, he gestured with his hand that they should carry on. Ziha nodded his head and forced a smile for his brother’s brave gesture.
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Asobe awoke face down, lying amongst the tangled mass of creeper vines into which he had crashed. It was dark and his eyes were out of focus.

How much time had passed? Yamro and Nogomo!

His legs were unsteady as he stood and he began to panic. He squinted through the gloom in the direction of the village, and then he wasn’t certain of its direction. The sun was coming up.

Morning?  Morning!  It can’t be....my god, no!

A knot formed in his gut and filled him with dread and sick worry. His head began to pound and ache.  He threw up bile. Then, a strength came to him unexpectedly; the strength of a father that must act to save his son. Asobe took off running, through the trees, calling out, scanning everywhere with his eyes.

He would find them now; Tore had given him the strength.

The sun was high and hot when Asobe came upon two sets of small human tracks. They led him to a flattened area of long, dried grass and a porcupine skeleton.  He followed the tracks that led away into the forest.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

V.


[image: ]


Sanga and Yero had awoken before dawn, Yero with a malnourished field rat whose curiosity and bad luck had brought it within reach of his quick hand. By dawn’s breaking, they had found some munkoyo roots and a dozen white palm grubs to make up their breakfast. They half-cooked the quarry over a hastily-built fire and rushed to eat it. Then, without words to one another, they moved on through the forest. 

Their temperaments had grown foul. For hours, they walked further into the jungle with only growing anger and frustration to occupy them. 

It is the Elders who are responsible for this, and now they are dead and we must face Tore’s anger. For their stupidity we must starve and suffer.

Finally, Sanga broke the silence.

“There is nothing to kill here! The forest is empty! There is no water. Maybe we should go back and kill Asha before she can curse us.”

Yero laughed. 

“Yes, a good plan...and we could stick her in the fire and eat her up. 

The old witch might taste better than the rat.”

Then, they both laughed at their outrageous idea and the hunters marched on, a little lighter by the humor. 

Sanga stopped and looked up at the blazing sun through a break in the canopy where the green had given way. He wiped the sweat from his forehead with his hand and then closed his eyes to feel its warmth on his face. He was tired and felt the urge to sleep. He opened his eyes to a distant silhouette of monkeys high in a tree, large ones. He rubbed his eyes then, squinted and looked again. They were still there. He frantically motioned his hand at Yero.

“Monkeys!” he said in a whispered hiss. Then, he pointed in their direction.

Yero saw them immediately and with large, round eyes, he smiled excitedly.

Instinctively, the two men crouched down, licked their index fingers and held them to the wind.  If the apes caught their scent, they would be gone. The wind was blowing very slightly from the direction of the monkeys; no problem.

Very slowly and cautiously, expertly, making no sound, they approached until they had closed the distance. Now, within certain range, they carefully pulled arrows from the leather quivers and armed the crossbows.

Yero aimed; the dark figures had shifted slightly and his shot was blocked by the trunk of the mahogany tree in which they sat. 

Sanga stood from his crouch. He made himself perfectly still, like a stone. Still, the crackle of dry branches beneath his feet made him wince, expecting the prey to jump from their perches and flee, but they didn’t. Sweat glistened against his dark black skin. Tiny streams meandered from his brow and pooled at the tip of his nose; a large drop hit the ground between his feet; silently, he prayed to the forest spirit for the kill. He raised his crossbow; he had a clear shot. Slowly, skillfully, without breathing, he released.

The arrow struck dead center into the mid-back of the largest one. It screamed in pain and fell from where it sat, high in the branches to the ground; a clean kill.

Yero moved, stepping quickly into position and fired on the other. His arrow ripped through the branches and pierced the back of its neck. It too, let out a shill squeal and dropped out of the branches, hitting some on the way down.  It struck the ground, dead. 
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Asobe followed the tracks far into the jungle; becoming more efficient with each step. At every turn and around every bush, he imagined that he would see the boys; he once called out to a rock that at a glance, he was certain was Yamro. 

The hot sun burned the top of his head.  Sweat stung his eyes and at times made it difficult to see the tracks. He cursed the sun and his eyes when he thought he had lost the trail.  They ended at the base of a tall Mahogany tree. 

He shielded his eyes from the sun’s glare with his hand and looked up into the mahogany; and the trees beside it and the trees beside those. Then he saw them, sitting high among the leaves and the branches, like monkeys....then horror.

Mani followed Ziha through the forest, his condition ever worsening. Ziha walked slowly and made many stops, but Mani could not keep pace. Sweat poured from him, diarrhea too, and periodically he would convulse. 

By mid-afternoon, the brothers walked out of the dense forest and on to a great dry river bed, but Mani could go no further. He fell to his back on the rocks, shivering in the sun, his eyes tearing and looking skyward. Ziha moved away the rocks beneath Mani’s head to make him more comfortable.

They were hot from the sun, but the mud beneath them was slightly damp to Ziha’s touch. He used a piece of drift wood to dig a hole in the sand.  In a while, its depth was sufficient to produce a small, sandy pool of water at its bottom. Its murk cleared rapidly.  Ziha reached in and scooped a handful and brought it to his lips...slightly gritty but, fresh, not salty.

“Mani, water! Come and drink!”

Gradually, painfully, Mani rose to his feet and staggered a few steps to his brother. He lay down beside the hole and slowly raised his hand to his mouth and drank several times. He smiled faintly at his brother through his agony and rolled onto his back.  He closed his eyes and soon he was sleeping.

Ziha left Mani where he lay; went back to the trees and gathered fronds and branches. He returned quickly and built a small mongulu over Mani for shade. Late in the afternoon, he awoke Mani and made him drink and he too drank. Thirst had finally been quenched, but hunger remained, burning more painfully than before. He thought of eating the bark from the trees and licking the stones. He returned to the forest and rooted for insects, and could find nothing but poisonous red ants that he knew were lethal.  Still, he had been strongly tempted. He sat for awhile amongst the dry grass and leaves, dazed by hunger, blankly staring into the trees and beyond. 

Something rustled in the leaves near his foot and he quickly shook off his trance. He brushed away the dried debris, and spied a large black and red spider carrying a winged locust bound in silk. Without hesitation, he grabbed up both, stuffed them in his mouth, barely chewed and swallowed. Afterward, he was certain that he could feel it moving in his belly. He rose and returned to the riverbed. 

Mani had awoken and struggled to sit up from under the makeshift mongulu.  The brothers sat facing one another, cross-legged in the sandy spaces between the hot stones, the tiny waterhole between them. 

“Ziha, we must keep hunting. I am no longer sick,” Mani weakly uttered, looking down at the waterhole to avoid his brother’s eyes, his teeth still chattering; his body still shivering.

“You still look very sick.” said Ziha. “Let’s rest here and leave in the morning. I too am feeling sick. I need to rest.”

Mani looked at Ziha and could see that he was lying.

“No! We must find food!” he protested feverishly, a cry in his voice. “My belly aches for it! We will die soon without it!”

“Then I will go find us something and you rest here brother,” Ziha replied in a dubious tone, knowing that Mani was too proud and that the suggestion would only anger him. 

“No!  Let’s go now while the sun still shows the way.”

Ziha shook his head at his brother’s tenaciousness as he gathered their weapons; they left the waterhole following the riverbed, mostly walking along its sandy banks to avoid the hot stones.
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Asobe’s view was unobstructed as he watched the slaughter, high in the trees. Nogomo threw his head back as the arrow struck him, and cried in pain. He fell, limp from the branch, then a blur through the air headlong to the ground where he landed in a crunch as a gruesome pile, dead on the floor of the forest.

Then, his own son: his throat pieced with arrow protruding back and front, falling and crashing through thick branches, to the ground with a thud sound that Asobe could feel like a tear in his heart.

He fell to his knees; no sound from his mouth, he could not make one, only a cold, shrill shock that rocked through him like a terrible dream. He rose, trembling and staggered, to his son’s body and fell upon it. His eyes streamed tears and he moaned and reeled in shock and pain.

Yero and Sanga raced each other to the kill, yipping and laughing and congratulating one another as they ran. Both at full speed, they nearly over-ran the bodies and had to stop themselves by grabbing the branches of trees.

The scene was nearly impossible to comprehend. They looked on, cross bows in hand, breathless, aghast, and stupefied; their hearts in their bowels.

Asobe looked up at them through his tears, and at once he was filled with rage. He roared in anguish as he rose from the ground and rushed at Yero, smashing him in his neck and driving him backward into the forest.  Then, he was on top of Yero, his hands around his throat, squeezing away his life with all his strength. Yero’s eyes bulged from his head, his legs violently flailed and his hands clawed at Asobe and the ground and the air.

Sanga yelled desperately at Asobe to stop, then he whispered it to himself....then, he only thought it as he loaded his cross bow with a poison-tipped arrow and released it into the middle of Asobe’s back. The arrow glanced off his spine and pierced his heart, then exited his body through his chest and came to rest in the ground a man’s length beyond Yero. Blood exploded from Asobe’s chest and cascaded onto Yero’s face and all around him. Asobe fell from Yero, and lay beside him, eyes open, dead and gone. 

Sanga walked over to Yero and helped him to his feet. Yero wiped the gore from his eyes and they stood together in silence, grimly transfixed on the three bodies that littered the forest floor. 
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The brothers marched on through dusk and well into the night. A bright, full moon illuminated the forest and cast long, distorted shadows across the river from the trees on the bank. At times, Ziha would remind himself that they were only shadows; not the menacing forms of evils spirits. Mani staggered behind, his sensibilities lost in fever.

At a sharp bend where the river once smashed its water into a high white cliff and then diverted back into the forest, Mani could go no further. He crumpled to the ground and rolled lifelessly down the embankment on which he had been walking; he then lay upon the rocks at the bottom, motionless. Ziha ran to him quickly.

“Mani!  Mani! Are you hurt? Are you injured?”

There was no response. Ziha squatted down and cradled his brother’s head in his arms.  He stroked the dirt from his face. Mani looked up at Ziha, his eyes teary and far away like flickering candles nearly spent. His gaunt body was cold in Ziha’s hands.  His skin was pale and chalky against the moonlight. At once, Ziha felt a terrible guilt. 

Why didn’t I give part of the spider to Mani?  Tore, help me save Mani.

Oh god! I have killed my brother.

“Mani, I will find you food...I will find it!” Ziha promised through tears that rolled down his face.  “Don’t die brother.”

Ziha lay Mani’s head down gently on the sand and Mani closed his eyes.

Ziha felt confused and helpless, then angry. He ran along the river bank, around the sharp bend, and down along the bottom of the riverbed. 

He yelled curses at the forest spirit as loudly as he could. Inside, he raged at the misfortune that had been cast upon him and his brother and his grandfather and the Mbuti. 

Why has Tore allowed this? What have we done to anger him so?

He ran into the darkness, the moon’s light intermittent in the shadows of the trees, and he screamed and roared in frustration. His sound echoed against the white cliffs behind him and startled him on its return. Then, the ground gave way under foot and he went down, smashing into the rocks. 

Something disturbed by Ziha’s crash clattered as it settled; like bone on bone, he thought. The smell of rotting flesh was strong in the air.  He rose slowly to his feet, reeling from his scrapes. A strong gust of wind blew through the trees and caused them to sway against the moonlight; the riverbed became illuminated in brief flashes. 

He could see the bones of many animals; different kinds of animals. The head and spine of a rotting buffalo lay closest to him; he grabbed its horns and dragged it into the unobstructed moonlight. There were still bits of dried flesh on the bones. Inside the skull, the brain and eyes had not fully putrefied. He used his long knife to cut away the sinew and then broke off the spine with a large rock. Quickly, he carried the skull back to where Mani lay.

“Mani! I have food! Mani, open your eyes!”

Ziha hunched over and gently shook his brother. His eyes would not open; he was cold. Then, when Ziha moved aside so that he no longer shadowed the moonlight, he could see that Mani drew no air.  He had died.

Ziha fell to his knees on the sand beside Mani.  He wailed loudly; painfully at the night. He cursed Tore and raged at the world until, devoid of anguish, he slept there, exhausted and alone. 
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