Mama

by Ashren

Thunder boomed distantly overhead, as the rain poured down. A figure stood drenched beneath the thick canopy of branches and leaves, head bent, a small baby crying in her arms. She was crying too, but it was hard to tell through the mixture of tears and raindrops streaking her pale face. Sitting down cross-legged, she bent over, trying to shelter her child from the rain. She began to rock backwards and forwards, grief taking over again, as she saw his face, cold and dead, looming up at her through the swirling blackness of her thoughts. Tarzan was dead, dead and she would never see him again, except for this vision of his still body, lying there, lifeless and empty. Gone. A choked sob escaped her, and then she felt a hand on her shoulder. She turned slowly, a small fleeting hope, that it was him, back from the dead to be with her, emerged dimly in the back of her mind, though she knew it couldn’t be, and she looked into the sad face of Kala, the gorilla who was Tarzan’s mother.

Had been.

Jane closed her eyes and buried her face in Kala’s soft wet fur, hugging her baby close to her chest, no longer able to keep control of her sobbing, and crying quite loudly, her back jerking up and down as she her breathing became short gasps for air. She felt one of Kala’s huge arms around her, stroking her hair, which was so wet it stuck to her face. A small comfort, and her crying gradually became softer. But she felt the world around her disappearing, above and below her, leaving them floating in a black nothingness. Then, as if a monster with a thousand arms began to tug at them, Jane felt Kala slipping away. She tried desperately to hold on, but the force was too strong. She watched as Kala became smaller and smaller, as she sped away into the distance. Then, Jane felt it again, pulling her baby away. She screamed and held her close, but she knew that it was pointless. The child was wrenched out of her arms, and they were sucked away from each other. Jane heard her daughter’s distant wailing, and she kicked and screamed, trying to break the grip of whatever was holding her.

“TORA! COME BACK! PLEASE!” She screamed, but there was no one to hear her through the black nothingness. It consumed her, cold and unstoppable, with the consistency of thick mud. Choking, she was sucked down, down into a black cloud of despair and loneliness, screaming in her head as loudly as the scream that managed to escape her mouth. 

“NOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOO!”

Jane opened her eyes, and sat up sharply in bed. She was drawing breaths in short sharp bursts, and she could feel that she was sweating all over. She wiped her face with her hand, and realised that she was crying. She rubbed the salty tears out of her eyes, and then turned to look over into the corner, where the crib was, and her baby daughter lay sleeping. Safe. Jane got up and walked unsteadily across the room. Gently, she lifted the baby up, careful not to wake her, and brought her up to her face. She kissed her forehead softly, and rocked her a little, overwhelmed with relief that she was still there. She felt sick inside, the horror of the nightmare still haunting her. Wrapping her baby in a blanket, she left the treehouse to find Tarzan. Outside, thunder boomed distantly overhead.

*~*~*~*

Tarzan opened one eye and looked up.

“Jane?” He yawned, looking up into her face. She was bent over him, and he could feel her warm breath on his cheek.

“Yes.” She said quietly.

“What are you doing out here. Is something wrong?” He asked, pushing himself up into a half-sitting half-lying position.

“No. I just had a really awful dream. I want to sleep down here with you. And Tora.” Jane replied, showing Tarzan the precious bundle. He caressed her head, and glanced up through a gap in the trees. Rain clouds were gathering, visible through the branches, illuminated by a sudden flash of lightning. A few seconds later, there came the rumble of thunder, and they heard the pattering of water on leaves, as the rain began to fall.

“Are you sure you want to sleep down here. It’s raining.” Tarzan said, as they shifted under a hood of thick leaves. The other gorillas were waking up, and pulling up whole bushes to cover themselves with.

“Yes. I’ll be fine.” Said Jane. “As long as I’m with you, I’ll always be fine.” She said, laying her head across his chest. Tora lay between them, still undisturbed through the storm.

“What did you dream that was so awful?” Tarzan asked eventually, looking down into Jane’s face. After a while she replied.

“I dreamed that you…that I lost you. And then Tora. Kala was gone too. It was the most terrible feeling I’ve ever felt.” She looked up into his eyes, and felt tears welling up again in her own. She tried to blink them away, but one escaped, rolling down the side of her face. Tarzan’s own heart ached at her display of sadness, and he sat up, pulling her into a hug. He lifted Tora into Jane’s lap, and they slept like that, in each other’s arms, the jungle around them echoing with sound of the rain, as it spattered on the leaves and plants.

*~*~*~*

Light shone through the branches, creating a greenish-yellow glow, mottled with the shadows of leaves on the tree trunks and the grass covered earth. It sparkled off drops of water, collected in the centres of flowers, from the previous night’s storm. Small gushing streams could be heared not far away, the run offs from the flooded mountain rivers, miles away and hidden atop thick white cloud. Jane woke up slowly. She rubbed the sleep dust out of her eyes, as she looked around blearily, wondering where she was. Then elements of the previous night floated back into her mind. Elements she didn’t really want to remember. She looked at Tarzan and smiled. He was still asleep. She traced her finger softly down the end of his nose, and kissed his cheek. Slowly he opened his eyes, and looked up into her’s.

“I’m still here.” He said, smiling. Jane blushed slightly, at the remembrance of her manner the night before. The dream seemed distant and hazy, and she felt she might have over reacted a little, waking up Tarzan and dragging Tora out of bed.

Tora.

Jane looked around quickly for her daughter, but relaxed, as she saw Kala sat not far off, cradling her and gazing down happily, as Tora reached up, trying to touch her face, her huge blue eyes wide with curiosity. Eyes just like Jane’s. Kala looked up and saw Tarzan and Jane watching her. She smiled and got up, lumbering through the leaves littering the forest floor, and handed Tora back to Jane.

“She reminds me so much of you when you were a baby.” She said. Tarzan scowled, but Jane laughed, walking her fingers over Tora’s stomach, and tickling her under her chin. Tora screamed with laughter, and waved her arms around. They all smiled down at her.

“Auntie K? AUNTIE K?” Terk’s voice could be heard resounding through the clearing, Kala looked around.

“Terk?” She called. A few moments later, a spikey-haired female gorilla appeared through the trees, Tarzan’s best friend Terk.

“Hey.” She panted. “We’re going off to find some food. You coming?” Kala nodded.

“Can I come?” Asked Jane, wanting to fight off her embarrassment over how she had behaved the night before, by showing that she wasn’t afraid to go off without Tarzan.

“Yeah. Sure.” Said Terk, still a little out of breath. Jane smiled.

“You gonna be okay?” Asked Tarzan. “At least let me look after Tora?” Jane looked down reluctantly into the tiny face. Tora was blowing bubbles, and trying to grab at them with one of her tiny hands. Jane considered.

“Yes if you want to.” She said. It was a wrench, but she felt she had to prove it to herself, as well as Tarzan, that she could cope without them. She passed Tora carefully to Tarzan.

“Remember, don’t let her go on the ground, she might try to eat something off it, and don’t-”

“Yes I know, I know. Don’t drop her or hang her upside down or let her poke things into her ears. We’ll be fine.” Said Tarzan rolling his eyes. Jane blushed again.

“Sorry. You know how I am with her.” She said apologetically. Tarzan smiled. Jane kissed him and Tora goodbye, then walked with Kala and Terk off into the trees. Tarzan smiled as he watched them go. Then he looked down.

“So, what are we going to do while Jane and Kala are gone then?” He said, tickling Tora’s nose. She sneezed and giggled, then waved her arms at him, wanting a hug. He held her awkwardly over his shoulder, realising what he had let himself in to. Never mind Jane not being able to cope without them; it looked like he was going to have trouble without her.

*~*~*~*

Days passed. Weeks. Months. The baby gorillas that used to play with Tora grew quickly, leaving her still barely walking, and going off by themselves to play. This didn’t matter though, as Tora was constantly under the attention of her parents, both completely devoted to caring for her, and played with her enough to drive any normal person mad. Terk took the view that it must have already, finding it hard to understand why Jane and Tarzan made such a fuss when Tora suddenly one day came out with “Mama” and “Dada”. When she tried to make Tora say her (Terk’s) name, hanging her upside down by her foot and saying “Can you say Teeeerk?” in a baby talk voice, all she was rewarded with was a pointed finger in her face and “Der”, which she resented. Tora’s hair was growing longer; her head now covered by a dark halo, soft and beautiful. Jane found herself sitting for hours while Tora slept, just gently stroking her head, and singing her the song that her mother had sung to her, when she was a child. Always a comfort to her. It had been running dimly through her head, that night when she had awoken after the nightmare, and had immediately thought of Tora. When You’re Alone. She heard the words in her head, just as if it was her lying there in the crib, her mother’s voice washing around her, lulling her to sleep the sweet smell of perfume clouding her senses. At times, when she was really sad or scared, she was sure that she could smell it, faintly in the air around her, as if her mother was still there, comforting her with her presence.

*~*~*~*

Further months passed. Tora was up and (almost) walking, toddling about among the gorilla family, making it difficult for Jane and Tarzan to keep an eye on her. They were all sat about in groups, one day, eating the last meal before nesting time began. The sky was growing quickly dark, as the night approached. Jane, one arm around Tora’s waist to stop her wriggling away, the other holding a banana, which she had been trying to feed to the child, looked up as she heard a distant rumble.

“Thunder again.” She said, Tora finally escaping from her grasp. “We’re in for a wet night-” She trailed off as she saw Tarzan. He was stood, one hand on the trunk of a tree, listening intently. “What is it dear?” Asked Jane, getting up and looking questioningly at the tree. The trunk was shaking. Tarzan’s eyes suddenly became very wide. Leaping backwards he yelled

“RUN EVERYBODY! IT’S THE ELEPHANTS! STAMPEDE!” The air was immediately filled with the sound of shouting, backed by the rapidly increasing volume of the approaching herd.

“TORA! WHERE IS SHE?” Cried Jane, staring about frantically.

“I’VE GOT HER!” Yelled Tarzan, dragging Jane by her arm to the edge of the clearing. Seconds later, the herd crashed through the trees on the opposite side, tearing down everything in its path. Tora was screaming, held tightly by Tarzan, as they leapt about madly to avoid trip-roots and stones. The stampede was gaining. “Jane, grab that vine!” Tarzan called back.

“But-”

“GRAB IT!” Jane caught the vine obediently, swinging round off the elephants’ path. She’s safe, thought Tarzan. Scrambling on, he stared ahead, searching for a vine or branch, but there were none low enough. Teeth gritted, he ran on, holding Tora with one arm. His other knuckle and feet were cut and bleeding from sharp hidden stones and twigs on the ground. He could hear the elephants just behind them, so close now. They turned a slight bend in the makeshift path, in the direction of the mountains, and ahead of them Tarzan noticed an opening in the rock. Seeing their chance, he dived for it, tumbling to the floor. He whipped around, staring out through the hole, as the elephants stomped past. The disturbance they caused triggered a rock fall above the cave, and several boulders fell into the opening, blocking their exit. Tarzan crouched at the back of the cave, Tora still wailing under his tight grip around her waist. He coughed. The air was full of dust, disturbed by their heavy landing on the floor, and the quaking caused by the stampede. Tarzan released Tora, then went to inspect the blockage. He scrabbled at the looser stones with his hands, and they crumbled away, releasing a few larger ones. A small hole appeared. He knew he wouldn’t be able to fit through it, he was too big…but it was large enough for a small child to squeeze through.

Tarzan looked at Tora, who was rubbing the sticky mess of dust and tears out of her eyes. She could fit through, he thought. Then he shook himself. He couldn’t send her out by herself, in the dark jungle, it was far too dangerous. He felt ashamed for even considering it.

He pushed with all his weight against the rocks, throwing himself at them, but they were stuck fast. Exhausted, he leant back against the cave wall, picking up Tora and seating her in his lap. She had stopped crying, and was now sucking her foot. Tarzan pulled it out of her mouth, tickling the end of her nose. She twisted herself round to look up at his face.

“Dada!” She exclaimed, pointing. Tarzan smiled.

“Don’t worry. They’ll find us in the morning.” He said, more to assure himself, as he knew Tora wouldn’t understand. He knew though, that the cave was quite well hidden, and would be hard to find if you didn’t know it was there, and now even harder, as the entrance was filled with rocks. Tarzan got up and approached the offending blockage, peering out through the hole. He tried to shout, but couldn’t raise his voice, due to the amount of dust he had breathed in. He coughed again, turning and going back over to Tora. She dropped off after a while. Tarzan soon followed suet, curling himself around Tora to keep her warm, in the cooler night air.

*~*~*~*

Rain poured down, and lightning tore the sky. Alone, shivering from the unnatural coldness, sickened with grief, Jane rocked herself backwards and forwards, hugging her knees to her chest, crying out softly for Tarzan and Tora. The world around her was dissolving, and she was falling, nothing to catch her, as she plunged down…down…down…

Jane woke again, dizzy from sitting up so quickly. She drew her legs up to her chest and began to cry loudly into her knees. They hadn’t seen Tarzan and Tora since they had been split up after the stampede. Anything could have happened to them. Through the sobs, she started humming her mother’s song, and slowly her tears subsided. Wiping her face dry with the back of her wrist, she stood up, shaky but purposeful, pulling the blanket up around her shoulders. She made for the door.

The blanket rustled over fallen leaves, as she walked towards the edge of the clearing.

“Jane, stop. Don’t go.” Jane turned. It was Kala. Jane looked groundwards. “You can’t go out by yourself in the dark.” Said Kala, trying to be reasonable. “You won’t see them at night anyway. Please wait till morning-”

“Morning? By morning they could be dead.” Jane cut across, shaking her head and beginning to cry again. “No. I can’t just do nothing. I’m so scared for them. I have to go.” She choked. Turning, she pulled the blanket further up around her neck, not wanting to look at Kala’s face. “Please don’t try to stop me.” Kala watched her go, sadly.

*~*~*~*

Tora was bored. And cold. And hungry. She was also missing her mommy.

“Dada?” She asked, looking into Tarzan’s face. He was asleep. Though Tora was very young, she could feel that something wasn’t right. The cave was dark and cold, she didn’t like it. Neither did her father, apparently, he had been trying so hard to get out. Tora looked at the blockage, and found the small opening. She stuck her head through, breathing in the clean, fragrant air outside. It felt good. The air in the cave made her choke, and the dust got up her nose and in her eyes. Tora thought, to the extent that a fourteen-month-old toddler could think. Dada was in the cave, but the cave was bad. Outside she could breathe. Outside it was lighter. Outside it was warmer.

Outside it was better.

She wriggled all the way out onto the trampled ground, all the trees and plants having been flattened by the elephants earlier on. She turned, still unsure of what to do, and looked into the cave. Bad cave. Dada. Bad cave.

Outside it was better.

Tora made up her mind.

*~*~*~*

The only light came through the tiny gaps in the trees, overhead, and had faded by the time it reached Jane, stumbling along the path, shivering despite the blanket around her shoulders, tattered and torn where the end was being dragged over the ground. She called out for Tarzan and Tora, but every time, she was only answered by silence, and with each silence it felt more useless, until, when Jane caught her foot in a root and fell down, she didn’t even bother to push herself back up again. She had been following the path left by the stampede for what felt like hours, with no idea of where she was or where she was going, and no way of knowing if they were even on the path, if she had passed them already. If they were even alive. Curled up on the ground, the blanket pulled tightly up around her face too keep out the cold, she did the only thing she could to comfort herself from this terrible possibility: She started singing. Quietly, words partly drowned out by the sobs, quietly so that even she could hardly hear it, she started singing, in her head the world dissolving, the only things supporting her were the words, her mother’s voice…

When you’re alone,

Far away from home,

There’s a gift the Angels send,

When you’re alone.

The smell of her perfume, faint and sweet…

Everyday must end,

But the night’s our friend,

Angels always send

A star when you’re alone.

Her soft touch against her face…

At night when I’m alone

I lie awake and wonder,

Which of them belongs to me,

Which one, I wonder.

The sound of her voice…

And any star I choose

Watches over me.

So I know I’m not alone,

When I’m here on my own.

A bright light shone ahead of her. She reached out for it through the blackness…

Isn’t that a wonder?

When you’re alone,

You’re not alone,

Not really alone.

A hand was reaching out for her, coming from the light. She caught it. Instantly, all her sadness left her. The blackness surrounding her seemed to shrink, the world coming back…

The stars are all my friends,

Until the night-time ends.

So I know I’m not alone,

When I’m here on my own.

“Mama?” Jane called, trying to see onto the centre of the light…

Isn’t that a wonder?

When you’re alone,

You’re not alone,

Not really alone…

“Mama?” Jane’s ayes opened abruptly. She was still lying on the ground, though she was no longer alone. Somehow, she had unconsciously reached out, and in her’s was grasped the tiny hand of…

“Tora!” Cried Jane, picking up Tora and hugging her, stroking her soft hair and kissing her face. “Oh I was so scared, I thought I’d never see you again! I was so scared.” Tora squeezed Jane around her neck. “How did you find me darling?” Said Jane, crying once again, but this time out of happiness.

“Heard mama singing.” Replied Tora proudly. Jane looked at her, puzzled.

“But…I could hardly hear myself singing, and anyway, I think I was asleep. How did you hear me?”

“Heard mama’s song.” Tora said, almost defiantly. Jane smiled at her, still stroking her head gently. She thought for a while, about what had happened to her after she fell down. She had been dreaming, hadn’t she? She thought about the dream. The world disappearing, then the bright light, and the sound of her mother’s singing, and the smell of her perfume. The smell…

Wait.

You can’t smell things in dreams, thought Jane. She had smelled the perfume, and had felt the touch of the hand. You didn’t feel things in dreams either. She had been awake, and somehow, her mother had been there, singing, pulling Jane out of the darkness, and guiding Tora to her. Her mother had been there.

It felt as though someone had lit a warm fire inside of Jane. She had Tora back, and her mother was watching over them. Them. Jane suddenly grabbed Tora.

“Where’s Tarzan? Where’s Dada?” She asked, looking urgently into the small child’s face. Tora’s happy expression changed. She looked back along the path and pointed.

“Bad cave.” She said.

“Where?” Asked Jane. “Is dada trapped?” Tora said nothing, not understanding what Jane meant by ‘trapped’. But she led Jane back from where she had come. The early morning glow was lightening the tone of the sky, and it was easier to see now. They searched around in the gloom, until Jane came across the rock fall, and the small opening through which Tora had escaped. She peered in. “Tarzan?” She called. Silence. “TARZAN?” She yelled, louder this time. There was a scrabbling sound. Then a hand came out through the hole. Jane grasped it, crying with relief. “Tarzan, Tarzan you’re alive! I was so scared!” She pressed his hand against her face. He held her’s very tightly. Jane said “We have to get you out of there. What’s it look like from inside?” The voice that replied was not much more than a choked whisper.

“It’s bad. The rocks are stuck and I can hardly breathe because of all of this dust.” Tarzan coughed violently, trying to clear his throat, but there was too much dust. “I’m suffocating in here.” He managed to choke. Jane kissed his hand. She tried to tug at the boulders, but they were too heavy. Crying from frustration, she kicked one, and fell back on the ground, sobbing at her feeling of uselessness. “Jane, don’t exhaust yourself. We won’t be able to shift them by ourselves. You have to go get the other gorillas. Gorillas are stronger.” He whispered, lying on the floor of the cave from lack of oxygen.

“Tarzan, we don’t have enough time. Look at you. You can’t breathe! You could be dead by the time we find help. I’ll lose you forever.” She took his hand again, through the gap in the rocks, holding Tora up to it as well.

“Jane? Here you are! THEY’RE HERE TERK!” Jane turned, almost collapsing with dis-belief, at the two figures that now emerged from the half-darkness. Kala, followed by Terk.

“How did you get here? How did you find us?” She cried.

“I don’t know. I came to find you, after you ran off. I thought I heard you singing, and I sort of followed it, and here you are.” Said Kala, giving a slight smile. Jane returned it happily. Then her expression returned to one of great urgency.

“Quickly, help me move these!” She said, starting to pull at the rocks again. Kala and Terk helped, and this time, the boulder began to move. But dislodging it dropped more dust and rocks into the cave, and they could hear Tarzan coughing and choking inside. “Careful! Said Jane. “Come on, we have to pull harder. Too many like that and Tarzan will suffocate!” They tried again, heaving at the rock with all their strength, but each time, the boulder only lifted about an inch, knocking off another pile of fine dust. Come on, thought Jane to herself. She started singing, just faintly under her breath.

When you’re alone,

Far away from home,

There’s a gift the Angels send,

When you’re alone.

The rock lifted higher.

“Come on, that’s it!” Yelled Terk. Jane concentrated harder, eyes tightly shut, the bright light growing in front of her.

Isn’t that a wonder?

When you’re alone,

You’re not alone,

Not really alone.

Jane reached out mentally. It was like another invisible person had added their efforts to the task, suddenly. One last heave and they managed to roll the boulder out of its lodge, and onto the ground. From the opening now visible, Tarzan emerged. Jane flung herself upon him, knocking the air out of his lungs. The movement also dislodged some of the dust, and Tarzan was able to whisper ‘Thanks’, as he hugged Jane. Tora joined them, and then Tarzan got up to hug Kala and Terk. Jane was just happy that he and Tora were still alive. Inside her head, she said ‘Thank you Mama. You saved us.’

Then she pulled Tarzan back into her embrace.

*~*~*~*

The words were washing around her, lifting her like a warm cushion of air. Everything around her was a clear sky blue, in the centre of which, shone that familiar light. She reached out her hand, to take the hand outstretched to her. Hand in hand, the mother and daughter walked together, out across the endless blue plain.

