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To my dearest Hannah,
my joy and delight,
a gift from God.
Thank you for
your inspiration.
A huge thank you to my wife Lorna and my mom and dad, Frances and Doug.
Not only do they double as my life-support team, but they spent many hours helping me do the hard yards of the book writing process: proof-reading.
***
A special thank you also to the mission teams I led into Zimbabwe and Zambia on numerous trips that allowed me to view the spectacular Victoria Falls on four different occasions.
***
A heart-felt thank you to the friends I have in Zimbabwe. May the Dayspring arise upon your nation.
Daniel's Journal: True or False?
Rachel's Journal: Notes & Prayers - Zimbabwe
My aim in writing this book, and the series I envisage to come, is to inspire young people to an adventurous faith. Following the McArthurs as they criss-cross the globe, I hope my readers will develop a compassionate, missional connection to the world, and all its precious people and amazing creatures.
Furthermore, I hope many adults use this book to stoke their own sense of faith adventure and to engage with young people in catalysing Kingdom exploits.
Serving as a pastor and missionary for the past two decades, I’m concerned with the placid, self-absorbed faith of many I see in the affluent West.
Having children of my own—my oldest daughter enters adolescence far too fast for my liking—I’ve used books to impart values and stimulate discussion while, admittedly, filtering what might be inappropriate. Reading just a few chapters ahead of them, as they’ve developed a voracious appetite for books, and then comparing notes together, has fostered some of the most powerful bonding experiences I’ve enjoyed with them.
After burning through several book series, spoilt by a few excellent authors, we arrived at a point where I couldn’t find another series for my oldest. More to the point, I couldn’t find a new series that appropriately matched her taste for gripping reading, and my want for value-enriching content.
In frustration one evening, I penned the first two chapters of this book. Hannah devoured it during her reading time before bed with excitement and glee. In five days, the first draft copy of The Lions’ Den was complete—written mostly in the late hours of the night or wee hours of the morning.
The speed in which it formed was not due to any smarts on my part, it was to keep up with Hannah’s desire to consume another few chapters each day. This explains the dedication in the front of the book.
Those who know me, are well aware that I have two other leading inspirations in my life. Along with Hannah, my wife Lorna and youngest daughter Jenna bring great joy to me. With their agreement, I dedicated this first book to Hannah as a thank you gift for the encouragement she unknowingly gave me in creating and completing it.
The title of the series is important to me. While the book series tracks the adventures of the McArthur Clan, as Mac likes to call them, it attempts to reveal the message and mission of the Dayspring, Jesus Christ.
“Dayspring” comes from the Greek word meaning “Dawn,” and is found in Zechariah’s prophecy as he foresaw the ministry of the Messiah:
“Through the tender mercy of our God, with which the Dayspring from on high has visited us; to give light to those who sit in darkness and the shadow of death, to guide our feet into the way of peace” (Luke 1:78, 79).
I hope my passion to communicate an inspiring faith through this novel makes up for the limitations in my writing ability.
Finally, although I’ve set the story in the true-life context of Zimbabwe circa January 2011, the characters in this book are completely fictional, and the events admittedly far-fetched at times. I’m pleased to report that no literal animals were actually hurt at time of writing.
Please be advised, the story does contain contextual violence. See the FAQ’s on the website:
CRASH!
Even the deafening screams of the passengers on board the plane were lost in the terrible sound of steel colliding with brick and mortar.
Smashing into an empty rundown building on the airport’s outskirts, the plane’s tail flew up high behind it like a bucking bronco attempting to throw its rider. At the very same time, the nose of the plane buckled, crushing the cockpit with both pilot and co-pilot.
In that horrific moment, suspended in air, the McArthurs—along with every other passenger—held their breath, thinking, surely now, the end was near.
However, the enforced tail-up actually saved the aeroplane, releasing into the air much of the momentum generated by the run-away plane as it had careered off the runway.
Still, what goes up must come down. As the plane’s tail and body came crashing to the ground, the passengers were once more tossed around like clothes in a tumble-dryer.
As the commotion died down, a stunned silence fell over the passengers.
“Father, please don’t allow this plane to catch fire,” prayed Mac to himself, even as he put his hand on Rachel’s white-knuckled grip of the seat in front of her.
Mac sat on the aisle seat, Rachel—his fourteen-year-old daughter—in the middle, and his seventeen-year-old son, Daniel, had the window seat.
Daniel held Rachel’s other hand, trying also to comfort his sister. He too quietly prayed for God’s mercy, as he kept his eyes locked on his Dad’s face.
He so admired his father. At forty-three, William McArthur, affectionately known as Mac, was both young in age and attitude, but wise and highly resourceful. He never lost his composure, and even now, in the face of disaster, he appeared unruffled and strong. Keeping his gaze on his father’s face gave him an astonishing sense of reassurance too. And boy, did he need it after the year they had endured as a family.
“We’ll be okay,” Mac reassured his children one more time. Looking into his daughter’s beautiful blue eyes, “Rachel, are you okay my girl?”
“Yes Daddy,” Rachel found her voice, “I’m fine.” He moved her long blonde hair from her face, smiled and then looked over at his son. “Danny?”
“All good, Dad.”
Daniel had his Dad’s honest grey eyes and was also blonde, like both his parents and sister.
“You’re amazing son,” smiled Mac—a warm, open and sincere smile that was even more assuring to both Daniel and Rachel than anything else.
“Listen,” continued Mac, “Stay in your seats, I need to help out here. There’s going to be a lot of terrified people … and I don’t think our pilots survived the impact.”
***
Mac was right.
The pilot, co-pilot and head flight-assistant were killed in the crash. While some of the passengers sustained serious injuries, most were merely going to need to recover from shock and severe whiplash.
Once the passengers had cleared the wreckage, in big part thanks to Mac’s calm yet assured leadership, news filtered around in explanation of the crash.
An old, lone zebra had wandered onto the runway … this was Africa after all. And, although the pilot had manfully attempted to land the plane in spite of the sudden appearance of the animal, the aircraft had lost its wheels colliding with the poor creature.
Without landing gear, the plane had to ‘slide land’. To his great credit, the pilot’s skill had limited the damage under extremely trying circumstances, even though he and some of his crew had lost their lives.
“The plane didn’t explode. It’s a miracle,” muttered one of the officials in a thick Zimbabwean accident. “Thank you for your help.”
“A miracle it is,” agreed Mac as he pulled Daniel and Rachel into his arms, a tear running down his cheek as he hugged his children gratefully.
It was the first moment he had had to take stock of his own affairs since taking charge of the evacuation of the plane, and then afterwards, giving his account of the incident to the Zimbabwe police and Harare airport officials.
“Thank You Father,” prayed Daniel as the family embraced. Rachel now broke into tears of pent up emotion.
“That’s fine sweetie,” said Mac, “Cry all you want. I know; I was scared too.”
After several minutes, the three of them grudgingly broke up the family huddle, and surveyed the scene of tragedy all around them.
An ambulance had arrived to take the bodies of those killed in the accident, but other than that, there was no assistance provided for the many traumatised. The country’s social services were just about non-existent.
However, people from the impoverished villages on the fringes of the airport came to help.
The Zimbabwean people were some of the kindest, most generous people Mac knew. He was confident everyone would be taken care of in true African hospitality. The main thing that concerned him now was finding their luggage—and their contact person among the crowd, chaos and confusion.
An hour later they had been able to retrieve their personal luggage, although all of Mac’s medical supplies and equipment, which were also onboard the plane, were smashed beyond repair.
A little while later, arriving at the collection point, Daniel spotted a young, well-dressed man holding up a sign above his head, which read: “Doctor McArthur.”
He was one year shy of twenty, and had a clean, open face. His smart outfit was most definitely not his usual wear; it was several sizes too small for him and irritatingly uncomfortable in the blazing heat of the African sun. However, in typical African fashion, he wanted to look his best for international guests.
“There Dad! There’s our ride.”
“Good spot,” replied Mac. “He would never have seen us.”
The young, good-looking driver was so absorbed in the commotion going on at the airport, although he still held the board up above his head, he was totally engrossed in the drama surrounding the plane crash. He wasn’t even looking for the three white faces bobbing like buoys in an ocean of his countrymen.
He almost looked disappointed when Mac stepped into his line of sight and, putting out his hand to shake, said, “Hi! I’m Dr. Mac.”
The drive from the airport was long, bumpy and uncomfortable—yet a “pleasure cruise” for the McArthur family having just survived a plane wreck.
Donald, now driving, was most interested in their account of the crash, explaining that the news broadcast would definitely spin a different tale to the real story.
Exhausted, Rachel fell asleep in her father’s arms in the back seat, Mac insisting that Daniel sit upfront with Donald so that he could be a comfort to his daughter.
They had endured a very difficult 2010.
A little over two months ago, Mac lost his wife; the children their mother. Sarah had been diagnosed with cancer just a year before and within ten months, had passed away.
Daniel had become one of Mac’s best friends, even at the young age of seventeen, a son he adored and was ever so proud of. He had given as much support as he received during the grief of the last year, showing maturity well beyond his years.
Daniel was strong, his faith unshakeable. He dealt with his mother’s passing with great courage, grieving appropriately, yet finding peace in it remarkably quickly.
Rachel, on the other hand, became vulnerable and fragile. Before her mother’s dreadful sickness, she had been carefree and effervescent. Her beautiful spirit, just like her mother’s had once been, filled every conceivable gap in a whirlwind of love and laughter.
Now she was like a beautiful flower that had shrivelled; a graceful Swallow that, with clipped wings, was caged. Rachel had sat almost night and day beside her mother’s bedside, to nurse and wait on her, but as her mother wasted away, so had she. She simply could not process the grief her mother’s loss caused.
And Mac felt powerless to stop it. As much as Mac’s heart grieved for his wife, it was run through to see his precious daughter suffer so.
Another tear ran down his cheek as he looked at her now, lying on his lap. Even in sleep, a grimace stretched over her sad face, one that used to have a permanent ear-to-ear smile across it.
Daniel, who was happily chatting to Donald upfront, was somehow conscious of his Dad’s moment of anguish and his right arm snuck behind the seat as he touched his father’s knee in a show of affection and assurance. He continued talking to Donald, not looking behind, not wanting to expose his father’s personal moment of sorrow.
Mac fought back more tears; this time, tears of gratitude and love for his son.
Of course, as a parent, you don’t love one child more than another. However, you do love each one differently—as wholeheartedly, for sure—but uniquely, nevertheless.
“What did I do to deserve such wonderful kids?” he prayed quietly, “Thank You Father.”
***
Sarah had passed away in late October and she was buried in her home-town Johannesburg, South Africa. Afterwards, by invitation, Mac and the children went to stay with their grandparents, Sarah’s parents Rick and Sally, in their beautiful home in Tanzania, East Africa. Gramps and Grams had come to stay with them for Sarah’s last two weeks, and had helped so graciously with the funeral itself.
Mac had accepted Rick and Sally’s generous offer gratefully, hoping that the change of scenery, and the beauty of the East African country, would help them process Sarah’s passing. Certainly spending the Christmas period with Sarah’s parents had been so very therapeutic.
The time had proven to be a safe haven for the children, certainly Daniel made the most of it, and Mac could only imagine how much worse off Rachel might be if they still lived in their old house, frequented at every turn, by memories of Mum.
Sarah’s mother, Grams, was amazing with Rachel, as had Gramps been with Daniel. Their two-month retreat in Tanzania had also given Mac time to sell their home in South Africa, and everything else for that matter—which wasn’t as traumatic as you might expect.
Even though the McArthurs had many good friends in South Africa, their roots were planted in several countries around the world.
Dr. William McArthur worked for World Care International (WCI), an organisation dedicated to serving in, for the most part, third-world impoverished countries, treating disease and assisting with community development. Sarah had also worked for WCI as a journalist, writing articles detailing the transformational work done in these countries.
While their home was in South Africa, the McArthurs travelled much, and always felt they had the blessing of having a home in several parts of the world. Only Sarah once mentioned the pain of having one’s heart split up around the globe—perhaps the kids were too young, or having too much fun, to notice this consequence. Mac himself never felt the pinch Sarah sometimes nursed.
Daniel and Rachel were home-schoolers, yet regularly participated in the public school of the city their parents worked, if given the chance. They loved home-schooling, often saying they had the best of both worlds.
Rachel, being the extravert of the two and an avid writer herself, had pen-pals in nine nations. Daniel, the more intense, quiet type, made friends wherever he went, but counted his close friends on one hand. And, of course, his father was one of them.
While Sarah had grown up in a loving family, and embraced her parents’ real and robust faith at a young age, in contrast, Mac’s upbringing had been far from pleasant.
His father had been a hard, bad-tempered man, and both his parents were border-line drunks. It was a car accident, under the influence of alcohol, which had ended their lives. Mac was a troubled sixteen-year-old school drop-out at the time.
Yet a life-changing encounter with God shortly afterwards, and a new resolve because of it, he took himself back to school and put himself through university, working at times, two or three jobs to help pay his way.
Moved by God’s compassion for a hurting world and a vision he felt God had given him; he chose not to go into private medical practice, but to work with World Care International (WCI) instead, where he had met Sarah.
They had fallen in love, sharing the same faith and care for the world’s disenfranchised, and started an adventure which had taken them to over ten countries, using their talents to contribute to better the world. Daniel was born during their second year of marriage, and Rachel in the fifth year. The arrival of the children had not interrupted the adventure in the slightest; in fact, their presence enriched and enlarged it.
Mac often explained how the birth of his kids gave him a clearer revelation of God’s Fatherhood and deeper understanding of God’s heart for His creation.
But then, in full flight, the brakes were slammed on the adventure twelve months ago with the sudden news of her illness.
To support his sick wife, and carry more of the home-schooling load, Mac had cut back drastically on his work, trusting that Sarah would recover. She didn’t, and during the two months in Tanzania, Mac had to come to peace with the change forced upon him. Life would be drastically different; however, it wasn’t the end by any means.
He had two beautiful children to release into full adulthood and a sense of calling to play his part in upgrading the planet … one life at a time. “Father … Your Kingdom come … Your will be done on earth as it is in heaven,” he prayed just about as often as he breathed.
Though heart-sore, he had a peace he couldn’t explain—but he knew where it came from. And his vision seemed even clearer somehow, and his passion in some way stronger. The only heaviness in his father’s heart was Rachel…
“Dad! Dad! We’re here!”
Mac sat up with a start. He had dozed off. It was dark outside and the old Ford Cortina had come to a grinding halt, skidding slightly in the sand driveway before bumping lightly into a loose tree stump with a jerk.
“Sorry, sorry,” yelled Donald, realising that this wasn’t the best welcome plane-wreck survivors needed.
“Don’t worry!” both Mac and Daniel said at the same time, hoping to comfort their new friend, who had driven impeccably through difficult terrain and damaged roads.
The commotion was enough to wake Rachel.
“What? What! Where are we?” she said tensely.
“It’s okay dear,” Mac comforted her, and at the sound of his voice, Rachel immediately relaxed.
“Have we arrived?” she asked, trying her best to steady herself.
“Yes, we have,” added Daniel warmly, “You slept like a baby … good for you.”
Hi, McArthurs! I’m Harry, and welcome to Base Camp,” said a short and skinny, white-haired man with kind eyes.
Base Camp was a make-shift hospital complex, a converted old farm homestead, some 90 kilometres north, north-east of the small town Gokwe. Much of the doctors’ work was done in the rural villages closer to Gokwe—the doctors travelled to visit the sick, trying to support the strong community bonds that existed between villagers that were healthy and those who were sick. Only those needing surgery were brought to “Base Camp.”
Although Dr. Harold James Scott was clearly an older man, he had a youthful bounce about him, and was visibly delighted that his guests had arrived. Despite being slight of frame, he looked physically strong and sinewy from years working under harsh African conditions. His white, bushy and broom-like moustache looked huge on his thin face.
“Hi Harry,” replied Mac as he exchanged a firm handshake with his host. “Call me Mac, please ... and this is my Clan.”
“Good evening Dr. Scott,” said Daniel politely; having been coached by his father well ahead of arrival, he knew by name and surname every doctor they were set to work with.
“Hi Doctor…” added Rachel, a little hesitantly, confused between whether to call him Dr. Scott or Harry.
“Call me Harry after-hours please,” said Harry clarifying Rachel’s uncertainty, “Dr. Scott might be helpful when on-duty, but I find being called Harry off-duty helps me unwind from the busyness and challenges we face here.”
“Are you ever off-duty?” smiled Mac, fully aware that it was probably a luxury he wasn’t afforded too often.
“Touché touché,” chuckled Harry, “If you call me Harry at least I feel I’m off-duty. Come, you must be exhausted … I heard a little about your plane crash. The news just reported that it was a bomb deployed by the ‘enemy nations,’ plotting against the President again … but I’d love to know the real story.”
“See I told you so,” said an angry Donald, shaking his head.
“Don’t let it get to you my boy,” said Harry as he put a warm hand on the young man’s shoulder. “Let’s get our guests settled into their room. Dinner is ready.”
***
Having dropped off their luggage, they made a beeline for dinner. Mac immediately explained to a disappointed Harry the ill-fate of the medical supplies. He bravely shrugged it off for later discussion and welcomed them into the modest, but neat dining room.
They were starved and had not eaten all day. They had caught the morning red-eye flight from Tanzania to Zimbabwe, and had arrived on schedule at 10:00am, local time. However, the plane crash meant they only left the airport at just after 1:00pm—when they all forgot about lunch; given their situation, it was understandable—and, after a seven-hour trip to their destination, they were all ravenous. “I could eat a hippo,” said Daniel, trying to contextualise his joke.
They had only covered around 370 kilometres in total from the airport in Zimbabwe’s capital city Harare to Base Camp. But a stop-off was required in Gokwe, to pick up some supplies and fill the car with petrol, and the roads from there to Base Camp’s “off the map” location were dirt roads—damaged, dust roads. Unlike his usual self, drained through his plane crash heroics, Mac had slept through the brief stop in Gokwe. Otherwise he would surely have picked up something for them to eat.
Dinner consisted of sadza, a white porridge-like maize meal—served hot in a communal bowl from which you help yourself with your hands—tough, sinewy pieces of meat, and leaves of lettuce and tomatoes cut in half.
The meal was topped off with a huge plate filled with kapenta, hundreds of tiny perch-like fish, which you eat whole (being too small to de-head or de-fin), fried with onions and tomato. Although the kapenta looks very much like the pet-food fed to cats, it’s delicious, and high in protein.
With relish, they all slopped sizeable helpings of the fish-based stew onto their plates.
The sadza, Zimbabwe’s staple diet, is pleasantly filling, but if you eat too many kapenta, which Daniel did, it feels as though you’ve swallowed a ten ton weight in your stomach. A low, deep growl from his stomach marked the conclusion of their meal.
“Are you all fed up?” smiled Harry.
“Wonderful!” replied Mac.
“Gre—buurrrppp!” gasped Daniel, as he covered his mouth way too late.
“Very good thank you,” interjected Rachel, “but please excuse my rude brother.”
“Not all,” said Donald, who letting out an enormous belch of his own, then explained, “It shows he enjoyed his meal.”
“Yes, of course,” replied Rachel knowingly, as she attempted a burp of her own to express her gratitude. She failed miserably!
As everyone chuckled and Rachel laughed heartily at herself, Mac and Daniel both smiled.
“Nice to see you’re feeling better Sweetie,” said Mac tenderly, which itself was an understatement of the gratitude he felt. She hadn’t laughed that freely for months now.
“We did learn the importance of a good belch on previous trips,” explained Daniel, trying to cover for his sister, “Didn’t we, Rache?”
“Yeah,” replied Rachel, grateful for her brother’s goodwill, “I guess I didn’t quite know what the rules were in your company Doctor.”
“Thank you my lady,” replied Harry deeply impressed with Mac’s children. “I’m every bit as African as Donald here … even though I was born and raised in Portland, USA. I’ve been working here in Africa … Uganda, Zambia and Zimbabwe to be specific … for thirty-two years now.”
“Wow!” exclaimed Daniel.
“That’s why our dinner was Zimbabwean all the way tonight,” continued Harry. “The fact that we’re basically cut off from civilisation here may factor in just a wee bit,” he smiled.
“Considering the food shortages in the country, we ate like kings,” remarked Mac.
“Thank you Mac,” replied Harry, “We do have some challenges here.” Then turning to Donald, he asked, “Donald, can you get some coffee brewing?”
“Sure thing,” said Donald as he went through the back door of the dining room that led to the adjoining kitchen.
“I save the coffee for special moments. It’s a real treat out here. Let’s enjoy a cuppa and then perhaps we should call it an early night. You must all be tired?”
“Thank you for thinking about us Harry,” replied Mac, “but I’m itching to get a handle on what our project here is. I’ve learnt that there can be a real disparity between what brief you receive from head-quarters and the actual situation at ground-zero.”
“I like you already,” smiled Harry, “So glad you’ve got your feet on the ground and your sleeves rolled up. I was a little concerned for you and to be honest, for us, when I was informed that you were posted here … given the recent death of … uhh … how do I put this … umm … sorry …”
“No, please, we’re very open about the ordeal we’ve walked through as a family, and fully appreciate your concerns. The frontlines are no place for despairing sulks. Of course, we have our moments, but I only accepted the brief because I feel Clan McArthur is ready to move forward.”
Mac recalled fondly the magical moment, on New Year’s Eve, beneath the wonder of a setting Tanzanian sun, that he and his children, along with their Gramps and Grams, had together agreed it was time to begin a new adventure. That moment was merely nine days ago, so eager were the WCI to have Mac back in the saddle, they had matched him up with this post immediately.
“I appreciate your honesty,” Harry interrupted his thoughts.
“And please,” Mac continued, “If you have any questions … if you have any concerns … if we in any way hamper…”
“That’s okay Mac,” said Harry warmly as he put out a hand to gently touch his new friend’s shoulder, “I can see you’re not going to hamper anything. You’re a breath of fresh air … all three of you … and here’s another breath of fresh air…”
The smell of brewing coffee had filled the air and they all inhaled deeply.
“We’re all coffee addicts!” remarked Daniel.
“Boy, it smells good,” purred Harry, “Almost as good as actually drinking it.”
The crisp, clean night air meant the aroma carried from the kitchen easily, almost so thick you could take a mouthful.
Just as Harry was about to discuss the project that Mac was sent for, he suddenly went quiet.
Right before their eyes, this warm, jovial man transformed into a tense, tightly wound bundle of nerves.
Eyes that had looked warmly into theirs just a moment ago, engaging his guests with every word, now turned cold as he lifted his eye-line above their heads towards a foreboding presence that had darkened the front door entrance.
The McArthurs felt him before they saw him.
“Umm … hello there … Dr. McArthur … umm … this is Dr. Hunter,” stammered the man, who less than a minute ago, spoke with grace and eloquence.
Dr. Hunter was a huge man, nearly six foot six inches, with an enormous belly that made even his big frame look small. He had a full messy beard and head of black straw-like hair, making him look monstrous and his small, narrow eyes, added to his haunting disposition. Yet even more than his imposing appearance, the vibe he engendered was even more disturbing.
The McArthurs stood to greet the Doctor, feeling very small in his shadow. “Hello Dr. Hunter,” the children said in turn.
“Hi Dr. Hunter,” echoed Mac, “I’m Mac.”
Dr. Hunter didn’t even acknowledge them, but looked glaringly at Harry. “I told you! I didn’t want them here. Did they at least bring the medical supplies?”
“Ummm … no, there was a plane accident…” began Harry.
“What?! No medical supplies? No medical supplies … and three more mouths to feed … and two kids!”
This was the first time he stared at Daniel and Rachel, and only for a moment. However, in those brief few seconds, he made them feel utterly unwelcome.
The children looked at their father, whose reassuring smile meant, “Just be calm. Don’t react or let him get to you.”
“Two grieving kids looking for some bush therapy,” the monster continued his tirade.
“That’s uncalled for Dr. Hunte…” protested Harry.
“Don’t worry Harry,” replied Mac, and then turning to Dr. Hunter “I guess I can understand your concerns…”
“No you don’t,” the giant glared down at Mac—who was just on six foot—for the first time. “We don’t need you here. We needed the supplies, but you couldn’t even do that. The sooner you leave the better.”
Mac did his best to restrain himself. Certainly, no good could come from arguing with the man, and clearly he had stepped into something very complex here. He also knew he’d received his orders from head-quarters, and Dr. Hunter had no real authority over him or his brief.
At this point, Donald arrived with a tray of coffee mugs, but when he saw Dr. Hunter, he immediately turned around and high-tailed out of there. His instant reaction, matched by the Oh-boy! expression on his face, was almost comical. Forgetting for a second the awkward standoff in front of him, Daniel nearly chortled.
Turning to Harry, Mac said in a calm and soothing manner, “Dr. Scott, you’ve welcomed us in the most beautiful way. Thank you. Perhaps you’re right. We should get an early night … and we can pick up our conversation in the morning.”
“Yes, thank you, okay…” muttered Harry, who was now looking like the old man he was.
“You don’t get it do you?” continued Dr. Hunter, moving menacingly towards Mac, “I don’t want you here…”
“With all due respect Dr. Hunter,” replied Mac, “We’re not about to walk off into the bush and sleep under the stars…”
It was then, with the monster less than a metre away from him, that Mac smelt the booze on his breath.
“Phew! And you Doctor…” he really stressed the word, breathing into it every sense of responsibility he could muster, “…are in no condition to make civilised conversation. After we’ve rested and you’ve sobered up, we can pick up my mandate from HQ in the morning.”
For a brief moment, ever so slight, Mac saw fear in the giant’s face. Just as quickly as it came, it went. Dr. Hunter glared at Mac with venom in his eyes, and when Mac didn’t flinch, the monster spun around to leave. Just before he exited through the door, he punched the wall hard. His massive fist smashed through the boarding and the entire room shook.
Pulling his hand from the hole in the wall, Dr. Hunter cursed and left a stunned, bewildered silence behind him.
“I’m so so so very sorry,” began Harry, who then began to weep uncontrollably, partly because he was so embarrassed, partly because, for the first time, he felt safe with Mac around.
Mac put his arms around the old man and with one instructive look of his eyes, Daniel and Rachel knew they should make their way to their room, and give their father the chance to comfort him.
“He’s just a bully Harry,” Mac assured him, “If it didn’t already, my objectives now include helping you deal with the big oaf.”
It was then that Donald’s head popped back around the door entrance. “Is it all clear?”
With his body concealed, ready for a quick retreat, and only his head showing, it appeared Donald’s head was floating in mid-air. With the white of his eye-balls dramatically contrasted against the dark complexion of his face—his eyes wide-open and darting this way and that, straining to survey the scene—he looked momentarily like a side-street mime overplaying his role. In a short period, it was clear this delightful young man was quite a character.
This time both Rachel and Daniel had to contain the giggles threatening to escape them, and signalled for Donald to join them as they exited the dining room.
So much for a good cup of coffee. That would have to wait for another day.
***
By the time Mac arrived at their room, Rachel was fast asleep, and Daniel was doing some last-minute journaling before hitting the sack himself.
He lifted his head as his Dad walked into their shared bedroom. “Is Dr. Scott okay?”
“Yes, he is. How’s Rache?”
“She was surprisingly upbeat after the day we’ve had … but fell asleep quickly.”
“Good. She needs her rest, as do we,” said Mac, realising just how tired he was. “Danny, you did well today.”
“Thanks Dad. You were amazing in there with Dr. Hippo … I mean Dr. Hunter, of course.”
Mac couldn’t help but smile as he recalled the size of Dr. Hunter’s belly. “Let’s not let that nickname stick around…”
“It helped me cope,” chuckled Daniel, “For a moment I thought he was going to go for you, Dad.”
“It was rather odd, wasn’t it? So unnecessary, so irrational, so unprovoked,” mused Mac, “I guess that’s what strong drink and a depressed mind can do”—knowing very well that there was a lot more to this saga.
“Daniel, thank you.”
“For what?”
“For being you,” replied Mac, “You survived a plane crash today…”
“Thanks Dad. It was more of a plane slide,” said Daniel, never one to make more of a story than was actually the case.
“Yeah, but a terrifying one, nonetheless.”
Mac moved over to Daniel’s bed, which was in the centre of the room, and kissed his son on the forehead. “Good night Danny, Shalom!”
“Shalom Dad,” Daniel returned the rich Hebrew word for peace and wellbeing, and squeezed his father’s hand.
Mac then moved over and knelt next to Rachel’s bed, which was closest to their small en suite bathroom. She was in deep sleep and looked a little more at peace than she had been when she slept on his lap in the car trip earlier.
He kissed her lightly on her cheek and then gently placed his hand on her head. He prayed the ancient Hebrew blessing, as he had done every night since she was born:
“The Lord bless you and keep you;
The Lord make His face shine upon you,
and be gracious to you;
The Lord lift up His countenance upon you,
and give you peace.” *
* Numbers 6:24-26
Then he kissed her cheek one more time, and quietly said, “Shalom my princess.”
Making his way to his own bed, which was on the far side against the window, he took a deep breath, and gave thanks to His Maker.
Unusually, Rachel was the first to wake up. Daniel and her father were the early birds in the family, but given that she had slept the entire drive from the airport, she was up first even though it was still dark.
In keeping with their custom, she gently woke the others so they could greet the morning dawn. Sunrise and sunset were Mac’s favourite times of the day, and his love for these moments had rubbed off on his kids since they were old enough to say, “Beautiful sky Daddy!”
Finding a log outside on which they could perch, covered in mosquito-cream to ward off the hungry parasite, they soaked in the day’s first light in silence—allowing the wonder of a new day to fill their minds, and the Dayspring to refresh their souls.
As the darkness seemed to flee the sun’s rays, and the sky turned all shades of orange and red, Rachel couldn’t resist. She leaned over, and touching her father’s arm, smiled playfully in a childlike voice: “Beautiful sky, Daddy!”
“You’re beautiful,” responded Mac, who then led his children in spontaneous praise and prayer.
As another wave of contended silence engulfed the McArthur family, Rachel again broke the silence.
“Dad, I forget, aren’t those who work for WCI supposed to be Christians?” she asked, being suddenly reminded of the monstrous character they had had the displeasure of encountering the night before.
Daniel chuckled loudly, “I see it too!” He pointed to a lone, odd hippopotamus-shaped cloud rising in the early morning sky.
Rachel and Mac both laughed too.
“Okay, okay,” said Mac doing his best to restrain himself. “Let’s try to see the desperately hurting man behind the big belly, shall we?”
“Okay,” Daniel replied, “I’ll certainly try.”
“But isn’t the WCI a Christian organisation Dad?” asked Rachel seriously even though she couldn’t remove the smile from her face just yet.
“Yes it is,” said Mac, “Or at least it was started by medical missionaries back in the 1960s. However, it does not require all those who work with it—either on a part-time or full-time basis—to be Christians. The founding men have rather skilfully employed wonderful Christian men and women in senior leadership positions of the organisation, and this helps to bring godly governance throughout the WCI family. Does that make sense?”
“Well, it explains in part how Dr. Hunter could be working as part of WCI…” replied Rachel.
“Although, he could do with a little governance himself,” smiled Daniel.
“Well, he doesn’t work directly for WCI. You see, WCI partners with a number of other health and relief organisations as we all work together to make this a better world. It blurs the lines a little sometimes, but I suspect that’s partly why I’ve been sent here.”
“What do you mean Dad?” asked Daniel.
“Well, one of the objectives outlined for me, according to my working brief, is ‘team building’. Usually a great detail of information is given to me concerning the nature of such a goal. This time, the directives given were vague to say the least. I figured that there was a degree of ‘intel’ they couldn’t disclose. I guess they couldn’t describe the source of the problem...”
“I think I could,” Daniel couldn’t resist, “with the help of that cloud up there!”
The cloud had become larger and the belly of the “hippo” had become more extended. It seemed even the elements had a sense of humour.
Biting his lip, as his children did likewise, Mac said, “Let’s pray for this man, Dr. Hunter.” He used every bit of composure to say, “Dr. Hunter” not “Dr. Hippo.”
***
As they soaked up the early morning sun, the rest of base camp still blissfully slumbering in lullaby land, the beauty of this glorious, picturesque African setting was only spoilt by the sudden appearance of countless humongous, grotesque crickets.
Like small dinosaurs from yesteryear or alien-bugs from a sci-fi movie, they came crawling out of the earth with intent and menace, to scavenge on anything and everything they could find.
Legs extended, they were as big as a man’s out-stretched hand. And they were certainly on the ugly spectrum of the insect world; a range that has hideous on one end and utterly repulsive on the other.
“Yuck!” shrieked Rachel as she cuddled up onto her Dad’s lap. “What are they?”
“I’m not sure,” said Mac, “they’re definitely part of the king cricket family prevalent in much of Southern Africa.”
“They look like the big, revolting uncle of the Parktown cricket we had the misfortune of meeting one too many times in South Africa,” added Daniel.
“Gee, they’re disgusting,” said Rachel, “and there are so many!”
“If ever something symbolised the struggle this country has been through, it’s a plague of these monsters,” mused Daniel.
“What do you mean?” asked Mac.
“During the trip here yesterday, Donald shared a little about the devastating challenges this country has been through … Dad, it had a real impact on me.”
“How?”
“This country has literally been run into the ground by the President, Robert Mugabe. With a current unemployment rate of something ridiculous like 94%, the total collapse of the country’s infrastructure and services, hyperinflation … Dad, the cost of average, every day goods like bread and milk doubles every second day!”
“Daniel,” said Mac, “I’m moved by your passion over this.”
“I just realise how much I take for granted,” Daniel replied. “And Donald shared this great African proverb…”
“Yeah?”
“Explaining the consequences of Mugabe’s tyrannical leadership, he said, ‘When the elephants fight, the grass gets trampled’. In Mugabe’s battle to maintain power against foes, both real and imagined, the people of Zimbabwe have been trampled”.
The conversation went straight over Rachel’s head; not because she was disinterested, but because her full concentration was reserved for willing away those disgusting crickets.
One started chomping on Mac’s boot, its spiky legs and claws holding onto his shoe with a vice-like grip as if the survival of its specie was at stake.
Rachel shivered, “Shoo! Shoo! Go away you little monster!”
“Dad, didn’t Harry say we’re having boiled cricket for breakfast this morning?” teased Daniel.
“Sis Danny! Ewww!”
“This little fellow thinks my boot is breakfast,” replied Mac as he tried to kick it off.
The cricket clung on determined to hold onto its prey.
“Stubborn too,” said Daniel.
With another good kick, the cricket’s grip broke and it sailed through the air. Landing on one of its buddies, it got into a leg wrestle that included hissing and posing, and black faecal-matter sprayed from its rear-end.
“Double Ewww!” howled Rachel.
“Ugly, stubborn, grumpy and a whole lot of gross,” laughed Daniel, “What a combination!”
Rachel was mightily relieved when Mac suggested it was time to go shower and get ready for the day’s activities to begin.
“After breakfast, we’ll meet with Dr. Harry, and plan your work schedule here at the base, and then factor in your personal studies around that,” explained Mac, before leading them back inside.
***
After a tepid, morning ‘sprinkle’—with so little water pressure, it could not be called a shower—the McArthurs were dressed and ready for breakfast. The fact that they had survived a plane crash the day before was not even on their minds. They were certainly hungry and craved a cup of coffee, even though the extra helping of kapenta Daniel had polished off the night before, made for a heavy stomach.
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