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To my loving wife Natasha.

With you by my side, this journey will continue being a fulfilling one.

Recap: Extracts from ‘National Park’

“I have lived past my fear of being killed by a lion, thought Raja. The last few days have been a whirlwind of excitement that no one is going to believe. He thought about his new friends in the national park that he would probably never see again. He paused for a moment as the thought of not seeing Niol, Sqwee or Niya again began to sink in. He would never get to listen to Dhinoo retell the story of the formation of the council as promised by Niol. Raja could only imagine how Dhinoo and Niol’s father, Panthera, had struggled to form the council and obtain the ‘buy-in’ of all the animals in the park. Raja shivered with excitement as he began to imagine the adventure of their journey and the battle that had followed.”

Raja

––––––––
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“My mother, Liya, also played a crucial role, and I know that Dhinoo would be able to confirm that.”

Busi

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Prologue
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Another boring day; nothing but strolling and grazing, thought Liya. The young giraffe looked around at the various animals lying in the shade to escape the hot sun. Was this all that life was meant to be about? She made a mental note to ask her mother, but she was sure that her mother wouldn’t be happy about the question.

A herd of buffalo marched past, almost militant with their precision of movement. Liya watched them, hoping that one of the younger buffalo would stop and chat with her. Perhaps she could ask them some of her questions. Then she sighed quietly, mindful that her mother had always said that she should not speak to other species of animals. This was an unspoken law, but all the animals abided by it. According to Liya’s mother, animals of different species should only speak to each other if it was a matter of survival.

“Animals of different species can never be friends,” she had said sternly, and it seemed this edict was echoed by all other animals.

Liya kicked some loose rocks on the ground in frustration at the memory of the discussion with her mother earlier.

“Why not, Mom? We all live together in the same environment. Surely we could learn from the other animals. Why can’t we be friends?”

“Liya! You should not question these things. This is the way we have always lived; it is the way of the animals in the land. Because of this, we have lived in harmony and you should just accept this fact and get on with your life. There are so many giraffes you can befriend! Why would you need a friendship with another species?” Molla had replied, exasperated. It was her standard reply, but Molla was becoming tired of repeating herself. Liya made it a habit to ask the same question, hoping the response would change. This had not occurred, and it was unlikely to any time soon, but Liya still kept hoping.

She looked up at the clear blue skies in exasperation.

“Why not, Mom?” she had shouted, her voice rising in excitement. “I really think that it’s time for change. I think we should start chatting to other animals. I’m sure they have many interesting stories to share!”

“This is how things are, Liya! You cannot change the way things are! Do you think anyone cares what you think, girl? Let it go now!” Molla had stalked away, her tail swishing in frustration, and the expression of disapproval on her mother’s face had stopped Liya from saying another word.

Now, she kicked the stones in frustration at her mother’s response, her heart sinking as she pictured the disapproval on her mother’s face again. A tear welled up in the corner of her large eyes, rolled slowly down her cheek and fell to the dry sand below. Liya looked down at the single drop and shook her head, attempting to forget the hurtful words. Her mother’s approval meant the world to her. She stared gloomily at the buffalo, who had made some distance and were already almost out of sight.

Impulsively, Liya decided to follow them and see where they were headed. As she trudged along, she could not stop thinking about her mother’s words, specifically about the comment that no one cared about her ideas. Liya felt another tear forming, and quickly increased her pace in an attempt to distract herself from the pain. In the distance, she could see the dust following the path of the buffalo herd. A second dust patch had formed to the right of the buffalo, but Liya did not notice this as she continued mulling over things in her head.

Liya’s thoughts wandered to her siblings and she grimaced. In her opinion, they were the ideal children: she was sure her mother wished she was more like them. They never questioned anything that was said, but obligingly did whatever they were told. Her twin brothers, Siya and Sanga, were older than her, and one would expect them to be wiser. However, on the various occasions Liya had attempted to chat to them about all the animals talking to each other, their standard response had been almost the same as their mother’s.

“Why worry yourself about such things, Liya? This land is perfect as it is. Don’t disobey Mom, and just carry on with things as they have always been. We wouldn’t have survived this long if we were doing things incorrectly.”

Liya stared into the distance, her thoughts swirling like the dust ahead. Why were they so averse to mingling with other animals? She was so sure that all the animals could learn so much from each other. She had always been told that the giraffe was a special species with a unique view on life, but how true was this, especially since the giraffes had not shared their views with other animals? How could there be any objectivity, she wondered?

“You’re very deep in thought, young Liya,” a soft, familiar voice said.

Liya snapped out of her thoughts and turned to find her mother’s good friend, Omod, standing below a tree, munching the tender leaves at the base of the branch.

“Hello Omod. I am thinking about how I would like to befriend other animals and not just the giraffes, as you know. I’m tired of being told that I can’t, and my mom and my siblings are always telling me that my opinion means nothing,” responded Liya sadly to the elderly giraffe.

Omod looked down at the young giraffe and his rheumy eyes twinkled gently. “There is a time and place for everything, Liya. We do need to be cognisant of the ideas of others. The times may be changing, but change does not occur overnight. You need to be patient and persistent in your beliefs. Do not let the ideas and opinions of others get you down. Be strong, young Liya. These are defining moments in your life.”

With that comment, Omod nodded sagely and curled his long tongue around another branch. Liya smiled at his wise words and decided she would continue asking questions, after all, until she received a satisfying answer. The excitement built inside: Omod’s words had inspired her.

Liya turned to Omod to discuss her thoughts further, but suddenly noticed the second dust disturbance, moving extremely quickly in the opposite direction of the buffalo - and straight towards Liya!

Liya frowned in consternation as a large beast burst through the bushes and sped towards her. She had never seen anything like it in her short life – this beast had a large square body and appeared to have four circular legs! The upper front half of the beast reflected the sun’s light while the bottom half had two large eyes with two smaller eyes between them.

In a matter of seconds, the beast was upon her, the ground shaking beneath her feet as she stood frozen in fear as it headed straight for her! Where was its mouth, Liya wondered in bewilderment? A sudden shove thrust her to the right as the beast flew past her and skidded to a halt. Lying on her side, Liya realised that the thrust had been Omod pushing her aside and, in the process, he had been hit by the beast. He was now sprawled in pain, spreadeagled between her and the beast.

Liya swung her attention back to the beast and watched in horror as a hole appeared in the side of the strange beast and disgorged the most peculiar animal she had ever seen. It stood upright on two feet and was now standing over the paralysed giraffe!
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It was earlier than usual for lunch, but Panthera could feel his hunger growing as, deep in the bush and well hidden from sight, the lion stalked a group of buck. They appeared nonchalantly unconcerned about the prowling lion, prancing around almost as if teasing him to attack. Panthera continued to watch them, but found his mind was not as focussed as it should have been and had wandered to his life in the park and his responsibilities to his wife and children. Launa was a strong, independent lioness and was very comfortable with Panthera’s constant disappearances. Panthera smiled to himself as he thought about a discussion they had had some years ago.

“Why must you keep leaving? The kids are growing quickly and it would be nice for them to know that their father is real and not some imaginary figure I keep talking about,” Launa had commented. She had slowly walked over to Panthera and affectionately smoothed her head along his lustrous mane, then walked away without waiting for a response. Panthera had smiled as he stood up: he knew that not following would be a big mistake! He had swiftly walked up beside her.

“My dear, you exaggerate,” he had replied. “Niol, O-el and Presol are well aware that I am their father. However, male lions must learn to fend for themselves from a young age. These are crucial years in their development and I would like them to learn to stand on their own four feet before my influence is felt. They cannot be dependent on me through these years. Have no fear; when I believe the time is right, I will play a stronger role in their lives.”

Panthera had gently placed his forehead on Launa’s forehead to stare into her eyes and smiled softly.

“The pain of losing a child cannot be explained and I cannot express my guilt for not being able to save our son before, but I cannot allow this event to stop the growth of our other children. As painful as this is for me, I believe the lesson that should be learnt is that life will end. No one is excluded from death’s hands.”

Panthera had spoken in almost a whisper, then stopped and turned to look away as he had felt the lump building in his throat. Launa, seeing his pain, had stepped forward and leant her head against her husband’s shoulder.

“There is no need to be strong for me, Panthera. This loss is ours, and we should work through it together. It has always been the survival of the fittest and we need to accept that. This applies to all animals, and this law does not discriminate by age. We need to accept that one of our sons is no longer with us. We have three other sons who still require their father’s guidance. However, I sincerely believe your role should be more prominent earlier in their lives and you shouldn’t leave their growth completely to the laws of nature,” Launa had ended, with some sternness.

Launa was Panthera’s pillar of strength and, although he had never admitted this to her, he was sure that she was well aware that he would find it very difficult to live without her. She knew exactly what to say when he was feeling lost. The thought of her had got him through many tough situations and he was grateful for her presence in his life. Over the last few years, they had not spent much time together, but, even so, he felt that their bond had grown even stronger.

Panthera thought about the first time he had set eyes on Launa. They were about the same age and had grown up together in the same village of Ungonyama. The young male cubs were forever attempting to gain the attention of the young females, which involved various actions that the male cubs believed the female cubs wanted to see. Sprinting up and down; pushing other cubs over; jumping over rocks and shrubs. All except Panthera. He had walked straight up to Launa, introduced himself and asked her what she would like to see him perform, as he was unsure what female cubs liked. This had been the start of an amazing bond that led to the birth of their first son, Niol. They had three other cubs, and it was most unfortunate that one had been killed during his cub years. This still caused Panthera much grief. The time that followed unfortunately involved Panthera spending a lot of time away from Launa and the children. This time away had since decreased, but he still felt it to be his duty to continue spending time in the park, to understand the true functioning of the park and how he could improve it for the sake of his family.

The older buck, still oblivious to Panthera’s presence, continued to graze, while many of the younger buck gambolled about, just messing around. Panthera continued to watch, but once again his mind wandered to a time just after the discussion with his wife.

“Come on, Dad!” a young Niol had screamed. Niol, O-el and Presol had run on ahead while Panthera had watched the race. Niol had been in the lead, but O-el and Presol were not far behind him. O-el had seemed to put in an extra effort as soon as Niol had screamed for his dad. Niol had turned to call out, which had caused him to slow down, giving O-el the chance he needed. With an added burst, O-el had shot forward and was soon beside Niol. Niol had turned back slightly to look at his brother, who had quickly taken the opportunity to move ahead and, at the last minute, swerved in front of Niol. Niol, not expecting this, had lost his footing, tripped and tumbled to a halt. O-el had continued running until he reached the tree they had agreed to race to. As Niol had lain dazed on the ground, Presol had run past laughing and had soon been standing beside O-el.

Panthera had walked up to Niol and waited for him to stand up, after which both lions had walked slowly towards the other two lions. O-el and Presol had jumped about like a pair of buck in victory, pointing at Niol and laughing. Panthera had looked down at his eldest son.

“Do not let them get you down, Niol. In life, you will have many ups and downs. You will win some and you will definitely lose some. The key is that you must learn from each moment; take each win with grace and each loss with humility.”

Niol had smiled weakly, but Panthera had seen that he wished his father would reprimand his brothers. Panthera had looked at O-el and Presol, still dancing with joy from their victory. As Panthera and Niol had approached, O-el had stopped and stared at his father, hoping for some words of accolade. Panthera had not offered any, however, but had spoken similar words as he had to Niol.

“We cannot always win,” he had said. “We must learn to accept that. Life is like a game; you will win some and you will lose some. Today’s win could be followed by devastating losses. Learn to celebrate each win with grace and each loss with humility.”

O-el and Presol had scoffed at Panthera’s tempered response and walked away slowly, cursing under their breath.

“He’s just favouring Niol. But he doesn’t know what he’s talking about! We’ll always win,” O-el had muttered.

Panthera had shaken his head in disapproval, but decided to let them be. At the end of the day, life was the best teacher. They would learn at some point; he just hoped that the lesson would be learnt early in their lives.

Niol had left his side and was running forward with his brothers. The three young lions had run together, with Presol bumping into O-el and Niol every few metres.

“I’m the strongest in the land,” he had proclaimed laughingly.

Panthera had smiled at the arrogance of youth. Had he been the same when he was younger? Panthera had laughed out loud, as he was still considered by many of the elders to be young and possibly arrogant. However, his adventures over the recent past had made him feel a bit wiser and definitely older.

Panthera focussed his attention back on the buck again. They were now preoccupied with some game, but were slowly moving further away from where he was hidden. Panthera idly listened to them as they discussed their day. Then his ears pricked up as the conversation turned more serious.

“What do you think of the park these days?”

“A lot has changed, but I was beginning to think I was the only one who was noticing.”

“We’ve all noticed. The Big Five are losing control. I am sure the humans will leave soon, and then we will go back to how things were before.”

“Something needs to be done!”

“I agree. Otherwise, things will definitely revert to those wild days!”

Panthera frowned at the discussion he had just overheard. He was unsure quite what they were talking about, and decided to leave them to continue with their discussion. He frowned as he walked back to the Ungonyama village not too far away. Did they know something he was not aware of? The buck were nomads and travelled extensively across the park. If they believed that changes were occurring or that something was amiss in the park, it was most likely true. Depending on what these changes were, they might have an adverse impact on all inhabitants.

It has been a long journey for all the animals of the park, thought Panthera, and they still had a long way to go: it could not end now. Panthera believed that the journey had started a long time ago, probably with an unlikely young giraffe named Liya and her encounter with humans. Panthera chuckled; Liya had spent most of her childhood retelling this story, even though she was not supposed to speak to other species of animals. Panthera’s mind quickly returned to the discussion he’d overheard. Could this journey be coming to an end?

Panthera’s frown deepened as his stomach grumbled with hunger. He stopped and turned, but the buck had been replaced by an elderly group of kudu. Panthera decided it was time for lunch as he sprang into attack!
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“Watch ooooou–!” Panthera screamed, but it was too late! He flew head first into the side of a young rhino, hitting his head hard against its hind leg. How had this solid beast come between him and the kudu he was targeting for lunch? He fell to the ground in a daze, while the rhino simply looked at the young lion, snorted heavily through his nostrils, grunted and continued on his path.

Panthera shook his head to clear it.

“Why don’t you watch where you’re walking? You’re lucky I’m in a good mood; otherwise, I would have had you for lunch!”

The rhino stopped in its tracks to stare down at him menacingly. Panthera watched in pure shock as the rhino lowered his head and charged him! Scrambling to his feet, he took off in the opposite direction, not stopping until he heard a hefty laugh coming from behind him as the rhino headed off into the distance again.

The group of kudu that had been the target of Panthera’s failed attack were now nowhere to be seen. He could see a few vehicles at the road not too far way. Many of the humans in the vehicles had their binoculars out and were staring in his direction. Panthera could make out that many of children were grinning and giggling, and he knew they had witnessed his ignominious retreat.

Panthera glared in their direction, then raised his head, opened his mouth and roared as loudly as he could! The adult humans continued to stare, but the children’s grins quickly subsided. Panthera smiled, knowing that they were looking at him differently now, but, when he glanced across, their attention seemed to have shifted. At the opposite end of the road was a herd of buffalo and not too far from them was a herd of elephants – as well as two leopards perched in a tree, their tails swinging lazily above the elephants. Panthera could not believe that all these animals were so close to each other. This meant the humans would have now spotted all the Big Five in one sighting! He watched in dismay as the animals performed various arbitrary actions, obviously for the entertainment of the humans. The leopards at least moved further into the dense bush once they were sure that the humans had spotted them, but the buffalo and elephants continued to perform, hoping for more attention.

However, the humans were now beginning to move away already, the children yawning in one vehicle while in the other vehicle the occupants were slapping their open hands together, indicating a successful sighting of the Big Five. As Panthera watched, the road quickly emptied, leaving behind a herd of confused elephants and buffalo. He crossed over the road, meaning to chat to the different groups. The buffalo, noticing his approach, slowly started moving away, but the elephants were not bothered.

“What are you guys doing? How can you all just parade about in the same place? The humans have just spotted all of the Big Five in one short trip! If you going to make it so eas-” Panthera’s ranting was cut short as the lead elephant trumpeted, calling all the elephants to head into the bush away from the road. The buffalo watched, then decided to follow.

Panthera fumed as he watched the animals leave. How crazy it was that the different species of animals would not speak to each other! He kicked at the sand in frustration and decided to head back to Ungonyama. He wanted to discuss what had occurred with his family and the larger tribe. Various scenarios flowed through his mind as he planned how he was going to chat to Sinha, the leader of the lion clan, but he could not decide which one would be the most appropriate. He decided to take a slight detour to calm his mind. His anger had not subsided and was clouding his thought process.

His path led to the stream, which was filled with the same kudu he had attempted to attack earlier. Noticing his presence, the kudu quickly darted off in different directions. Although his stomach was screaming for food, Panthera ignored them and, deciding to first take a drink, he walked up to the now-empty banks, slowly dipped his snout into the water and took a large gulp. The cool water was most welcome, and he followed up with three more large gulps. Meditatively, he watched the reflection
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