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On Safari

1.

CLAIRE HAD LEAPT AT THE CHANCE OF GOING ON SAFARI WITH
her mother, principally because for four days, nothing much would be
expected of her. Her life—afflicted by tepid decision making, inex-
plicable bouts of homesickness (despite living in her hometown) and
an inscrutable boyfriend—had begun to shift towards wretched. It
was time to cast her vote, voice her objections, pack some boxes. But
the thought of all that activity made her feel fatigued. She did not
want to speak. And where better to be, then, than with her mother,
who would do enough talking for both of them, prowl about the tented
camps making friends, introducing her daughter, perhaps, as
“my cub”?

That would be fine, Claire thought, sipping a flat, metallic Coke on
the plane. So long as she does not refer to me as a “daughter of Africa.”
It was possible; her mother had been known to get carried away. Yet
there was something comforting in this embarrassing side of her
mother, the way she reacted to other tourists, adding her own spin on
the spectacle. And right now Claire was up for watching, was desper-
ate to be pulled out of her world and thrust into the immaculate con-
trivance of three-hundred-dollars-a—night nature. There, she would
learn things she had no need for, and ultimately, little interest in. And
like everyone else, she would be filled with wonder but it would leave
N0 permanent mark.

She watches the scrub spooling out below, an endless veld offering
her a Platonic ideal of passive leisure:
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Watching a tortoise threading its way through the veld.
Watching a [insert animal] [verb] itself through the veld.
Watching.

She could manage that.

The plane flies into Victoria Falls airport; she can see the falls, “The
Smoke That Thunders;” miles before they land. Claire’s tongue feels
thick and foreign from not talking but this is what she wants.

This and some familial tug from the horizontalness of Zimbabwe.
The muted brown dust, the broad skies, seed pods, and flat, rested
look of it. Her mother’s birthplace. The bush always looked the same,
impervious to time and temperament like a memory, and that fixed
feeling—to move cleanly through a permanent landscape in one anti-
septic gliding motion—was what Claire was after. Of course, it was all
a lie. There was nothing suspended and immutable about this land-
scape. There was more action going on in the veld than at home in
Johannesburg, murder capital of the world.

But she turns, rather, to thoughts of the last safari experience, a
splurge at her former stepfather’s expense at Sabi Sabi in South Africa,
which was something of a glorified zoo, replete with model-jawed
white game rangers and animals that performed like the superstars
they were. An expensive, simulated kind of nature, groomed and dis-
tilled to its Discovery Channel-style high points. She’d loved every
second of it. The way four days could seem like four weeks, only to be
forgotten in four hours once home . . . This was all long ago, and
much had changed, but she could hope for a little of the same.

The roar of the falls (or is it the plane?) drowns her out and she is
pleased for it. Her pleasure extends and becomes a bright, blank cheer
that sweeps her up as they touch down at Victoria Falls airport. She
steps out into a wide unbroken sunlight with its forceful promise.

Her mother, Doreen, is waiting, she has not seen her in seven
months; she has some sort of bone suspended around her neck.
Doreen—in a burst of post-divorce energy—has been in Mauritius
starting a business and on closer inspection, the piece of bone may be
shell. Hello darling. She hugs, and Claire feels the necklace scrape into
her neck, which hurts; she doesn’t pull away but falls instead further
into her. Her mother smells like her mother. Home in a whiff, ironi-

cally, of “Paris.”
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. "ghey are driving in an open Jeep to Matetsi Game Reserve. The sky
i; a o}zre, is ahead, is b.ehmd, an expansive, lazy kind of showing-off
I at should Please Claire. But the sun is drilling a headache into her.
tt seems deliberate, ch.anneled, as with the magnifying glass she useci
0 train on ants as a child, and now she has doubts as to whether she’ll
manage to feel the complacency her mother is paying for. She sees the
ants burn and pop in the hard sun.

Yet as the Jeep swerves into Matetsi i

. etsi and Claire takes in the lo

:}ela;k:vociil dfecks exteéldlng into the bush, the neatly thatched roof‘:’

mell of potato bush, she is impressed. Dislocati "

' ) : on seems emi-

nently possﬂ?le e?ft.er' all. Lilac-breasted rollers dip above her head; thle

c.amli looks l%ke 1t1s in a permanent sleep. Already, she feels rested,and

mmli1 e. She ignores herself. She feels calm and irrelevant. Even her

gr::gf[t.elrl kl)gks c;lalriband irrelevant, her broad hat shielding freckled
1sh skin, cheekbones so high they looked i

porT Y y ed almost indecent.

Here we are,” said the driver. (Claire remembers from before how
everyone stat’ed the obvious in the bush, unable to do away with
spefgq. There’s the lion. Isn’t it beautiful? Look at that!)

ere we are,” Claire echoed, enjoying the fami 2
tongue. Comfort in repetition. e rnliar turn on her
] The camp opened out like a hand into the surrounding bush
en;ed rondavel cot.tages dotted around a central palm of thatch—.
roofed deck. Matetsi was put together with an artful artlessness, a
illémlzltuousness that nonetheless felt bare-bones and inoffensi\’fe
i 00 ,dcanvas,.and everywhere, an unobstructed view of the par;
e?ron1 . _The rainy season being in full swing, the watering hole drew
alllnm'a sin d'roves. Now, a herd of buck. A moment later, a single zebra
t a:c( immediately made her think of some car advert.
pan(\)/\foul.d you lool; at that!” Doreen lifted her chin as she took in the

ramic swe i
i ep of the pan, and closer in, the sleepy shade of Matetsi
S Cl}alire looked. Lunch waited: lamb with rosemary, butternut

a?uff and beeFroot sa.lad. Guests wafted by and smiled encouragingly

€ new arrivals with the slightly superior ease and proprietary
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edge born of a two-day head start on the scene. Men in hats drank
7imbabwean beer on the edge of the deck and smoked; a glamorous
American couple exerted some glamour in the corner, but quietly, in
their J. Crew cargo pants. Claire decided she liked the Americans,
decided she would base all her judgement in this four-day period on
first impressions, a luxury she felt was within the exclusive jurisdic-
tion of her capacity as a tourist. She liked the J. Crew couple. At least

they were putting those pants to proper use.

Out on the pan, something stamped.
“Phyllis Ndlovu is the head manager of Tent Lodge,” said Andrew,

who had picked them up at the airport. “She looks delicate,” he joked,
“but Phyllis is actually one of 7Zimbabwe’s most famous guides, the
first woman game ranger, we believe, in Africa, and one of the only
guides in our camp certified to take you on an approach walk. If you
ask nicely” Andrew had one of those so-called open faces that looked
more like a closed fist to Claire. He was of her mother’s people—

Eastern Cape boy, farming family, rugby legs. Solid.
“Nlo walks today.” Phyllis pointed at a swollen cheek. “I have a bad

toothache.”

People swarmed around Phyllis and the other guides, wanted in.
The guides: five young Zimbabweans, the handpicked, the precious
finds of the South African-run Conservation Corporation lodges, a
string of low-key, high-priced camps in Southern Africa and Kenya.
The guests were in good hands. :

And Doreen was excited, lurched over to Phyllis with a nurse’s
advice despite dropping out of nursing school, and then shook hands
with other tourists, especially a middle-ager so exaggeratedly hand-
some he seemed to Claire to be oppressively four-dimensional.
Terrifying, in a Tony Robbins “Personal Power” motivational speaker
kind of way. But she must not be objectionable, must introduce her-
self properly to her mother’s new posse (Doreen already ensconced at

the Personal Power corner of the table, firing up her Dunbhill Light,
starting her speech: “I was born near here and grew up on a farm in
South Africa so I really enjoy the bush .. ”)
“Bintistic.” said Personal Power, the vowels swimming thin and
close together, New Zealand-style. “And this is your sister?” He winked
a too-blue eye at Claire, introduced himself; she decided then she

would try to forget his name.
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“Yes, she says, lying!” Doreen (thi
5 ! third person when bein
. . C t
cl;ll,llgs on the D(L‘mhlll and Claire looks out at the Toyota Zebragwhl; 2
st e;t .the pan. "No, not my sister—this is my cub!”
) (ial;e ﬁI.ldS she cannot last long with this scene (Doreen eats a
ovx; of maize meal and pronounces its Xhosa name—gnush—cor-
z::st Z,n s}:ﬁwmg Ofﬂ}:er rural upbringing) and leaves the table. This
other good thing about being on safari—it l
; —it was acceptable t
;glr;cr)lree R:}(l)ple and godoff by yourself. They think you wantpto com0
with nature, an i i i _
-y never think you are simply trying not to com-
hidiil;ebt:khesdhgr p}iatseho%t to the pool, a sudden, deep bowl of water
ind bush. She lowers her hot legs into the cold
near the pan she watches an ele i ods il dhe
- : phant shaking a tree, pods rattling, th
iS:hlilnd ce;)rr}tle-g. Briefly, she considers the origins of her natural Ifi’eeve
ess, but dismisses the act on the grounds of i i ish in
: ts bein hi
and of itself. She tells herself to b = ¢ would say.
. race up, as her mother 1d
The elephant is decimatin F soeds fll
‘ : g the tree. Good. Bark splits and
down like spilled beads, clicking as they go. Better.P el seeds Bl
N ]?o;een aipeirs, she is buoyant and barefoot. She pulls up a wooden
alr, leans back into it, wonders if her new fri
nto it, riend from Auckland
may b(e:1 gay. There. is ev1d'ence; he has a tiny backpack. He is patrollilrll
Zro;n;? in very high-waisted pleated pants but isn’t this place wonf-;
her ul? Sj}e squeezes Claire’s shoulder, a comma of hair slipping over
er ear. “I mean when you see this are
you not proud and amazed
at where you come from? . . . How could anyone want to b
where else?” e
exp’i‘ﬂlsivwas Dcl):een, the slightly belligerent exclamations, the roundly
¢, exultant tone always spinning into the i
: : : groove of habit,
illvg:}}lrzrt’zajc?ﬁ the lines (ﬁf generality. These speeches, flecked with her
ubilant parochialism worn smooth as stone fr
use, the sentences knitted from negati ety e
: egative constructions, modified
nothing, shot through b i et
A gh by long, staccato series of rhetorical i
were extremely annoying, but redeemed b i citoalelonrnt, i
S € : their ritual el
Claire’s eyes they had the sam ' e
, e status as a nursery rhyme. Meaningl
?V:p;elilse, but 1t. was the telling that counted. And the consistencygS(;fes:
! 0lrrese ne:gr iegs in thﬁ p(})lol water and waits for the inevitable \/\"hen
ol ot on a roll, she invariably ended up sayin i
ridiculous, it was sublime . . . here it comes, hepre ity cosr%ni(s)methmg *
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“I mean, tell me: where else in the world can you see Victoria Falls?”
Claire closed her eyes and smiled with derision and gratitude. It is
the feeling of being someone’s child, Doreen’s child, a dubious honor

but it had been a long time.

Later, there was a good bath in a tub lined with Zambian copper.
Beautiful. In the bath she thinks: I am on holiday and it is uncompli-
cated. She has had trouble with her mother this last year but they are
there in the spirit of mutual contrition and Claire has not yet forgot-
ten how to admire Doreen.

Soft from the bath, she emerges feeling magnanimous. She wraps
herself in a plush Matetsi robe, feels her benevolence toward her
mother expand into smugness, watches herself in the mirror. She can-
not read her own expression; it is filled with contradiction, but the
benevolence is somewhere in there and she moves soundlessly outside
onto the dark patio for a cigarette. She is exhilarated; they are not sup-

posed to be on their decks at night, there is considerable risk of leop-
ard and lion and she is alone, passing mental blessings to her mother
from on high with the conciliatory half-smile of a priest.

She cannot quantify how, exactly, her mother has wronged her, but
it is connected to the things she no longer does, the things she no
longer is since her divorce. She has become violently happy, peculiar
and childish. She is given to providing elaborate, confusing endnotes
to her marriage, in which neither she nor Claire’s stepfather emerges
in a good light. She is too full of information.

Claire inhales smoke, paces the deck self-importantly, feels as if she
is in a movie. Her mother is virtually unrecognizable. But she is going
to forgive her anyway; she is even endangering her own life to stage
this great cinematic blessing. Doreen is up ahead somewhere, in a
square of light through the Mangosteen trees, holding court with her
new friends. Claire breathes in the darkness and waits for something

to come and take her.

That night, she dreams the hallucination dreams of Larium, the
malaria drug. She dreams the perfect meta-dream—that Larium is
a vast money-making conspiracy powered by the Conservation Corp-
oration and other tourist establishments, and in fact it is really an hallu-
cinogenic drug designed to fool people into thinking they were on safari
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and seeing animal i i
g s, when in reality they were just experiencing visions

3.

By morning Claire feels fr
h : esh and focused, her bath i
;};;ﬁlllznylilavmg left a residual whiff of ebullience. She wallifsocﬁ{clc))atzo
N herehcar,l js:Za(i A.M;i 1flor theff first drive. Bring it on, she thinks close
$ around her coffee mug as she watches the | lowed
Elallz 1pretendﬁng stillness. Let us have some action O; zve‘/eilzzﬁd
ope pulls out of the mist, its horns co . ’ "
R > mb i
blailé sp1c11<es. She is sorry Doreen has missed ited i
ood morning.” It was Vi e eati
up first. A morning person.” ncent, the guide, eating a rusk. “You're
TIh m not. But ’'m never myself on holiday.”
il : ((Jiihers cciame soon after. They clambered into the open Jeep in
. r, kugge up for the mosquitoes, no one talking as the vibra
damp scl)lielel S at]};::?i a‘g'a.k.e. As they rode, the land swelled expelling;
y beginning to dry out und . :
The fi : : €r an assertive su .
; n?ti ;;t Spgtl was a pair of young giraffe and Vincent turned orflfrg;ee
figicked tZE et ctlhem look in silence. The giraffe stared them down
s, and sw : ;
Ty ayed away on trembling legs as thin as golf
i i - .
- 3}1'11?; € irei Slx :lf them in th'e Jeep including New Zealand (his hair-
.. t.Y alves .mOst touching Doreen’s) but Claire does not spend
B e Worrying about him and is caught in the rise and ffll of
E ncI:V:S ltghps thro.ugh dongas, bumping her binoculars. She is all
b b ALe GAger, like her mother. She feels good and rooted, the
lookingplf ultS tsll'\’eeiglg bl))' as if on a conveyor belt. The veld is ciuiet
€y Know Dett
bt e etter and are on a quest to spot what they
Vi i
theirltr;i}?t StZPS to pick them monkey bread and toothbrush bush for
B aln as F)lalre eats the bitter white pith of the monkey bread
throug}i :le s c}llmoulﬁy unlike herself. She does not stop to t}lrlinkait
se she will spoil it: ;
| T poil it; she must keep going and observe,
Ah
- do:zcrl O'If 1febrat cut through the trees and they veer off the road to
- h dey can SI.nell the dust, almost shockingly sweet, as if
ad spread cinnamon on the landscape in the nigh; Her
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mother pokes and prods her—buffalo in the distance, cres'aecé })e.lr e_
; f a Waterberry tree—and Claire 18
at three o’clock from the branch o . -
i If in a rebel thought of her
fficiently taken that she tests herse .
fclr(z)‘?’l‘l)sl‘;s,ome bg’yfriend, his hands cool and clarr.lped ¥1ke starfish onto
her back, but his face is obscured, she is forge.ttl.ng him well. -
As they head closer in toward the Zambezi river, the sun begms.
bleach the grasses and the group begins to agitate, opening morning
to the new day. o
mo‘l‘llt};:gic;al ” says a chunky, animated woman w1jch big green cat eyes
named Sharon who had befriended Doreen the night beffore andt;grc;
i i . They are hoping for some
to her of divorce and witchcraft : .
1l?ia;l——ofresh lion spoor, perhaps. Sharon spots a Kori Bustard shuffling
beneath an acacia tree. .
i 3 d pipes up.
«“What kind of bastard?” New Zealan pipes .
«Bustard” Doreen corrects loudly, sklmm%ng thr'ough. hel.r bl;d
book to show the offending party. “The heaviest flying bird in the
Wor“ll(ill.e’s joking,” Claire says, pleased to point out .the idio'.c side offhlir
mother’s new friend, although suddenly Doreen is laughing her fake
laugh that sounds real to those who do not know her..
“Ha ha.” Doreen says to New Zealand and prods h1n.1. t
“What would my chances be if you left me here V\'Ilth no gun of
walk back to camp?” Claire asks Vincent, glancing off into a grove 0

Msasa trees.
“Not good.”
“Liong; » Claire states the obvious because at least she can count

that. . )
. “The mighty king of the jungle,” New Zealand intones. “The
big boys.” e
lg“Ac}‘:ually, the lion is the false king of the bush.” Vincent sta.rted thci
ignition. “Lions are sloppy, unsuccessful hunters. Maybe a thirty per
t success rate.” _ N .
Ceanaire does not like this information, the surprlimg, co}rllfllsl.r{;g1
ineptness ¢f the lion feels like a personal betrayal. E\Io.w t i V\(I)ln-
dog—there’s an animal with an amazing success rate,” Vincent ¢
f course.”
inues. “Not that they would be after you, of .
tlm‘l‘gso who’s the king of the jungle then?” a J. Crew representative

spoke up.
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Doreen is first, eager to impart her knowledge. “The elephant.”
“You are right,” Vincent says. “The most impressive animal, in every
way.”
“Matriarchal society,” Doreen adds with a knowing nod. “Very
advanced.”
“Yes.”

Doreen and Sharon high-fived and Doreen did a little celebratory
toyi toyi African dance kind of move. To her horror, Claire found her-
self prevailed upon to join in the female bonding as Sharon high-fived
her and coerced the American girl behind to join in. What could you
do but comply when someone high-fived you? There was nowhere to
hide. Claire held up her hands in defeat and felt herself go out of body
and observe the mortifying spectacle of herself, her hands being
clapped loudly in the air but luckily the end was in sight, there was
something ahead to help her out, something to observe that was not
a soft pale hand from Sharon or a shiny knee from New Zealand jig-
gling toward Doreen’s—elephant.

They sat quiet for a minute watching the animals at a distance,
particularly a mother trying to teach a baby how to use its trunk,
which by the looks of things required a lot of effort.

“Like trying to teach you to talk,” Doreen commented in her ear.

But then it all got loud and clumsily terrifying as a pregnant
mother shot out of the trees, her wrinkled belly dusty and swaying.
She pulled up, then ran again straight, trumpeting and flapping her
ears as she made for the Jeep. Claire thought she might die, didn’t
really think she would but knew it was possible and suddenly and for
no imaginable reason it occurred to her how much she secretly
enjoyed Baywatch and she wondered if once she was gone her
boyfriend would overestimate her role in his life, build her up to be a
veritable inspiration.

She ducked into the darkness of her mother’s shoulder; she
remembers this, on the last safari trip there had been a similar episode
on a night drive with a startled leopard, and both she and her mother
had hidden in her perfectly still stepfather Peter’s down jacket.

Next to them New Zealand shouted and in the seat behind there
was scuffling. Only the guide, the tracker and Doreen remained com-
pletely motionless, and then the guide made a lot of noise, waved his
arms and the animal veered and backed away into the trees.
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« ” sai and. ‘ .
C]f:ilrlcsz, isaiﬁi\lzie;vgzaler?cll she comes back. into the sunlight w(;t(}ilisa}
idiculous spill of love for her mother that is so pure and rare an
opo pte to anything her mother has done to earn it just nolx:r,
Eflii}iitiﬁ?r?ks wildly of a way to prolong it; it seems they should make
i i ’s worth.
the‘f?(::;jrflgérg‘la:sih’zlriziogfzre suggests as they ride l.)a”ck }:o ‘CaIEfe.
“You and Peter were the only ones who could hafngle 1t‘.NIi} t:rlrsoi N
tch-perfect Doreen will remember the tru‘%h of her.own terr S,u o
i he hid with her daughter in Peter’s jacket, but Claire 1s.
e ifl comply and fortify the goodwill gesture, help contrive a
E(?llirfizr; Vrvnoment built on a small white lie in which she, Doreen

emerges courageous. And everyone wins. e couldsrt even sce
“Peter?” Doreen whips out her Chapstick. “He It cren s

the leopard. He could barely even make out the veld, let alone

mals. Not brave darling, just blind.

All through the road back to camp Claire w?r'lders:( }}:OV; ;hg;ox;li
father’s flawed night vision, thou:

e he}rl (S)tfel})li?n——since the divorce, Peter has slunk away

I eing less than capable. But

by. The one thing

forgotten so mu
inti a land of golf and silent apology for b

i im
now she has something new to remember h

worth forgetting. ‘ .
“Next time,” Doreen chides breezily,

hide. Make eye contact.”

patting Claire’s knee, “don’t

was giddy. How could they know ﬂap%ln{gl
ears signaled a mock charge? Even Doreen hadn’t known. The};1 Eadoj, !
death, the escape was a collective coups and everyod i
felt n;arh rd d’rinks and spoke at the tops of their lungs, fille 1 wi
e ef ahievernent that required a grand reliving through dlalolfu‘e.
ie:tze Sf agrst—narne repeating and wandering around the deck in

kets. . . . |

bla{}Doreen you were amazing. Like a rock,” said New Zealznd., sv:ion

ing in écotch—and—Daughter—of—Africa inflected admiration.
m

f
“Absolutely calm. I was completely shattered by the sheer power 0

that beast, the awesome . . .

That night, the group
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coated the conversation. Safari vocabulary was fundamentally embar-
rassing to Claire but she was also envious of those who could enter
into the spirit of it, those so capable of prompting such earnestness in
themselves.

For her part, Doreen became more and more inflated with quiet
jubilance, protesting out of good manners her resilience in the face of
the awesome beast of sheer power, and finally giving in to the credit
that was her due. “I grew up not far from here. My instincts just
kicked in,” she explained modestly. “You just have to sit there and pro-
ject strength toward the animal. It’s very mental”

Off to the side, Claire pulled a piece of hair out of her head and
dropped it onto a loose coal. It hissed and smelled of rust. She sat up
close until she felt hot and red and sick, spitting bitten nail and peeled
skin into the flames. Yet through the fire and the drinks and the
voices she began to uncurl and fill with the evening and the long, bloat-
ed day, soaking it up to the point at which weak Peter’s weak eyes could
not ruin anything. Soon she was in full sway, caught up in the snap and
kick of the logs in the fire, the flickering light of predictable conversa-
tion, the present-tense ease and dumb inconsequentiality of it all.

Doreen spoke on behalf of the pregnant elephant, dispensed fem-
inine wisdom and banalities about maternal instincts. In the back-
ground the landscape performed obediently and in time. Lit up by
tastefully unobtrusive but strategic lighting, silver elephants trumpeted
and moved in their slow-motion way, extras offering visual accompa-
niment to the stories told of them up front by the real kings and
queens.

Her mother—in her new incarnation as Head Mother—was now
in full storytelling mode, and there were anecdotes about child rear-
ing and embellished narratives about a family pet, Goldie, and Claire’s
inability to turn the Yorkshire terrier into a watchdog. Doreen had a
few standard Claire stories and she always told them in a certain way.
Claire heard again of a small self she did not know doing things she
probably never had done, but regardless, serving her mother’s stories
well and consistently, a roaring success even as she hovered off to the
side and pretended not to hear.

She thought of Goldie then, her shivery legs as thin as Bic pens.
The dog had been a bit of a runt, but they had taken good care of her

T 5 “beast” and through her fog of gin and adrenaline from the afternoon Claire
ded, words like “sheer and -
Clichés of wonderment abounded,
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found the story to be excellent, found it all—from the memory of
Goldie to the unattractive people around her—a profoundly excellent
situation. Refilling her glass she smiled, feeling ill with a fraudulent
power in the ability to manufacture pleasure.

From time to time there was quiet, and then a line or two from the
well-thumbed book: “I could get used to this,” someone obliged and
Claire applauded the statement. Tt was the right thing to say and she
shot the speaker some good vibes and thought again of how out there
the talk had to take a familiar, repetitive route. Evidently, there was no
such thing as “too beautiful for words.” no such thing as “not to men-
tion... :
She got drunk thinking in her own paradoxes, stumbled away from
the fire and toward the edge of the deck, wanted to observe them all
at a distance, these people with whom she felt a newfound, highly
embarrassing thrill of kinship.

Doreen followed, she was charged, also a bit tipsy, she had red-

wine mouth and Claire knew she should report the dark lip stain to

her vain mother but she did not.
“poor Goldie” Doreen said suddenly as Claire looked up at the

stars which seemed almost too bright, untrustworthy, like planet-
arium stars. “But she was always hovering.”

“What?”

«There’s the southern cross. They’re the only stars that matter. You
always know where you are when, you see the southern cross. Frankly
I don’t know how northern hemisphere people can even operate
without the cross.”

Claire looks for the cross, of course she knows it but she can’t see
it, though her mother is pointing into the sky and marking constella-
tion points with her finger. “There it is,” she says again. “No you're not
looking right. There!” and Claire is irritated. What is the point of
pointing into the sky? she thinks. Such a futile gesture, impossible to
track, fueling impatience on all sides.

“Can you see it now?” Doreen’s lips are a thin blackened line.

“What is it you want to tell me?” Claire does not want to hear
whatever is coming next but she knows she has no choice for there is
something in her that inspires her mother to confide.

“Do you remember what happened to Goldie?” Doreen says swill-

ing more wine, giving up on the stars, pu

tting her back to the sky view
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that stretches low into the horizon.

bef(():j:l:}: well remember'ed the dog’s sudden disappearance just
Pty l;ey moved house. in the year she turned nine. It appeared the
d g1 ; een stole':n, Claire’s Aunt Lane had seen two old people with
“551 1edch :sks puttl(?%1 her into a car and Claire had cried bu‘%3 Golilie
e a good home wi
e with the dear old people, her mother had
“Sh ), »
s ‘f, (:Alrﬁ(sint‘; 1sltglen. tl}?orec;ln first backtracks a bit, wondering aloud
ven though Claire knew this was j
: . just her (
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((Y . » ’
- ?11: call; say 501'n'et.hmg, Doreen says, following, pretending to
- :ss C{or criticism though she knows she needn’t boti
1ated, Claire remains wordless and it i o
is
counts on when she makes her confessions. ety hat her mother

W ;
ordless, only watching as her mother’s lips get darker by the sip
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Doreen watched her at breakfast the next morning and tried to
send her cheerful glances. In Doreen’s world, morning signaled an
automatic forgiveness. And Claire knew her mother had it all wrong,
thought Claire’s anger derived solely from what Doreen had done to

the dog. Only the half of it.
Phyllis, the head manager, rounds them up after the meal. She will

be taking a small group on an on-foot safari.

“Everybody has to agree to leave the vehicle on an approach walk.
I cannot leave anyone here. It is an all or nothing thing,” Phyllis drilled
the group as she revved the Jeep. Yes, they all nodded, though she
spoke of danger. Of binary oppositions: in or out, everyone or no one.
Claire tied her shoelaces in vicious double-knots.

“Yes,.” said the American couple, an immediate yes, too, from New
7ealand who is more than ready to display his wildness and his good
legs in shorts. And, of course, yes from Doreen, who cannot refuse
another opportunity to deploy her exacting instincts to great effect,
especially in front of a woman ranger.

As branches switched across their arms, Phyllis congratulated
them on their intrepidness and the group vied for her approval, over-
reacted to dull sightings of common birds and interesting trees. Claire
found raptors, pointed them out in a nest.

“Good eyes,” Phyllis said.
Phyllis stopped the Jeep as the tracker saw two black water buffalo

on a hill. While the group assembled in the grass everyone went quiet,
even Doreen. Out of the Jeep it felt different and somber, less adven-
ture, more plain foolishness.

“Stand close together and form a chain. We want to look like one
long animal.” Phyllis spoke slowly. There was no more chattiness to
her tone now. She was a professional, and her charges were all totally
useless, when it came down to it. “And no talking.” She picked up her
long gun. “Come.”

As they walked through the grass she told the group in a low voice
about the water buffalo, an extremely dangerous animal with excel-
lent vision, hearing and warlike, military tactics when in a group. “You
will not know if a buffalo is going to attack. And these guys can run.”

Claire got the bigger buffalo in her binoculars. She did not want to
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rv;rlaelrlft t:fw}ellrdsl thatBthing. Everything she knew vetoed the move
er legs. But it i ;
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whispers as her mother’s kne ick i el el oo
mspets es click into i
DlsPehevmg, Doreen holds a finger to her lips.a crouch beside her
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> the legs begin to shift; he is standing, h
: : - g, he has
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D ¢ i '
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worse than anger because she h in i
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om i -
e on. Take her out, she thinks, willing the buffalo to do it
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positioning herself behind her mother, out of range. Claire’s hands
rest on Doreen’s shoulderblades with a full apology; she is not proud,
but she cannot protect her mother and it is not her job.

She sees Doreen in the brightness, limp and flapping, blood shin-
ing on her legs as the animal tosses her into the dust and she lands,
dying before she has a chance to know she is really dying.

Later there are guides crowding Claire with hot, over-sugared tea,
blankets, cell phones, faxes; flying home with Doreen’s hat in her lap;
the family standing in a line at the airport; Doreen’s:sister Lane at her
grave, bloodless, staring, and thinking not of the buffalo but of the
dog, a runt anyway that did not especially embrace life. ’

5.

It is their last day; they visit the Falls, Claire has seen them before.
They make her feel sick but she is happy to see them again, un-
changed, an endless repetition of themselves. Her mother says noth-
ing. She is hidden in a yellow raincoat, uncharacteristically cryptic.
Claire cannot tell if she is still angry or chastened or both. She toys
with her own silence. There have been many silences that are not
silent. And now Doreen is picking up on this trick and the symmetry
between them is lost.

“Hey Mom,” Claire shouts above the roar of the falls, “where else
in the world ... ?” .

In her mother’s refusal to speak she glimpses the other side, when
a rhetorical question is not always thetorical, and a person can end up
saying things just to engage the remote one. But here the water is so
loud and vaporous it does all the work for them, filling in the gaps like
white noise; it is literally white noise.

As they leave she remembers a story one of the guides told her of
a tourist who slipped over last year on her honeymoon; she held on
for a moment but her husband couldn’t reach her. It is easy to fall; it
happens more than the tourist boards care to say and if one were
nearby when it happened, one wouldn’t hear a thing.

Claire keeps an eye on her mother as they walk along the edge
through the rainforest.

Watching a mother walk along the edge.

Watching a [insert animal] [verb] along the edge.

In the midst of the mortal faults that we

go to great lengths to hide
human masterpieces. e construct
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