
Ayla has been on quite an adventure these last few months while we have been waiting for our
house to be ready to move back into after infrastructure damage during the Glass Fire.

In October the three of us headed to South Africa, the country of Ayla's birth. From there we set
off on an amazing self-drive safari through Western South Africa, Namibia and Zambia,
returning from Victoria Falls in Zimbabwe 5 weeks later.  Ayla climbed one of the highest dunes
in the world at Soussesvlei, bare feet squeaking in the hot red sand. She saw big wide rivers
and heard hippos grunting in a chain reaction down the river. And one hippo, surely a teenager
with his voice breaking, squeaking in a most undignified way. She laughed when she saw them
out of the water - so big and rotund with their stumpy legs. At Liuwa Plains, Ayla shouted with
excitement as storm after storm approached and thunder crashed and lightning streaked the
sky. It was there that she witnessed a newborn Wildebeest taking its first shaky steps.
On another drive there, she rounded a corner to see a lioness with three young cubs, still
speckled and playful, yet with the intense gaze and fearlessness of a lion. They stalked right up
to the car and yawned, showing their sharp white teeth. They leaped on each other so playfully
that Ayla was squealing with pleasure. Ayla loved the interesting drives and seeing animals in
different climates. She was equally interested in watching the people that we passed on the
way, people living simple lives. She noted with fascination how the houses changed. All built by
hand, using the materials at hand, which meant they looked different in different areas, made
with materials that included grasses, sticks, mud, wooden planks, and baked bricks. Ayla lay on
her back at Kasanka at sunset and watched in astonishment as millions of bats filled the sky
and then disappeared. It was so incredible to imagine that all the straw-colored fruit bats in the
world were gathered there at that one place at that one time, and she was there to see them as
they went out from their perches to search for food.

For the last six weeks Ayla and her mom have been staying with their friends at Driehoek farm
in the Cederberg mountains where Ayla was born. Ayla's friend, Karli, is the same age and they
have been doing school together every morning. Each school day began with nature journaling,
where they each took a turn to lead the way into the veld (bushes) and find a place to observe
and write or draw about whatever grabbed their attention. In and amongst school, and playing,
and riding bikes on the farm, and rock scrambling, and hiking in the wild mountains, and
swimming in the mountain river, they have looked after the farm animals and gathered honey
from the beehives. Ayla loved being covered in bees, safe in her bee suit. And she enjoyed the
sticky, efficient job of harvesting grapes and listening to the sharp snap of the leaves as they
were cleared from the vines.

At the end of March, Ayla will be heading home to Sonoma and a house that is finally
inhabitable. And to her friends on the other end of a zoom call.
-Liz Martins (Ayla's Mom)


