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Little	Mekú	had	been	walking	through	the	forest	for	nearly	an	hour	when	she	reached
the	Hugging	Tree.

She	had	been	following	her	firefly	friend	ever	since	she	had	opened	her	left	eye	and
saw	it	hovering	there,	a	palm’s	breadth	from	her	face.	And	so,	with	just	her	left	eye	open,
the	three-year-old	had	climbed	down	from	the	rough	cot	that	her	parents	had	built	for	her
next	to	their	own,	in	order	to	watch	her	more	closely	at	night,	and	had	followed	her	friend
into	the	jungle.

Sometimes	her	mother,	Ekoume,	would	tie	a	strand	of	fine	twine	to	her	little	wrist,	in
case	she	woke	up	and	tried	to	walk	out	into	the	darkness	of	the	night	all	alone.

Her	 parents’	 hut,	 built	 of	 adobe	 and	 straw,	 had	 but	 a	 single	 room	 and	 an	 outdoor
kitchen,	as	did	most	of	 the	homes	in	 the	 little	village	 lying	on	the	shores	of	Bitterwater.
The	hut	was	situated	at	the	end	of	the	village	farthest	from	the	lake,	as	was	appropriate	for
families	of	hunters	such	as	her	father,	M’some.

Ekoume	 was	 often	 troubled	 by	 terrible	 nightmares	 because	 of	 the	 strange	 habit	 of
sleepwalking	 that	 her	 little	 one	 had	 acquired	 after	 a	 round	 of	 nasty	 fevers.	 In	 these
nightmares,	Ekoume	always	saw	herself	trying	to	run	towards	the	lake,	which	was	actually
home	to	only	a	couple	of	species	of	catfish	and	an	occasional	hippo	that	stopped	to	rest
there,	 but	 which	 in	 her	 dreams	was	 full	 of	 crocodiles	 and	mamiwatas	 with	 green	 hair,
fishhook-shaped	teeth,	and	emerald	eyes.

No	matter	how	hard	she	tried	to	hurry	forward,	Ekoume	could	hardly	lift	her	feet	off
the	 ground,	 while	 her	 baby	 girl	 toddled	 closer	 and	 closer	 to	 the	 water.	 She	 had	 even
dreamed	at	 times	that	a	gigantic	hippopotamus	had	swallowed	her	baby	whole;	 then	she
would	force	the	animal	to	open	its	jaws	and	would	rescue	her	little	one,	safe	and	sound.

But	 so	 many	 weeks	 had	 gone	 by	 now	 since	 Mekú	 had	 suffered	 an	 episode	 of
sleepwalking	that	her	mother	decided	not	to	tie	the	twine	around	her	wrist	any	more.	The
little	girl	had	climbed	out	of	bed	without	making	a	sound,	with	the	stealth	that	comes	so
naturally	to	a	child	who	is	bent	on	mischief.

Not	 even	Dog	 had	 awakened.	He	 always	 slept	 across	 the	 threshold	 of	 the	 doorway,
which	was	covered	only	by	a	crude	curtain	made	of	pieces	of	hides	of	antelope,	baboons,
and	tree	rats.	Mekú	had	barely	brushed	Dog´s	fur	with	one	little	bare	foot	as	she	passed.

The	toddler	had	wandered	away	from	her	parents’	hut,	oblivious	to	everything	around
her	 except	 the	 sparkling	halo	of	green	 light	 that	her	 firefly	 friend	emitted,	outlining	 the
silhouettes	of	the	bushes	and	tugging	at	the	harsh	shadows	of	the	trees.	She	hardly	heard
the	 soft	 rustle	of	 the	dry	 leaves	underfoot	nor	 smelled	 the	 sweet,	 omnipresent	 aroma	of
overripe	fruit	that	wafted	up	from	the	ground	at	every	step,	taking	her	deeper	and	deeper
into	the	night.



As	 she	 entered	 farther	 into	 the	 black	 denseness	 of	 the	 jungle,	 the	 darkness	 slowly
began	 to	 dissipate,	 giving	 way	 to	 an	 aura	 of	 bioluminescence.	 At	 first	 dozens,	 then
hundreds,	 and	 finally	 myriads	 of	 fireflies	 appeared	 along	 the	 pathway,	 all	 traveling
towards	the	same	objective.

In	spite	of	the	innumerable	tiny,	twinkling,	star-like	lights	that	accompanied	her	on	her
way,	Mekú	never	lost	sight	of	the	one	that	was	leading	her.
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The	heat	of	the	day	had	been	suffocating,	and	Bitterwater	stank	even	more	than	usual.

Every	 time	 his	 sense	 of	 smell	 became	 accustomed	 to	 the	 stench,	 the	 lake	 would
surprise	M’some	with	yet	another	of	its	infinite	variety	of	pestilent	odors.	On	those	days
he	was	happier	than	ever	that	he	was	a	hunter	instead	of	a	fisherman	or	of	being	in	charge
of	one	of	the	little	gardens	that	some	of	his	neighbors	grew	near	the	water’s	edge.

Today,	the	hunting	had	not	been	too	bad;	one	of	his	snares	had	captured	an	enormous
porcupine,	 and	 a	 small	 gazelle	 had	 fallen	 into	 another.	 But	 a	 civet	 cat	 had	 found	 the
gazelle	before	he	had,	and	there	was	not	much	left	that	he	could	use.

Back	 at	 the	 village,	 M’some	 spent	 a	 couple	 of	 hours	 playing	 awale	 with	 some
neighbors	and	had	even	won	two	games,	so	he	had	a	couple	of	extra	cups	of	salt	to	take
home	with	him.

But	in	spite	of	the	weariness	that	came	with	his	hunting	activities,	he	could	hardly	ever
sleep	the	whole	night	through.	Memories	returned	to	him	in	the	form	of	nightmares	nearly
every	night.

The	dreams	always	began	the	same	way,	with	the	smell	of	burnt	flesh.	Flames	licked
the	corpses	of	the	inhabitants	of	a	distant	village,	which	were	piled	in	a	great	heap	in	front
of	 the	home	of	 the	 tribal	 chief,	 the	 lamidó,	 as	 a	punishment	 for	 supposedly	helping	 the
northern	separatists—who	remained	faithful	to	the	former	president,	now	ousted	from	his
position.

What	 M’some	 had	 thought	 would	 be	 a	 great	 honor	 serving	 in	 the	 glorious
Cameroonian	 army	as	 a	 scout	had	 turned	 into	 a	horror	of	 fire	 and	blood	as	 soon	as	 the
purges	in	the	north	began.
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The	captain	in	charge	of	his	squadron	was	a	distant	cousin	of	the	current	president,	as
were	most	 of	 the	officials,	 as	 a	matter	 of	 fact.	The	official’s	 greatest	 virtue	was	 that	 he
enjoyed	 fulfilling	 his	 duty,	 which	 apparently	 was	 to	 unmercifully	 kill	 anyone	 who
maintained	any	type	of	direct	or	indirect	contact	with	the	terrorist	separatists	in	the	north.



M’some	had	signed	up	as	a	volunteer	to	defend	his	country	from	the	terrible	threat	of
secession	 after	 hearing	 a	 speech	 by	 the	 parish	 priest	 from	 a	 nearby	 village.	 He	 would
sometimes	go	there	on	Sundays	to	sell	meat	and	skins	from	his	hunting,	and	he	had	heard
the	priest	exhorting	the	young	men	to	help	the	President,	Defender	of	Christianity,	protect
the	country	from	the	Muslim	demons	in	the	north.

While	 he	 himself	 was	 still	 an	 animist,	 as	 was	 all	 of	 his	 family,	 M’some	 was	 also
Catholic,	and	he	would	probably	embrace	yet	other	faiths	before	he	became	an	old	man.
Everyone	knew	that	when	it	came	to	being	protected	from	evil,	there	were	never	too	many
gods	and	spirits.

One	morning	he	came	across	 the	 trail	of	a	detachment	of	 rebels	who	were	hiding	 in
Chad	but	would	cross	over	 the	border	at	night	 to	restock	their	supplies	 in	a	 little	village
where	it	appeared	some	of	them	had	relatives.	When	M’some	informed	the	captain	of	his
find,	 their	 battalion	 was	 ordered	 to	 move	 towards	 the	 village	 immediately,	 the	 troops
crowded	 into	 their	 two	 transport	vehicles	as	 though	 they	were	cattle	and	 the	officials	 in
their	 Jeep.	They	were	all	 armed	with	old	Sterling	submachine	guns—purchased	second-
hand	from	the	army	of	Her	Gracious	Majesty,	Queen	of	England—and	with	machetes.

They	never	found	the	militiamen,	but	the	captain	decided	to	teach	the	locals	a	lesson,
so	 he	 ordered	 his	 men	 to	 execute	 the	 entire	 village,	 everyone	 except	 the	 lamidó,	 who
shouted	curses	at	them	until	they	solved	that	problem	with	the	blow	of	a	rifle	butt	to	his
face,	 leaving	 him	 unconscious.	 The	 old	 chief’s	 life	 was	 thus	 spared	 so	 he	 could	 give
testimony	of	what	had	happened.	No	one	would	laugh	at	the	glorious	Cameroonian	army
by	aiding	the	“terrorists”	and	get	away	with	it,	if	they	could	help	it.

To	say	that	it	was	a	slaughter	does	not	even	come	close	to	describing	what	followed.
Some	villagers	ran,	 trying	to	escape,	while	others	knelt	and	begged	for	 their	 lives,	 to	no
avail.

Meanwhile	the	captain	leaned	on	the	hood	of	the	Jeep	with	his	sniper’s	rifle	in	hand,
laughing	like	a	maniac	while	he	took	deadly	shots	from	the	shade	of	the	baobab	tree	where
his	sergeant	had	parked	the	vehicle.	He	even	shot	a	couple	of	his	own	men	who	showed
signs	of	reluctance	in	fulfilling	their	duty.

The	 cadavers	 were	 being	 piled	 up	 in	 front	 of	 the	 largest	 hut	 in	 the	 village	 when
M’some	saw	a	civilian	vehicle	approaching	the	checkpoint	he	and	two	other	soldiers	were
manning.	It	was	a	Renault	18	with	a	large	bumper	shield	built	onto	the	front,	covered	with
dust	and	occupied	by	two	men.	When	the	car	reached	the	checkpoint,	the	soldiers	ordered
the	men	to	stop	and	get	out	of	the	car.

The	driver	was	white;	he	was	thin	but	wiry,	with	a	heavy	beard	and	hair	so	black	that	it
almost	 looked	 blue.	 He	 was	 wearing	 a	 blue-plaid	 shirt,	 khaki	 pants,	 and	 sturdy	 jungle
boots.	The	eyes	that	looked	out	through	his	simple	eyeglasses	did	not	show	the	least	bit	of
fear;	his	gaze	was	that	of	a	high-ranking	officer	or	a	leader	of	some	kind.

“You	can’t	go	through	here!	Where	are	you	headed?”	M’some	demanded.

The	 passenger	 who	 accompanied	 the	 driver	 did	 not	 manage	 to	 say	 a	 word	 and
appeared	to	be	wetting	his	pants	as	he	stood	there.



“We’ve	 come	 from	 the	 hospital	 in	Koza,	 and	 I’m	 headed	 to	 one	 of	 the	 hospitals	 in
Chad	that	I’m	also	responsible	for.	My	name	is	Dr.	Robert	Lagarde,”	said	the	driver.

“No	one	is	allowed	through	here	now;	it’s	an	order.”

“And	when	do	you	expect	that	order	to	be	lifted?	We	need	to	get	through	to	the	other
hospitals.”	 His	 voice	 was	 energetic	 and	 compelling.	 It	 seemed	 that	 the	 fact	 that	 three
soldiers	were	aiming	their	submachine	guns	at	him	did	not	impress	him	very	much	at	all.

The	captain	had	noticed	the	arrival	of	the	vehicle	and	was	observing	the	scene	through
the	sight	of	his	rifle.

“Who	is	that	white	pig?”	he	growled	at	his	sergeant.	“Go	see	if	he’s	an	idiot	journalist
or	 something	 like	 that.	 If	 he	 is,	 I’ll	 shoot	 him	myself.	 I’ve	 never	 killed	 a	whitey,	 and	 I
want	to	see	if	they	scream	the	same	as	everyone	else.”

“Yes,	Sir!”	replied	the	sergeant,	starting	off	toward	the	checkpoint.

Meanwhile	 the	man	 in	 the	 plaid	 shirt	 did	 not	 relent	 in	 his	 insistence	 on	 continuing
down	the	road.

“Come	 now,	we’re	 civilians,	 and	we	 only	want	 to	 take	 some	medical	 supplies	 to	 a
hospital	that’s	a	couple	of	hours	from	here…”

“What	the	devil	is	going	on	here?”	queried	the	sergeant,	arriving	on	the	scene.

“Nothing,	Sir!	This	white	man	wants	to	continue	on	across	the	border.”

“Show	me	his	documents!”

M’some	handed	them	over	to	the	sergeant,	who	glanced	at	them	briefly.

“Turn	around	immediately	and	leave!”	he	commanded	the	driver.	“There	is	nothing	to
see	here.	Give	us	those	supplies	first,	though;	we	don’t	want	them	to	fall	into	the	hands	of
the	rebels.”

The	captain	was	waiting	 for	 the	 signal	 from	 the	 sergeant	with	his	 sight	 fixed	on	 the
white	man’s	back.	If	he	shot	him	in	the	head,	he	would	die	much	too	quickly,	and	that	took
all	the	fun	away.

“If	I	give	you	the	supplies,	we	won’t	be	able	to	take	them	to	the	hospital.	They	need
the	 supplies	 there	 badly.	 We’ve	 heard	 that	 they	 have	 a	 lot	 of	 people	 coming	 in	 with
gunshot	wounds.”

The	wry	comment	did	not	seem	funny	at	all	to	the	sergeant.

Another	soldier	started	pulling	the	supplies	out	of	the	car.	The	driver’s	companion	had
completely	emptied	his	bladder	onto	himself	by	now.

“Now	get	out	of	here,	Doctor,	and	be	grateful	 that	we	aren’t	accusing	you	of	 taking
supplies	to	the	rebels.”

“All	right,	we’ll	turn	around.	Just	one	more	thing—we	thought	we	heard	a	shot	or	two.
If	there	is	anyone	who	is	wounded	I	can	take	them	back	to	Koza.”

Just	then	someone	lit	the	pyre	of	bodies	soaked	in	gasoline.	A	few	screams	were	heard,
quickly	silenced	by	short	bursts	of	a	7.62.	The	sounds	made	the	captain	smile,	and	for	a



moment	he	forgot	about	the	white	pig.

“Don’t	you	want	us	to	take	any	wounded	with	us,	Sergeant?”

The	air	filled	with	the	acrid	smell	of	burnt	flesh,	burnt	clothing,	and	burnt	hair.

“There	are	no	wounded	here,	Doctor,	not	today.”

Neither	the	doctor	nor	M’some	would	ever	forget	that	sentence.

Dr.	Lagarde	realized	with	horrible	certainty	that	what	the	sergeant	was	saying	was	as
true	and	real	as	the	column	of	smoke	that	was	rising	from	the	center	of	the	village,	and	he
turned	to	leave.	He	wasn’t	going	to	be	able	to	help.	It	was	as	simple	as	it	was	terrifying—
there	was	no	one	left	to	help.

His	companion	could	not	 stop	 shaking;	 the	car	 smelled	of	urine	all	 the	way	back	 to
Koza.

When	the	hypnotic	dance	of	the	flames	died	down,	giving	way	only	to	black	smoke,
the	 captain	 thought	 of	 the	 bearded	 white	 man	 once	more.	 The	 cloud	 of	 dust	 rising	 up
behind	his	vehicle	in	the	distance	already	made	it	impossible	to	get	in	a	good	shot.	For	a
moment	he	considered	following	him	to	kill	him,	but	the	sun	was	beginning	to	set,	and	the
smell	 of	 roasted	 flesh,	 together	with	 the	 pleasant	 sense	 of	 fulfilled	 duty,	 had	made	 him
hungry.
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The	nightmare	woke	M’some	as	it	had	so	many	other	nights.	His	wife,	Ekoume	slept
soundly	at	his	side.	They	had	known	each	other	since	they	were	both	children,	when	they
had	played	“building	huts”	 together	 in	 the	mud	by	the	 lake.	She	was	a	good	woman;	he
had	married	her	the	year	he	got	out	of	the	army,	after	learning	that	she	was	pregnant	with
his	child.

He	felt	an	urgent	need	to	go	out	to	relieve	himself,	so	he	got	up,	lit	the	oil	lamp,	and
headed	out	the	door.	For	some	reason,	the	lamplight	was	dimmer	than	usual;	perhaps	the
new	wicks	he	had	bought	were	defective.

When	he	had	finished,	he	stopped	briefly	to	drink	the	rest	of	the	watery	palm	wine	that
was	left	over	from	his	simple	supper	of	fish	rubbed	with	black	spices,	and	headed	back	to
bed.	Dog	gave	him	a	lazy	glance	out	of	the	corner	of	his	eye	and	curled	up	tighter	as	he
walked	past.

When	 he	 entered	 the	 hut,	M’some	 suddenly	 knew	 that	 something	was	 wrong,	 very
wrong.	Ekoume	was	still	sleeping,	but	Mekú	was	not	on	her	cot!

“Ekoume!	Ekoume!”

“Mmmmm,	what’s	the	matter?	What’s	wrong?	Are	you	okay?”

“Mekú	is	gone!”

“Oh,	gods!	Not	again!”



Ekoume	quickly	stepped	into	her	sandals,	and	M’some	pulled	on	the	old	army	boots	he
had	kept	from	his	days	as	a	scout,	mended	and	patched	a	thousand	times.	He	grabbed	the
tin	 lantern	 so	 they	would	 have	 some	kind	of	 light	 besides	 the	 oil	 lamp.	They	 also	 took
their	machetes,	and	as	they	left	they	woke	Dog	so	he	would	go	with	them.

“Do	 you	 think	 she	 headed	 towards	 the	 lake?”	 Worry	 drenched	 every	 syllable	 that
Ekoume	spoke.

“No…wait…the	footprints	are	heading	south,	towards	the	woods.	Dog,	find!”

Dog	sniffed	the	footprints	and	took	off	running	towards	the	jungle,	barking.	M’some
was	 afraid	 one	 of	 their	 neighbors	 might	 wake	 up;	 they	 had	 tried	 so	 hard	 to	 keep	 the
maladies	of	their	daughter	a	secret.

Fortunately	the	trail	was	clear	and	recent;	as	a	hunter,	he	had	no	problem	following	it,
nor	did	Dog.	What	worried	him	most	was	that	Mekú	might	stumble	into	one	of	the	traps
that	he	had	set	in	this	area.

As	soon	as	they	were	far	enough	from	the	village,	they	both	began	to	call	out	to	their
daughter	 as	 loudly	 as	 they	 could.	Besides,	making	noise	would	 scare	 away	most	 of	 the
predators.

After	 some	 time,	 the	 Chinese-made	 batteries	 in	 the	 Chinese-made	 lantern	 began	 to
show	signs	of	weakness,	but	the	oil	lamp	mysteriously	seemed	to	burn	much	brighter	here
than	it	had	at	home	in	their	hut.

A	firefly	flew	past	them,	followed	by	several	more.

“It	seems	like	they	are	following	the	same	trail	we	are.”

“M’some,	 there	 is	 no	 moon	 tonight…,	 but…	 Ah,	 Zambe	 wuo!!!	 Do	 you	 see	 that
light?”

“What	the	dev…	?”
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They	had	reached	the	last	row	of	trees	that	bordered	the	clearing	around	the	Hugging
Tree	 and	 the	 enormous	 boulder,	 more	 than	 a	 dozen	 cubits	 high,	 which	 had	 been	 held
prisoner	for	centuries	by	its	tangled	roots,	as	thick	as	a	man’s	body.	An	adult	could	climb
up	 to	 the	 top	of	 the	boulder	with	 the	help	of	 those	 roots,	 though	 it	would	be	with	some
difficulty.

	

The	top	surface	of	the	rock	was	flat,	and	large	enough	to	hold	two	huts.	There	was	a
little	spring	of	water	at	the	foot	of	it,	on	the	far	side	of	the	age-old	rubber	tree.

The	sight	 that	had	frightened	his	wife	and	left	 the	former	soldier	speechless	halfway
through	 his	 sentence	 was	 enough	 to	 take	 away	 anyone’s	 breath.	 An	 army	 made	 up	 of
thousands	of	fireflies	danced	like	an	aurora	borealis	around	the	leafy	branches	of	the	tree



that	stood	in	the	middle	of	the	clearing.	Everything	was	lit	up	by	the	living,	green,	glowing
shape.	The	buzzing	was	soft,	penetrating,	and	persistent.

For	 every	 dozen	 or	 so	 of	 the	 blinking	 star-like	 creatures	 there	 were	 one	 or	 two
wingless	 females	 perched	 on	 the	 branches	 and	 on	 each	 leaf,	 covering	 the	 tree	 almost
completely.	 They	 created	 the	 sensation	 that	 the	 entire	 tree	 was	 lit	 up	 by	 synchronized
waves	of	a	slightly	bluer	light	than	that	of	the	males.

These	creatures	had	been	somehow	attracted	to	this	particular	point	in	the	jungle,	and
they	flew	in	a	luminous	mass,	creating	formations	of	an	infinite,	fractal	complexity,	flying
into	 each	 other—not	 to	 destroy	 their	 formations,	 but	 to	 reorganize	 themselves	 into	 new
groups,	which	became	 larger	and	 larger,	 then	quickly	separated	and	rejoined	again,	over
and	over,	in	a	frenetic	dance.

Dog	fled	in	the	opposite	direction	from	the	clearing	and	its	vibrant	lights,	running	as
fast	as	he	could.

They	 took	 a	 deep	 breath.	 M’some	 wrapped	 his	 muscled	 armed	 around	 Ekoume’s
shoulders.	 In	 spite	 of	 the	 reverent	 awe	 that	 they	 felt	 and	 their	 sudden,	 crystal-clear
recollection	of	every	story	of	jungle	spirits	they	had	ever	heard	around	the	bonfire	when
they	were	children,	they	stepped	out	from	among	the	trees.

They	were	completely	bathed	 in	 the	 light	 that	 filled	 the	clearing	and	in	 the	sound	of
the	beating	of	thousands	of	tiny	wings.
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“The	footprints	end	several	paces	before	reaching	the	boulder.	How	the	devil	could	she
have	climbed	up?”

“The	fairies	must	have	lifted	her.”

“Ekoume,	that’s	impossible.”

“What	does	it	matter	now?	Let’s	bring	her	down!”

“Okay,	I’ll	climb	up	behind	you,	in	case	you	need	me	to	boost	you.”

“You	know	good	and	well	that	I	can	climb	better	than	you,	and	always	could,	since	we
were	children!”

Ekoume	slipped	off	her	sandals,	and	with	the	agility	of	a	panther,	she	made	her	way	to
the	 top	of	 the	boulder	 in	a	matter	of	 seconds,	 followed	a	moment	 later	by	her	husband,
who	found	it	more	difficult	to	climb	in	his	old	army	boots.

Their	daughter	was	sitting	peacefully	on	top	of	the	rock,	looking	upward	with	her	left
eye	 wide	 open	 and	 her	 right	 eye	 moving	 rapidly	 beneath	 her	 closed	 eyelid.	 She	 was
laughing	 and	 clapping,	 enjoying	 the	 spectacle	 that	 frightened	 her	 parents	 so,	 as	 only	 a
child	can.	She	had	one	firefly	sitting	on	her	right	shoulder,	and	it	seemed	to	give	off	quite
a	bit	more	light	than	its	numerous	companions.

“Mekú!	Mekú!”



“What	are	you	doing,	Husband?	You	know	 that	we	mustn’t	wake	her	when	 she’s	 in
this	state.”

“We	should	pick	her	up	carefully	and	carry	her	home.”

“Don’t	even	think	of	it;	we	will	wait.	Light	a	fire.”

Ekoume	sat	down	close	beside	her	baby	girl,	who	was	still	laughing	from	time	to	time,
not	missing	a	second	of	the	spectacle	that	was	taking	place	around	her.

Suddenly	the	little	 light	 that	was	sitting	on	Mekú’s	shoulder	flew	up	to	hover	just	 in
front	of	Ekoume’s	eyes,	and	its	glow	pulsed	softly,	passing	through	a	series	of	all	the	blues
and	greens	on	the	Creator’s	palette.

“M’some,	I	think	it’s	trying	to	talk	to	us.”

“That’s	not	possible;	it’s	just	a	glow-bug.	I’m	going	down	to	get	some	firewood.	There
isn’t	enough	up	here	to	last	through	the	night.”

The	firefly	stopped	him	by	flying	directly	in	front	of	his	face.

“Crazy	bug!”	He	tried	to	swat	it	away	several	times,	but	it	seemed	to	anticipate	each	of
his	movements.

“Stop	it!	I	think	that	it	doesn’t	want	you	to	climb	down.”

“Why	on	earth	not?	Wait…!	Do	you	hear	that?”
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It	all	happened	very	quickly.

There	was	an	explosion	of	light	in	the	Hugging	Tree	when	all	of	the	fireflies	except	the
one	that	was	flying	around	Mekú	decided	suddenly	and	all	at	once	to	fly	away	from	the
tree	in	every	direction.	The	females	covering	the	branches	and	leaves	were	suddenly	gone.

The	universe	 turned	dense	and	dark.	Silence	 filled	 the	night	as	 the	 light	disappeared
completely,	 and	 a	 few	 seconds	 later	 it	 was	 broken	 by	 the	whisper	 of	 hundreds	 of	 bird
wings.	Mekú	lay	down	on	the	rock	and	curled	into	a	ball,	deeply	asleep,	both	eyes	closed
at	last.

With	a	fear	that	penetrated	clear	into	the	marrow	of	their	bones,	her	mother	and	father
reached	 out	 to	 embrace	 her	 and	 protect	 her,	 forming	 a	 trembling	 wall	 between	 their
daughter	and	the	darkness,	which	was	absolute	now	except	for	the	feeble	light	of	their	oil
lamp.

“What	is	happening?”

“I	don’t	know.	I’ve	never	seen	anything	like	this;	the	birds	act	like	something	is	after
them,	flying	 in	silence	 that	way.	Listen—I	can	hear	other	animals	running,	as	well!”	He
crawled	towards	the	edge	of	the	rock.



When	one	fear	fills	you,	sometimes	there	is	no	room	for	others	that	follow,	so	what	he
saw	when	he	lit	the	tin	lantern	could	not	frighten	him	any	further.

It	 looked	 as	 though	 the	 black	 rock	 they	were	 sitting	 on	was	 a	 ship	whose	 keel	was
opening	its	way	among	a	fast-running	river	of	animals:	antelope,	wild	dogs,	porcupines,
an	elephant	smashing	branches	and	small	trees	as	it	went,	baboons	jumping	from	branch	to
branch	as	though	they	had	gone	mad,	a	panther,	dozens	of	snakes,	and	insects	of	all	kinds.
All	of	 them	were	 running,	 jumping,	crawling,	or	 flying	as	 though	 fleeing	 from	death	or
from	the	very	devils.

M’some	even	thought	he	caught	a	glimpse	of	Dog	overtaking	a	wild-eyed	goat.

“I	think	I	know	now	why	the	firefly	wouldn’t	let	me	climb	down;	the	stampede	would
have	run	me	over.”

“It	 saved	 your	 life,	 then.	 Come	 back	 to	 us,	 and	make	 a	 fire	with	what	we	 have,	 at
least.”

The	flow	of	animals	at	the	foot	of	the	rock	slowly	diminished,	and	those	that	were	still
passing	by	seemed	to	give	it	a	wide	berth.

Just	 as	he	bent	down	 to	pick	up	 the	 few	dried	branches	 that	 lay	on	 top	of	 the	 rock,
M’some	 felt	 a	 violent	 tremor	 that	 shook	 everything	 and	 knocked	 him	 off	 of	 his	 feet.
Fortunately	he	was	no	longer	at	the	edge,	or	he	would	certainly	have	fallen.

There	was	 a	 strange,	 unnatural	 sound,	 some	 sort	 of	 a	 dull	 gurgling,	 as	 if	 something
enormous	was	rising	up	from	the	entrails	of	the	very	earth,	causing	it	to	groan	in	agony.

“M’some!	What	was	that?”

“Gods!	It	sounds	like	the	end	of	the	world	that	the	white	men	talk	about.”
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“We’ll	spend	the	night	here.	There	are	too	many	animals	out	there,	and	they	have	all
gone	mad,”	M’some	mumbled,	as	he	started	to	light	the	little	fire	with	some	of	the	oil	from
the	lamp.

“Mekú	is	still	asleep.	She	must	be	dreaming	something	she	likes—she’s	smiling.”

“At	least	one	of	us	isn’t	scared	to	death.	Try	to	sleep	if	you	can;	I’ll	keep	watch.”

It	 was	 an	 unusually	 cold	 night.	 It	 was	 as	 though	 something	 had	 sucked	 out	 all	 the
warmth	 that	 the	 sun	 had	 been	 sharing	 with	 the	 earth,	 even	 to	 excess,	 the	 day	 before.
M’some	 didn’t	 hear	 a	 single	 sound	 the	whole	 night;	 even	 the	wind	 that	 usually	 rustled
through	the	trees	seemed	to	have	died.

At	 some	 point	 the	 last	 firefly,	 his	 daughter’s	 little	 friend,	 flew	 up	 by	 his	 face	 once
more,	as	if	to	say	good-bye;	then	it	just	vanished,	rather	than	flying	away,	right	before	his
eyes.



Life	was	 certainly	 strange	 at	 times,	 he	 reflected,	 and	 he	 didn’t	 know	what	 story	 he
would	tell	the	next	morning	when	they	returned	to	the	village.	No	one	would	believe	them,
not	even	the	marabout.	He	decided	it	would	be	best	to	keep	the	truth	to	themselves.

Ekoume	finally	fell	asleep.

At	first	M’some	had	cursed	to	himself	when	he	learned	that	she	was	pregnant	by	him.
He	 even	 considered	 leaving	 the	 village,	 but	 now	he	was	 glad	 he	 hadn’t.	 She	was	 hard-
working,	funny,	a	terrible	cook,	and	she	always	came	to	him	when	it	was	time	to	lie	down
in	their	bed	at	night,	even	when	she	was	tired.

He	figured	that	it	would	not	be	long	until	they	had	another	child.	Ekoume	was	a	true
blessing	that	one	of	the	many	gods	that	he	prayed	to	had	bestowed	upon	him.	She	always
managed	to	calm	him	when	he	woke	up	shouting	in	the	middle	of	the	night	because	of	the
nightmares.	It	even	seemed	like	the	terrors	came	less	frequently	now.

He	could	 find	no	way	 to	explain	what	had	happened	 tonight;	he	had	never	heard	of
such	things.

While	 he	was	 submerged	 in	 these	 thoughts,	 the	 first	 rays	 of	 sunlight	 began	 to	 filter
through	the	trees,	and	he	decided	to	wake	Ekoume.

“Hey,	girl,	it’s	daybreak,”	he	said	as	he	gently	shook	her	shoulder.

“Have	you	been	awake	all	night?”

“I’m	a	pretty	good	soldier,	aren’t	I,	my	General?”	he	laughed.

“You’re	silly,	M’some,”	she	replied,	giving	him	one	of	her	precious	smiles.	She	looked
over	at	their	little	one.	“Mekú!	You’re	awake!”

“Hi,	Mama!	I’m	hungry!”

“Do	you	know	what	a	scare	you	gave	Baba	and	me?”	She	embraced	the	girl	tenderly.

“What	are	we	doing	up	here?”	asked	Mekú,	looking	around	in	bewilderment.

“She	doesn’t	remember	anything,	Ekoume.	Let’s	get	back	home	before	anyone	starts
wondering	where	we	are.”
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For	 some	 reason	 return	 trips	 always	 seem	 shorter—especially	 when	 in	 spite	 of
everything,	you	are	happy	to	return,	instead	of	being	upset	about	leaving.

They	didn’t	cross	paths	with	any	animals	on	the	way	back,	but	the	vegetation	seemed
to	droop	more	and	more	as	 they	got	closer	 to	 the	village.	The	happiness	 to	be	returning
home	with	their	daughter	safely	in	their	arms	began	to	diminish	when	they	started	finding
animal	carcasses	among	the	wilting	brush.

“Gods,	 it	 is	 as	 if	 everything’s	 been	 poisoned.	What	 could	 have	 killed	 off	 all	 these
plants	and	animals	so	quickly?”



“And	why	are	we	 finding	dead	animals,	 if	until	 a	bit	 ago	we	hadn’t	 seen	any	at	 all,
dead	or	alive?”

“All	of	 the	ones	 that	we	are	 finding—look	at	 that	 armadillo	over	 there,	 and	 this	big
lizard	over	here—they	all	seem	to	be	old.	It’s	as	though	they	weren’t	able	to	run	away	fast
enough	from	whatever	it	was.	Listen,	I	know	you	want	to	go	home,	but	it	seems	like	we
are	walking	into	Hell	itself.	Everything	stinks	of	death.	Go	back	to	the	rock,	and	I	will	go
on	by	myself.”

“Please	be	very	careful.”

“I	will.	Go	on	back,	please,	and	if	I	don’t	return…”

“Don’t	say	that!”

“…if	I	don’t	return	you	know	where	the	road	is,	just	a	little	ways	from	the	rock.	Go	to
Nkobeze,	where	my	cousins	live.”

“But	come	back	to	me!	Whatever	you	do,	come	back	to	me!	Look,	maybe	I	should	go
directly	to	your	cousins’	village.”

M’some	could	only	nod	his	agreement,	and	he	turned	on	his	heel	to	continue	towards
their	home.

Ekoume’s	expression	was	very	solemn.	She	couldn’t	seem	to	shake	off	even	a	bit	of
the	fear	that	filled	her	soul.

“Come,	Mekú,	we	are	going	to	visit	Aunt	Corine.”
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As	M’some	drew	closer	to	their	village,	the	idea	that	a	horrible	curse	had	fallen	over
the	 whole	 area	 grew	 in	 his	 mind.	 He	 himself	 had	 certainly	 committed	 acts	 that	 were
sufficiently	 evil	 (or	 not—after	 all,	 he	 had	 only	 been	 following	 orders)	 to	 end	 up	 being
cursed,	and	yet	life	had	been	smiling	on	him	ever	since	he	had	come	back	home.

He	had	a	good	wife	and	a	beautiful	daughter,	and	he	was	respected	in	his	village	as	a
good	hunter,	just	as	his	father	and	his	grandfather	before	him	had	been,	and	so	forth	back
to	 before	 the	 white	 men	 had	 come	 to	 tell	 them	 where	 the	 borders	 were	 and	 to	 take
everything	they	could	by	the	force	of	arms	or	of	deceit.	Where	they	lived,	no	one	usually
came	by	to	bother	them,	nor	did	they	have	anything	that	the	“outsiders,”	the	garamayos,
might	desire.

When	he	was	almost	to	the	village,	M’some	saw	someone	sitting	on	the	ground	with
his	back	against	a	fallen	log.	For	a	second,	probably	because	his	brain	refused	to	think	of
any	other	options,	he	thought	the	man	was	sleeping.	But	reality	is	hard-headed	and	rarely
allows	itself	to	be	shaped	by	our	desires.

It	was	Batiste,	 the	 tanner,	 a	great	bantumi	player	and	 the	official	village	drunk—the
palm	 wine	 he	 prepared	 was	 legendary.	 He	 was	 dead.	 His	 eyes	 and	 his	 mouth	 were
exaggeratedly	open,	 trying	desperately	 to	grasp	at	a	bit	of	air.	Pinkish	 foam	covered	his



chin,	his	chest,	and	 the	hand	 that	he	held	 to	his	 throat.	The	other	hand	had	dug	 into	 the
earth,	as	 if	he	were	 trying	to	pull	up	some	grass	by	the	roots.	The	convulsive	back-and-
forth	movement	of	his	feet	had	left	deep	marks	in	the	dirt.

M’some	knew	what	this	was.	During	his	military	training	he	had	been	taught	about	the
use	of	chemical	warfare	and	had	learned	the	symptoms	that	the	Chadians	had	suffered	in
their	war	with	the	Libyan	soldiers	under	the	orders	of	Colonel	Muammar	al-Gaddafi.

He	tore	off	a	strip	of	his	shirt,	wet	it	with	urine,	placed	it	over	his	nose	and	mouth,	and
continued	on	to	what	had	been	their	village	next	to	the	lake,	the	surface	of	which	was	now
covered	with	thousands	of	bloated,	dead	catfish	floating	belly	up.

About	three	hundred	paces	before	reaching	the	first	hut,	the	village	still	looked	empty.
No	 fires	 were	 lit	 to	 prepare	 breakfast,	 no	 children	 were	 playing	 with	 their	 toy	 cars
fashioned	from	bamboo,	no	one	was	washing	clothes.	There	was	only	a	silence	that	was
painful	to	the	ears.

M’some	 entered	 the	 first	 hut.	 Its	 three	 occupants,	 a	 family	 much	 like	 his	 own—a
father,	 a	mother,	 and	 a	 little	 girl—were	 still	 lying	 on	 their	 cots.	 They	 looked	 peaceful;
there	was	nothing	out	of	 the	ordinary	 except	 the	pinkish	 foam	around	 their	mouths	 and
noses.	They	had	not	even	tried	to	escape;	death	had	come	to	them	as	they	slept.

It	would	appear	that	the	only	one	who	tried	to	flee	had	been	Batiste,	or	perhaps	he	had
been	 returning	 from	one	of	his	 hiding	places	where	he	kept	 his	 palm	wine	 and	had	not
even	made	it	back	to	the	village.	No	one	would	ever	know	for	sure.

M’some	wondered	why	he	and	his	little	family	had	survived,	when	everyone	else	had
died.	 What	 had	 they	 done	 to	 deserve	 to	 be	 saved	 by	 their	 baby	 girl?	 Why	 had	 she
wandered	into	the	jungle,	just	that	night?	The	questions	crowded	into	his	mind	and	tears
filled	his	eyes.

After	 checking	 several	 huts	 and	 finding	 the	 same	 scene	 repeated	 over	 and	 over,	 his
legs	failed	him	and	he	fell	to	the	ground.	He	cried	like	a	child;	he	wept	for	the	nearly	two
hundred	souls	who	had	been	lost	in	his	village—for	his	family	and	his	friends,	as	well	as
for	those	who	meant	little	to	him.

He	wept	for	all	 the	deaths	that	he	had	witnessed	during	his	time	in	the	army	and	for
those	that	he	himself	had	caused.	It	didn’t	matter	that	he	was	following	orders—it	really
didn’t	matter.

After	 a	 long	 while	 of	 weeping	 uncontrollably,	 M’some	 managed	 to	 get	 ahold	 of
himself.	He	stood,	with	tears	still	in	his	eyes.

The	lake	had	provided	them	with	food	and	with	a	way	of	life	for	centuries	untold,	and
yet	in	a	single	night	it	had	given	almost	all	of	them	into	the	hands	of	death.	Triggered	by	a
slight	earthquake,	a	great	reservoir	of	poisonous	gas	had	bubbled	up	from	the	lake	bottom,
taking	its	victims	unawares.

M’some	decided	to	go	back	to	his	wife	and	baby	girl,	the	only	other	survivors	of	the
village	that	until	now	had	existed	on	the	shores	of	Lake	Nihos,	which	the	inhabitants	had
always	called	Bitterwater.	He	turned	to	look	back	once	more	when	he	reached	the	edge	of
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