purpose and Practicality of Congregating:
A Naturalist’s Understanding of Combating Loneliness
in the Animal Kingdom

Extract from a short story

on the twenty-third floor of the Oak City Nittochi N ishi-Shinjuku Building
in the Shinjuku ward of Tokyo, Japan, Helen is working at her desk.

She pays no attention to the foreign skyline outside. Instead, she focuses
on the work before her.

She clears her throat once, then again. She smooths her auburn hair
and tightens her ponytail, scrolling back to the top of her advertisement
proposal. Briefly, she considers taking a break to listen to the audiobook
on animal migration she started on the plane.

At the slide entitled ‘Predicted International Impact’ she starts reading.

It has been five days since she arrived in this new city, and her body
is finally becoming accustomed to the time change from her native
Minneapolis. ;

She picks up a folder from the desk and fans herself. The heat.is sticky
here. Unlike the time difference, her body won’t adapt to the humidity
during her short stay in Tokyo. |

In the same Nishi-Shinjuku Building as Helen, men head towards the
indoor golf driving range for a bit of exercise. Deep beneath the building,
the ever-busy M runouchi Line rumbles on. Ambulance sirens blare as they

enter the | University Hospital. A steady honking of

rd floor, Helen continues




envious. They accomplish this by tracking the movements of up tq g
e\’en

of their closest neighbours.
Their flight is maintained by three rules:

. Rule of Separation:
Steer oneself to avoid crowding or bumping one’s neighbours

. Rule of Alignment:
Match oneself to the assumed direction of one’s neighbours

. Rule of Maintenance:
ge position of one’s neighbours,

Direct oneself towards the avera
are many, but, in a migratory sense, the m
ain

By arranging themselves in specific shape
f changing wind patterns, using thsé

The purposes of flocking
function is aerodynamic.
the starlings can take advantage O

surrounding air in the most efficient way.
ne another, they make their own struggles easier to bear.

Using O
Helen rechecks the consumer figures for the ad i
ol = S proposal sh :
in the day. She is holding a sandwich in one hand. e
She plays the rough version of their ad.
--Acarwmds between low, country hills. There is no evident location, but

ag .;_j_ely Scottlsh The nghlands perhaps. The rugged environment
ﬁnal frontler here on Earth.




ures, him liaising with the creative team and pitchin

Are you coming?’

we don’t have a meeting today.’

«To the breakroom.” He jerks his head left. ‘There’s gonna be cake
‘What for?’ :
Miko’s birthday.’ Mark contextualises slowly. ‘Miko. The translator. Our

rranslator. She’s been working with us since we landed. '

‘Of course.’

‘So, you'll come?”’

 still have a lot to put together here.’

Mark stands for a moment at the door before making his way to the
breakroom by himself.

fig g ads to clients.

Every year, millions of wildebeests circle the African plains during the great
Serengeti Migration. It occurs without fail, following the same route.

Following the short rains in November, the herds congregate in the
south-east quadrant of the Serengeti National Park in Tanzania. Over the
next few months, the herds will grow as they graze, give birth, and prepare
for their journey. In April, they start to move north.

The migration continues through the summer, traversing plains
flourishing with grass and fresh water alongside hordes of zebra and gazelle.
Their first river crossing occurs in June when the herd comes across the
Grumeti River, more a series of pools and shallow channels when they
encoyntenit, ssaas g ok s e AR AR _

Itis in September, more than halfway through their journey and after
migrating into Kenya, that the wildebeests face their greatest threat: the Mara
river - its surging, frothy waters still swelling from the late summer rains.
 The her at the edge of the waters - waiting, watching for signs
» beneath the muddy surface - for the long jaws, the
ler without hesitation. All at
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he wall. She enters d gtall and wipes her face dry using some toijey Paper
the wall. :

o it when she’s done- .
ﬂu;l;:zgi; l:‘;r office, she scrolls through her emails. One from her land]opq

One from her mother. Most are promotlons.b. :
' il wi subject line. It’ . _
She stops and clicks on an email with no subje e. 1t's short, informj,

Helen they left her key in the mailbox. It"s simply sligned ‘Aisha’, Helen
remembers not two weeks ago when they signed off with ‘Love’, ang before
that ‘XOXO".

She returns to her inbox. She responds to .her mother telling her that
everything is fine, that she’ll be home foF Christmas, and that the fooq is
good. She replies to her landlord to let him know that she is fine with the
increase in rent if the leaky toilet is fixed before she gets back.

She returns to Aisha’s email, reads it again. Then, deletes it.

She packs her bag, turns off her desk lamp and heads for the elevator.

She ignores Mark calling her name, pressing the close door button before
anyone else has the chance to enter.

Between May and July off the east coast of South Africa, an unexplained

- phenomenon known as The Sardine Run takes place.
~ Ecologically, little is known about this mass migration, as it doesn’t
p .:‘ everyyearmfa‘:t'm the last fifteen years the run didn’t take place
004, ooﬁ o 0112015 ﬁOWéVﬁer_;_.when it does occur, it results in
aTie tt_hatmfectsevel‘yh"lng thing which encounters it.
of sardines schooling in such large quantities is

ould-be attackers.
e, and reconfigure. Anything
, and beyond the danger
th itself, the school




an exit. She lfeanS against the cold window until she dj
ghinjuku station.

1t is busier here: school children in black gakurans, their coll i
scurry past her; a gothic-Lolita pokes her in the head Witl"l a frilled uanl;:) s
a station worker yells at the young man rushing past on a skateb i
swerving and weaving between the hordes of people. e

Helen turns around, then back again. Finally, she spots a green sign with
yamanote Line printed in English beneath the Japanese. She’s caught in a
wave of people as they surge into the nearest car. She feels compressed on
all sides. She twists, squirms, trying to fold herself back towards the exit
deciding to take the next train. The doors hiss closed, cutting off her escape.’

The train jerks, screeches, and picks up speed through the underground.
Helen, forced flush against the door, watches as another train glides up
next to hers. Inside, people are identically crowded, packed tightly side by
side. It twists, turning down a separate tunnel.

The train roars through the earth like thunder. She watches condensation
bead on the window until it falls under its own mass. It reminds her of
thunderstorms back home. The weight of the clouds pressing down from the
sky, lightning creating a cage. Storms always make her feel claustrophobic.

The Globe Skimmer holds the record for the longest migration by any
insect. Measuring no more than five centimetres, this species of dragonfly
travels nearly eighteen thousand kilometres roundtrip. They can fly
nearly seven thousand kilometres without rest and can fly up to sixty-two
thousand metres high. Their migration takes them from southern India to

Mozambique and Tanzania, with stops in the Maldives and the Seychelles
alongtheway. . _
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