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Chapter One: Animal World
"I’ve decided!" My seven-year-old son, Brendan, told his sister the other night, jumping up and down as if that made his words more convincing. "I will be going to lion world again tonight!"


"Well, I will go to dolphin world alone then!" My 10-year-old daughter, Lavinia, insisted defiantly. They had said it matter-of-factly, as if they had discussed it all before. I had even heard them talk of these animal worlds, but I had never understood very well. "Even she would say there is more to animal world than just lions!”

"Do you know anything about these animal worlds?” I asked their Mamma, who was washing the dishes behind us.

"Animal worlds?" She was now folding the laundry that had just come out. There was much more to bringing up children than just animal worlds.

The next evening, I overheard them arguing in Lavinia’s room. 
"You could at least come to dolphin world!" Lavinia was saying angrily. She is older and taller than Brendan and gets mad when he refuses to do something she has decided is right. “I have been to lion world." 
"I will never go to dolphin world!" Brendan just repeated stubbornly. "I am a lion. As a member of the cat family, I do not like water. Dolphins live in the water.” He pouted defiantly. “And that is that." 
The two were still fighting when I got to Lavinia’s room. These fights never last all that long, however, and it did not seem to bother them that I was listening to what they were saying about animal world. I had often complained you could hear them talking all over the house. 
Instead, they were both eager to draw me pictures of what they had seen so far and ran off, now friends again, to get paper and colored pencils. They each spread sheets of paper out on the desk and began to outline several beautiful drawings easily. It was as if they had long known what they wanted to draw and the pictures were already in their minds, waiting to pour out as soon as they had the tools to produce them. They were all logical pictures that seemed to describe things that were real and not just dreams. Brendan drew pictures in vivid color and Lavinia ones that were detailed and realistic in dark blue and white. 
Although the pictures emerged quickly, it was getting late when they had finished, so we had no time to discuss them then. They did not argue about going to bed. It was instead as if they were in a hurry to go! 
"Make sure to look at the pictures when we go to bed!" They both said together. "Pinkie promise?" 
After they were in bed – I was hoping at least to sleep, who knows though? – I went back into the living room. It had been easy to promise to study the pictures! I couldn’t wait. 
I looked through their pictures quickly. When I checked a little later, the kids in bed seemed already to be asleep. Were they really just sleeping? I wondered idly, or had they gone to animal world? What were they seeing now? 
When I went back, I looked at their creations carefully. 
Brendan's and Lavinia's pictures were indeed very different in the type of thing they had noticed, but the pictures all clearly described the same kind of places!

The next day, when they got up, Brendan and Lavinia ran into our bedroom.

"The lions got a zebra!" Brendan started excitedly.

"The dolphins jumped 16 feet!" Lavinia interrupted quickly.

But, when they saw their pictures in the neat pile on my bedside table where I had left them, wanted to talk about them instead.
Brendan showed me his pictures. He had drawn lions in a series of positions. He seemed to like how big and strong the males were with their long proud manes – which he had insisted were red when he talked about them, but drew a kind of reddish brown. 
“Red is his favorite color.” Lavinia commented as she looked at the pictures. “See? He even likes drawing the blood, because it is red! And it’s the girls that have to do all the hunting!”

He had indeed depicted hunting in vivid and colorful detail, especially the blood for which he had used a brighter shade of red. 
Lavinia showed me her pictures too. Although she had included a picture of lion world that emphasized the important role played by lionesses – though not the hunting! – Lavinia drew more pictures about life under the water and dolphins in particular. She had concentrated on them playing and jumping and did not seem to want to even hint at the hunting part at all. In fact, she seemed to take particular care in her pictures drawing fish that were weaker or a little different. 

“You can tell that blue is her favorite color.” Brendan commented from behind me. “Did you like the pictures?”

“Do you believe animal world exists? I mean, really exists?” Lavinia broke in.

“I think the pictures were beautiful, I mean really great!” I said a little overwhelmed by their enthusiasm. “’Exists’ though is a funny word, Lavinia. I think animal world is real enough to you, and I think that is good. But I am not sure other people will believe it much.”

“How did you find animal world?” I asked.
"The first time I went there…" Brendan began.

"When I go to sleep..." Lavinia interrupted.
When they went to sleep, as I understand it, they saw a …

“’Long’!” Lavinia said.

“’Dark and narrow’.” Added Brendan.

“And ‘tube-shaped corridor’.” Explained Lavinia.

“At the end of which there was a burst of bright light.” They told me together.

And they ran into a plain wooden door that led to animal world. 
“It was painted red.” Brendan specified, and Lavinia did not object.

There was no suggestion at that point I could go to animal world myself, but they seemed happy to tell me all about it – that much was apparently not secret. 
"My friend, Zach, has often come to lion world!" Brendan told me. "He sometimes comes at night; but sometimes we go during the day when we are at school! He likes all the shops there."

"I thought animal world was all countryside and water!" I interrupted.

"Half of it is jungle," Brendan corrected me. "And half of it is city."

Lavinia was shaking her head. I am not sure how to understand this exactly. Zach is seven years old, however, so maybe only kids can go to animal world. And some of the lion world he visits may be his own invention and have become different from the one Lavinia and Brendan had described in their stories and pictures. 
I become a little confused in these complex worlds in which reality can change so drastically from one moment to the next. It seems one can do a lot of damage easily if one is not careful. It seemed parental supervision might be necessary! 
And there was something else that was bothering me. I felt my children were not telling me something. I felt I was being watched, like there was something else in the room with us, something my children knew about and made signals to when I was not looking, really.
Something that was listening, not so much to my words, but to the way I was talking to my children. It was a strange feeling. It was not even so much a threat, really. I was being watched to see if I could help with something … could be trusted …Trusted! I felt I was being tested in my own house! It drove me crazy.
 Chapter Two: The Plain Door 
"The first time I ran into that door," Brendan said, "I was all alone, because Lavinia did not even know about animal world yet.


"I could hear strange noises behind it. Something that sounded like screeching, and then shuffling," Brendan interrupted his story to demonstrate with his feet on the floor what he had heard, "and something that sounded like feet running.” 
"When I first went there, there were beautiful sounds too." Lavinia told me quietly. "I could hear birds singing in the branches, what sounded like the breeze breathing through the leaves of 8an incredible jungle." 
"It seemed strange to find a door sitting there in my sleep. I felt like just running up to it to see what was on the other side. Then I heard the large animal that must have been inside and remembered what you always say about charging into strange places all the time. So I listened a bit more and waited …” Brendan smiled virtuously. ”Then I pulled open the door and went in.” He said matter-of-factly, like that was the logical thing to do.
Lavinia wanted me to know that she had done things differently.

"I first opened the door a crack to see if I could help, but the animals had already left. So I opened the door bit wider. The jungle was so colorful and beautiful and I could hear birds in the branches. I was very curious. And I thought I should just take a look. I was not really ‘just charging in’ like you say. Then I went in too.” 
In any case, none of that sounded like the feeling that was bothering me! What was behind that plain door? I wondered. The whole world could be there! And what was it I was feeling? 
Good thing I was not there when they found the door! Sometimes kids are scared, I was thinking, but go ahead and do things anyway that we grown-ups would never let them do. 
They do not always see dangerous things the same way we do. I would have told them never to open the door! And maybe I would have been right. It is a parent’s job to protect their children above all else. 
I was not there when either child first encountered the door or at all until much later, however. I can only listen to what they did. And tell them that when they are older, they will know not to get involved when they cannot understand what they are doing. 
Brendan and Lavinia seemed to be aware at least in some way of whatever it was that made me uneasy, I was thinking. I would have to find out what it was to protect them. 
All I could do now was listen carefully. They might not even know if they were in danger! It was probably best not to let on what I could feel until I understood it better myself. 
I think it was wrong and even dangerous to open the door. But I suppose I have already said that. Maybe I should just tell you what happened. 
Chapter Three: Brendan’s world on land 
"I found the door first!” Brendan’s voice demanded the right to tell his story first. "All those scary sounds did not bother me." He told me. "I just thought they were exciting." I bet he was scared deep inside, though, but he just had to know what was happening. I can picture that look he gets on his face when he is going to do something he is not supposed to do, whatever we say. 
"Even if there was fighting,” he told me, assuming a menacing position, “it had to be great! Feel my muscles! I could not wait to see the fighting up close!” He said through clenched teeth and raised his clenched fists. 
Unlike Lavinia, Brendan only looked at the winner, the best fighter! The loser did not interest him. If he had known the theory, he would have said ‘survival of the fittest, no questions asked!’ As long at least as the lions, his friends, were the fittest. Strangely enough, I was thinking, although he had met the lions as the fittest, he would remain loyal to them no matter what happened. He did not really follow the logic of the survival of the fittest in the end either. 
On the other side of the door, Brendan described everything as ‘exciting’ and ‘amazing’. I would have said ‘terrifying’ or ‘chaotic’! 
“When I first opened the door, I couldn't even see any animals.” Brendan said. "But there was lots to do anyway! I knew the animals had to be there somewhere. I just could not see them yet. 
“If you could not see them," I asked. "How did you know they were there?” Brendan shrugged. It was not that he did not know, I think. It was just he did not know how to put what he knew into words. He grinned at me as if to defy me to say it was not true that he knew. 
Later, we would teach him not to dare to say he knew things he could not explain in words. To be fair, we would also teach him a lot more words and ways to explain a lot more things. There would still be a lot of things he would ‘know’ without being able to say how in words – and especially things involving animals and the wild. We would teach him to dismiss such things as magic or old wives’ tales. At least until scientific words could be invented to explain them! And to suppress magic in a physical world he created around himself as much as in his words. 
It was amazing sometimes how much we lost that way! But somehow I don’t think Brendan would find this kind of warning convincing – or even understandable – yet. 
"Everything was wild!" He said, ignoring me. "It was like no countryside I had ever seen.” 
I kept interrupting to ask how he could tell the countryside was wild. I wondered what he had seen. 
“There were no sewers!” Both Brendan and Lavinia exclaimed laughing. "Like the one that broke and was so smelly in front of our house."
"There were lots of other smells here." They said. “They were not always nice, but they all meant something about what was happening around them. Like the kind of animal that was coming or had been there, something to eat, or something to run away from." 
Brendan said he could smell food at a distance and you could smell food that was dangerous to eat up close. 
"I could even smell the weather!" Brendan said. It did not matter there was no TV. It was the real weather he could feel around him right then not that scientific stuff they studied miles away that might not even come here. 
Smelling! I remembered a survey test I had taken for a friend in college. I had warned her I was bad at smelling. I almost never used that sense. And yet I could still recognize lots of the bottled scents she let me smell, it turned out. 
It is like we do not use smell as much in the modern world, I told my children pedantically. We do not smell the actual person we love, but rather the scent he or she has chosen to wear. 
“We hide smells with other things – like deodorants, air fresheners – or they are irrelevant – and usually bad – car fumes, machine smells, bathrooms, closed up air, or artificial like perfumes." I told them. 
"But we do smell the food when we eat." Lavinia reminded me. 
Oh well. The exception that proves the rule, I was thinking. Still, I suppose most cooks would be insulted if we smelled their creations only to make sure the food was not rotten! 
“And there are no streets and cars,” Brendan said. “Or street lights. When it gets dark there, it really gets dark." I don’t think Brendan or Lavinia often got to see the stars when they were the brightest things in the sky. 
“There are no stairs in the wild,” Brendan said. “Things have not all been leveled out. Instead, everything is bumpy and uneven. At home it is like every place is the same. In animal world, if you can’t feel where you are going, you will trip and fall down."

"And there are no bandaids or places to get bandaids.” Lavinia reminded me. “There is no electricity to make things go. And no water whenever you want it.”
“And no bathrooms or toilet paper or wipes.” Said Brendan. 
“And no houses, so when it rains, you get all wet, and when it gets hot or cold, that’s what it is.” Lavinia concluded. 
The plants they saw all around them were very different from the gardens they knew at home which were cared for and neat. Somehow it had to be taken care of by people to be a garden. All set out for people to look at. 
"In animal world everything was desperate and wild.” They told me. "Blossoms had to be exposed to attract the birds and insects that drank their nectar or to catch the sunlight, but if they were too exposed some animal would eat them. Hopefully after they had dropped enough seeds for a next generation.”
Where there were no trees, there was often grass, but it was not cut short and neat like in our world, unless it had been eaten by some animal, but was uncut and tall. Like everything else, it might look beautiful, but it was not there to be looked at! 
And when it died, the tall stalks of grass turned brown and dry and caught fire, killing everything in the wide path of destruction the fire created. 

But its ashes in turn provided life-giving food to the next generation of plants. And the plants went on to feed the animals … 
It was so complicated! Everything seemed to feed and be fed by all life. Only humans had withdrawn from this great “circle”. I was thinking.
And everywhere they went, Brendan and Lavinia saw birds. Birds seemed so certain they could get away if attacked they had no hesitation attracting attention with songs and colorful feathers. 
Were they really so nice? Brendan and Lavinia had quite a debate about this once as they walked under the tangled branches of the trees. 
“Birds eat seeds. Everybody knows that!” Brendan began. “The seeds might have become more plants!” 
“Maybe the plants have evolved.” Lavinia countered, clearly playing with what was still a complicated concept. “And the plants that survive are the ones that make enough seeds both to feed the birds and to make enough new plants. 
"And with the butterflies and bees, birds make it possible for the plants to make new plants.” 
“They only do that by chance!” Brendan argued. “They are only trying to get nectar for themselves! They can hardly claim much credit for that!”

He did not like to feel he had not won an argument.
Maybe being ‘nice’ is not really relevant to them, I was thinking. 
Lavinia does not like to lose arguments either, for that matter. In any case, she decided to look for dolphins, who, as we had learned, live in the water, where Brendan, as a member of the cat family, will not go. 
Lavinia was thinking about the time we had driven out into the countryside away from where all the people were to look at the stars. 
We had gazed at them together spread all across the sky lighting up everything in that magic diffuse light. I had told her they were always there, watching us. It was our bright lights that made them invisible to us. We could only see the stars watching us at home when there is a blackout and all our lights go out. 
“Is it true we don’t really see the stars themselves?” Lavinia asked slowly. “We see their light, which has come to us from so far away, from so long ago. The star itself may not even exist anymore."

"Certainly it is not in the place the light came from." I agreed. 
“In the meantime, the light has been all alone in the darkness of space. It is like it is alive, though, and can make everything else come alive now and seem to move. 
“After its long journey, it will never, never leave us again…” 
It had been a question that did not seem to expect an answer and I must admit I did not have one. 
“It must be very disappointed if we don’t even look at it when it finally gets here.” Lavinia concluded sadly.
On the other hand, Brendan described the countryside he saw around him as ‘amazing’ even if he could see no animals. 
"I know the animals had been here before." He insisted.
How? Well … I got no answer to that question, but Brendan did tell me, he had set off looking for wildebeests. 
He climbed up the edge of a small plateau, where he could see a herd of them had been. 
“Trackers can tell lots of things about the animals that have gone by.” Brendan told me. “When there has been a fight, for example, there are usually broken branches, or feathers, or something that showed where it had been. Maybe even blood. Bones, maybe, at least for a while, but not a body! That usually got eaten by the predator first.” 
They usually only fought for food, I was thinking. What they left was eaten by any number of scavengers who followed, hoping… I suppose people had first been scavengers, too. Perhaps, some animal had developed to take our same exact place in the chain of scavengers. But which one? 
Brendan could already figure a lot out by himself. 
“Poop, for one.” He told me. “The book says, ‘Everybody poops!’" 
And the plateau was full of what Brendan – the tracker-in-training – guessed was wildebeest poop. 
“‘Every kind of poop is different’ – the book says.” He lectured me. “And this poop had a ‘w’ in it … Only kidding!” 
Brendan was sure somehow that this was wildebeest poop. For another one of those reasons he couldn’t put into words. So I can’t tell you. Oh well. I won’t argue. As a rule, I do not like arguing about poop. 
Brendan could even guess how long a particular piece of poop had been there by seeing whether or not the bugs had finished eating it yet. 
Gross! I was thinking. Some bugs actually ate poop! Nothing was wasted. Good thing we put our own poop where the bugs can’t get at it! It is true, we build those expensive tanks to get the bacteria to eat it later – we say something like ‘break it down’, which, if it means about the same thing, at least does not sound quite so icky. 
“Poop! That’s a disgusting thing to talk about!” Lavinia commented critically.

Brendan finally made out lots of tracks in the dry dirt over by a thorn bush. They had been hard to see at first, but once he knew what he was looking for, he could see them everywhere! 
“Hoof marks!" He shouted in triumph. "I was right!"

 A whole herd of wildebeests had been in that spot! There must have been lots of them. And they would be hungry soon, Brendan thought. He had not seen anything on his walks for them to eat, he reasoned. Where were the animals now? Looking for food, he guessed. Or did they already know where it was from their last migration?
Brendan kept on looking in the dirt and the scrub grass. He could see signs of them wherever he looked. But he could not see the animals themselves, no matter how fast he went. 
"And I felt there was something watching me!" He said. That really got my attention. It sounded a lot like what I felt myself. 
Chapter Four: Lavinia’s world under the sea
"It is my turn now." Lavinia said eagerly. "I couldn't see the fish when I went under the sea the first time either. 
"If Brendan had opened the door onto dry land," she reminded me, "my world is under the water. I was a little disappointed too at first not to see any dolphins, but what I could see was incredible. 
"The sea is so big!" She said enthusiastically. "You cannot imagine how much water there is! Humans evolved from the strange animals that live under the water a long time ago and we still develop in water inside our mothers before we are born. 
“We are made mostly of water, you know.” She lectured me, a bit like a school teacher lectures her class. I am a bit like that too, I know! There are some things you want to teach, because you do not really understand it all yourself! Pupils can – should! – feel free to question anything I say as much as they want, but I have to say what I have to say! 
"At first I just wanted to explore my new – if very old – world." Lavinia said. "I could go anywhere! Can you imagine what that feels like? No one was watching me! And it was all different. All those places!

“It’s all the same!” Brendan protested. “It’s all smooth and wet and cold. Yuck!” 

"It’s not, you know!” Lavinia told me excitedly. She had been discovering this when she went to dolphin world. “Once you get used to it, you can see that it is all different.
“When Brendan first went into the wild, he said it was all uneven and different. When he got used to it, he could see what made it the same too. That's what it was like in the water too, only backwards!! At first seemed like it was all smooth and the same, later I could see it was all different."
"It is all just water." Brendan said dismissively. But no one was listening.
"I realized suddenly I could breathe quite normally under water. Like fish can, and like people probably once could however we looked before we came on land. 

“All we want is the oxygen after all, and there is oxygen in water too,” she said, “if you know how to separate it from the hydrogen.
"There were lots of places I wanted to go as a person. I swam across the whole Atlantic Ocean like where at school they said Christopher Columbus had sailed in 1492, when he discovered the New World. I could go so fast that it seemed a short trip! And yet it had changed everything for people. For the fish though, it probably seemed like nothing at all!"
"That's true!" Brendan exclaimed. "I tried to explain something I had learned at school to the lions, and they just didn't care. It was like the reality they saw was totally different from the one that we care about."

"Once, I wanted to go all the way down, to touch the very bottom of the ocean! As I swam down, the water kept changing all around me. For one thing, it kept getting colder, heavier and darker."

“The water was like the sky must be," Lavinia said, “just heavier and thicker. The sun’s rays lit up the whole sea over my head at first, like an enormous blue dome."

"See? I told you blue was her favorite color!" Brendan exclaimed triumphantly.
"As I went down, it got harder and harder for the sun’s rays to get down so far. And it kept getting darker and darker. At times, I felt the water would put out the sun altogether." 
"What was it like when you got to the bottom?" Brendan asked, suddenly interested.

"I can't tell you." Lavinia said. "In part, it was too dark to see anything at all, really. In part, the world down there was so strange and different for you land people that you have no words that would make it make sense to you." She made a face at Brendan.
"But all over the bottom of the ocean I kept running into the wrecks of ships land people had used for thousands of years to do the strangest of things on the surface of the water. 
"Some of them had been sent to the bottom by the water itself – which is a lot stronger than land people will ever be! But usually the water doesn't even care. Lots of the ships had been sunk by other land people themselves! 
“Why do people have to fight over stupid things all the time?” She asked me. “The water itself is the most interesting thing. The ocean is so much bigger and older than all these petty adventures by land people! I can find you beautiful things in the sea that would make all your treasure chests seem ridiculous! 
“The molten core of the earth may be the purest gold, you read once, and pave all of Africa six feet deep in the precious metal. But it keeps us all alive by making the world spin like it does. Land people would probably want to mine it for some kind of riches!"
How much value would gold have if it was so plentiful? I wondered. And wouldn’t we all die if the world did not spin properly?
"Is it true that water is always cold?" Brendan asked. This was something that clearly bothered him.
"Along the bottom of the ocean, I once ran into what was like a crack. Bright red – you would like that, Brendan – lava sometimes poured out and had made huge mountains on either side of the crack. The water above it I could not even touch it was so boiling hot. But the water all around was freezing cold. 
"Sometimes, the water seemed to push me along suddenly, like some sort of strange river in the ocean. There were places where the water was nice and warm -- you would like it, Brendan -- and others you would hate because it was horrible and cold. 
"What I missed most was the sun. I like warmth too, you know. You could feel the sun all the time in the water too, of course.” She told us quickly. “The closer you got to the surface, the more you could see and feel it’s warmth during the day. 
"But sometimes I just felt I had to break through the surface of the water and feel the sun directly. This may have been what made our ancestors leave the water and become land people that first time so many millions of years ago."

There are animals that live under rocks, underground, or in caves that seem to shun sunlight, I was thinking. But many of us feel the need to see the sun periodically. 
Lavinia resisted the temptation that time. It was still a new feeling to be able to swim like that. The water was so great! 
Chapter Five: Looking for Animals on land! 
"My turn then!" Brendan interrupted. "At first it is true I had not even been able to see the animals. In one time, Lavinia came with me and we climbed to the top of a hill together to think about why that was."


"I remember that day!" Lavinia said excitedly. "I get to tell the story too when you get it wrong."
"We always tried to move as quickly as possible so we could find the animals…." he began.
"Sometimes that was hard though." Lavinia interrupted. "The ground was not level -- like you said – and the hillside often slipped away under our feet the soil was so dry and loose. "
"And we always practiced bird calls as we ran!" Brendan remembered. "There were so many birds all around us. We were pretty bad at it and we usually ended up laughing our heads off. It was a lot of fun."

"But we did not see many animals." Lavinia concluded glumly. 
At the top of the hill that day, they had just stood still and looked at the beautiful, green valley below them. They could feel the gentle wind on their faces, the firm ground under their feet, and warm sun beating down on their heads. 
They felt the need to touch the bark of the tree behind them in part to make it their own, to know what the bark of that kind of tree felt like so they would know it without seeing it if they touched that kind of tree in future. And they could smell the scent of hibiscus blossoms wafting up the hill. They had not known what hibiscus blossoms smelled like before, or perhaps had smelled that smell before in some perfume, but not in connection with the blossom. Or probably there was a picture on the bottle, but the picture did not smell. 
And they listened. 
The wind was blowing through the branches in the jungle. And in the distance they could barely hear … the bleating of a huge herd of gazelles! 
They had found animals! 
As I wrote down what Lavinia said, I listened to what I could hear all around me. I usually did not pay much attention to all the sounds I heard in the real world. If you let yourself listen, even a little, you heard lots of things that were in other people’s worlds, that did not have anything to do with you. Brendan had set an alarm, somewhere, I could not find it to shut it off; it meant nothing. A neighbor using a circular saw. A radio in someone else’s house. A child crying for some unknown reason in yet some other house. Or maybe it was the same one. It did not matter. Some muffled voices, afraid of being heard, by whom? Or maybe they were loud and clear wherever they were. My computer was beeping, I don’t know why. The rumble of far off traffic. Church bells tolling in the distance – we had even talked about these bells and no one knew where the church was. A plane passing overhead. As big as our world was, the amount that mattered was so small. 
I had heard of animals that could sense danger far away – that was on a television I remembered – from the Greek ‘far’ and ‘seeing’ – actually, I suppose we had recorded it, put it on a DVD, in any case the television was right there in our living room, competing with noises all around us, noises that did not matter. 
Lavinia and Brendan had said they could always hear birds wherever they went. I suppose I could hear birds too, even now – they might be in someone else’s yard, though – in another world. 
I remembered people used to take canaries into the mines, birds that would die before the same gasses or lack of them could kill us. Now they just chirped to say the world was still there, I suppose, if anyone would listen. 
After a while on the hill, the sun began to become too much for Lavinia and Brendan and they ran into the jungle and felt the welcome shade of the leaves. 
Both Lavinia and Brendan had looked everywhere and had not seen any animals. Why was this? When they had stopped on the hill, they had suddenly heard them! 
Chapter Six: Finding the animals on Land 
“One time, I went on the land by myself,”. Brendan said, “So Lavinia cannot say anything.”

“I can ask questions if I want to” Lavinia protested. 

“This time, I could see a whole pride of lions!" Brendan said. "And the lionesses could see the animals too!"

I did not even ask how he knew that.

“Just lying there, resting, and waiting, the animals came to the lionesses and they knew where they were, could see them. 
I had stopped wandering through the forest and the longer I just looked at the world around me, without moving or disturbing the animals, telling them by making noise that I was coming and looking for them, the more I could see, could understand. 
“It was like, by doing nothing, I could feel their presence more and more.”

It was like having no words to explain things when he knew how they were… I thought.
Suddenly, I could see the animals too. It was a herd of zebras standing there grazing, their stripes making them almost invisible in the tall grass. They merged right into the countryside. 
Brendan did not move. It was far more than knowing where they were. When he stood still, he could feel himself become part of the countryside. He could now see the slightest movement, hear the slightest noise, smell everything around him, and feel the dust moving in the air. He could almost taste the zebras as they chewed the tall grass in front of him, he said, only, he told me throwing up his hands, he did not actually know what a zebra tastes like! 
"Yes!" Lavinia said excitedly. "It was like that under this sea too! I will tell you afterwards."

"I was not the only one who could see the zebras, though perhaps the other animals watching had a different reason to look. 
“It was a small group of lionesses – you will like that Lavinia! And they were just lying there, patiently waiting and observing their prey. They were clearly hungry and had been waiting for the herd to get there for hours. 
"One of them was watching me too! It was really scary! But she ‘was watching’ me, not ‘had noticed’ me, because they had all clearly long been aware I was there. It was as if she had taken on the additional job of watching me. Perhaps, she was planning to come back to me when they had taken their main prey – a little dessert. 

“Or perhaps, she was curious to know what I was doing there and did not plan to eat me at all. That’s why I did not tell you, Lavinia. I thought she was just studying me.” 
Or perhaps … I felt the same dread as I imagined her quiet eyes following him that I had felt myself before. Could she have been in my room? How long had she been watching him? 
“Suddenly, as if on cue, all the lionesses – even the one who was watching me – leapt up together and started to race toward the herd, silently, on their soft paws. 
"It was only because I had been watching them that I knew they had moved at all." He admitted. "And, even though I was listening all the time, I never heard anything that would have given them away. 
"Only when the lionesses were already close did the zebras even know they were there. Of course, they started running right away – the ground was shaking under their hooves! None of them seemed to be asking themselves why or whether they had to run right then. 
"I could not see the zebras even turn to see which ones were being caught! The ones that were caught, on the other hand, did not expect the others to stop and help them either. I wonder if the lionesses would even win if they had to fight the whole herd! 
"But the zebras were not even trying to fight back as a group. That was not the way they thought. Stupid really. They just ran faster when they felt the claws were in their backs, trying desperately to keep up with the rest of the herd. I suppose they thought they would be able to shake that particular lioness off or she would not be a good enough huntress to finish the kill. Maybe they had already seen the tremendous weight of the lionesses knock one of the other members of the herd off their stride – as I had seen on TV -- and did not think the rest of the herd would even try to help them. 
"By now there was not much left to do anyway. The lioness’ jaws closed decisively about the fallen zebra’s throat to put an end to the kill. 
"It was all over quickly and neatly. I could feel the herd thunder to a stop some distance away. I do not think any of them was wondering whether they should or had to stop then and no one was asking themself what had really happened to the members of the herd that were missing or particularly relieved they were still there.” 
The immediate danger had just past, to keep running would have been a waste of energy and kept them from their grazing, to get more energy for the next time they had to escape. 
Though Brendan could not see them, he could feel the zebras knew the lionesses had taken their prey and would not attack again soon. 
"This zebras were not upset that some of them had been eaten." Brandon said. I could not tell what he thought about this. "They were not even relieved that they had once again survived. The lionesses were great fighters. Everything was the way it always was.” 
Lavinia did feel sorry for the zebras though, for those that had been eaten and also for those that did not care. 
Brendan was impressed by how strong the lionesses were. Lavinia was sad that each time they wanted to eat they had to pass a test. 
Only the best huntresses could catch their prey. And even they took the slowest in the herd of runners or the least clever of the clever ones. They could not or did not see the game of trying to catch the best, so those got away. 
In the end, they could only eat if they could find prey they could defeat and the rest survived to make it that much harder to find prey the next time. 
Why did it always have to be a test? 
Chapter Seven: Dolphins! 
Lavinia clearly had her own story about what had happened under the sea to tell. 
"At first, I swam around a lot. I like the water!" She said.


"I hate the water." Said Brendan. "And swimming too. I am a lion."

“Large parts of the sea really were empty, I discovered. I swim back and forth without seeing any fish at all. It was empty water everywhere. Very convenient for swimming maybe, but a little boring after a while. 
“Then I saw a whole school of whales. Have you ever seen a whale? They are huge! They would have to eat a lot to get that way! And there have been whales swimming around in the sea for so long, it makes the animals that walked on land seem recent. 
"I followed the whales for thousands of miles before they got something to eat." She said. "Can you imagine not eating for so long? And when they finally did, you know what it was? Little green plankton! The biggest animals in the world ate the smallest! Millions and millions of them. 
"They knew the plankton would be born there at the same time every year and traveled thousands of miles to eat them. Little fish were born in huge numbers in lots of different places and schools of big monsters, swordfish, blue fish and sharks, swam around the oceans to catch them mercilessly when they got big enough. 
"They never had a chance to live. Beautiful little fish massacred brutally every year with an effectiveness more ancient and more terrible than anything that occurred on land." Brendan was in different, but I could see that it bothered Lavinia very much duty
"And yet the beautiful little fish that survive fill the seas with their babies year after year to feed these ghastly predators over and over.
“Why don't they learn? And what would it be like if they did? It was like some kind of horrible clockwork. Does the world have to work that way?”

Lavinia was upset when she told me what she had seen and I did not know what to say exactly. I know all the logical explanations! There is a food chain. The animals need the small ones to die in order to make the big ones possible. You could even say they were born in order to be eaten and could never have existed otherwise. It did not look good in our stories, the way we could understand it in our words, but it was practical and created a balance.
Imagine what would happen if the food chain was broken! Not only would the ones at the top die for the lack of food, but all those millions of fish would survive. What would all these beautiful new fish eat now? And why would that be better than the way things are? 
And when they in turn had babies, their number would be incredible! Let alone another generation and another. 
It was necessary to keep their numbers down or there would be no more oxygen, no more room in the sea and everything – even the beautiful little fish themselves – would die. 
There was a logic to it, I told her, even if it did not look nice in the stories yet. 
Lavinia did not like it very much to hear the terrible reality she had seen explained away as necessary or practical! Lavinia did not like all this hunting and killing. 
“In fact, I don’t think the survival of the fittest would even leave it at that.” I told Lavinia, a little embarrassed that reality did not look good in words. “Some of the monsters might, by mistake, be able to find the fish even if they got away, and those are the ones that would survive to have babies, until all the monsters were like them. I am not sure you would like the new and improved monster any better than the ones we have now, and the beautiful little fish would be eaten again.” 
"I don't know if I will ever quite get over all this killing." Lavinia said. 
But there were a lot of beautiful things too. In addition to some of the oldest forms of life in the world – like the giant squid she had discovered on the bottom of the sea, – ever new animals with the strangest looks and shapes kept appearing. The more she spent time in this watery world, the more beautiful things she saw. 
“Where are all those colorful fish we see in aquariums?” Brendan wanted to know.

“I could not find them for the longest time. Certainly they are not in the middle of the ocean. Then one time, I swam up near the coast. It turns out most of the fish stayed close to the shore where the waters were warmer and shallow. 
“There I swam along huge coral reefs that were alive and teeming with fish of all different shapes and colors. Here too individual animals were hard to see – it was far too dangerous! Fish hid under the sand, used the most imaginative camouflage or swam behind rocks or coral, and traveled if necessary in huge numbers—like their cousins on land. 
“I could even look up at humans with funny round goggles, snorkels and flippers, who had come to look at life in the sea from above.” 
“What do they think when they see you looking up at them?” I asked her.
“I sometimes thought my legs would grow together with a fish tail like a mermaid.” Lavinia commented.
“I liked swimming with the dolphins best as they played and jumped. They seemed the most like us as they talked to each other through the water. 
“If they were like us though, they have not invented all the chores, money and work we use to fill up our time! They spend their time instead having fun with tuna and making spectacular leaps. 
“It would be fun to be a dolphin.” Lavinia concluded. 
What do they eat? I was thinking as she told me about them playing. But I did not ask. I was thinking, they were great hunters too. 
Chapter Eight: The Lioness and the problem 
On one visit to animal world, Brendan and Lavinia stayed on the land together and were just walking into the countryside for no real purpose. 
It felt good to be there, talking … well, singing … They usually made a lot of noise when they were having fun together. 
And it was a lot of fun in animal world. Something was always happening and everything had a purpose and was connected. It did not even occur to them that they were the only ones that didn’t have a purpose there and were not playing a part anymore. Brendan and Lavinia thought they were just looking at things, something that it would never have occurred to an animal to do. The animals were part of animal world, could feel everything around them like it was supposed to be. They did not look at things as always new and wonderful and different. 
“We belong here!” Brendan and Lavinia kept thinking. “We are not hurting anything.”

All the other animals seemed to be hunting and killing each other all the time. They did not kill anything… 
Other people – or even machines – do that for us, I was thinking. And we only see the animals after they been cut up, cleaned and wrapped neatly on the supermarket shelves. Most of the time people only killed – or rather butchered – animals that had been raised for that purpose. Their whole lives had no other meaning! They walked to their treatment on their own. Hunting was only bad when it interrupted the animal’s life. 
“We do not even know how to kill animals!” Brendan and Lavinia thought virtuously. “And we would not kill them even if we could!“
They liked to make noise, though. Innocently. They did not mean to hurt anybody. Their noise told the other animals where they were all the time. And some of the animals were hungry and had no reason not to eat a couple of children, who were making so much noise so everyone knew where they were, who did not know how to protect themselves, and whose parents let them go out alone and unprotected like that. 
Lavinia and Brendan did not fully understand what happened next, at least not at the time, though you can be sure they have been thinking a lot about it since. 
When it was Lavinia’s and Brendan’s turn, it was all over in a few seconds. 
“We were just walking along in the tall grass.” Lavinia said.

“Singing at the top of our lungs and laughing. ‘Shake your boo-oo-dy!’” Brendan added, for whom the fact that everything had ended up well seemed to have erased the terror of the moment. 
“Then … well, first there was a fully grown jaguar in front of them, poised to strike and checking cautiously there was nothing he had not seen that could stop him, his tail swishing nervously in the dust.” Lavinia voice trembled and seemed to be caught in that moment when a scary experience becomes a good story. 
“We were really scared …” she admitted.

“I wasn’t!” Brendan interjected.

“Nothing like this had ever happened to me in animal world.” 

When I heard it, it just confirmed my worst fears, and I had not even been there to protect them. 
“Then, suddenly, a huge light brown animal even the jaguar had not seen sprang out of the undergrowth into the space between them and the jaguar. And was – now we were paying attention to such things – facing the jaguar. 
“But why? 
“I knew who it was!” Brendan said.
“You say so now, but you were pretty scared too at the time!” Lavinia said. “Although this seemed to give us a moment to react at first, I quickly realized we could do nothing and the presence of a second animal just scared me at least more.”

Me too, I was thinking.

“We had seen all those shows you recorded for us and we had been to the zoo. We could tell the second animal was a lioness, but this knowledge only seemed to tell me who was likely to eat us            and this did not make the prospect feel any nicer. 
“I always thought it was the one that had been watching me when the lionesses caught the zebras.” Brendan said smugly. “And she did not eat me then …”

“Well, you did not tell me then.” Lavinia replied a little resentfully. “All I knew was that she had been watching us from the undergrowth for the right moment“
I must say I hated all these delays as they told me this story. They had clearly survived to tell me, but how? And was this the presence I had been feeling watching me for so long? 
“The lioness was bigger and heavier than the jaguar,” Lavinia calculated, “and she clearly had other plans for us than letting us become his dinner! But what were they?
“The jaguar was not completely sure who would win in a fight. He was pretty fast and very hungry. Or, more practically, how much damage was the lioness prepared to risk trying to stop him if he stayed there or would she be content, for example, to share the prey, with each animal taking only one of the children and not fighting over the other? 
“This would probably have been fine with the jaguar, who maybe did not really need both and was aiming, perhaps, to catch Lavinia first, but would satisfy himself with Brendan if the lioness wanted Lavinia. 
“The two animals faced each other for a while, growling wildly as if to warn the other they were prepared to fight for the prey. 
“We had been shocked at first, and then paralyzed by fear.” Lavinia went on. Clearly the fun of telling the story was overcoming her fear.

 I could not bear to listen to the story. ‘What happened? What happened?’ I kept asking, but I think my concern made her drag it out longer. 
“Then we thought our best chance would be to sneak off while the two animals were facing each other, although either would have been able to catch us easily, no matter how much of a head start we got. It seemed unlikely that the animals would fight hard enough to disable themselves both. Leaving might break their concentration though, which up to now had been on each other.” 
It was a horrible dilemma, and in the end both children decided to stay. 
Fights like this usually do not last long in the animal world. Although the jaguar still could not figure out why the lioness would risk so much to keep both children for herself, his growls were becoming less fierce. 
“In the end,” Lavinia reasoned, “he seemed to be saying that, if he did agree to give up his dinner to her, she should not get any crazy ideas, because he would still fight to protect himself and would certainly do her a lot of damage if she was stupid enough to attack him and, if she insisted, might even win, maybe. 
“And she seemed to be saying that, yes, she would fight for us – for both of us – and really fight! –and, as far as he was concerned, she wanted him to run away, and run away fast. That she would not chase him, but wanted him to run away as quickly as possible. 
“The stand-off lasted a few more – well, it is hard to measure time when you are so tense! Though it seemed like years, it can’t have been more than a few seconds – and the jaguar finally ran away. 
“Now, only the victorious lioness was left,” Lavinia continued, “and we stood there together to see what would happen next.” 
It was indeed the same lioness Brendan had seen before. Again, although I don’t know how he knew it, Brendan was right. To say that it was a tearful reunion might be too much – I don’t know if lionesses even shed tears, – but this one did have reason to care about children and had not wanted to let the jaguar eat mine! 
“We were ready for all sorts of things," Lavinia said, "but what happened was that another lioness, this one just a baby -- and oh so cute! --, came timidly out of the tall grass. She was clearly the first lioness’ baby and first went to her mother for protection, but, even though we came from different species, children are all the same and we recognize and feel comfortable with one another. 
“This lion cub was limping," Lavinia remembered, "and I could see that one front leg was much shorter than the other. That would never go away. I think most grownups had rejected her for all sorts of practical reasons, but we loved her all the more for it, and I think its mother could sense that." 
Lionesses do not stay around with humans for long in the wild – though I feel certain the mother’s eye was on my children until they left animal world! 
And they were soon alone again. 
“Let’s call her ‘Valery’!” Brendan said, referring, I think, to the daughter. 
“OK. With an ‘ie’ at the end.” Said Lavinia decisively. “And the mother will be Mrs. Sagebrush, because that was sage she jumped out of. I bet that jaguar was scared to death!” 
“I wasn’t scared!” declared Brendan, raising his fists in a defiant gesture. I will leave out the rest of this conversation, however, which may or may not have been quite true. 
The main thing was that Brendan and Lavinia were okay. Somehow, both Lavinia and Brendan knew this would have to remain their secret. They did not tell me about their experience with the lionesses until much later and so much had happened. 
The excuse they gave was that Mrs. Sagebrush did not trust grownup humans and would never have let them see Valerie again. I suspect they also knew I would never have let them go back to animal world, if I had known how close they had come to being a jaguar’s lunch! 
“Are we still animals?” Lavinia asked me later. “I mean still part of nature?” I had to laugh. 
“People have been trying to be different from animals, to be free of or dominate nature for a long time. 
“Some people say all nature was created for us to use. Still, we die – so nature always wins in the end. Natural fibers are stronger than anything we can invent. DNA computes faster than our fastest computers. And nature comes up with storms, earthquakes or tsunamis much more powerful than our biggest bombs! 
“It drives some people crazy! We try to conquer death. The pyramids ought to warn us, though. Pure human greed stole most of the things they wanted to keep for eternity after a short time and we put the rest in museums. And we are impressed that so much is still left of the mummies even after a few thousand years, although we consider it spooky and gross and would not want to become like that. 
“And yet we again embalm or burn our own dead now and make it as hard as possible for nature to take back its own." I lectured. 
“Some religions even claim they have conquered death – by abandoning all that we know as real for something different from us that does not die. 
“We do not get better as a species by evolving like animals, I suppose. But we would not do very well in the survival of the fittest! We protect our weak and infirm, and even the best of us would not match up well to a wild animal without guns. 
“And yet, we are doing pretty well as a species, although we may destroy nature in the process. 
“Why do you ask?” 
They never tell you, though. It’s like a natural law. 
This was their world, Lavinia and Brendan decided. They wanted to be a part of animal world. They never doubted that for a second. They would have to learn a lot, they could see that, but they did not want to leave it now. 
Chapter Nine: The Meeting and the Lions, Kings of Animal World 
Even though the lioness, Mrs. Sagebrush, had not stayed long, she had saved their lives! – that much was very clear to Lavinia and Brendan – and she had showed them her daughter, Valerie, whose situation clearly demonstrated the many problems with the animal world as it was. 
Although Brendan and Lavinia shared no human language with the lioness, they had understood her situation pretty well. It seemed that a world in which only the best could survive was not much of a world even for the animals and it seemed even some animals did not like some of the things that were going on either.
Lavinia and Brendan had to help them change things! I could see that Lavinia and Brendan loved the animals and the animals were indeed good and beautiful and all that. I kept thinking they should just leave them alone and watch them and have beautiful dreams. But it was clear that they could not leave it at that.
Lavinia and Brendan talked to each other a lot about what the new relationship should look like.
"I think whatever happens humans should not be allowed to ‘dictate’." They both agreed clearly. Exactly what that meant to them was not so clear, however. They had heard the word most in descriptions of what I did all day when I talked into a microphone to a computer program to do my writing and I had told them so often it seldom came out right! I think they did know it as a form of government too, though. In any case, they knew they did not want to tell the others what to do or to think that just because they were human they knew best.
The best thing, they thought, would be for every species to send someone to speak for them. They could have a ‘Meeting’ and decide what was best for everyone. I think, Lavinia and Brendan would have been equally happy about any other plan and the name ‘Meeting’ probably came from something Brendan had overheard their Mamma say on the phone rather than any real plan. 
The ‘Meeting’ was really Lavinia’s and Brendan’s idea, however, and if they had not said anything, probably nothing would have been done at all. 
The idea, as Lavinia and Brendan explained it to me later, seemed good. Some big problems remained, however, I warned them, that would make it impossible, as they would discover as soon as they tried to invite the animals to attend. 
“People do not all share a common language,” I told them, “but they do all think in language and translators can help. Other species do not use languages as we humans know them. Even the few species that have learned a few of our words sound stupid to us, although they probably can express themselves quite well to others in their own species.”

The whole idea risked being forgotten from the beginning anyway, Lavinia and Brendan told me resignedly, when the representative of the humans introduced the idea of forming a dictatorship – “Just until,” he had said with a saccharine smile, “more species could learn to communicate properly.” 
Lavinia remembered this was not a good idea. But the problem with democracy is that you can be outvoted even when you are right. And somehow the human representative thought he should win the vote even when it was one to two and he had the one! He was, after all, a grown up and knew better and so somehow his vote as an individual should count more. 
“He was a greedy little man, of about – " Lavinia started, "well it was hard to give him an age or really to say anything about him personally at all." She admitted.

"Maybe he wasn’t even greedy or little personally." She said, finding it a little hard to separate what seemed to be true from what she actually knew. "He just acted that way and said all people followed rules underneath, that that was the way things worked! We would understand it better when we were big, he said.. 
“He wore a black bowler hat, though." Lavinia and Brendan agreed and they did not like him much. They gave him the name Mr. Money Bags – they did not know if he had a real one. 
Mr. Money Bags had heard of and purchased – cheaply, I might add – an old school building complete with its old furniture, books and equipment. He donated this to the Meeting. 
It looked like he would be the only candidate for ‘dictator’, until, at the very last minute, the lioness came in with the votes of enough species to win hands down for the lion in her pride. 
Mr. Money Bags had not even forged any votes and I am not sure he even wanted votes from other species. He was sure he could be the only real candidate. 
The lions’ votes probably were questionable, really. The fact was that many animals had at best a shaky belief in the Meeting. When they understood people were putting forward a human as the only candidate, though, they had preferred a tyranny that was their own to one that promised to be different and was probably worse. 
Mr. Money Bags knew all the procedures and lodged a formal challenge right away – for which Lavinia and Brendan did not actually have any rules. Somehow the decision would be made correctly somewhere else, he assured them, far from the democratic process. 
The lions, in any case, did not do anything at first. They did not really know much about the Meeting and did not think they needed it. They had only entered the election, because that was what the lioness had wanted. 
Brendan and Lavinia did push a few things through. Lavinia still wanted to get the animals to stop fighting each other. 
“It is such a waste of effort,” she told them. “Chaos! (My idea originally!) The best just ate the weaker ones, because they could and because they had to. The weaker ones might have been able to help the stronger ones to be even better. There had to be something better!” 
Although Lavinia felt sure many of the animals probably did not like the existing survival of the fittest, she did in fact do almost all of the talking and thinking and voting on her own. This was all too new for most of the animals, and Mr. Money Bags had pretty much gone away for the time being. 
The animals had strong wills, that was for sure, but they did not know much about what the Meeting could have been or care to try. They still had to learn from each other, Lavinia and Brendan decided. And they thought the Meeting would be a good place for that. 
“Could you still be a wild animal if you were not part of survival of the fittest?” I asked the children, wondering. Had they thought this through? 
“Survival of the fittest had beautiful results, too.” I told them. “The animals that survived were so perfect! They were the best at what they did! The runners were the fastest runners. The clever ones were clever each in their own special way. And when one was big or strong, or could hide well or was so small that no one could see it, it did its thing really well. It had to! Those that were not the best got eaten!”

“I am sure it makes perfect sense from the outside if you don't have any choice," Lavinia said, "but humans abandoned it pretty quickly when they did. Animals may choose to do things very differently from humans. Indeed they have to and we humans will too if we learn to respect animals. But I do not know what that will be myself!"
One idea Brendan and Lavinia had had was to build up beautiful islands for each of the animals to have their own separate world. That way they would not fight so much! 
Mr. Money Bags came back and started attending sessions of the Meeting. To Lavinia and Brendan’s surprise, he liked and financed the islands idea. 
He refused to have people go on an island like the other animals, however. He said people were not really animals like the others and would never go willingly! Lavinia and Brendan were bothered to hear this. It reminded them of what they had heard when they almost got eaten and the lioness had saved them: that they were not really part of the animal world anymore. 
The other animals were furious that the humans would not go on an island themselves in this strengthened the lions even farther. 
Lions did go on islands themselves. Actually, Mr. Money Bags helped them! He was in fact generous in developing the islands. 
“He got people to give him lots of new money to develop the school building too! Lavinia exclaimed. “They studied all the animals. He seemed like he was beginning to love animal world too!"


I hated to suspect he had other motives. 
Mr. Money Bags gave the animals food too, so they did not have to kill each other to eat (although some of the food came from animals too). In fact, he even banned fighting on the islands. 
Then the lions passed a vote – the only one they ever introduced – to change the word ‘dictator’ to ‘king’. 
"We never liked the word ‘dictator’ and ‘king’ was older and more traditional," Lavinia said, "but this did not sound like what we had done this for either.”

The animals did not really know what the word ‘dictator’ meant – or even what words or votes were. They knew it was Mr. Money Bags’ word and that Brendan and Lavinia did not like it, so the vote went through. 
As ‘kings’ of lion world, the lions did not see why they should not be ‘kings’ of the whole of animal world. 
And why they should accept food from the hated humans – who gave them the right? Why shouldn’t they just eat the other animals, as they always had? They could try to defend themselves! It was fair! 
And all this water! They were cats. They hated water! The idea of being the ‘king’ of an island with nothing on it …! This is where the idea of draining all the water came from. It would have destroyed the islands, killed Lavinia’s fish and dolphins, and, as Lavinia had said, the lions themselves were made mostly of water. 
The lioness was not particularly surprised to hear the lions thought they were kings. They had always acted that way. But she did not like it.
The humans probably would not kill her daughter, but dictatorship seemed a high price to pay. And what else would they destroy in the process? 
Mr. Money Bags disappeared again when the lions’ vote seemed likely to pass. The world they wanted to create clearly had nothing for him. 
Before Lavinia and Brendan could even try to dissuade the lions, though, Mr. Money Bags was back. Somehow he had proved to someone – Lavinia and Brendan, and certainly the other animals, did not quite understand exactly who – that the lions had cheated on the vote, so Mr. Money Bags declared himself dictator. 
This was the end of the animal world Lavinia and Brendan had wanted and the lioness had fought for.
When she reappeared to Lavinia and Brendan that same day, there was no need for words. They had all seen what was happening. 
Mr. Money Bags was a grown up. If he was going to be beaten in his grownups’ world, it would have to be by another grownup. 
If Lavinia and Brendan had to find a grownup to stand up to Mr. Money Bags, it had to be me. 
“It was our idea to have the lioness watch you actually." Lavinia admitted sheepishly.
“But she was already watching you!” interrupted Brendan.

 I must say I felt flattered my kids thought I could help in such a gigantic contest! This did not, in fact, mean I had passed the lioness’ test, however. 
She did not have any other choice. 
Chapter Ten: The presence 
You have already met the presence I had felt watching me secretly all this time. I had never even heard of her! And when I could suddenly see her, she turned out to have been a lioness! In my own house! I only learned later that she had saved Lavinia and Brendan and they had given her a name: Mrs. Sagebrush. 
She had slunk in silently – you know the way lionesses walk? – from inside the house to my home office that morning. I only saw it was a lioness when I could suddenly see her standing there right in front of me as I tried to dictate something on the computer. She barely fit in the room. 
She could have killed me from behind and I would never have known what had happened, never have imagined … 
A huge light brown lioness! Can you imagine that? My office is messy, let me be the first to admit that, but it is the last place I expected to find a lioness! 
I froze as she assessed my reaction to her presence with her motionless, clear brown eyes. It was as if she had not yet decided what to do with me. Big eyes, expressionless, at least as we humans can read expression. 
I was staring into the eyes of a lioness! And I could feel them drinking me in too. If her mouth was open slightly, I did not expect to hear an explanation I could understand! Instead, I could feel her breath and see her teeth. 
Very strong teeth. Although I tried to remain still, my mind was racing to find a way to neutralize the threat to me. She was clearly much stronger and faster than I was. And she was prepared to defend herself, if necessary. I could see that. 
But I still had one chance! She could kill me in a second, but she was hesitating for some reason. I had to find some way to take advantage of that! 
I felt she was expecting me to admit defeat, and yet at the same time, I think, somehow pleased that I didn’t. I was not so much afraid of death as lingering pain, I was thinking, and she could have killed very quickly. I was wondering more what she was going to do next, however, what she wanted. 
I felt a kind of respect for her building up inside me. I must admit the idea of a zoo had occurred to me when I first saw her. Where else would you expect to find lionesses in my world? And who else would you call to restrain her? 
Still, I was thinking, she had defeated and was sparing me. I saw her more as an equal. I did not feel I had the right to restrain her now. I had not thought a lot about zoos then, but I guess what I wanted was for her to be wild, to be different, and not accept defeat either. 
Suddenly, Brendan and Lavinia came in from behind the lioness. It was as if they knew her. But I must say their presence made me want to find some way to restrain her again. Parents instinctively seek to protect their children and I couldn't believe they had decided to team up with her of their own free will. I hit myself for not catching her sooner. I suppose I could always have seen her, if I had known how to look… 
The kids made us stand down in the end. I could see the lioness was not threatening them then – they seemed to know and even like her! She had not killed me either for that matter though she had clearly had the opportunity. 
I backed off – though I could have only forced her to kill me! And she backed off too. She never stopped watching me, but I no longer felt she thought she had to kill me to be safe herself. 
Brendan and Lavinia told me quickly what they wanted me to know about Mrs. Sagebrush – the lioness! – and how she had been good to them. 
I must say my first reaction was still to be mad I had been what I considered tricked all this time – which must have confirmed her suspicions of me. 
“She has been testing me in my own home!” I exclaimed to my children. The invasion of the privacy of my own home somehow felt like a violation I had to protest to protect … what? my rights, the way things were supposed to be... “There are probably laws about that …” I started angrily. 
“She is a lioness, Daddy!” Lavinia interrupted in surprise. “Are human laws valid for her too?” 
I suddenly realized how stupid this would—or at least should (but probably wouldn’t)—sound in court and started laughing. Lavinia and Brendan joined in and we were soon all rolling around out of control. It seemed so ridiculous and I needed to unwind some of the tension that had built up. 
The lioness stared impassively. I don’t think her species even laughs. I think she could tell my attitude had changed from anger – and I bet she could sense aggressivity – to something else that was not dangerous to her. 
“On thinking about it, Lavinia, as absurd as it might seem, the lioness would probably be considered subject to our human laws unless she were in a zoo or elsewhere, or legally dependant on someone with the power to force her to comply with our laws or liable if she didn’t.” I said. ”I do not want to try to hold her to them anymore, though.” 
The lioness had brought Valerie with her and, if my children had understood what it felt like to have the child’s problems themselves, I could immediately sympathize with Mrs. Sagebrush’s feelings as a parent. 
Her child would probably have been killed, because she would never be able to hunt as well, would slow down the entire pride or for her own good as she would only die the prey of some other animal or at best in pain from slow starvation if allowed to live. 
The situation was clearly horrible. Humans or animals, we all want our children to survive. 
Chapter Eleven: People – Dictators of the World! And the end of our dictatorship 
My children quickly brought me up to date on what had been happening in animal world and told me about the islands and Mr. Money Bags. The lioness watched patiently – as if waiting to make her move when I was finally ready. Valerie was on Lavinia’s lap, as if it were normal for a lion to sit on a human’s lap. The lioness had her eye cautiously on her daughter and was clearly pleased I would let mine interact so naturally with hers. 
It was not a simple request they were making! I was thinking. But I realized my reaction was only relevant to other people and even then only to grownups. It would not have made sense to the lioness and would not have seemed relevant to my children either. 
"Okay, I will try!" I agreed, though I could imagine it was going to be difficult.

I went with them to animal world. I recognized the long corridor Brendan and Lavinia had described (though it was now rectangular and wider and very well-lit). There was indeed still a flash of bright light at the end of it, but it was now a neon-lit lobby. In it, I found not one plain door – painted red –, but several entrances to separate worlds, that were islands now, they had told me. And the doors were very ornate with the name of the animal one would find behind the door, and beautiful photographs and a brochure telling humans n words what they could not just understand – like Brendan – but could not put into words.

There were still noises behind the door, I could hear, but they all seemed different. The fighting was gone and everything seemed peaceful. It sounded too peaceful to be true. 
The confusing sounds of the jungle were gone and their place was taken by the soothing sound of muzak on tape. In the distance, I could make out new sounds, the happy sounds of people who had come to see the animals. 
The giraffes did not show much surprise when we materialized in their midst. The lioness was not very patient with them, I noticed. They would not survive long in the wild, she was thinking. 
She should go to a supermarket! I was thinking.

She would never have let strangers appear in front of her. And I had not either, I realized she had noticed. In that, we were more like her than the giraffes were! The lioness’ obvious displeasure with the giraffes actually heightened my respect for her although her self-restraint reassured me. 
The islands had clearly become a zoo – not even such a bad one! – but it was obvious the lioness and Mr. Money Bags would see it very differently! 
We were just passing through, though. Mr. Money Bags had refused to put people on islands, and to be fair we had long since agreed with Mrs. Sagebrush and since 1957 none of the animals in zoos had ever lived wild. One can ask what these strange beings are we look at in zoos, neither wild nor domesticated. Everyone would agree with her they would not survive long in the wild, though in many ways the zoos were getting much better and the wild was not always so great, I was thinking. We were squeezing the wild animals out too as our dictatorship spread everywhere in animal world.
We had brought some animals into our world, it is true, but they had to belong to us and obey our laws – as Lavinia would say. We had isolated ourselves from the other species in the world so much that when we want to talk to ‘other species’ we look to aliens in outer space before we talk to those we might understand better at home. 
And, like the other wild animals, our first reaction to any form of contact is to kill. How was I supposed to sell the idea of communicating with the other species on earth? 
We did not have any single Meeting like the one Lavinia and Brendan were forming to speak to. Instead, I presented my case to everyone from the UN to the various national and local governments, NGOs, academic and professional groups, all established committees, and finally, at Brendan and Lavinia’s insistence, to many kindergarten and elementary school classes. 
I must say the company of a very large, at times very angry, but yet very self-controlled lioness did make people pay attention – that is when they were not trying to shoot her. 
My respect for the patience shown by ‘Mrs. Sagebrush’ grew during the years that followed. And Valerie’s playful presence often brought home something I often made seem too abstract or academic to my audience. 
Often the answer we received was that our audience agreed, but that it was out of their jurisdiction. They could do nothing at all. So often, I thought the best way to express what I felt would have been to borrow one of Mrs. Sagebrush’s snarls. 
I developed a spiel, a way to present the problem and our ideas for addressing it and received numerous ideas in return. 
Many people considered the arbitrary separation of humans and animals a loss for us both. Whole religions and philosophies already existed to integrate them – often better than we could. We were encouraged by this response, but not at all convinced our efforts were unnecessary. The fact was, the worlds were still separate! 
In the years that passed as the humans agreed to allow them to create a Meeting, Lavinia and Brendan spent much of their time with a growing number of species trying to learn what they had in common. 
Slowly they were learning to communicate, to hear each other and express. 
"Do you still think animals and humans can never learn to communicate?" Lavinia asked, but I think she was already forming her own opinions and was only wondering whether I could follow her. 
"It is true that few if any species have developed what we humans would recognize as words," I began hesitantly, "and our dependence on them made it difficult for us to accept any other form of self-expression. But we are gradually learning that we actually share some of those other forms of communication and understanding with animals, although we focus on words. It is still something of a shock to learn that we might have as much to learn from as to teach the other species, I have to admit."
The subtle interconnections and relations we humans had learned so painstakingly and haltingly to establish within individual groups in our own species, were beginning to be seen to exist to some extent also among species leaving some hope for the creation of something resembling a language and a literature among the species. 
There was so much to do, but a foundation had been laid. 
I ended my spiel to all groups by reminding them that although we had often denied nature and the animals before, they had come back, often in a form we found meaner and uglier than the one we had driven out – from bacteria, to bugs, to pigeons, to wild animals. Is it not better to coexist? I would ask rhetorically. 
There is indeed a cost to ourselves, but like parrots in the mines to show us when the environment was becoming lethal—to pigeons and polar bears, animals could have a lot to tell us we need to hear. The cost to us may be much higher if we don’t listen.
Chapter Twelve: The Children’s Meeting 
Brendan and Lavinia put on their very best clothes and left the house very early one morning to attend the first session of a brand new Meeting at the old school building. They were very excited. It was what they had always wanted, but had been blocked by the ambitions of so many grown ups. And what they had been working for in the long years that had already passed since the humans had agreed to learn to open up to the animals. 
Lavinia and Brendan did not know what to expect. Maybe that is the best way to describe the new Meeting—no one knew what to expect. 
So much of it had never even been tried before. For the first time, real power was being given to children. Grown ups, it was true, knew best how it had been before. So much was new now – and there were new things every day – they wanted children, smart children who would listen to the new voices without trying to force them to fit patterns that already existed (but had not worked). 
And there were so many new voices! And so many more were still coming out. It took a fresh mind even to hear them! Only children could see and understand the changes that were necessary. 
We ‘grownups’ were of course bracing for these incredible developments with concern. We – and you would be amazed by the diverse species that had already been admitted under that word – were Meeting in a ‘Senate’ to watch the kids and make sure they did not take things too far! 
I had been elected to this body as had the lioness – whom my children still insisted on calling ‘Mrs. Sagebrush’, although she refused to learn to use words, as she could size up any situation perfectly well without them. I felt proud and happy she accepted why Brendan and Lavinia had invented a name for her given their culture and what it meant to them, and seemed to return the affection and solidarity it implied. 
It was clearly not going to be easy. As I looked at the incredible diversity of species gathered in the Senate, species that still survived primarily by eating one another, I could only wonder how their children would be able to talk! 
And what compromises they would ever reach that their parents’ generation in the Senate could ever accept. They did not even all have languages in which to express themselves to their own species or through special translators to the others. 
They did not even have the concepts of persuasion or compromise. Humans had not always had them either, however. 
I realized that the hardest part had been achieved for now. They were learning how to recognize and respect each other and communicate. 
There was no easy solution that could be imposed, but maybe they could find some basis of compromise. 
Lavinia and Brendan were arguing very earnestly at a table and Valerie was clearly listening. I stole a glance at Mrs. Sagebrush and saw she had already noticed. Valerie’s answer was not in words, but in gestures and noises common to lions. I looked at my kids. They were watching her closely and were about to answer back with the same enthusiasm. And the others at the table – a chicken and a dolphin in a huge tank – seemed to be following with he same attention. 
