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Stan Binstead and his wife, Millie, reached London early in the morning.


Millie leaned up against the window and looked down as they flew over.


Stan sat directly behind a wiry man of about his own age…


They started out so early that it was still dark.


Their new camp was in a clearing by  a good-sized stand of trees…


They moved for the last time, to join the group at the big camp.


“We prepared,” Nicholas translated, “for the feast…”


“Tell me more about your friend…”


In the days that followed…


About the Author


Copyright






















Stan Binstead and his wife, Millie, reached London early in the morning.





Stan Binstead and his wife, Millie, reached London early in the morning. They both felt heavy and tired from their flight and were already weighed down by an emotion that made for even greater lassitude—a kind of inertia, intermittently broken by irritable indecisiveness. In the army they call it combat fatigue.


He hadn’t wanted to bring her along; she kept pleading until he gave in. No sentimental argument would have persuaded him, but she wasn’t in the habit of thinking up such manoeuvres. She would never ask, “How could you leave me?” or tell him, “You don’t love me.” She had just said, “But I’ve never seen London. I’ve never been to Africa. It’s the only chance I’ll ever have to go on a really nice vacation. I’ve never been out of the country at all.” It was true. She hadn’t even been away from New England before the first time he’d taken her to visit his family.


“The money it would cost,” he had said, as if otherwise, naturally, it would be all right. He needed to go, for research. That was what he said. Her presence would be a luxury.


Then, right on time, as though planned that way, her Great Aunt Edna died, leaving her a nice little sum of money and several glass cases filled with knick-knacks that would have been useless all the time they were going into the collection, yet were now in fashion and could be sold for quite a lot. Millie had been fond of the old lady and was overjoyed about the bequest. How nice of her it had been, she kept saying. How thoughtful.


They dozed for part of the morning in the twin beds of their hotel room, had lunch downstairs and made plans for their stay. Stan hadn’t been able to get hold of his friend, Jack, who—according to the girl who answered the phone when he called up—was still away on a long weekend in the country. It was some kind of holiday in town; all the stores were closed. Millie wanted to take one of the tourist bus rides with him. He told her no, she should go herself and he would stay in the room and read the papers.


“Oh, Stan,” she said. “You come three thousand miles just to read the newspapers? You can buy the same ones at home.”


“Well, I don’t want to go on one of those tours.”


“Okay, we’ll walk.”


“It’s raining.”


Millie’s face took on a peculiar look, as though parts of it had shrunk. “We’ll walk in the rain,” she said.


That was what they ended up doing. They went through a few parks, saw some fine crescents and cornices and squares, and Millie asked him at least three times if he wasn’t glad she’d remembered to pack the umbrellas. As they walked forward through the drizzle, he thought: It’s all right sometimes, then suddenly it’s like this. I was foolish. I should just have left. I should have said: Take a vacation wherever you want to, as long as it’s a long way away from me.


They got lost, found an Italian restaurant that was open, and had supper. They drank twice as much as usual, becoming mildly drunk, and were out on the wet streets again, feeling befuddled but more enthusiastic about London than they had been before.


Stan said, “This is a great town.”


“My feet are turning all funny,” Millie told him, in a high little voice like a child at a birthday party.


“Come on, funnyfoot,” he said close to her ear.


He put his arm around her. She had an idea that at last things were going to be all right. Back at the hotel, they made love for the first time in many months. But, in the morning, nothing had changed. They had breakfast, he spent half an hour telephoning, and was finally able to find his friend, Jack.


“Will you be all right shopping, and so on?” he asked her.


“Can’t I meet Jack?”


“I think it would be sort of boring for you.”


“But I’d like to come.”


“We’re just going to be talking shop the whole time. And catching up on all the years we haven’t seen each other.”


She smiled, and thought: So, it’s you who would be bored if I came along.


“The whole day?”


“Well, look. There are all those tours you wanted to go on, and the museums, and if you could try to get some of the tickets, that would be a help. Unless—no, I won’t know till I talk to Jack. I want to see some of the footage from that documentary he worked on. They may set it up for the evening. You go enjoy yourself, see the town. I’ll do the American Express and the Africa part.”


“You don’t want to do anything together?”


“I’ve got these meetings. I told you. And I’ve got to do some research in the libraries. Listen,” he said, nervousness coming into his face and voice, “I told you before we got here, long before: I’m supposed to be working. You wanted to come along—fine, but I can’t hold your hand.”


“I only asked.”


He went to a meeting and had lunch with some of his colleagues.


*


The trip would never become a second honeymoon, as she had begun to hope the night before. No chance of that. It would be another eight or ten months before he decided he wanted her again.


She went to a museum. She liked museums, but it always took as much time to read the information as to look at the things.


This bowl is decorated by a process known as cloisonné. This figure represents the goddess Hathor. The dwarf in the corner is probably the royal sandalbearer.


There were crowds everywhere. She got on a bus to go back, but it went in the wrong direction. After doing the same kind of thing several times, she walked or took taxis from the Underground stations. The Underground was the one part of the city she understood immediately. It was exactly the way it promised to be. When the chart said west, that was what it meant, straight as an arrow. The plans on the walls coincided with real maps of the city and the electric lines were just as they ought to be: left, right, up, down. And each one was in a different colour.


She went to all the big museums, one after another, visited a couple of the parks farther out of town, walked through the botanical gardens and went to a matinée. She bought two pairs of shoes, and began to enjoy herself.


Stan was off meeting people with his friend. And who knew who else. That first evening he’d gone out alone, he had come back drunk. And the next, he’d tottered in so late that when she turned on the light, he said he was too tired to talk and if she made a fuss or even said a word, he’d never speak to her again. On the next day, the rain stopped for an entire twenty-four-hour stretch and she had tea alone in an upstairs tea-room filled with little chairs and tables that seemed made for children. She saw exactly the right present for her mother-in-law, attended an afternoon piano concert, was caught in the rain afterwards, couldn’t find her way back for an hour, and got her period.


They went to the theatre together once. She asked why this friend, Jack, couldn’t join them. Conferences, Stan said.


*


She was going from shop to shop one day, looking for a nice purse to send her sister, Betty. The sun was out, she waited at the kerb for the traffic lights to change, and then when they did, caught sight of herself in the plate glass of a store opposite. She saw an ordinary woman, mooning along the street, who looked like somebody else. She thought: My God, I look like somebody’s mother. The thought paralysed her for an instant. She let the lights change a second time before she moved with the crowd. She crossed the street towards her reflection, stopped outside the building and pretended that she was waiting for someone. She wanted to be still and think for a while, but there was no place to sit down.


If I don’t do something, she thought, nobody else will. I’ve got to do something. It’s already too late anyway, so why not? Could anything be worse than the way things are?


She went and had her hair cut, bought some clothes and ear-rings, make-up, bead necklaces, a bracelet and some nail polish which she never used but suddenly thought she might try. She decided to go out alone in the evening. Stan would be back late that night too. He had warned her that every night was going to be like this.


She stood outside the opera house and bought a ticket at the side entrance near the back, where people were selling because their favourite dancer had been replaced by someone else. She had thought it would be an opera, but it was a ballet: the girl in a pink costume, men giving her roses, the wicked witch putting a spell on her and the prince eventually finding her and waking her up. True love, rescue, marriage. Happily ever after.


At the end, when the girl next to her screamed, “Bravo,” Millie yelled too. She was carried away. Everyone around her was shouting appreciation. She was no longer sure that she wanted to go on to Africa. She liked London. And afterwards, near midnight as she leaned towards her image in the hotel mirror, she thought she appeared completely different. She looked better.


Stan still hadn’t come in. She heard him much later and put her arm across her eyes until he banged into the wall and hit the switches that turned off the bedside lamp and lit up the one near the bathroom.


The first thing he said to her in the morning was, “What have you done to yourself?”


“For heaven’s sake,” she told him. “I had a haircut, that’s all.” He looked astonished. She never answered back like that. But he hadn’t noticed the other changes in her.


*


He was busy with his own adventures; free, on vacation and being paid for it. No more students and their theses, or committee work, classes and exams. No one else’s theories but his own. It felt great. Not even Millie could spoil it.


He walked out of the British Museum, down the steps, over to the gates, and saw straight ahead of him across the street a black-painted doorway and, in white capital letters on the glass above it, the single word: MAGIC. He wasn’t sure how the numbers went, so he crossed over to the pub on the corner and checked the sequence as he strolled by: the Museum Tavern, the knitwear shop advertising “kilts, shetlands, cashmeres, gifts”, a door marked “50”, then the Magic shop, which had a sign hanging outside that showed a white rabbit being pulled out of a black hat. Down the hat ran yellow words: Davenport’s tricks, jokes, puzzles. A block of flats nearby bore a small plaque indicating that it was the Helen Graham House, YWCA. And a couple of doors beyond that, he found the right number.


He climbed all the way to the top floor because the elevator was full of people moving laundry baskets.


Jack said, “Stan. Christ, I don’t believe it. Come on in.”


The living-room windows looked across to the pediment above the main entrance of the museum. The view was good, although slightly to the side, and gave the building the appearance of being in motion, like an immense grey aircraft carrier passing by above the trees. But the sightlines still took in the whole sweep. It was possible to make out the carvings: the turtle on the right, the crocodile at the left, mythological people in between.


Jack said, “It’s the Y who’ve got the really good view, I guess, but this is okay too. Girlfriend of mine told me she never noticed all those allegorical characters up there before, and over in a corner somebody’s doing something very unusual to a dog.”


“I can’t see it. Probably looking through a microscope at it. The whole business is supposed to be about social progress, isn’t it?”


“Ah, those old-time optimists. Such faith in the rational outcome. You’re looking pretty good for somebody stuck in the academic rut. What do you do—swim, box?”


“Squash.” Tuesday, Thursday, Saturday, every week. Monday and Wednesday were free, Friday was Myra. Sunday at home, or maybe out for a walk.


“A drink?” Jack suggested. “I hope you aren’t actually in training, or anything. We can go around the corner for lunch, back here, and—listen, come along tonight. I’ll get Shirley to bring a friend.”


Stan hesitated, then said, “All right.”


“All right drink, or all right tonight?”


“Both.”


“Way to go, Stanley.”


During the afternoon they worked their way through a good deal of liquor and caught up on most of the news as well as talking about old times. They had been college room-mates. As the sky grew darker, Stan confessed that his marriage was not happy. He couldn’t even remember any more whether it had ever been happy, but he never used to tell anyone. Now that it was probably too late for anything to save it, he could say what it was like. Jack nodded; he had been divorced for seven years. His ex-wife was back in the States with the two children, a second husband, and a third and fourth child. The new husband had had two of his own by a first marriage, too. “So it’s quite a circus,” Jack said. “They sent me a composite Christmas card this year with a photograph on it. Incredible. Looked like a crowd scene from The Ten Commandments.”


Stan talked about the Africa trip. His subject was folklore. A colleague in Switzerland, a Dr Adler, had brought back a story about an East African lion cult, which raised some interesting questions on the nature of kingship and the practice and development of cult worship. Adler had taped chants and ceremonies from three different regions, and when he was in America before the spring term, had given Stan copies and translations.


“He’s been sick lately. And he gave me permission to follow it up.”


Jack lolled back in his chair and smiled. He said, “Oh, Stanley. Don’t you know when the local yokels are pulling your leg?”


Stan shrugged. He sank farther down in the sofa cushions. “Adler’s a good researcher,” he said. “Very sound.”


“Look, I just came back from all those places a few months ago.”


“I know, I know. That’s why—”


“Wait a second. I may not know all of Africa, but I do know what this thing is: it’s like the Leopard Men. You know about them? You do something wrong and the Leopard Men will get you: eerie music, growls in the night, body found at dawn—The Hound of the Baskervilles isn’t in it. But that’s all hooey. What’s really going on is just an old-fashioned protection racket. You give these guys their money or they come around some night dressed up in leopard skins and wearing these special gloves with metal claws on them, and then they rip you to pieces with the things and say the leopards got you. Sometimes it’s genuine. It probably started out that way.”


“You mean, there was a genuine cult, a religious order that worshipped the leopards?”


“No, no. Forget all that. When I say genuine, I only mean that in the beginning what happened was: the village elders try to keep everyone in line, but if there are a couple of people or families who start acting up, they issue a warning to them and if nobody pays any attention to it, they give the high-sign to their friendly neighbourhood hit-man in the spotted cloak. I think sometimes they used to be connected with the medicine man, didn’t they?”


“Maybe it wouldn’t make any difference.”


“Come on. Either you’ve got a cult, or you’ve got Africa’s answer to Capone.”


“But if these stories and songs and rituals have sprung up, then they’re genuine even if the thing they’re based on isn’t.”


“Sounds crazy.”


“Not to me. It’s the way a religious movement starts.”


“Like I said. Crazy.”


“The mechanics of delusion. In action,” Stan said.


Outside it was dark early, wet and chilly, although certainly not cold compared to home. He remembered to call Millie. That was another delusion: hers. She had so many. She had them instead of thoughts. He was beginning to get drunk, though he didn’t hear it in his voice and it was all right over the phone. Sometimes he pitied her, but mostly he just felt desperation. She irritated the hell out of him, too.


Jack called his two girlfriends, Shirley and Kathy. He stretched and yawned after putting the receiver down. “We can have a foursome,” he said. “Oh-ho. If you could see your face, Stanley. What did you think I meant?”


They took the girls out to eat. Shirley was dark, quick and impertinent, Kathy a blonde who giggled all the time. Both of them worked as secretaries at the BBC, where Jack had met them, and both were pretty.


They went to a noisy discotheque and left after fifteen minutes, sampled three different pubs, and then took a taxi back to the flat. The girls headed for the bathroom. Kathy kicked off her shoes on the way. They were all more or less drunk. Stan flopped down on the sofa.


Jack asked, “How do you feel, Stanley?”


“Wonderful. How you doing yourself, Livingstone?”


“Oh, I’m feeling no pain. Might as well make a night of it, hm?” He went to the desk, took a small box out of one of the drawers, and brought it over.


“Ever tried any of this stuff?”


“Genuine mind-bending material?”


“The real thing.”


“Are you kidding?”


“So?” Jack said. “What are you scared of? Afraid you’ll like it?”


Stan looked at the box and looked up at Jack. He wasn’t all that drunk and he saw what was coming next. He said, “When you told me we could have a foursome, that was exactly what you did mean, wasn’t it?”


“Sure. Why not? Don’t tell me those stories about wife-swapping parties in New England colleges are just propaganda from the tourist trade.”


*


They had nearly three weeks in London. Millie kept walking through museums, went to movies, wrote postcards and thought about sending packages home to his parents and sister. At the right time—convenient for them and not for her—she phoned her own parents, and then his. And she tried to get Stan to help with some shopping, but he left it to her to choose presents. No one at home expected a thing, he said. Why waste the short time they had?


She wanted another dress, too—maybe he could help her pick one. But, he wouldn’t. That was her business. He thought it was a little strange, anyway. She had never bought herself unnecessary and fancy clothes.


“You’ve been spending money like water,” he told her. “Where are you going to wear all those things? We’re going into the African bush, not to a cocktail party.”


“I bet they have cocktails in Africa, too.”


“Not the part we’re going to.”


She took a tour out to Hampton Court and on the same day visited the zoo. The place was almost deserted; she strolled past owls, monkeys, seals, parrots, bears. A family of three took photographs of each other in the distance and two girls walked by, one of them wheeling a baby in a push-chair.


She went to look at the tigers, where she stood not far from a boy of twelve or so, who was listening to some kind of taped commentary on the animals. There were no tigers in Africa, she knew that; only in India and farther east. The boy was fiddling with the earpiece and the volume. Millie overheard the voice from the tape saying, “Note the white spot behind the ears.” She looked. The nearest tiger rolled smoothly by and moved away. Sure enough, at the back of each ear was a large, round, white spot. It interested and amazed her: that every tiger should have white circles on its ears. Why were the markings there—so the cubs could follow the parents through the twilit jungle without losing them? It was a mystery.


She couldn’t find the right way out, and, in trying to get back to where she’d been, came across the pandas. They sat eating their bamboo shoots with delicate bites and didn’t hurry their meal. She thought they were charming. And they were very civilized eaters. Maybe that was the trouble. They certainly had their problems. Their failed love-life had been on the front pages of all the daily papers. Never mind, she thought. There are lots of us.


On the day before they left, she discovered the one museum on her list that she’d missed. She just had time to fit it in.


A guard looked at her bag as she entered, and asked her to leave her umbrella in the cloakroom. She picked up a leaflet from a table near the stairs and glanced at the diagram of the rooms.


There were several exhibitions on at the same time: Mexican turquoise inlaid figurines, Captain Cook’s voyages, African masks, and all the regular exhibits and displays. She wandered around from floor to floor, leaning over glass cases, scanning explanatory printed cards. Cloth with border of stylized eye emblem she read, and looked closely at a small, dark rectangle inside a large, white one: the iris inside the cornea, she supposed. Axe handle carved with picture of Indian slaying enemy read another card. The enemy warrior was tiny, the Indian extremely large. What it means to be the winner. And if you lose, you die. That hadn’t changed.


She looked at two red and yellow Hawaiian cloaks made out of parrot feathers, studied a canoe and a swordfish of black wood and mother-of-pearl, and reached the section full of objects from aboriginal life: bones, snail-like decorations which were maps, apparently; either of the world or the heavens. Not far from the collection of boomerangs lay a dark wooden object that looked like a thole pin. Its descriptive tag said: Implement for making toeholds in trees.


“It’s a wonderful town for anybody who lives alone,” she said to Stan later in the day. “You could never get bored. You could never get lonely.”


He waited for her to bring out all the little pieces of entertainment she had saved up to tell him, but she left it there. She no longer had the eager, pathetic look, hoping to please; nor the stunned, expressionless stare. London had changed her. He was glad. If only she could make some kind of attachment outside, things might be better. He might even be able to leave her—who could tell?


She went over the list of presents she’d send off in the mail the next morning, their last. Better leave a lot of time, pack that night. They might celebrate a little.


“Shall we go out someplace special on our last night?”


“I sort of promised Jack.”


“And I’m still never going to meet him?”


“We’re just always talking about—”


“All right, I know. I’ll see if I can get a ticket to go to another ballet.”


It was because he was ashamed of her, of course. He didn’t want his friend Jack to see the miserable frump he’d ended up with. Even though she looked fine now, with her new clothes and her haircut. Of course it might be another woman again—that was possible, too. Jack might just be the excuse he gave. Or Jack might not exist.


She bought a ticket at the opera house that evening from a girl with glasses and long, straight yellow hair, who said, “Dowell’s off, you know. It’s Wall tonight.”


Millie said, “Oh?”


“Is that all right?”


“Isn’t this one any good?”


“Oh yes, of course. He’s very good, only he’s not the one I wanted to see tonight. I’m seeing him next week.”


“I understand. You have your favourite.”


“Yes. She’s lovely, of course.”


Millie climbed the stairs, bought a programme and sat in her seat. She was early. She read through the notes about the plot: about Romeo and Juliet, whom she already knew about, and the composer, whom she’d never heard of and couldn’t pronounce, and all the dancers and the choreographer, who was a modern one. She thought about Stan and the rest of the trip. When they’d been back home she would have taken any chance to get away, and as far as possible. But now she felt safe in London and didn’t want to leave. The thought of flying off again made her worry. He was probably right: here, she could go out and do things, but where would she go in Africa? If they were way out in the middle of nowhere, she wouldn’t be able to do anything but sit in the tent.


During the balcony scene, she cried a little. She was also very moved by the argument between Juliet and her parents. That’s the way I should have been, she thought. I should have talked back and said what I wanted myself.


In the first interval, she had a cup of coffee and unobtrusively examined the people around her, some of whom looked like dancers. It was fine being alone. Several other people were on their own. It was better than being with Stan. He wouldn’t have liked it. He had even said: what a hell of a thing to do to a good play.


*


He was saying goodbye. They were in the living-room. Jack was laughing at him.


“You take it lightly,” Stan said.


“Sure. No use getting morbid about things.”


“You think all emotion is morbid.”


“Look, four guys I worked with went out like a light last year. Just like that. Ashes to ashes, Stan. Now you see them, now you don’t. Abracadabra. One of them stepped on a mine, one of them caught a ricochet, one of them was in that plane in the Canary Islands, one of them was grabbed out of his taxi by some secret service heavies who said later it must have been political fanatics. So, what I think is: I hope they had all the good times they could squeeze in before they got it. I hope they never said no to something they wanted, just to be polite or because somebody didn’t think it would be ladylike. The purpose of this, all this, is pleasure. If you don’t even like it—hell, it’s wasted on you. Get out and let somebody else enjoy it. I mean it, Stanley.”


Shirley walked into the room. She said, “What is this Stanley and Livingstone thing?”


“It started the first time we met. Because he kept calling me Stanley.”


“Isn’t that your name?”


“No, my middle name’s Dunstan, that’s all.”


“What’s your first name?”


“Don’t tell her,” Stan said, “or I’ll tell yours.”


“My first name is John.”


“That’s what he tells everybody.”


“Come on. He’s kidding.”


Kathy called from the next room, “What are you up to now?”


“All these years we’ve been calling each other Stanley and Livingstone,” Jack said, “and now suddenly you’re going off to Africa and I just got back from there.”


They drank one another’s health, and, before the party broke up, Jack added a warning. He told Stan, “If it looks like I’m right about the protection racket side of it, steer clear. Those things can be just as prickly in an African mudhole as back in Little Italy, believe me.”
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Millie leaned up against the window and looked down as they flew over. She said, “It’s so different. It doesn’t look at all like the way I imagined Africa.”


Stan said, “What did you expect—grass huts?”


She didn’t answer. He thought: Of course, that’s exactly what she did expect.


Their room was ready for them. All the arrangements, from airport to hotel, went smoothly. Stan felt slightly out of step because of the sudden change in temperature, altitude, and the general look of things—the tremendous variation and mixture of peoples and languages. He realized some hours later, when he had a moment to think about it, that for once Millie wasn’t tied up in knots by a nervous reaction to the strangeness of her surroundings. She was actually smiling and looking around with interest.


They rested for a couple of hours at the hotel, together but separate, as usual. Millie unpacked a few clothes and hung them up. Later in the day, they went to the offices of the safari company. They met Ian Foster, a man in his early sixties, who was to be their professional hunter; he was short, husky, very tanned and had a close-cut brindled beard he later told them had started as a way of protecting himself against a sun eczema. He looked weather-beaten and trustworthy. A muscular young man, blond and blue-eyed, joined them and was introduced as Nicholas Fairchild; he might have been in his late twenties or early thirties but seemed younger, like a college athlete. Ian referred to him as his partner.


They talked about clothes, firearms, licences and recording equipment. Ian walked over to a map on the wall and drew his right hand across it. Stan thought about the projected route for a moment, then tapped his finger over three different places.


Millie studied the photographs on the walls and gazed at the one large animal head in the room, up above the lintel: a buffalo, with the horns that began on the middle of its forehead, like an old-fashioned haircut parted in the centre or a low-fitting matador’s hat. Nicholas followed her eyes. “They’re the worst,” he said.


“I can imagine. It looks huge.”


“That’s not important. It’s the fact that the boss makes him almost invulnerable, and they won’t give in. Most beasts will let one alone. Buff goes out of his way to hunt you down. Nasty.”


She made a face, commiserating.


“Are you shooting?” he asked.


“Not me. I’m just coming along for the ride. Trying not to get in anybody’s way.”


“Jolly good.”


Even in London, Millie hadn’t met anyone who said, “Jolly good.” She was delighted.


They looked through stores, went wandering around the streets and were measured for their clothes. This time, Stan didn’t seem to mind the shopping. They also tried out different kinds of rifles and shotguns.


“Not for my wife,” he said.


“No?” Ian looked disappointed. “You’re not going to shoot at all?”


Millie said, “I don’t know how.”


“We’ll soon teach you. All part of the service.”


“Fine. Then I’ll take whatever gun fits.”


Ian laughed.


“You aren’t serious?” Stan asked.


She said, “Well, I think it’s always nice to be on the safe side, like knowing how to drive a car, or swim. You never know when you may need to. As far as the shooting goes, I wouldn’t want to kill anything I wasn’t going to eat, and actually I’m so squeamish I’d rather let somebody else do it, but I really would just like to know how.”


“Target practice isn’t any good,” Stan told her. “If you’re ever going to shoot anything, it’s going to be moving.”


“I’ll leave it all up to Mr Foster,” she said, turning to him. “You’re the expert.”


“Right you are. We’ll start tomorrow. Come out to the farm for lunch and we’ll see what we can do.”


*


There was some hitch in the preparations for the safari, but it was the fault of other people. The original plan had been to organize a large, double safari; Ian would take charge of the Binsteads and Nicholas would be working with a couple named Whiteacre, who were monstrously rich and intended to do a lot of serious hunting while travelling slowly or stationed in one place for many weeks at a time. The Whiteacres were going to be accompanied by great amounts of luxury equipment and their main site could serve as a base camp for other hunters, especially for someone like Stan, who wanted to visit distant villages lying among parts of the country poor in game. Now the Whiteacres were cabling that they thought they might postpone the date, or maybe not, or perhaps a friend or two might be coming with them. Ian wanted to give them a couple of days and then divide the safari in two. Everyone could join up later and there would be no difference in the money. Stan’s position would be the same; with the university’s help, he was now semi-official. The costs were taken care of. He paid the extras, of course, but he was hoping to get a book out of the expedition, and that would even up his expenses afterwards.


The gist of the book was already down on paper. It was a theory about mythic character and its relation to the society that gives rise to it. He was especially interested in the changes the central personality underwent as different generations of storytellers shaped the incidents in their hero’s career.


*


Ian showed them around the city. They went into shops, to bars, including the hotel bar, had restaurants pointed out, met people walking down the street. Everyone knew Ian. And all at once, everyone knew the Binsteads, too. It was like being in a small town, except for the fact that there were high modern buildings and the crowds were of many nationalities and races and were dressed in all manner of clothing. During a walk of only four blocks Millie saw two women wearing silk saris, an African tribesman in a ceremonial dress decorated with green fur and black feathers, and a white man, dark as a gypsy, who looked as if he had come straight off the plains and was carrying a snake around his left arm. Ian nodded to them all.


In the evening, they sat outside on the hotel terrace. Ian was their guest, but the talk was of the trip rather than general chat.


“Anything you can tell me about the whole area,” Stan said.


“That’s a tall order.”


“Especially any stories about lions.”


“You mean travellers’ tales? The one that got away?”


“I mean lion worship.”


“Well, there’s the Masai and the spearhunts, but is that what you had in mind? Initiation trials—that sort of thing?”


“No, not at all.” Stan began to talk about the Swiss researches and theories. In the middle of the explanations it was settled that they all call each other by their first names, which would have been unheard of only ten years before, but now it would be silly not to.


“What Dr Adler told me, and what he’s given to me in translation, is a series of linked stories about a man with supernatural powers in battle and medicine, and love. When he’s in a tough situation, he can turn himself into a lion, because his bravery was so great that the lions gave him the ability: to make himself one of them.”


“That’s a new one on me,” Ian said.


Millie, who had been left out of the talk, suddenly exclaimed, “Like Superman.”


“No, Millie. Not like Superman.”


Ian laughed. “I’ll get you out there and interpret for you,” he said. “The rest is up to you.” He said goodnight and left early, before the dancing began.


Millie and Stan watched for a while, without joining in. As the hotel guests and their friends became drunker, the overall air of comradeship increased. Names were exchanged, people danced with each other’s wives and husbands. It was the kind of thing that happened on board ship. Most of the couples wouldn’t know each other in two days’ time. Talk grew louder, the music slowed down, and Stan began to yawn. The black waiters and bar attendants looked on silently, doing their work quickly and politely, as they had before Independence.


In the morning, Stan checked with the government officials he had spoken to over the phone. He spent an hour with three of them who were helpful, interested, and glad to be able to act together in such a simple matter—in other words, something that wasn’t political. At least, that was the way it seemed. There was a strange reserve between the men, as though they might have been quarrelling or talking about some unpleasant subject just before he’d come into the room. He was handed a load of papers, all stamped and signed, and went on to talk to a Frenchman named Lavalle about anthropology. Stan told him what Jack had said about the probabilities of fraud.


“Yes, quite possibly,” Lavalle said. “One must be there, where it is taking place. That’s the only way to find out. It can go the other way too, you know.” He told a brief tale about a Canadian scholar who, against all advice from the professional hunters, mounted an expedition to a part of the country that couldn’t conceivably be interesting, camped there for many weeks until the rainy season, and returned with a thick typescript describing ceremonies and rituals no one had known of before.


“All fantasy,” Lavalle added.


And the Canadian had been crazy enough to think he could get away with it. He had submitted the work to his university press for publication. Fortunately, some of his colleagues had looked through the document and saved him. For a while, no one knew whether or not he was going to be fired. Then they found out that he had made a few alterations to the book and sold it for a stupendous sum to an independent film producer.


“The last we heard of him, he had retired from his university duties and was negotiating for the foreign-language paperback sales.”


Stan liked the story, but said that that was a scholarly fraud. What he was afraid of was what Jack had called a genuine fraud.


“As I say, you must see for yourself. Go there. Look at everything. And be careful. Who have you with your team?”


“Ian Foster.”


“In that case, there will be no problem. Ian is one of the best. Nicholas too, but the older generation has known Ian longer. That’s important, especially here. We’ve had enormous changes in the past forty years. Upheavals, one could say. It makes a bond.”


*


Millie had taken one of the hotel tours through the game park. Stan saw her as she got out of the bus; she looked young and elegant next to several fat women and seemed to be on terms of the greatest friendship with everyone there, calling people by their names as she said goodbye. But when he asked her, “How was it?” she just said, “It was very nice. How was your morning?” He told her his morning had been fine. Naturally, he realized, her answer was simply the kind he himself usually gave.


“Well,” he asked, “what did you see?”


“Oh, everything.”


“Such as what, Millie?”


“Animals.”


“Rabbits, cows?”


“Elephants. Antelopes. Zebras. Rhinoceroses,” she said. “Lions.”


“Rhinoceros.”


“Rhinos. Nothing close-up. And giraffes.”


“Which did you like best?” he said, and thought: What am I doing? This is like playtime with the three-year-olds. I’d like to hit her.


“I don’t have favourites,” she told him. “I liked them all. That’s what was nice—there were so many. All different, all interesting, living together. Mohammed said they’re going to ban big game hunting soon.”


Mohammed must have been the driver. Stan said, “They’d lose a lot of income if they did. It might be a disaster.”


“They could get the same amount by just running photographic safaris and building a few more hotels where you can look out of your room and see the herds of wild animals grazing right there on the terrace. Don’t you think so?”


“I don’t know. Maybe. It would be a blow to Ian and Nicholas.”


“They’d just join the Department of Environment and Conservation. They’d be hired to cull the herds.”


“Cull the herds? Where do you get all this high-flown technical jargon?”


“I got some books out of the library before we left home.”


“Well, I wouldn’t believe everything you read in travel books.”


“Why not? They were all written by the people who live out here. At least, I think they were.”


A battered landrover came to pick them up and take them out to the Fosters’ house. They were carried at a smart lick, though not at the breakneck speed they had feared at first sight of the machine. The driver’s name was Abdullah. He’d stuck a quotation from the Koran on the windshield and reinforced it with an evil-eye charm that hung from the mirror. Everyone in Africa, Stan thought, seemed to have a religion and to proclaim it without self-consciousness. Even the Europeans and their descendants probably went to church a lot. He was sure they did; it was that kind of place. And why, then, shouldn’t there be a resurgence of animal-spirit cults? It would tie in with the new nation’s desire to re-establish its cultural and racial heritage as it had been before other people had entered the country bringing different economies, tools, machines, different weapons and clothes, different gods.


“You come from United States of America?” Abdullah asked.


Stan said yes, Millie at the same time said, “London,” and then corrected herself, adding, “just the past couple of weeks.”


“I was in Europe once,” Abdullah said. He pronounced the word so that it had three syllables. “Spain,” he added.


“What did you think of it?” Stan asked.


“I hate it,” Abdullah answered in a loud whisper. “I hate it, I hate it, I hate it, I hate it.”


In the back seat, where Abdullah had insisted on putting them, Millie and Stan looked at each other sideways. Abdullah continued to express his hatred. The inflection of his voice didn’t falter. As soon as he showed signs of letting up, Millie asked, “Why did you hate it?” Stan pinched her arm hard, but too late.


Abdullah began: the devils, the pigs, the dogs who put him in a filthy room like a box, they say you undesirable alien, you are bad to come here, you don’t have food what you want, you take what you get and you pay for the boat or you go to jail, may they die in unspeakable agonies.


At the end of the drive, when they had climbed from the car and were walking towards the bungalow out of earshot, Stan said, “What the hell got into you? Couldn’t you see he was just itching for you to give him his cue?”


“Don’t be silly, Stan. Would you have missed all that for anything? If half the things he said are true—”


“They aren’t.”


“How do you know? You’ve never been a penniless stowaway caught by the Immigration Department.”


Ian came out on the porch to meet them and bring them inside.


The house was neat and comfortable. There was a lot of light wood everywhere, carved statues, masks, mounted trophies, paintings, bright rugs on the floor and chintz covers patterned and flowering on chairs and couches. Pippa Foster was grey-haired but otherwise looked like a girl out of the 1920s.


Stan said, “What do you do when you have clients from Spain?”


“What’s that?” Ian asked.


“Abdullah.”


“Oh dear,” Pippa said. “Has he started on that again?”


Ian said, “Fortunately it’s never happened. Suppose I’d tell them to say they were from South America.”


They got into the landrover once more and drove far out into the country. Stan felt for the first time that he had finished with the plane flight and the sense of disorientation. But he couldn’t get over the way the place looked. If it weren’t for the animals, the slanting, trapezoidal shapes of some of the trees and the clear, dazzling air, it might almost have been somewhere like Florida.


They tested the guns. Ian was impressed by Stan’s marksmanship and Millie was about to tell him: yes, Stan even had medals for it, when she stopped herself.


A car drove up while they were still adjusting sights. Nicholas got out and came over. He told Ian that he’d heard from the Whiteacres, who now thought they would definitely be arriving in a week’s time. Did Ian want to wait that long or go on alone?
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