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To lovers of wildlife.










PROLOGUE


The air was electric with tension over their quarrel last night at base camp. They walked side by side across the harsh, dry landscape, both prisoners of their wounded pride and unyielding convictions.


Clare could no longer stand the silence. “But surely ecotourism in itself is not a—”


Suddenly Eric wheeled around, his fists clenched, his jaw taut.


Clare shuddered at the terrible emotion burning in his eyes.


In a flash she was hurled onto the searing gravel, Eric atop her, his hand wrenching the back of her neck.


“Eric—stop! You’re hurting me.”


“Shhh,” he hissed.


Clare froze. An enormous quiet had fallen over them. Strange. Heavy. Palpable. Even the birds were silent. A mopane fly buzzed softly in her ear. All she wanted was Eric’s love, his respect. And now he had her brutally pinned to the desert floor. What had possessed her to challenge him in such a way?


A blasting series of snorts erased all thought.


The earth began to thunder.


“Find cover! A tree—anything!” Eric shouted as he dragged her to her feet. “Run, Clare! Now!”
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Earlier that year, Eric Bolton had taken the Land Rover and driven to Windhoek to meet his new intern for The Rhino Project. She was a graduate student who came with the highest recommendation from his former Cornell mentor and friend, Dr. Peter Grant. It wasn’t often students were drawn to the austerities of fieldwork in Namibia, particularly fieldwork involving the unpredictable, often lethal, black rhinoceros, so Eric was anxious to meet her.


Eric himself was an anomaly. He had fallen in love with the animal as a child in London. His parents joked that their weekly visits to the zoo were by imperial command, and that Eric, from the time he could barely walk, would make a beeline for the rhino enclosure. His passion for these creatures, now on the verge of extinction, would earn him the title doctor of wildlife biology and eventually bring him to Africa to study them in one of the last truly free strongholds—Damaraland, Namibia. Perhaps his conservation efforts there would help forestall the inevitable.


Interns were an unavoidable nuisance, by and large. Still, they brought funding, and in their own general bumbling way, managed to advance the cause. He had yet to lose one to a rhino, lion, cobra, or elephant. Eric shuddered, reminding himself that there had been plenty of close calls nevertheless. He just hoped this new woman, Stacey Winship, was quiet, nimble, and smart.


After parking the Rover near the arrival terminal at O.R. Tambo International Airport, Eric entered the nondescript building. To his surprise, the British Airways flight from Johannesburg had arrived early. The terminal was filled with clumps of tourists: loud, cheerful, enthusiastic, wealthy foreigners out to experience one of the most wild and unforgiving regions on the planet. They were easily identified by their crisp, safari-catalog attire. Eric noted brightly dressed Hereros, a bit of local color, their musical voices lilting over the monotone hum in the terminal. He also recognized khaki-clad representatives of various wildlife enterprises, for whom he had little regard, if not utter contempt.


A woman caught his eye, and he exhaled sharply. She stood apart from the clusters of thrill seekers milling about, awaiting their buses to some prefabricated “adventure.” She was draped in bags of photo gear. To Eric, she looked as if she were being devoured by an octopus, perhaps several, as she continually adjusted the straps. Tall, somewhat rangier than he usually found attractive. Looked to be late twenties. Blonde, with a delicate aquiline nose. Damn, he thought warmly. This won’t do. Fieldwork was so much less complicated with male interns.


Eric strode toward the woman, who was attempting to consolidate items from one case into another.


“Miss Winship? Stacey?” Eric offered his hand.


She looked up, distracted, then smiled. Eric was utterly disarmed.


“Afraid not,” she replied, extending her hand. Eric couldn’t help but notice that her green eyes danced as they looked into his.


Just then, a woman shouted shrilly from across the terminal, “Dr. Bolton? Dr. Bolton! Is that you?”


He raised his hand in acknowledgment—then froze, his eyes wide, as a small figure charged toward him, elbowing everyone in her path.


Eric turned back toward the lithe stranger. “Sorry,” he mumbled, thinking to himself, You have no idea. “My mistake.” He drew in a deep breath and turned in the direction of what could only be his new assistant.
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While they waited by the luggage carousel, Eric grew increasingly grim as Stacey continued her monologue with narcissistic zeal.


“And the food—the food they served was perfectly dreadful,” she droned. “Overcooked sole and undercooked broccoli—I don’t even know what was pretending to be risotto.”


Eric smiled tersely. This was going to be a very long three months. Did this young woman ever stop nattering? And in such strident, nasal tones. He had met so many just like her at Cornell. Spoiled, privileged, self-absorbed.


“And the movie. Would you believe the in-flight movie was Elsa’s Legacy? After what happened to Joy Adamson? I mean, really.”


Eric interrupted, “I don’t think it was ever really proved whether the lions killed her—or whether it was poachers, and the lions, well . . .”


Stacey seemed impervious to conversational nuance. “Oh, there’s another bag!”


Eric dutifully pointed to yet more Louis Vuitton luggage, which the porter tugged off the line and added to the growing pile. What did this woman think she was embarking on—a grand tour? More like one of those gawkers who stayed at Lodge at Damara, not a field intern.


Even the way she was dressed reminded Eric of garden parties, the kind his mum would throw in London. Floral patterned chemise, cashmere sweater, matching heels and bag. Her dark hair was swept up in a chignon. He cast another sideways look of concern, which she noted askance.


“Don’t worry. I like to look nice when I travel. I packed for the outback. Cleaned out the entire Patagonia catalog.” She patted his shoulder. “Wait’ll you see.”


Outback? Eric raised his eyebrows. Just exactly what continent did she think she was on?


Without replying, he scanned the baggage area for that attractive blonde, wondering what business she might have in Windhoek. The cameras alone probably indicated a professional visit. If only she and not—No, focus, Eric.


“There it is,” Stacey squealed. “The last one!”


Eric again pointed, and when the porter retrieved the bag and looked to him for orders, Eric couldn’t help shaking his head and rolling his eyes slightly. The porter grinned, obviously delighted at the prospect of a substantial tip.


“You had best freshen up here while we’re loading the Rover,” Eric advised. “The drive to camp is about three hours, and that’s if all goes well.”


“This is all so exciting. Do I have time to visit the gift store? I can’t remember whether I packed my gum or left it. Do we have water in the car—or do I need to buy some? I do hope they have Evian.”


“We never travel anywhere without water, Stacey. Ever. But if you would like some, some Evian for the trip, please, pick up all you think you’ll need.”


Stacey hurried off, her heels clicking against the linoleum. A group of tourists huddled disconsolately nearby, reminding Eric of nothing more than a small herd of wildebeests, who always looked doleful. Apparently, the luxurious bus to luxurious Lodge at Damara had been delayed. Eric snorted. Big-box tourism. No corner of the earth too remote, too inaccessible for these insatiable, wealthy hordes.


Just then, a deep shout, accompanied by the wave of a creamy-white cowboy hat. “Clare! Over here!” It was Daniel Sypher, entrepreneurial lord of Lodge at Damara, the symbol of everything Eric detested. And whom was he striding toward but the leggy blonde. Daniel swept into a theatrical bow before her, then took her arm. Eric winced in revulsion. He watched as Daniel signaled her trunk to an assistant dressed in the Lodge uniform of an emerald-green polo shirt and khaki shorts. With his hand firmly on her back, Daniel hurried her out of the terminal.


Eric shrugged. What was it to him that Daniel had arranged to meet the woman? That she was leaving with him? Funny, though, how Daniel didn’t seem to notice the sorry gaggle of Lodge customers in his hurry to get her into his chauffeured limo. Obviously, the man had his priorities. Eric realized he probably would have done the same. Damn, that woman was attractive.


“Ready!” Stacey chirped, beaming, her arms filled with bags of bottled water, magazines, gum, and goodness knows what else. “What an adventure! I can’t wait. How long did you say the drive would be?”


Eric wondered whether there was enough room left in the Rover—or whether he might have to lash Stacey and her purchases to the top of the cab, along with the jerry cans of water and petrol.


“Three hours.” Eric was already weary of her inattentive chatter. “Take what you think you might need for the trip. I’ll stash the rest.”


After watching in barely contained alarm as Stacey performed an extended and intensive triage, he grabbed the array of bags and squished them behind one of the spare tires.


“Buckle up, Stacey. We’ve got a bit of road ahead.” Then Eric jammed his key into the ignition, threw the Rover into reverse, and turned the radio up as loud as he could bear.


They sped past the concrete vastness of Windhoek, Namibia’s capital, heading north on a two-lane highway. Either side stretched into vast, unbroken grasslands. Occasionally, they would glimpse a cinderblock structure near the side of the road. These unadorned boxes were the homes of the more westernized residents. Often, goats milled about nearby. Otherwise, little else but clear, blue sky and rolling plains the color of dry bones.


The radio blasted pop tunes, and Eric clutched the steering wheel, frowning as he noticed Stacey sigh, then root about in her handbag for something. An Evian spritzer, Eric noted wryly. He wondered what Stacey would make of the local Himba, who never bathed in their lives, water being such a precious resource in this arid, pitiless land. Instead, they coated their bodies in red basaltic earth mixed with fat. Even their simple garments were cleaned by smoking them over a small fire. Stacey spritzed again. Eric frowned—again—and wondered what the Himba might make of her.


Ordinarily, Eric would have driven with the windows rolled halfway down. Never all the way, of course, since cobras had a way of launching themselves at passing vehicles. He liked the dry desert wind blowing through the Rover. He liked the thrum of his wheels against the blistering tarmac. He loved the solitude and the infinite vistas. That is, he usually did. Now he had a passenger, a newcomer, and an apparently fragile one at that. What was Grant thinking to have foisted this frivolous urbanite on him? She’d probably faint at the first sight of a baboon, much less a mamba. Or a rhino.


Eric glanced at Stacey, who had made a pillow of her sweater and was now sleeping, her mouth open, her head lolling to the side. He turned the radio down slightly. No response. Then a little more. Then off. That was good. It would be about two hours to Etosha, where he could buy his last petrol and give the Rover a final check. After that, they would head northwest, toward Damaraland and his base of operations, Rhino Camp.


Gradually, the scenery gave way to jagged mountains and scrubby, low, silvery vegetation graced by an occasional solitary tree. Eric marveled at Stacey’s ability to sleep, even after such a long series of flights. More comatose than asleep, actually. He recalled the amazement he had felt during his first journey in this magical, inhospitable land. How he had taken everything in with a hunger he had never before experienced. A passion for this ancient, austere world that was more encompassing than any he had ever felt for a woman.


His thoughts drifted to the blonde at the airport. She and Daniel had a slight head start on them, thanks to Stacey’s shopping excursion. He wondered whether the blonde was sleeping—or whether she, like he, was drinking in the enchantment of this alien environment. Whether a passion similar to his own was awakening within her.
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As Eric pulled onto the long gravel drive, he continued to wonder at Stacey’s capacity for napping. She hadn’t awakened, not once, since she first dozed off. Even the occasional jolting rut didn’t seem to disturb her. When at last he pulled up to the Rhino Camp facility and turned off the Land Rover, she stirred, murmured something unintelligible, and snorted, but she still didn’t wake. It wasn’t until two caramel-and-white Jack Russell terriers flew from behind the main building, yapping hysterically at Eric’s arrival and flinging themselves with enthusiastic abandon at the vehicle’s sides that Stacey jerked wide-eyed from her slumber.


“Whaaa?” she asked in a drowsy panic. “What’s going on?”


“Just Rhett and Scarlet. They’re friendly. Happy to see us, that’s all.” Eric opened the door and climbed down. He then kneeled, giving the vortex of canine joy an energetic ear scrunching. “Aren’t you, you rascals?”


Stacey, now fully awake, had shrunk to the farthest edge of her seat. “No one said anything about dogs.”


Eric paused in clear bafflement. If a pair of fifteen-pound dogs alarmed her, just how might Stacey react to the local apex predators, particularly the lions and leopards?


“Stacey, the dogs won’t harm you. You’ll learn to appreciate them as you get used to the wildlife here.” Eric thought it best not to mention any specifics, like the time the dogs’ barking had alerted them to a mamba curled around the outdoor showerhead. Or the old lion who had ventured into camp, starving and desperate. Or the venomous scorpions occasionally scuttling across beams in the dining room. Or—Eric imagined the countless times these lively canines had saved his and others’ lives. “Just think of them as your private security guard. When they’re wagging their tails and leaping about like this, everything’s fine. If they’re both staring in the same direction, tails stiff, you’d best be on alert.” Eric suppressed a chuckle as Stacey gasped. “I’ll explain more later. Let’s get this rig unloaded and you settled in.”


Eric leaned on the horn, giving it a couple of short blasts.


“Where is everybody? You’d think the dogs’ racket would have let them know we’re here.”


He honked a few more times, shaking his head.


Soon, a short, solidly built employee dressed in khaki shorts and a bright orange T-shirt emerged from within the two-story cinderblock and wood structure. Stepping into the veranda’s shade, he smiled, wiping his hands on a dishcloth, and waved. He then noticed the figure huddled against the passenger window and looked at Eric with concern. Eric shrugged, shooed the dogs off, and marched around the side of the car to extricate a most unwilling Stacey. Keeping a stern eye on the dogs, he led her toward the porch.


“Hosea, please meet my new, um, research assistant, Stacey Winship. Stacey, meet Hosea.” The two nodded, smiling. “He and his wife, Zahara, take care of—run, actually—all of Rhino Camp’s domestic operations. Household maintenance, cleaning, cooking. I doubt we’d get much of anything done without them.”


Hosea smiled even more broadly. “A pleasure, a pleasure, miss,” he said, insistently pumping her hand. “Welcome to Rhino Camp, miss.”


Tears welled in Stacey’s eyes. “I thought Professor Grant liked me.”


Startled by Stacey’s reaction, Eric surveyed the camp where he’d lived for so many years with fresh eyes. Definitely underwhelming. The compound itself was nestled on a rise in a small canyon, entirely surrounded by a tall cyclone fencing, barely disguised by thorn bushes, all topped with coiled barbed wire. There were a few spindly acacia trees on the grounds, but not much else. A few outbuildings and spacious tent lodgings. The entire camp was the same dismal shade of grayish-brown sand.


“Hosea, is Pieter around?” Eric asked.


“No, Doctor Eric. He’s out. Back for dinner. I think.”


“Wonder why he didn’t take the dogs. Unusual.”


“Rhino mom and calf. Not far. Mr. Pieter, he worry the dogs—no manners. Scare mom and baby.”


“Near, you say? Well, that’s exciting. I wonder whether it’s Flora. She’d have had a calf a few months back, if I’m not mistaken.” He cast a dark look at the burgeoning truck. “But I’m afraid, Hosea, that leaves you and me to unload everything. Let’s get Stacey out of the sun. Has Zahara prepared her room?” Hosea, shouldering one of the larger suitcases, replied that she had. “Good. Stacey, I’ll give you a tour later. You’ll be on the second floor. The first are the more public rooms. Some offices, the great room, the dining room, and kitchen. I’m sure Zahara has some lovely chilled lemonade waiting for us. Why don’t we all go in and have a glass.”


Just as Eric had anticipated, Zahara stood waiting for them, a pitcher of lemonade dewing on the long wooden table over which she presided. Once the proper introductions had been made and refreshment enjoyed, Eric left Stacey, while he and Hosea went to unburden the Land Rover of its many supplies and luggage collection.


After the third trip between the Jeep and the main building, not to mention the multiple sets of stairs scaled by both men, the two could finally rest.


Hosea shook his head disapprovingly, and softly ventured an opinion. “Doctor Eric, Miss Stacey, she belong at Lodge at Damara. Not Rhino Camp.”


“I couldn’t agree more, Hosea.” Eric gazed across the vast plain toward the eastern mountain range, its foothills the site of that luxurious tourist-filled abomination. He imagined the blonde photographer, now ensconced in an air-conditioned villa, unpacking her delicate things, perhaps showering for dinner. Perhaps—he exhaled deeply—no, it simply would not do. Stacey was here, the blonde was there, and there wasn’t a single thing he could do but try to make the best of it.


“I’m a bit tired from the drive, Hosea. Think I’ll lie down for a while. Wake me at five? Earlier, if Pieter should show up. And thank you.”


“You bet, Doctor Eric. Don’t you worry about Mr. Pieter. He be fine.” Hosea moved away a few steps and then turned, “Anything else wrong, Doctor Eric?”


“Nothing you or I can solve, thank you.”
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Clare rested her chin on her hand and stared through the tinted glass as Namibia flew by. How she wished she could have made the trip on her own, stopping to take photos of the children herding goats, the red sands of the Kalahari sifting across the asphalt edges of the highway in delicate waves.


“It’s quite impressive, really, if you have a taste for nothingness,” Daniel offered. “Once we get to Lodge at Damara country, you’ll see that the landscape becomes quite dramatic, especially at dawn and dusk. Those make the best photos for our website and brochures, as I’m sure you will recognize.”


Clare nodded absently. Nothingness. What an odd way of seeing. Or, rather, not seeing. For Clare, even the play of light on a frozen sheet of lake was wondrous. And the possibilities of everythingness—of new sight—in this barren world. The interplay of infinite horizon and sky. But she wasn’t here for that. Daniel had hired her to make money for him with her photos, not to produce art. Clare imagined plump, pink children cannonballing into plunge pools, their plump, pink parents beaming at them over cocktails from the shade of their individual—how was it the website described them—“villas.” Those were the top-end accommodations, layered up the hillside, above the main lodge. She thought of goggle-eyed, chattering tourists rolling around the landscape in customized buses, eager for the sight of reclusive creatures not habituated to humankind. She recalled a video she had watched on YouTube, of a traffic jam in one of Kenya’s big parks, involving what seemed to be hundreds of Jeeps and Land Rovers. A juvenile cheetah had leapt onto one vehicle’s hood. The ensuing chaos, all screams and chatter and roaring engines. Perhaps the cheetah was simply curious. Perhaps it was looking for an easy meal but decided that the ambience was less than desirable. It lay there for quite a while, its long, tufted tail flicking occasionally—the only sign of slight irritation. And all the tourists in the hijacked vehicle, breathless with alarm. A cheetah! Now, had it been a leopard, things might have gotten exciting.


“Wait till you see the Lodge, Clare. Quite impressive, if I do say so.” He leaned toward her. “The only five-star in Namibia. We have three bars, four restaurants, a spa, a bowling alley, a movie theater, and a twenty-four-hour fitness room that looks out over the valley. A glass wall with a row of Stairmasters and stationary bikes. So none of our guests ever have to choose between missing their exercise routine or missing, say, an elephant sighting.”


“So they never have to leave the Lodge?” Clare was incredulous. “After coming all this way?”


“Exactly. Because we have a number of water holes nearby—man-made, of course—game is plentiful, especially in the dry season, our peak season. It’s perfect. And we did get a moderate rating—no small achievement—despite considerable greasing of hands and a number of substantial donations.”


“Moderate?”


“Yes,” he chuckled absently. “Every tourist facility is rated on a level of high, moderate, or low. For danger. For danger from animals, to be more precise. We would have loved a low, because that really brings in the families, but what with our open safari vehicles, moderate was the best we could do. Most enjoy the ‘adventure.’” Daniel used air quotes. “We simply advise parents to keep an eye on children. And, of course, no one sets foot or is driven outside the compound without a guide—and having signed an extensive waiver of liability.”


Clare considered how these ratings might be devised. Moderate. Does a facility only lose a handful of guests every so often? Low. One a year? She felt a claustrophobic panic wash over her, sitting in the back of the limo with this garrulous, handsome man. Certainly, she hadn’t imagined being confined to the Lodge’s spacious, walled grounds for the three months of her contract. Or driven beyond its limits always in the company of Daniel and a driver—or a guide. Surely Daniel would expect her to have some time to explore the region on her own, to take photos that might enrich the world’s understanding of Damaraland and its denizens and, in doing so, help to secure some reasonable future for its conservation. She looked at Daniel, his craggy, commanding profile. How confident he seemed in all this luxury. How sure of his place in the world. She was about to speak when she saw her own reflection in the window beyond him. Her eyes looked haunted. She turned away. Now wasn’t the time to discuss her freedom.


“May I offer you some champagne? A little bubbly takes some of the tedium away on these drives.”


It sounded rehearsed, almost automatic. How many times had Daniel eased “the tedium” just so? And with whom? Not that it was any of her business. Nor would it be.


But Daniel hadn’t waited for an answer, having already unwrapped the cellophane of a lovely bottle of Louis Roederer Cristal. Unmistakable. Tedium, shmedium, Clare thought as she accepted the fluted glass.


“To a successful affiliation,” Daniel proposed as he clinked a toast. He seemed so obviously delighted with himself—and with Clare. He grinned broadly as he took his first deep sip.


“Yes,” Clare murmured. “Thank you. To Lodge at Damara.” She leaned back into the buttery, soft leather and let the champagne’s delicate bubbles tickle her nose. A girl could get used to this.
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Clare watched the basalt pan scroll by and sipped her champagne as she listened to Daniel expound on his many fiscal triumphs, Lodge at Damara being the latest. She had to admit his résumé was impressive if one only considered the bottom line, but to Clare it all had a soulless cast. Even the resort, with its ecotourism trappings, seemed calculated, almost exploitative. More about business and profit margins than about the environment. Then again, what was Clare to make of people who would fly halfway across the world, spending thousands upon thousands of dollars only to ogle at exotic creatures from the safety of some 4x4 Jeep or reinforced bus. Hardly the epitome of ecological commitment either. And wasn’t she herself implicated in the whole endeavor, having flown halfway across the world and now in the employ of Mr. Daniel Sypher? Sipping expensive champagne in a limousine? Clare felt a jolt of self-recognition—and it wasn’t pleasant.


“Everything all right, Clare?”


“Yes. Of course. I’m afraid I’m a bit tired, jet-lagged from the trip. Perhaps I’d better switch to water.”


Daniel eagerly reached into the refrigerator. “Pellegrino or Perrier? Or would you prefer still? I think we have Tahiti.”


“Still, please. I think I’ve had enough bubbles for one afternoon.” She accepted the bottle gratefully. “Thank you. How soon do you think we’ll arrive?”


“It shouldn’t be long now. About twenty minutes or so. You might have noticed that we are gaining a little altitude. The Lodge is located on a magnificent hillside. Best site in the country, if I do say. Wait until you see it. Extraordinary.”


Daniel certainly didn’t seem given to understatement. If he thought she would be impressed, she undoubtedly would be.


And she was.


As the driver slowly negotiated a wide turn, the panorama of Lodge at Damara revealed itself to Clare. A red adobe wall almost twenty feet tall enclosed the area’s perimeters. In the distance, she could see small structures dotting the hill. One massive building, four tiered stories high, hung suspended over a vast expanse on the south side of the compound. Its base formed the wall’s continuation until it terminated with a cut in the adjoining cliff. As they approached, Clare gasped at the grandeur. Towering wrought iron gates, mounted with “Lodge at Damara” in grand script, swept open.


“Did you by any chance hire the set director from Jurassic Park for the entrance, Daniel?”


He laughed wholeheartedly. “Hadn’t thought of it. Hope this place is luckier. And safer. But every bit the blockbuster.”


A uniformed staff person stepped from a guardhouse and saluted as they passed. The huge gates swung shut behind them, and the limo edged up the hill past a large cluster of small, thatched huts on the north side of the drive.


“Guest cottages?” Clare asked.


Daniel chuckled. “Oh, Clare. Hardly. That’s our staff ‘village.’” Clare noted the air quotes again, much to her annoyance. Daniel proceeded unfazed. “They live there most of the year. Amazing, actually. Those family members who aren’t directly employed at the Lodge make art and other handcrafts for sale. Cottage industry, you might say. We even offer tours, at a small charge, of course. Technically, guests never need to leave the grounds to have an authentic Namibian experience.”


Authentically canned and packaged, Clare thought.


Sweeping up a winding curve, the car came to a stop in the broad circular driveway before the main entrance. Clare had seen less impressive airport terminals. Attendants dressed in khakis and green polo shirts rushed to open the limo’s doors.


Beaming with salaried hospitality, the staff greeted Daniel and Clare as they emerged from the car.


Daniel turned to Clare and confided openly, “Best paid employees in Namibia.” Then, even more loudly, he said, “See that Miss Rainbow-Dashell’s things are properly arranged. Be especially careful with those camera bags.” He then took her arm and hustled her into the lobby.


Yet again, Clare was astonished by the scale of everything. The vaulted ceiling reminded her of a great bird’s arcing wing. Truly magnificent: all space and light. Soon, however, her eyes were assaulted by the assortment of antlers, horns, and striped, spotted, and golden hides decorating the walls. Clare shook her head in disgust. She walked past disquieting masks, propelled by Daniel’s enthusiasm, past groupings of oversized leather furniture where guests relaxed with newspapers or each other. They came to a stand before a huge semi-circular window at the far end of the room.


“This is my pride and joy,” Daniel exclaimed as he gestured out, beyond the vast window. “You see the water hole out there? And the native trees and shrubs? Built all of that. From nothing. Guests here can see the animals twenty-four hours a day, seven days a week from almost anywhere in the building. From where we are standing. From the restaurant. The bar. The infinity pool. The gym. The spa. Not to mention the rooms. Nothing like it in the world.”


Clare was indeed awed. She admired the clusters of gemsbok and Thomson’s gazelle below, sipping daintily, ever alert.


Daniel, noting this, added, “Game’s not very exciting during the day, of course. But in the mornings, evenings, and nights. Elephant. Lion. Even rhino. We keep the place pretty lit up. Animals have gotten quite used to it. Not that they have much choice given how dry it is around here.”


As much as Clare was repelled by the idea, she could sense already the temptations of captivity. Of ease. A cold rush of claustrophobia raced through her. She felt dizzy and reached for Daniel’s arm.


“There now, Clare. A little unsteady, eh? How selfish of me. You must be exhausted. Let me show you to your rooms.”


He turned and snapped his fingers. Within a moment, two attendants materialized, all smiles and eagerness.


“Have Miss Rainbow-Dashell’s bags been taken to her suite?” They nodded. “Good. Clare, I’ve taken the liberty of putting you on the third floor. You’ll have a spectacular view. You’ll also be close to my offices and penthouse on the fourth floor. The elevator is a bit of an inconvenience—too crowded—but at least it’s fast. There you go.” He pressed the button for 3. Clare noted that 4 was designated “Private. No public access.” Daniel continued, “When you’ve recovered from your journey, you’ll probably want to use the stairs. It’s peak season now or I’d let you have one of the villas. Sorry about that. The private infinity pools were a real game changer. Booked solid.”


“No worries, Daniel. I’m sure I’ll be perfectly comfortable. At least I won’t be housed in the ‘village’ and held accountable for any weaving or carving. And I’ll be relatively protected from gawking guests wishing an authentic experience.” She felt a ripple of pleasure at the dig.


“I doubt you’ve ever been protected from gawking, Clare,” Daniel observed with a sly smile. “Ah—here we are. Just a few doors down. Room 307. I’ll give you an hour or two to rest. Then join me for dinner. The tour can wait for tomorrow. Seven?”


Clare accepted, more automatically than enthusiastically. An important lesson had dawned on her: Daniel was a man accustomed to having his way. And Clare was accustomed to making her own choices. Closing the door, she sighed. She could put up with anything for a couple of months. After all, she had signed the contract. Anything? This gilded cage? This good-looking if imperious entrepreneur? Clearly she would have to adjust her expectations. And control her reactions. Perhaps these troubling thoughts were merely the result of travel fatigue after all. She did need a rest, and there were a couple hours before dinner, which apparently was a command performance.


Stretched out on the huge bed, Clare pulled the cashmere throw over her legs and closed her eyes. Images of her parents flooded her thoughts. She recalled when she and Timothy had paid them a visit to announce their engagement. Timothy, typically, had been extremely judgmental of just about every aspect of their alternative lifestyle. He could barely bring himself to articulate even their names, stumbling over “Trip” and “Rainbow” as if he were strangling.


On the drive from their home in Davis to her parents’ farm in Sonoma, he had fussed, “Who in the world would call herself Rainbow—not even Emily Rainbow or Genevieve Rainbow—just Rainbow? And Trip—who in the world?”


“Timothy, please,” Clare had responded. “We’re talking about my parents here. Theodore Bennett Dashell III, which may be perfectly acceptable in your university professor circle, was less than desirable at the Zen farm where my parents met.”


Timothy had snorted and snapped his copy of the New York Times Book Review in front of his face.


Shortly after that trip, she’d caught Timothy having an affair. His professorial charm had blinded her to his reputation as a scoundrel and philanderer. But, mercifully, her vision cleared before the wedding.


With a pang, she also recalled the last trip she took to see her parents before coming to Namibia. She’d needed to tell them that her engagement to Timothy had ended and she’d committed herself to a photo shoot halfway across the world. With all her possessions crammed into the back of her battered Honda, she’d made the drive on the little two-lane highway to her childhood home, across Sonoma County, just north of San Francisco, through the rolling green hills and the redwood groves. Fatigued by jet lag, she could still hear the welcoming crunch of gravel under her tires, see the hand-painted wooden sign, “Elendil,” always hanging somewhat off-kilter, symbolic of her parents’ life together. She had passed the pond where she had spent so many happy hours as a child, her companions noble unicorns and tender dragons. Her childhood had been idyllic. So different from the rigid prep schools and finishing schools her parents had been subjected to.


She stared at the African masks and the thatched ceiling of her room. What was she thinking? To abandon that idyllic place for one of the world’s most ancient, unforgiving deserts? For a photo gig in Namibia? She had never heard of Namibia until a month ago.


She smiled to recall her mother’s pack of dogs galumphing and howling up to the car, their frantic barks announcing her arrival. Her mother had emerged from the old Victorian, shading her eyes, as beautiful as ever. Tall, thin, with a halo of silver curls. And the diaphanous gown she always wore. Her father, a great bear of a man, with a long graying ponytail and abundant beard, had lumbered out of the milking shed, wiping his hands on his overalls. Even lying in this bed across the world, Clare could feel being caught up in his arms and spun around.


Rainbow had served chamomile tea, steeped in an ornate sterling silver teapot, homemade oatmeal-raisin cookies heaped on a porcelain platter. Clare cherished the anachronisms of her parents’ lives, the gentle collision of tie-dye and Meissen.


Turning to look out at the desert, Clare felt the heaviness in her heart. There had been no gentle way to break the news to them, so she’d just blurted it out. “The engagement is off. Timothy never really accepted me for who I am. Never really valued my work. Never wanted me to have a career. Never could promise not to . . .”


“That’s a lot of nevers,” Trip had observed softly. “You know, you always have us. You could stay here as long as you like. Forever even.”


When Clare told them about Namibia, Trip’s eyebrows knitted in perplexity. They were obviously crushed, the family circle unraveled so abruptly. She’d assured them it was only for three months. She needed to get away, earn some money.


“You have your trust fund, Clare. Go anywhere you wish, but you certainly don’t need to earn money.”


But for her it was a matter of honor that she carve out a life for herself as an independent professional. “I know. It’s just something I need to do. Don’t worry. I will be housed in luxury, quite safe from any ravening beasts—or philandering professors.”


Trip had been silent. Then his booming laughter filled the room. The dogs, in sympathetic concert, started keening. The goats, even the chickens joined them. The cacophony was too much. Too silly. Absurd, really. Life was simply too wonderful for tears.


Clare had taken their hands. “I love you both so much. More than you can ever know. I won’t be gone long. Promise.”










6.


After enduring a formal, many-course dinner, she managed to escape to her room. She slept twelve hours, thanks in part to whatever magic pill Julia had given her when she’d dropped Clare at the San Francisco airport. She would miss Julia, the camaraderie of her classmates, and the freedom and joy of being a student, but this photo gig would be over soon. She’d go back to her life and her pursuit of a bachelor’s degree. And she’d go back with a renewed commitment to stay away from men, especially professors.


She showered, surprised by the soft, heavy towels, and dressed, promising herself she’d unpack properly later. Her room was huge, bigger by far than her entire apartment had been. The decor was an Architectural Digest spread of exotic Africa: kilims on the floor, masks on the walls, furniture of some lovely, unusual wood. Large windows looked down on the pool and across the barren desert, stretching unbroken to the jagged horizon. To Clare, Lodge at Damara felt more like a space station on Mars.


She went in search of coffee, choosing the stairs over the elevator. No one was in the hall or on the stairs, and an eerie silence pervaded the place. In the lobby, a solitary African stood behind the reception counter. He greeted her in the clipped British accent she associated with India.


“Where is everyone?” Clare felt disoriented at being alone. Part of jet lag, she hoped.


“Most guests are out, miss. They’ll be returning for cocktails. May I order you coffee and muffins? On the veranda?” Clare gratefully accepted his offer.


She looked again at her watch, trying to calculate the time difference, but was pleased to have the solitude. She wandered through the spacious lobby, admiring the art and the rugs. The clerk looked up anxiously a few times, and she smiled. Somewhere beneath this floor, she could hear a buzz of activity, as if the place sat on a beehive. Probably laundry and food preparation.


The lobby opened onto a thatch-covered veranda and a pool, delicately balanced on the edge of the deck. Despite twelve hours of sleep, she still felt tired and stretched out on a lounge chair to finish her surprisingly delicious coffee and muffin. The encounter at the airport with the man she’d assumed was Daniel haunted her thoughts. He was—she searched for the word—handsome. But more. What was his name? Eric? He had substance behind his good looks. Clearly, he and Daniel would be acquainted, so Clare hoped she might meet him again. She dozed, her coffee cup tipping precariously in her hand.


“You’re awake!” The booming voice jolted Clare, and she was alarmed to see her coffee splash onto the tile floor. “Thought you might sleep the entire day away. People do. Everyone reacts to the flight and time difference in their own way. Never bothers me.”


“I’ve flown a lot, Daniel, a job hazard, but that was a long one.” Clare swung her legs down and sat up straight.


“Well, tomorrow we can talk. Today just enjoy the place.” Daniel sat down beside her, raised his hand, and snapped his fingers. A waiter materialized instantly and scurried off to fetch something. “I only drink the tea I have flown in from England. Try the swill they call tea here, and you’ll understand. Tastes just what it is, a boiled bush. Awful stuff.”


The waiter brought a tray with a china pot, two cups, sugar, and cream.


“Give me your cup. Now try this. This is from Harrods. A special blend made for me.”


“But the coffee is fine,” Clare protested. Reluctantly, she accepted the teacup.


“Coffee they can grow here. Well, not here. Can’t grow a damn thing here, as you can see. But Tanzania, Uganda, they produce fine coffee. Took me an age to teach these people to make a decent pot. Not too quick on the uptake.” He looked into the distance. “But loyal. Hard workers, if you keep on them.”


Clare couldn’t understand the unease she felt with this man. He had a big personality, but so did many of the professors and all the magazine editors with whom she’d worked. But this man had an almost indiscernible edge of danger, more than the threat of getting a poor grade or being fired from a project.
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