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PACKING

“I DON’T WANT TO GO.”

Uh oh.

That didn’t compute.

Alice had been over the moon ever since a small inheritance from a great-uncle so obscure I wasn’t sure who she was talking about—plus scrimping on a few non-essentials such as food and rent—had allowed us to fulfill her lifelong dream and book a cut-rate safari in Africa.

Since then she had been haunting Campmor, REI, EMS, Orvis, and countless other retailers I had never heard of before, and safari outfits, hats, boots, binoculars, sunscreen, insect repellent, and polyester underwear that dried so fast you could barely get them wet long enough to wash had been spread out in an ever-increasing array on the living room floor. Countless itineraries, checklists and maps poured from the computer. Flights had been booked, passports updated, and visas obtained.

Alice had talked about nothing else for months. So if Alice didn’t want to go, something was terribly wrong.

There had to be an if.

“I don’t want to go if you’re not going to take it seriously.”

Aha! So that was the problem. My lack of gravity. I wondered in what aspect of the journey I had failed in that department. From experience, I knew inquiring would not be wise. That would mean I had not taken the trip seriously enough to realize what she was talking about.

I had to be careful. I didn’t want to say the wrong thing. “What do you want me to do?”

That was the wrong thing.

“I don’t want you to do anything. You’re the one who should want to do something.”

I restrained myself from saying, “What should I want to do?” That would have thrown down the gauntlet and challenged Alice to a no-holds-barred dogfight where a win for me would be surviving with my marriage intact. “I want to go. I’m looking forward to it.”

“Did you read the itinerary I printed out?”

“Of course I did.”

“What do you think?”

“I think it looks good.”

“Specifically.”

“Ah—”

“What about bush camp?”

“Bush camp sounds good.”

“You know what we do there?”

“We camp in the bush.”

“If you’re not going to take this seriously-”

“No, no. Wait a minute. That’s where we go on game hikes.”

“Uh huh. And what do we look for on a game hike?”

I almost said, “Game.” Some guardian angel changed it to, “Wild animals.”

“And what wild animal would you like to see most?”

“Tigers.”

“Wrong continent. You might see a lion or a leopard.”

“Great.”

“How about the checklist I gave you?”

“I have it.”

“Have you started packing?”

“Alice, we’re not leaving until next month.”

“We’re leaving on the fourth. Have you gone over the checklist?”

“Of course.”

“What have you checked off?”

“I haven’t checked anything off. I just went over it to see what I need.”

“What do you need?”

“Ah—”

“Stanley.”

“I have a safari outfit.”

“Actually, you have two. So you can change when one needs to be washed.”

“Of course.”

“Did you try on the harness?”

“Harness?”

I was not doing well. But with questions flying this fast I would be lucky to guess my name.

“For your binoculars. You need to practice putting it on.”

I always thought binoculars hung from your neck, but that, Alice assured me, let them flop around and get in your way. She had found a harness that went on like a vest. The binoculars clipped into it. The harness kept them hanging securely above the waist, and still allowed them to be raised freely to your eyes.

“I can put on the harness,” I said. I hoped I could. I was bluffing.

“I’ll believe it when I see it. Do you know how to use the headlight?”

I stopped myself from saying, “Headlight?” I knew this one. The headlight was a tiny flashlight on a band you wore on your forehead to get around bush camp in the dark. “Yes, I do.”

I expected her to make me prove it, but since I could, she didn’t.

“You need to check off everything on your list, lay out anything else you want to take, pack your duffle, and weigh it. Some of our interior flights are on very small planes. Your duffle can’t weigh more than fifteen kilos. Your carry-on can’t weigh more than seven.”

“What are we using for carry-ons?”

Alice looked pained. “Our backpacks, Stanley. We’ve been over this.”

“Right, right. I’ll get on it.”

“Don’t get on it, just do it. You need to pack now so you can see if there’s anything else you need.” Alice shook her head. “Seriously, Stanley. It’s hard to cope with your lack of enthusiasm. Are you sure you want to go?”

“Are you kidding? I can’t wait.”

Then we could stop packing.
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BUSINESS CLASS

SOME DAYS YOU GET LUCKY.

Our flight was overbooked and they didn’t have a seat for us. You probably don’t think that’s good news, but you’re not married to Alice. My wife is not one to suffer long in silence. Her record can be measured in milliseconds. Alice had booked the seats. She had booked them correctly, and she had booked them well. If they were not available, heads were going to roll. Alice was either going to get satisfaction or wind up owning the airline.

The airline caved fast. The opening bid was five hundred dollars to take a later flight. That was not five hundred dollars cash, that was a five-hundred-dollar credit off any future flight, as if there was any chance Alice would ever fly with them again if she were bumped off this one. Within minutes Alice had that offer up to a thousand, which apparently was as far as lower-level lackeys were empowered to bid, any further compensation requiring management and/or lawyers.

It never got that far. Alice was pulled aside and told quietly, out of earshot of the other passengers, several of whom were also being bumped, that the problem had been solved. Alice and I were upgraded to business class.

Welcome to paradise.

I’d never flown business class before. I’d seen it sometimes, on those planes you entered and walked through business class to get to coach. And I had peeked through the curtains during the flight and seen the privileged few being served food and drink far superior to the slop being foisted on the unwashed masses. But that’s the least of it.

There’s the lounge. Before you even get on the plane, you are treated to the business-class lounge. I’d never been in one before, but I’d fantasized about them, much in the way schoolboys fantasize about the girls’ bathrooms, imagining all kinds of wonders and delights denied the so-called stronger sex. (Or is that just me? If so, of course not, I never did that.) Only in this case it’s true. The business-class lounge was all I’d ever dreamed of, and more.

I had envisioned a coffee pot, a soda dispenser, perhaps some beer and bar nuts. Not quite. The dining wing featured a full-service buffet currently serving brunch, ranging from crepes to omelets to all varieties of muffins, scones, croissants, three kinds of bacon, two kinds of sausage, Nova Scotia lox, bagels, blueberry pancakes, strawberry waffles, and thick-cut French toast.

Alice left me to check out the food while she commandeered a nook of mini-couches where she could connect her iPad to the free Wi-Fi service. So I was standing there gawking at the opulent, far-too-rich-and-calorie-laden-to-meet-Alice’s-approval buffet when a goddess caught my eye.

It was a young girl—and here I’m at a loss, for at my advancing age I can’t really distinguish sixteen years old from thirty—but a fresh-faced girl in some tank-toppy thing or other, and a pair of faded jeans. She was toting a plate of French toast and surveying the omelets as if she could eat a dozen or so and look none the worse for wear. She leaned over, perhaps to compare the cheese omelet to the egg-white one, and I tried not to stare. It’s hard at my age. Actually, it’s hard at any age, but it’s gotten worse lately. Not that I could see anything. We’re not talking nipples here. All I could see was cleavage, but that’s all you get nowadays. Fifteen years ago women didn’t wear bras. And when they did, they’d pretend they didn’t. They’d hide them away. They’d tuck the straps carefully under the shirt as if the sight of a bra was embarrassing. Now they wear them as a fashion statement. I don’t get it.

I knew I shouldn’t look, but I’m a bad person, a dirty old man. The problem is I see myself as a teenager. I have to punch myself in the head and remember how old I am. I did, and moved away from temptation. By that, I mean the fattening food. The young lady was not temptation, just a flight of fancy.

I escaped to the relative safety of the coffee machine. I say relative safety because in the valley of the new and different, the clueless man is not king. The coffee machine had no controls whatsoever, just a picture of a cup of coffee nestled among fluffy clouds which could have passed for cappuccino foam. I would have liked cappuccino foam, but below the picture was merely an opening with a wire bottom typical for the setting of a coffee cup with spigots up top to dispense coffee. But there were no buttons to activate the spigots. I wondered what did. Prayer?

As I stood blinking at the machine in helpless confusion, I felt someone standing behind me. I turned around and there she was. Omelet girl. Little Miss Let-me-lean-over-and-let-you-get-a-better-look. I flushed with embarrassment, realized I looked embarrassed, and blushed some more.

She smiled. “Can’t figure it out?”

Figure what out? How old she was? How old I was? How to get her to bend over again? I grinned like a goofy dope.

She pointed. “The coffee machine. You can’t figure out how to work it.”

I smiled. “Got me. There’s no button to press.”

“Touch the screen.”

I touched the cup of coffee and the picture immediately became a menu.

“See?” she said. “The whole thing’s a giant iPad.”

“Of course,” I said. “That’s why I don’t think of it. I’m too old for an iPad. It’s not a mePad. It’s a youPad.”

She giggled. “You’re funny.”

I wanted to die. I didn’t want to be funny. Not to a girl like that. To a girl like that, funny was a pejorative to a guy like me. Funny was what you called your old uncle Wally, the one who never married.

At that moment, the girl of my dreams was pushed aside by a she-dragon, an older malevolent version of the woman in question, obviously the mother. “What did I tell you?” she said meaningfully to her daughter, glaring at me with one eye.

I knew what she told her, and it had something to do with talking to strange men. I turned back to the coffee machine, touched the screen for a cappuccino. Realized I hadn’t taken a cup. I grabbed one off the counter, slid it under the flow of coffee and steamed milk, barely missing any and hardly burning my hand. I took the filled cup and beat a hasty retreat back to the couches.

Alice was reading the New York Times on her iPad. There was a free copy of the New York Times right on our table, but I’m not one to argue with Alice.

“Pretty good cappuccino,” I said.

Alice looked up. “It took you ten minutes to get coffee?”

“It’s a confusing coffee machine.”

I sat and sipped my coffee, resolved not to get into any more trouble before they called our flight.

Business class was on another level. Literally. The lounge was upstairs from the gate, but you didn’t go back down to board the plane. You walked straight in from the lounge. Because the plane was a double-decker, and the business-class seats were on top. As I walked down the ramp, I could see the two entry ramps down below. There were two of them because there were so many more economy seats. Not that the economy deck was any bigger, but the business class seats took up more space. They were not just roomy, they were roomy as in having your own room.

My seat was two seats wide. I was on the aisle, and the seat next to me was a window seat, only it wasn’t, it was a little built-in table, with a book rack and a Wi-Fi screen.

I also had a TV screen mounted on the back wall of Alice’s table, about three feet in front of me. Underneath the screen was a hollowed-out space under the table where I could stretch my legs.

Alice had the window seat, the mirror image of mine, though also facing front and a half seat ahead of me. The two seats were little cubicles. Alice and I were technically sitting together, but I couldn’t see her, and she couldn’t see me. I figured that was probably okay with her.

It worked for me too. I slapped on my headphones and immersed myself in a movie. The screen offered a zillion choices including Movies Still in Theaters, Movies Just Opening, Movies Not Yet Released, and probably some Movies Still in Principal Photography. I chose a mindless action movie of the type Alice wouldn’t be caught dead at. Alice prefers movies with no gunshots, car chases, special effects, or plot.

About an hour later I needed to go to the restroom, so I paused the TV and padded down the aisle.

The restrooms were in the back on the plane. So, I discovered, was the business-class bar. Drinks were free, so if you wanted you could hang out in the bar and get spectacularly stewed. I don’t drink, but a Diet Coke seemed tempting. One of the restrooms was vacant, so I used it first.

When I emerged, Lolita was at the bar. Her back was to me, but it had to be her. No, it wasn’t that I recognized her derriere, though it certainly looked good in those faded jeans. Not that I was looking.

I hesitated for a moment. Prudence said go back to your seat and watch the movie. But I wanted that Diet Coke. And it wasn’t like I’d hit on her, despite what her mother might think.

I bellied up to the bar just as she got her drink. It looked alcoholic. I wondered if she was old enough to drink, or if in business class they just didn’t care.

The bartender was an attractive woman, young but not jailbait. She smiled, said, “What can I get you?”

“A Diet Coke.”

The girl looked at me. “You’re drinking soda?”

“They have very good Diet Coke on these flights. I ride business class just to get it.”

She giggled. “But it doesn’t have alcohol in it.”

“What are you drinking?”

“A margarita.”

“I know. You drink it just for the salt.”

She giggled again. “That’s right. I fly business class for the salt.”

Uh oh. I was getting on far too well with the girl. That couldn’t be good.

It wasn’t.

“You been in the restroom yet?”

“Just now.”

“Aren’t they amazing?” She lowered her voice a little. “Wouldn’t they be great for the mile high club?”

I smiled nervously.

“You a member?” she said.

“Can’t say as I am.”

“Wanna join?”

My heart skipped a beat. I was amazed it didn’t stop. I smiled. “Couldn’t afford the dues.”

Behind me someone came up to the bar. I prayed it wouldn’t be Alice.

My prayers were answered. It was the lesser of two evils.

Mama barreled between us, turning her back toward me.

I took the hint, picked up my Diet Coke, and went back to my seat.

On my way out I heard Mama mutter, “There ought to be a law.”

It occurred to me there was.
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TOILET SEATS

WE CHANGED PLANES IN DUBAI, which was a bit of a letdown. The plane was older, smaller, and in poor repair. It also had empty seats, so we were unceremoniously bounced from business class. I didn’t mind, but Alice was offended. She’d fought hard for the upgrade and figured it should apply all the way through. No doubt a host of conciliatory SkyMiles were in the offing.

At any rate, Alice and I suffered the ten-hour flight to Lusaka in coach. Actually, Alice suffered not at all, sleeping most of the way. I had the window seat, because Alice likes the aisle so she can get up and walk around and stretch her back and go to the bathroom without having to climb over me. She doesn’t, of course; she goes right to sleep, and I have to climb over her. When I do, no matter how careful I am not to disturb her, she always stirs slightly and says “mumph,” which freely translated means “this will be in the divorce complaint” and “guess who ain’t gettin’ nothin’ on this trip.”

I can’t sleep on planes. I sit and watch movies, my attention span ranging anywhere from eighty percent to zero. Eighty percent is me wide awake and fully alert and missing things only by being what Alice likes to call dull and vague. Luckily, with Alice asleep there was not apt to be a quiz on the movie, so I watched with total assurance, if not total comprehension.

(I didn’t see the girl, by the way. Not that I was looking, she wasn’t there. Clearly she and mommy had purchased business class and were still there. Driving home the point, as if it were necessary, that a girl like that was out of my class.)

I also spent a lot of time winding my watch. I have the old fashioned windup kind—well, actually it’s self-winding—what I mean is there’s hands and numbers and you have to able to read it, a skill probably only a generation away from being extinct. Anyway, you don’t have to wind it to keep it going. You have to wind the hands to set the clock. Dubai is nine time zones ahead of New York, so I had to wind the watch ahead nine hours. The watch doesn’t wind well. The face looks at me as if to say, what the hell are you doing? The hands of time ground slowly though exceedingly fine, and I managed to set the watch nine hours ahead on the flight to Dubai.

I had to set it two hours back on the flight to Lusaka.

Which blew my mind. The trip was long enough. Granted there was no direct flight from JFK to Lusaka, I understood we had to fly somewhere else first. Still, did we have to overshoot it by two whole time zones? The mind boggled.

Anyway, by the time we got to Lusaka, regardless of how many hours it took, it was daylight, and I had a wonderful view of the airport as we touched down. The terminal was long and flat-roofed. In front of it were a number of planes, all small single-engine prop planes, with the possible exception of a twin-engine or two, not significantly larger. We came to a stop in front of them and sat there on the runway, one huge 7-whatever-number-they-were-up-to-at-the-time-7 jumbo jet, a giant queen bee among drones.

I wondered if they had a ladder in the terminal long enough to let us exit. Not to worry. We walked down canopied stairs onto the runway.

Inside the terminal we were funneled through immigration. Our passports were not only stamped, but we were fingerprinted and had our eyeballs scanned. Apparently we passed, because we were waved on to collect our luggage. I had doubts whether business-class luggage downgraded to coach passing through umpty time zones and doubling back on itself would survive, but it did, and we lugged it to customs. Alice handed in the declaration sheet she had filled out on the plane stating we were tourists and had nothing to declare, and they waved us through. They never checked our duffles or backpacks. That was nice, but I couldn’t help thinking of all the current prescription bottles Alice had insisted I get for every pill I brought, having read that Zambia was tough on drugs and you could get busted for a Sudafed.

We emerged from customs into the main terminal where an eager young man in a Clemson Safari cap held up a large sign on a stick which also read Clemson Safari. He was a skinny black man in safari shirt and shorts, clean-shaven, bright-eyed, with the whitest teeth outside a TV commercial. He had already snared four tourists and was looking around for fresh game.

“Clemson Safari?” Alice said.

The young man looked as if that were the most wonderful thing he had ever heard. I fully expected bells to ring, trumpets to blare, and a shower of confetti to rain down upon us as Alice was presented with a check for eighty million dollars. He consulted his clipboard and said, “Yes, yes! And you are?”

“Alice and Stanley Hastings.”

It was too good to be true. She even got the bonus question right. He nodded enthusiastically and checked us off on his list.

We introduced ourselves to our fellow passengers. I missed their names, as is my fashion. There was a young married couple, no, not prepubescent, but younger than we were, and two women of indeterminate age but determinate size. The size was large. They were not obese, just solid, chunky. I could see them wrestling lions to the ground. I hoped it wouldn’t come to that. The women had their luggage on an airport cart, the type of SmartCart that costs five bucks at LaGuardia or JFK.

I risked exposing myself as a total idiot and incurring Alice’s wrath by inquiring, “What do we do now?”

He smiled. I think I could have asked him any question and he would have smiled. Is it true you raped and murdered your mother? “We wait for plane.”

“Another plane?” I blurted. I couldn’t help myself. We’d been in the air for twenty-four hours.

“Stanley,” Alice said. “You know the itinerary. Weren’t you paying attention? He doesn’t pay attention.”

The smaller of the two large women said, “He’s just not happy. How long have you been traveling?”

“Don’t ask me,” I said. “I’ve set my watch in so many directions I’m not sure if it’s Thursday or Friday.”

“It’s Saturday.”

“See?”

The larger of the two women said, “Where did you come from?”

“New York City.”

“Then you have an excuse. We spent two days in Amsterdam.”

“We could have gone through Amsterdam,” Alice said, “but the layover in the airport was too long.”

And there they were, happy as clams, chatting away. While for me the bone of contention, what are we doing in this damn airport—partially answered with the threat of another plane in the offing—was still up in the air, so to speak.

Luckily the married couple jumped in. At least the wife did. She looked younger than her husband, or perhaps it was just the ponytail in which she wore her straw-colored hair. But there was a spunky freshness about her, even in her loose green safari outfit. Her husband, a rather nerdy type, had that world-weary look of having been beaten into submission.

“When is the plane?” the wife said. “We don’t want to miss it.”

The young man smiled. “You will not. It is our plane.”

“When do we board?” I asked.

“We wait for two more guests.”

I glanced around the terminal, saw what I was looking for. “Then I’m going to the men’s room,” I said.

That roused Alice from her conversation with the Amsterdam women. “Are we about to board? Stanley always goes to the bathroom when we’re about to board.”

I escaped to the men’s room with as much dignity as I could muster. I must admit, I carried a bit of ugly American prejudice with me, wondering what sort of facilities I would find.

Surprise. Instead of being out in the open, the toilets were in stalls, with doors, no less. I picked the closest one and went in. Discovered it had no toilet seat, just the bare porcelain bowl. I went out, picked another. It also had no toilet seat. This did not bode well. Neither of the other toilets had seats either. It would appear there was either a serial toilet seat thief, or Zambia was taking extreme measures to combat the spread of sexually transmitted disease. Assuming no one sat on the bowl. Which was a pretty good assumption. All but the most obese would fall right in.

Unfortunately, I had to use the toilet. I will not describe the scene that followed, but if cleanliness is next to godliness, I was not godly.

I emerged from the stall, washed my hands quite well, and rejoined our little group.

The last two members had just shown up.

Lolita and her mother.
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WELCOME TO THE JUNGLE

WE FLEW IN TWO PLANES. There were two, because we were eight, and the planes held five at best, and then only if the fifth passenger sat in the copilot’s seat.

Lolita did not fly with us. The two married couples flew in one plane, the four women in the other.

The seats were cozy. Two of them faced backwards. Alice pled airsickness and faced front. I volunteered to fly backwards, but the other two stepped up and took those seats. I missed their names, but learned they were an American couple living in Paris. He was in international banking, and she did something for an artist. Nude model sprang to mind, but that’s just me.

Our pilot was a young white man who didn’t look old enough to vote, but who claimed he’d been flying for years, prompting visions of him sitting on Daddy’s lap.

Alice was nervous enough that she managed to avoid mentioning I was a private eye. I’m never comfortable telling people that. Their perceptions come from books and TV, which couldn’t be further from the truth. I chase ambulances for a negligence lawyer, a semi-permanent job to supplement my writing and acting gigs, which as I grow older are fewer and farther between.

We flew for an hour and a half and set down in the middle of nowhere. The airport consisted of a dirt runway, period. No terminal, no tower, no structure of any kind. Just a clearing in the trees long enough to land.

“Welcome to the jungle,” I said.

The nebbishy other husband said pedantically, “Actually, a jungle is a rainforest. Zambia is relatively dry.”

I’m sure Alice would have decimated him had she not been fighting airsickness. Or beat him out at decimating me.

There were two jeeps at the end of the runway, not on the runway, of course, but parked alongside. Each jeep was manned by a guide and a driver. Or a guide who drove, and an assistant. I figured we’d sort all that out later. At any rate, the four men descended on us with welcoming smiles. They retrieved our luggage and stuffed it in the back of one of the jeeps. They’d just gotten it put away when the other plane arrived. I got out the video camera and filmed it coming in.

Our pilot was younger. Bad as I am at estimating age, I say that without hesitation. The other pilot might have flown in World War II. A little old man with snow-white hair, he appeared to have trouble climbing out of the cockpit. The guides greeted him no less enthusiastically, as they did the passengers. The fact that they paid no special attention to Lolita I attribute to extraordinary discipline. Either that or all four were gay.

The guides stowed their luggage and helped us up into the jeeps, which had three tiered passenger seats, making each successive row a slightly harder climb. Once again the couples got in one jeep and the women in the other. I wondered if we’d maintain the same positions for the duration. I kind of hoped so. It would be uncomfortable talking to Lolita in front of Alice. Neither was likely to hold her tongue.

I looked back as we drove off. Our young pilot was already taxiing down the runway. The other pilot was still trying to climb into his plane.

It was hard not to identify with him.

We bounced out of the clearing on what was either a road or a recent set of tire tracks. I was immediately disappointed. No elephants. No zebras. No giraffes. Just antelopes. They were not just antelopes, of course, they were impalas, or gazelles, or some such like, and our guide pointed each species out gleefully as if it were a marvelous find. Alice took it all in, and would doubtless have great fun at my expense each time I misidentified one. Anyway, there must have been a zillion antelopes.

Most likely that was because no lions were eating them.
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ELEPHANTS IN CAMP

WE ARRIVED AT CAMP, WHERE every Zambian citizen who could muster a smile was assembled in the parking lot. I climbed down from the jeep, which was a fair distance even from the second tier. Alice handed me the camera before climbing down herself. I did not know how much that simple act of holding the camera bag would foreshadow my prime directive for the trip.

I helped Alice down and turned to meet the welcoming committee. First up was a skinny black man with a tray of wet facecloths. I accepted one and discovered just how dusty it was riding in a jeep with no windshield and no top.

A young black woman with a tray of tall drinks of some kind smiled and pressed one on me.

Alice pointed to it. “That’s not alcoholic, is it?”

“He doesn’t drink alcohol,” a voice behind me said.

Sure enough, Lolita came bouncing up, still rubbing her face with her washcloth. There was something sensual in the way she was doing it. I know that sounds stupid. You had to be there.

Alice was, and I’m sure she picked up on it.

I was saved from embarrassment by a large man booming in a hearty voice, “There they are! Welcome, welcome! I’m Clemson.” He smiled smugly. “Yes, that’s Clemson as in Clemson Safari. Hey, who was I going to name it after?” He chuckled at his joke. “Anyway, don’t let that fool you. I’m just one of the gang.”

Clemson was just one of the gang in a plus-size safari outfit that was bursting at the seams. It was as if the man were attempting to become one with his company by devouring the camp. For all that, he wasn’t pudgy, just solid.

“Well, well, let’s not hold them hostage in the parking lot,” he bubbled, and ushered us in the gate.

“Oh, my god!”

Alice was right. “Oh, my god” described it. The camp was like an upscale lodge. Yes, there were tents, but there are tents and there are tents. The tent to our right was a lounge and bar, complete with comfortable couches, cushioned chairs, and expensive-looking coffee tables.

The tent to our left was a dining room such as might have catered a wedding in the courtyard of an East Hampton mansion. In front of us, a marbled terrace overlooked the most idyllic river ever.

But all that escaped our notice.

To the left and right of the terrace, on the grassy lawns between the tents and the river, were three elephants. The two together were a mother and a baby, the little elephant almost puppy-like in a clumsy, floppy way. The other was a large male or female, I couldn’t tell at first glance.

Before I got a second, Alice was suddenly transformed into a wild person. “Stanley! Camera! Camera! Camera!”

She was so vehement, it took me a moment to react, the idiot-husband reaction time famed in song and story. I swung the backpack off my arm, zipped it open, pulled out the camera with the long lens. Alice grabbed it, whipped off the lens cap, focused on the baby elephant.

Alice was not alone. Half the members of our group were clicking a mile a minute, taking whatever type of picture cameras take now, I’m not up on this digital stuff. All I know is there’s no film, there’s memory, because Alice bought some for the trip. I know because she said witheringly she wished she could buy some for me.

Lolita was shooting movies. I had a video camera, an ancient implement in dubious repair, left over from the days when our son Tommie was a boy. And I knew I should get it and shoot the baby elephant. Alice would be displeased if I didn’t. But if I did, would she think I was shooting video because Lolita was? I could just hear her ribbing me about that. And then there was the camera itself, embarrassingly old and outmoded. I didn’t want to whip it out in front of Lolita. Yes, I know how bad that sounds. That’s sort of what I was thinking.

Anyway, I opted out of going to the videotape, and observed my fellow tourists.

The only ones who weren’t shooting pictures were two men and a woman who had been sitting on the couch in the bar but had gotten up to join the group. One of the men wasn’t tall, but looked athletic, in a rugged, pretty-boy way. His safari outfit was short-sleeved with short pants. His safari hat hung down his back, probably to show off his full head of wavy brown hair. His smile was cocky, arrogant.

The other man, in contrast, was taller, thinner, and probably older, though it was hard to tell as he wore aviator shades and a wide-brimmed safari hat pulled down over his forehead. His safari outfit was long-sleeved with long pants. His grin was non-existent.

The woman, also in a safari outfit, seemed amiable, and looked older than most of the people in our group. I hoped that included me.

I figured the three of them had been here for a while, and the sight of up-close elephants was not unusual enough to warrant getting out a camera.

The rest of us shot like crazy.

Clemson watched it all like a proud papa, as if he had carefully engineered our greeting. “I want you two elephants down here on the left, you over here on the right. And I want you on your best behavior. No running off, and no charging the guests. And no pooping. Not right away. I want you to look cute first. Then when you poop they’ll think it’s even cuter.”

No such comment was forthcoming. Instead, when the clicking had died down, Clemson smiled, raised his finger, and said, “Now, these are not the only three elephants in camp. There are many many more, and they are not tame elephants. They do not live in camp, camp just happens to be in the area in which they live.”

“That’s adorable,” one of the two women said. The larger of the two. I still hadn’t sorted out their names.

Clemson’s smile was indulgent. “Yes. Adorable. They are also dangerous. Do you know where an elephant sleeps?” Before anyone could jump in, he said the punch line himself. “Anywhere it wants to. In the daytime you can walk around camp, but if an elephant is between you and the dining hall, you don’t go to the dining hall. You wait for the elephant to leave, or for someone to come and help you. At night you don’t go at all. After dark you can’t walk around by yourself. Someone will come to your tent and get you for dinner. After dinner someone will take you back. There are no exceptions. At night you walk with a guide with a flashlight and a rifle.”

“Rifle?” Lolita said. “You don’t shoot the elephants, do you?”

“Of course not. That’s just a precaution. The guns are rarely needed. And then only to fire a warning shot.”

“You’ve never shot an elephant?”

“I’ve never shot an elephant.”

“I mean the guides.”

“I’ve never shot a guide.”

Lolita giggled. “No, seriously.”

Clemson, backed into a corner, took a breath. “No one wants to shoot an elephant. But we’re not going to let an elephant hurt a guest.”

“Has that ever happened?”

“Every camp has horror stories. The guides usually tell them on the last night when you’re leaving.”

“We’re only here one night,” Lolita persisted.

“You won’t have any trouble. Just do what the guides say and you’ll be fine.”

The cocky young man who’d been sitting in the bar said, “It’s not a problem. We got here yesterday. Nothing’s scary. Everything’s perfectly safe.”

It was the wrong thing to say. I could tell Lolita would have preferred scary.

I could also tell she was eying the young man with more than a casual interest. Mommy, no doubt wanting to spoil the moment, stepped between them and said, “Are those elephants?”

We all looked where she was pointing. The tops of rounded forms could be seen poking out of the water in the middle of the river.

Bad luck for Mommy. Her question merely gave the young man a chance to show off as an old hand who’d been there a whole day. “No. Those are hippos.”

Lolita was delighted. “Hippos! How exciting!”

“Yes,” Clemson said. “And one reason you can’t swim in the river.”

“You can’t?” Lolita said. She sounded crushed.

I was unable to keep images of her in a bikini out of my mind.

“’Fraid not. Hippos have big mouths. I don’t mean they talk a lot. I mean they’re huge. Wait’ll you see ’em up close. Not too close, of course. But out of the water.”

“They come out of the water?”

“Particularly at night. They come out to hunt for food. But you see them during the daytime too. When you do, leave them alone. For an animal that size they’re remarkably fast. And they’re very dangerous. What I said about elephants goes double for hippos. In fact, if you find yourself trapped between an elephant and a hippo, walk toward the elephant.”
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