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#1
In the Valley

Herds of buffalo, zebra, and impala
had trodden a wide swathe into dust as they made their daily
pilgrimage to the pool below the camp. This clear way glowed in the
light of the half moon, bright against the darker background of
fallen leaves and thoroughly grazed grass, and led the men easily
between the scattered mopani trees and the patches of thorn scrub
and anthills.

Ndinga followed Gosnaat closely as
they moved through shadow and silver silence.

Ndinga felt sure and confident. He
had eaten well and slept soundly. Solid chunks of yesterday’s
bushbuck, washed down with marula beer, sat firmly inside him.
Today we will reap a good harvest from this game reserve, this
Luangwa Valley, he thought. Not like the old days, when we hunted
with wire snares and bows, and had to run from the rangers. We
haven’t even seen the bastards since Gosnaat bought these guns.
Their power scares the rangers. Those army men who sold us the guns
were right, since those two game rangers were shot last year, the
rest of the reserve people have avoided us hunters.

Dry leaves rustled. Ndinga saw
Gosnaat jerk his head, and knew his brother-in-law wanted to curse
at the clumsy fool, Solomon, the third man in the band, but
customary silence on the hunt prevailed. They settled back into
smooth movement, feet feeling the way with the ease of
many

expeditions in this time, the
stillness between night and morning.

Soon, after daylight first touched
the guinea fowl’s high perches, while the birds stretched out their
blue necks to ring their metallic calls into the shadowed world
below, Ndinga heard the typical noises of a group of feeding
elephant. They rumbled in their deep voices, so that he felt the
vibrations in the ground under his bare feet, and tore branches and
bark from the trees. They seemed quite unaware of any
danger.

Gosnaat gestured to the others to
spread out to either side. They didn’t discuss which ones they were
going for. It didn’t really matter, thought Ndinga, because any one
of these beasts had so much meat that most of it would be wasted.
Bush meat was good to eat and easy to sell, so their quarry had
always been whatever the bush offered first, except for elephants,
until today.

Each found a good vantage point, and
prepared to shoot. Ndinga moved the selector on his gun all the
way, into automatic position, and pushed hard to be sure it was
going to let plenty of bullets out. He didn’t see the sense in just
letting a few out at a time. To kill an elephant would probably
need a lot of power. It clicked, the sound almost lost in the
crackle and swish of a tree pushed down by a cow with a young calf
close by her side. Only partly dependent on her mother’s milk, the
baby took some of the tender tree leaves and began to
chew.

The mother had bigger tusks than any
of the others, so Ndinga targeted her. He waited for Gosnaat to
signal, as he usually did, so that they could all fire together. He
heard the older man call, “Now!

All three fired at once. Ndinga saw
blood begin to spurt from the cow, but kept his finger on the
trigger until all his bullets had flown. Two elephants fell under
the sustained fire of the AKs, the big cow, and a young bull,
probably the elder brother of that baby. Four ivory tusks. They
would get money for those, enough to live for a year without
worrying. School books, uniforms, and even shoes for the
children

Ndinga laid his gun and spare ammo
at the edge of the clearing, on top of his t-shirt. He knew dust
had to be kept out of the workings. He wore ragged shorts, and had
his panga for the butchering, like Gosnaat, who also had his old
skinning knife stuck through his belt. They carefully didn’t look
directly while Solomon took his watch and gold chain, and put them
in his shirt pocket, then folded it all into a neat square, which
he placed on a flat rock, on top of his black and white basketball
shoes. Ndinga’s eyes met the old man’s, and he saw Gosnaat’s lips
twitch as Solomon pulled a big clasp knife out of his cut-off jeans
pocket, and opened it with a flourish.

Usually the skin is as valuable as
the meat, though with these creatures the skin is so tough and
thick. The best thing to do is just hack right through it, Ndinga
thought. Take as much as we can carry and get away. We’ll have to
hurry, because the rangers must’ve heard the shots, and might be on
their way to investigate. Maybe they also have good guns by now.
Anyway, I don’t want to kill a person. It would probably be someone
from around here too, someone like Jameson Phiri, who used to go
honey hunting with me, when we were boys.

Ndinga ignored the moans as he
hacked with his panga at the right tusk of the dying cow. She was
paralysed by head wounds, and could only roll her eye at him, and
make noises.

“Help me here, Ndinga. I want to
take some of this meat back. This young one has good soft meat,
with plenty of fat. Our children will grow strong with this in
their bellies,” said Gosnaat. His greying hair now dripped red, and
blood ran down over his head and shoulders as he reached into the
slashed-open belly of the other elephant they had
downed.

“Forget about that, it’s just
wasting time. All we need is the ivory, that’s where the money is,”
said big Solomon. “I told you, my friend Patel will pay us cash for
tusks. He has a proper scale to weigh them, right there in front of
us, so we can see he’s not cheating.”

“My son needs this meat, he has a
weak chest and coughs all night sometimes. He will get strong from
it, and my neighbour knows how to make a good ointment for weak
chests, using elephant fat. You go ahead and get those big tusks,
and I’ll get some of this. It would be a shame to waste it all.
Besides, we must respect the gifts that the spirits give
us.”

Ndinga spat on the ground for luck
at that comment, after a quick look to be sure Solomon wasn’t
looking his way, and managed to free the right tusk a few seconds
later. He let it fall to the ground and moved on to the other tusk,
where Solomon had only just managed to cut through the skin, and
was sawing grimly and ineffectually at the surrounding
flesh.

“Move back, give me space to swing
at it.” Ndinga said. He chopped at the base of the trunk, to get it
out of the way. The elephant moaned, a deep rumble. Her breath sent
a spume of blood out across the clearing, and then bubbled and
gurgled as she tried to inhale.

Once they had the tusks free, Ndinga
went over to help the older man. He piled chunks of fat and
dripping meat on the square of canvas Gosnaat used to carry their
bushmeat harvests, then rolled it all up into a manageable bundle
for him, together with the small pair of tusks.

Flies began to swarm on the rapidly
drying blood, the gaping panga slashes and bullet wounds, as the
sun blazed into the morning. They took handfuls of dry grass and
scrubbed off most of the blood, before it hardened.

Solomon was still trying to put his
shirt on without smearing it with gore when Gosnaat strode away,
back erect under his load. “Let’s go, men. We have all we can
carry.”

“Just a bit, first we have to wait
for you, then it’s all hurry,” said Solomon.

Ndinga ignored him, and followed his
brother-in-law, with one heavy tusk and some good yellow fat
wrapped in cloth on his shoulder.

Halfway back to their camp, a
confused blur of red dust and black and white feathers ran across
their path, as guinea fowl scuttled to get across the open ground
into cover, surprised at their dust bath under a thorn tree.
Without a word spoken, the men put their bundles down, and sat in
the welcome shade.

Gosnaat took out his little tin, and
sniffed a good pinch of snuff into each nostril. “Aah, that’s good
stuff. Aloes and my home-grown tobacco. Way better than that store
rubbish.”

A small bird flew down from the tree
overhead, perched on a root familiarly close to Ndinga, chirped,
and flicked its tail. As usual when the little brown and white bird
came and looked for help, Solomon laughed and turned away. “Who
needs honey, when we have more meat than we can eat? Let the stupid
bird find a honey badger to break a bee hive open, so it can eat
the grubs. We men have better things to do now than to follow the
Honey Guide.”

Ndinga scraped some of the flesh
from the tusk he was carrying, and placed it on the ground, close
to the hungry bird. “Thank you, but not today. Here is something
for you.” Solomon wasn’t always right, especially about the Bush
and its spirits and mysterious powers. He remembered the argument
Gosnaat and Solomon had before this trip.

Gosnaat said, “I heard about the
money they pay for ivory, but bushmeat is what we should be after.
You can get in big trouble being greedy. Besides, the old people
say that elephants aren’t truly animals, because they’re clever,
and talk in their own language. They’re really a different tribe of
people, not just meat walking around.”

Solomon said, “Come on, that’s just
stupid superstition. They walk on four legs, they don’t have hands,
or houses, like all people do. I went to the Christian Brothers’
Mission School, and they have books with pictures of different
people from all over the world, and books with all sorts of
animals. Elephants are animals. They are just meat. The old people
are scared of them because they are so big, especially that old one
with the one big tusk.”

He’d persisted, “Even Grandfather
Matumbe ate elephant meat, as a young boy. People hunted elephant
then, before the old Chief’s time, before that old One-tusk
appeared in the District. No-one has seen that one for years now,
so it’s either dead or left the area. We’ll be in no
danger.”

After a short break, they set off
again, and reached the camp before mid morning. There they prepared
for the journey out of the reserve. Really there wasn’t much to do,
after they washed the blood off in the green water below the big
rock in the donga.

Just clean the tusks a bit, and sort
out the loads. The rest of the bushbuck meat, wrapped in its hide,
would have to be left here, along with the left over mealie meal
and the empty bottles and dirty clothes. There was just too much to
carry, with the ivory and elephant meat. Each had their own AK of
course, and spare ammo, and the clothes they wore, clean shirts,
and shorts still damp from washing away the blood. They had some
meat to eat on the way, juicy liver from the half-grown bull calf,
full of strength. Tomorrow they would be home again, just a walk to
the big river, across in the boat they’d hidden, and another hour
to the village.

Gosnaat produced a bottle of real
whiskey to celebrate. “Drink, this will put fire in you,” he said.
He passed the bottle to Solomon, as they stood by the ashes of
their fire.

After taking a mouthful, Ndinga
stepped over beside a baobab tree to piss. He felt irritated, his
earlier positive mood forgotten. The air seemed thick in his throat
as the whiskey burned in his belly. He felt the earth vibrate
uncomfortably beneath his feet, as if there were insects buried in
the dust. He shuffled them, to get a firmer grip on the earth. He
remembered Tombi, when he left the kraal. ‘Don’t come back drunk.’
She’d yelled after him. No respect. He ground his teeth hard
together, and put out a hand to steady himself against the rough
grey bark as he stumbled. That whisky was really strong. As his
piss splashed against the tree, Gosnaat threw the empty bottle,
smashed it on the anthill close by, so that glass flew right
against Ndinga’s legs.

“Bastards, you drunk all my bloody
whisky. What do you think, it’s easy to get whisky here in the
stinking bush? You just gonna pay for that!” Gosnaat
yelled.

Solomon said, “What’s your problem?
You passed the damn bottle to me, and you said, ‘Drink.’ I think
you’re a stupid low-life who can’t even read his own name. Me, I’ve
been to school, Standard Seven. So don’t talk to me like you’re a
big shot.”

“Me a low-life, when I got the damn
guns! Without me you’d be sweating in the fields still. Me, I
showed you a way to be rich. Me and Ndinga, we began this, we got
meat first, we bought the guns, and showed you how to use them.”
Gosnaat turned to pick up his load. “Let’s get a move on now. Be
grateful we agreed to equal shares for everyone after this trip. By
rights you should get just a half share. Don’t push your luck, Mr.
Professor.”

“What do you mean, half share? I got
the big one, with the long tusks. You only shot that baby, with
little things hardly worth the bullets,” said Solomon. “Who cares
if its meat is good to eat. We don’t need to eat bush meat, we can
buy good beef every day. We live in the real world, old man, there
are no spirits here.” He held his gun up. “This is real power, so
don’t start babbling about the ancestors to me.”

Gosnaat swung his AK to point at
Solomon. “Be careful what you say, fool.”

“I say you’re the fool, old man. I
say I don’t need to share anything.” Solomon cut loose, and blood
and bone sprayed through an explosion of smoke and
noise.

Automatics at arm’s length. Ndinga’s
gun was on top of the load he was going to carry, ten feet away. He
grabbed for the panga hung at his waist, and pulled it from the
buckskin sheath. No match for an AK, but the worn wooden handle fit
the callouses of his hand. The steel blade gleamed between the
black streaks of dry elephant blood as he held it up chest high,
and backed away from the clearing. As soon as he was behind the
baobab and out of sight, he turned and ran. Bullets kicked up dust
beside him, and he felt something sting his back as he went. Not
bullets, he realised after a very long second, because he could
still run. Maybe dirt, or tree bark.

When his breath whistled raggedly,
his chest burned, and his feet stumbled, he stopped for a while. He
reached behind, and swiped his back with his hand, then looked at
it. No blood. He crouched in the long grass. There was a stiff
silence, as if everything nearby shared his state of rigid
alertness, his fear, and hope of invisibility.

Sweat and piss smells rolled up his
nostrils as he struggled to breathe quietly. Now that the gunfire
had stopped he could hear how unnaturally still the bush was. Here
in the Luangwa Valley there were always birds and insects busy.
They rustled and rummaged among the dry-season grass and fallen
leaves, or sang from branches in the thorn scrub. This afternoon
there was fear over everything and everyone, like a strong spell.
Larger animals had left the area, which might be because of the
gunfire. Smaller creatures must be here still, hidden like himself.
Death walked today in the bush. Raw liver and whiskey churned in
his stomach.

Rustles from the grass caught his
attention. He slowly turned his head to the right, and saw the dull
yellow scales of a big cobra as it slipped along the ground between
two grass tussocks. Not a good thing to be near. Time to move. The
ivory, his gun, the hope of an easy life, all meaningless now. He
just wanted to get away, to stay alive. Gosnaat had been hit by
that first burst, and must be dead. Solomon had killed the old man,
then turned his gun on Ndinga. Those bullets had come
close.

Ndinga kept moving at a fast trot
right through the midday heat. Dust and bits of dry grass stuck to
the sweat on his body, his shorts and his t-shirt. When he came in
sight of a line of taller trees, he turned towards them. They grew
along a watercourse. Somewhere in there was a pool of water, and he
needed that badly by now. Sure enough, there was a well trodden
path through the tangled greenery and down the side of the narrow
little valley. Animals went this way to drink, if not every day,
then quite often, and big animals at that. He made plenty of noise
as he went, to give warning of his approach, conscious of how
vulnerable he was, alone and with no gun.

Grandfather had said, “Once you take
what the Honey-guide offers, you are bound in a promise. You must
always take only what you need from the bush, and the spirits will
protect you. If you fail to repay the guide, or take too much, the
spirits will turn against you. Betray the trust and everything will
betray you.” He and Jameson had been scared and solemn that day,
eight years old and out in the bush with Grandfather, learning the
secrets of men.

Today he was glad he had managed to
keep good relations with the spirits of the bush by his lingering
respect for their busy representative. Imagine being out here alone
and unarmed, with nothing but his own wits and strength to rely on.
With a shiver he realised that the very bird he had been thinking
about was nearby. It cheeped, in what seemed to be impatience, from
somewhere to the left. With a shrug he turned off the trampled
animal route, not really because he wanted honey, but more to
placate the bird, and the spirits. Things were out of his control,
and the best thing to do was to stick with any ally he could
find.

The bird flirted its pale rump, and
led him just a few yards away, then flew up to a branch on a big
wildfig tree. There it sat still, and faced towards a hole in the
thick bark of the main trunk. Bees poured in and out, busy and
bustling. Quite a difficult climb, and a really dangerous job once
up there. They would swarm out as soon as he started to chop around
the hive entrance to get at their treasure. Fortunately he had
matches, tobacco, and paper in his pocket. Smoke from that would
do, to slow down the attackers. Should give him a few seconds to
grab a comb and get away. Such a big hive needed a lot of smoke
before it was safe to break in.

Ndinga rolled shreds of the
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