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        Harry Harambee’s Kenyan Sundowner is a captivating, witty read that explores the sociopolitical climate in Kenya in an honest way that is both entertaining and thought-provoking. This is a clear and compelling outlook that realistically paints Kenya while exploring glaring issues that are a bane to the country. When Harry decides to stop being a bystander who lets other people decide his fate, it’s noteworthy. This can be equated to Kenyans finally deciding to take responsibility rather than just going with the flow, waiting for decisions that affect their lives to be made for them. And it can be done without selling one’s soul in the process and leave a legacy and a better country worthy of its name.

        DESMOND BOI, EDITORIAL WRITER, THE STANDARD AND CITIZEN TV, NAIROBI

      

      

      

      
        
        
        Jones writes with clarity and precision, offering a convincing study of a man taking risks and exploring new relationships with an almost childlike view on the world he’s thrown into. In relatable fashion, Harry soon gets in over his head for the attention of a woman or the thrill of the deal. Esther sums up his character best: “Mister go-along. The fellow who’s happy to ride in the back and look out the window.” Readers looking for engaging contemporary fiction with an emotionally available adult male lead—“Grand passion is fleeting, also blinding,” Harry notes — will quickly be pulled into Harry’s fast-paced adventure, a memorable (literal) vacation read.
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        I lived in East Africa for five months. In Kenya this included Nairobi and a village on the banks of Lake Victoria. Reading this novel brought back vivid, exhilarating memories. It so accurately captures the people and the social milieu of this fascinating part of the world, no praise would be sufficient. The story is so starkly real, at times I thought I was Harry! Yes, it's an adventure. It's an education. It's a literary delight!

        JOHN RACHEL, AUTHOR OF LIVE FROM JAPAN! AND NINE NOVELS

      

      

      

      
        
        
        I was concerned that working halfway across the world, Mr. Jones’s fiction might take a hit, but from the shores of Kenya to the stores of the Santa Monica Promenade Jones does not miss a step. All is well. Buy the book.

        MORRIE RUVINSKY, AUTHOR OF MEETING GOD OR SOMETHING LIKE IT AND THE HEART AND OTHER STRANGERS

      

      

      

      
        
        
        Gerald Everett Jones’s experience-based tale of Kenya’s growth in a rapidly changing world is done with care and affection. Wonderfully entertaining, decorated with interesting facts, this tale acknowledges the hopes of past and present, along with warmth for the future. Virtual tourism which will make you long to share the experience yourself.

        EDGAR SCOTT, AUTHOR OF 418: I AM A TEAPOT
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      Literary fiction should stand on its own. However, I have updated the text with this this brief note because so much has changed since the book’s relatively recent release. My wife Georja Umano and I emigrated from our home in Southern California to Kenya in 2018. Our purpose was to pursue her goal of supporting wildlife conservation, especially the plight of endangered elephants. Kenya would seem to be on the forefront of these efforts, for two reasons: First, it is among the few countries on the continent that has outlawed trophy hunting and vigorously prosecutes poachers. Second, its Kenyan Wildlife Service is staffed with professionals who put some teeth into those policies.

      At that time, during the first Trump administration, other government policies applying to immigration were becoming more restrictive. For example, a person with a tourist visa could not work in any capacity — even as a volunteer. Partially because Georja holds advance degrees in education, she found work teaching at a home for unwed mothers. These are impoverished young women who have been abused, raped, or abandoned. In the country’s patriarchal society, they are outcasts. Although they live less than a day’s drive from the nearest wildlife preserve, few have ever seen an elephant. And although this shelter was located in a resort town, none had eaten in a restaurant, and daily food rations often fell short of their needs.

      Georja’s classes in language arts also included lessons in environmental awareness and sustainability. The hope was that, if her students managed to return to their villages, they could help mitigate human-wildlife conflict: A new farm might dig a borehole (well) to provide water for consumption and irrigation — but perhaps with unintended consequences. Elephants can smell the water and may trample a corn crop on their way to it. Big cats may attack a herd of cattle. The community will likely dispatch local hunters to destroy the invaders. However, if they have been schooled in alternatives, prospects for both the beasts and the children can be brighter.

      Georja and I had considered staying in Africa indefinitely. But at the outbreak of Covid, our situation there became a bit too “interesting.” Nevertheless, we couldn’t have known, having returned, that circumstances in the United States would become even more unsettling.

      Since that time, Georja has founded the Elephant Matriarch Project (elephantmatriarch.org), a charitable organization that aims to further the work she did in Kenya.

      Meanwhile, I have continued to write my own stories, as well as coach and edit the work of emerging authors. When we lived in Diani Beach, we had fiberoptic access to the Internet, so my own daily routine — then and now — has not been much different.

      Like many novels that do not easily fit into a popular genre, this novel is something of a fictionalized memoir. As you would expect, some of Harry’s experiences were mine, others I picked up from local gossip at the vegetable market, and a few are wild inventions, mostly to motivate the arguments and conflicts that propel drama.

      I refuse to confess which episodes are true-to-life. I will admit that my neighbors in the market would assure me, “We are one,” while also cautioning, “Corruption is the mother of Kenya.”

      I have since learned that the national motto, “Harambee,” which originally meant unity is now synonymous with corruption. Harambees came to describe community gatherings. Those meetings morphed into town halls, then political fundraisers, and ultimately, unashamed solicitation.

      Needless to say, I now view the world through Kenyan eyes.

      Harry must ask himself whether he is to be a tourist or a citizen.

      That is, indeed, the question.

      

      - Gerald Everett Jones

      Santa Monica, October 2025
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      Harry Gardner, who thought his given name “Harrison” much too formal, did not consider himself an immoral man. His shrink, if he still had one, would say he was on a therapeutic quest. The more generous of his peers in the golf-club locker room would say he was taking a much-deserved breather. But he had to admit, at least to himself, that his intention in going to East Africa was to engage in illicit activities, although he had only a vague idea of what those activities might involve.
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      As Harry sat at the bar in the Tiki Lounge in Diani Beach, just a short walk from the white sand, he wondered whether he’d been betrayed. Aldo was supposed to meet him here, and the fellow was more than an hour overdue. Granted that appointments in Kenya are more good intentions than hard deadlines, Aldo’s client expected to get what he’d paid for. The trip package had been prepaid, as was customary, and so far all the bookings had been solid and the accommodations sumptuous. Harry doubted whether Aldo had absconded with any funds. But this was wary Harry’s first venture offshore in a lifetime, and part of the deal was supposed to be Aldo’s companionship and watchful guidance.

      Harry would later learn that Aldo was in Mombasa meeting with an attorney, David Odiengo. Since Esther was in Mombasa as well, did they meet? Were they somehow working together? On what? And for whom? These became questions that nagged at him.

      Esther, a local hottie, was an eligible widow who might be in her thirties, perhaps forty, and seemed to be captivated by Harry’s charm, if not his looks. She would be too old for the younger men of this resort town, unless she was rich, which she apparently wasn’t. But Harry was no prize when it came to physique. His body was thickset and pudgy, and he was losing his hair. He liked to think he had heart. He didn’t think himself wealthy, either, but people here assumed he was. She’d taken to teasing him with the nickname “Harambee.” Neither had told him what it meant, literally. Aldo had hinted it was complimentary. But now both of them liked to taunt him with it, usually accompanied by wide grins and chuckles. And Harry’s affable, round face was now familiar enough around this little town that others were catching on, too, and they seemed just as amused. Good-naturedly, he hoped.

      It wasn’t until he was studying a banknote in this solitary moment at the bar when he saw Harambee emblazoned on the banner of the Kenyan coat of arms, just beneath two lions rampant guarding a tribal shield. Harry pulled out his phone and searched online for the definition, discovering that the national motto in Kiswahili means We Pull Together, or simply, Unison. Harry still didn’t make the connection. He was aware that people on the street were likely to greet him as Papa, a respectful term for an older gentleman of any race, or mzungu, meaning white man or  — if uttered with extra emphasis — meaning crazy (or clueless or worse) white man.

      Harry Harambee would discover that, to some of his new friends, he would be one of the boys or one of our boys or one of my boys who has our money. Which is to say, One for all and all for one. Or, he feared, You for us and all you have for all of us.

      Unity!

      Had she taken advantage of him? Or was he exploiting her? Was he allowing himself to be manipulated, or was he asserting himself into her life?

      But despite these troubling considerations, for once his life was interesting.

      So, perhaps Aldo wasn’t taking advantage, just trying to make Harry’s life seem more worthwhile. That was what the fellow had promised.

      And so here Harry was, killing time pleasantly at the Tiki. Waiting for Aldo. When Esther had taken off for Mombasa this morning, he’d mentioned he would be here in the evening. But it wasn’t like they’d made a date. He’d only known her three days.

      Harry was on his fourth gin-and-tonic, which the inexperienced adventurer might assume he was consuming to ward off malaria. True, malaria is serious and all too common in any part of equatorial Africa. But Harry knew, despite age-old claims by habitually soused Brits of the Raj in India, that the quinine dose in the tonic isn’t nearly enough to have much medicinal effect. (If you consumed enough to knock out the disease, the toxicity would probably kill you.) What’s more, malaria, while prevalent and widespread, is the word Kenyans use to describe everything from gut-wrenching influenza to the common cold. On a bus trip, a Kenyan-born white aristo told Harry that doctors encourage the locals to worry they have malaria whenever they have a cough or a fever or even the sniffles. They’d report to a clinic, and nine times out of ten they’d get an injection of distilled water and go home with an envelope containing two aspirin. The justification for this ruse was presumably to make sure that the relatively small proportion of patients who actually have the disease will bother to get treated. Harry wondered whether this canard was a benign public-health control measure or simply a racist myth to portray the descendants of indigenous tribes as gullible and easily controlled.

      Where was Aldo? The sun had long since gone down and Harry was getting hungry. The Tiki specialized in marinated shrimp and calamari barbecued on skewers, and Harry was thinking a dozen of those and a few cold Tuskers would sit just right. He disliked eating alone, but he wasn’t going to let his loyalty to Aldo deprive him of a good meal. And, should Aldo show up, Harry resolved he’d make the fellow pay this time, at least for his own dinner.

      Just then, the loud put-put of an approaching boda boda cut out as the bike slid to a stop on the gravel of the car park. A passenger hopped off the back, and the driver sped off. As the newcomer stepped from the darkness into the warm light of the bar, Harry’s reaction was a mixture of lust, disappointment, and alarm. It wasn’t Aldo. It was Esther. And she was wearing a new, low-cut print dress with a matching turban, bright-red loop earrings and a necklace strung with giant beads of the same color, and designer heels. A smartly coordinated handbag hung on her forearm.

      Her unblemished skin was almost as black as any Kenyan’s Harry had met. It wasn’t until he’d ventured over to this side of the world that he realized how black African Americans aren’t. Many, if not most, are some shade of coffee-and-cream, and, by one glimpse of them on television, any Kenyan could tell you their ancestry must be as much white as black. Indeed, indigenous Kenyans also tend to be suspicious of Arabs and Indians, whom they consider not white but other.

      This morning Esther had appealed to Harry for money, explaining that her son and daughter needed textbooks for their advanced courses. These textbooks were not only expensive but also rare as hen’s teeth, and the only bookstore authorized to sell them was in Mombasa. So she’d have to take a matatu to the ferry at Likoni and then into town and hope she’d be there in time before the precious books were sold out.

      Harry had marched to the ATM next to the coffee shop where they’d had breakfast, withdrew a stack of crisp banknotes, and made sure to give her some extra for the transport and lunch in the city.

      But why had he done this for her? She hadn’t asked for it as a loan. She hadn’t promised him anything in return. He’d complied cheerfully because nothing about this trip was going as planned and because she was gorgeous and because he could.

      Esther and Aldo seemed to know each other, but Harry hadn’t yet learned how. Maybe she could tell him why his friend was late. Or whether he was coming back at all.
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        * * *

      

      When Harry began his adventure, as he still liked to think of it, he told himself he’d be a happy man if he only managed to dip his toes in the turquoise water of the Indian Ocean. He was too old and too unskilled and too cautious to surf. He was too impatient with children to help one build a sandcastle. He might consider snorkeling — that is, if the sea wasn’t too choppy, if the boat operator seemed reputable and didn’t gouge him on price, and if they gave him a mask that didn’t leak.

      It all started when the too-slick Aldo Barbieri, a friend of a friend, suggested a tour package for Harry. Barbieri had proposed they meet for a late breakfast at Barney’s Beanery on the Santa Monica Promenade. Harry had met the guy at Vince Delgado’s lawn party, one of those events Harry usually avoided. Vince came on like a pal and hosted poker nights. But at every opportunity he’d be hustling insurance annuities.

      “What do you like to do?” Barbieri asked as he dunked a biscotti in his cappuccino and then snarfed it down.

      “Simple enough. No expectations,” Harry said. “Balmy weather and a beach. They’re telling me I need to relax.”

      “Who is this they?” the Italian in a Calloway golf shirt and Ralph Lauren cardigan wanted to know.

      “My daughter. Some friends. Vince, for one, which I guess is why he put us together.” Then he added, lest he be accused of leaving her off his list of important persons, “Also, my wife.”

      “That’s right,” the faux-amiable fellow said and looked up. “My condolences. In our worst moments, we wish for them to be dead.” He actually smiled. “And then they are. Life is so unfair.”

      “Forty years,” Harry said and sighed. “You don’t get over that in a day.” Barbieri’s humor might be lame and tasteless, but Harry couldn’t deny its truth. His last years with Lucille hadn’t been all that happy. They argued, she suffered. He never seriously wished for her to go. But he wanted the tension to ease. And he wanted her suffering to end. And then it had, more abruptly than he’d expected.

      Lucille’s passing was two years ago. The period since then could go down in his diary, if he’d kept one, on a page or two. Bored aimlessness. Amateurish golf with guys who wanted to sell him timeshares or reverse mortgages. Spurned invitations to bridge parties. More recently, offers from well-wishers to set him up on polite dates with lonely crones.

      This first meeting with Aldo had occurred in August in the pre-pandemic year of 2019, typically a hot month in Southern California. But on this day the breeze off the ocean was downright chilly. Always cautious about temperature, Harry wore a windbreaker over his button-down shirt. Nevertheless, he ordered a cold beer, his summer drink, thinking it was a manful choice for a guy-meetup with the fellow he assumed would be his vacation planner.

      “I do a lot of this, you know,” Barbieri said as he took another look at the menu. “And I often go myself. Group rates, best places, safety, all of that. Not a worry in the world.”

      “I’m not good in groups,” Harry said with a dismissive wave. “And I’m not one for small talk.”

      Barbieri quaffed his coffee. His skin was the color of his cappuccino and his curly hair was jet black. There were sharp lines in his face, possibly from habitually taking too much sun. Harry figured yachties looked like that. This Italian looked like a bookie — or Harry’s notion of how a bookie might look. He didn’t disapprove of gambling, but he disliked the little he’d done of it.

      Harry feared he looked like a schlump. His skin was pale, and everything was beginning to sag. His moon-shaped face made him look fat, but he regarded himself as simply stocky with something of a belly. His chin was starting to go flaccid, and he was in serious danger of getting jowls. His lips looked thinner these days and colorless, and when his mouth was closed, the corners turned slightly downward, no matter what his mood. He refused to wear what was left of his hair in a combover and instead kept it short. He had to admit he was beginning to look like a dyspeptic old guy, even though he judged his mind was sharp as ever, and his digestion was still reliable.

      When he looked in the mirror, he’d ceased to regard himself as handsome, if he’d ever been. The drooping of his facial features lent him a somewhat mournful expression. The best spin he could put on it was sincere. Indeed, he considered himself a man of his word, a straight shooter, an honest partner in any enterprise.

      As he took a noisy sip, Barbieri raised an eyebrow, squinted, and asked, “You getting any?”

      Harry hesitated while he wondered about the seriousness of the question. Then he muttered, “Nah.”

      “Since how long?”

      Harry shrugged innocently. “Years.”

      “C’mon, Harry. Not one hooker? Blind date? Tinder? Not even a hand job in the front seat?”

      Harry glanced quickly around at the guests at a nearby table. No heads had turned. They weren’t being overheard, or, if they were, no one cared.

      Lowering his voice, Harry replied, “I had a couple of dates that I realized were going nowhere from the first glance. But I didn’t want those to go anywhere. And, yeah, nothing. Not once.”

      Barbieri teased, “You might as well be a monk, Harry!”

      Again, apparently no one heard. Or cared.

      “When Lucille was having one of her bad days, she even came right out and gave me permission. I mean, she didn’t say ‘Go do it,’ but she did say if I did, she wouldn’t blame me. But she made it clear she didn’t want to know. Not that I would’ve shared.”

      “So, how do you know it still works?”

      Harry smirked. This line of questioning was embarrassing. Especially from someone who wasn’t a close friend. “How would anybody? A guy needs to do himself every now and then. You know, keep the prostate pliable.”

      “How about blue pills? You use those?”

      “Tried them a few times before Lucille took a turn for the worse. The doctor gave me samples. Worked fine, maybe too well. I guess she didn’t have fantasies about doing it to exhaustion with some young stud. She complained I took too long.”

      “Wow,” Barbieri said. “You’re wound up tighter than I thought.”

      “Is this discussion going somewhere? I mean, isn’t this kind of personal when I don’t know you at all? Vince Delgado said you were a standup guy, could get me a great price on a luxury tour package, and I wouldn’t be sorry. I think I’m sorry already.”

      “Whoa! Peace!” Barbieri complained as his grin grew wider. “All this is very much to the point.” Even though the people at the next table were in heated conversation themselves and would hardly have noticed, Barbieri was now the one to lower his voice when he added, “I arrange recreational encounters.”

      Harry was stunned. “I’m not asking for that.”

      “Your old pal Vince didn’t tell you about Thailand last year?”

      “He said he got an incredible deal on a couple of tailor-made suits. He rode on an elephant. And the high-rises in Bangkok go on forever, make Manhattan look like a kiddie park.”

      “Vince and his buddies had the time of their lives. I’m surprised he didn’t brag. Maybe he thinks you’re too uptight. By the way, we don’t do the rides anymore. Animal cruelty. You wouldn’t want to see what they have to do to get the elephants tame enough to put up with it.”

      “And what about those women? Or are they girls? Aren’t they being victimized? Are they so happy to serve?”

      Barbieri shook his head. Harry wasn’t sure whether the fellow was indicating the option was no longer available or just not available for him. “I’m not suggesting Thailand for you. Okay, you didn’t ask. But I don’t have to guess that Vince knows what you need and figures he’s doing you a favor.”

      “Do I look that desperate?”

      “Harry, you’re normal! Who was the guy who said that most men lead lives of quiet desperation? At your age and in your situation, that’s a given. You’d have to be brain-dead not to still be thinking about it at least a hundred times a day. It’s in the wiring, you know?”

      “Okay, I’ll admit to having fantasies. And I assume that’s normal. But what you’re talking about is immoral and I imagine totally illegal.”

      “Look, Harry. I’m a pro at what I do. Bottom line, I arrange once-in-a-lifetime experiences for people of high net worth. I’m in it for the money, sure. Also the lifestyle. Why not? But I will also tell you I have a knack. If what I’m talking about isn’t your thing, I will get you whatever fires your rocket. Now I’m not talking about hookups. I’m no pimp. My business is tour packager, but actually it’s more like experience designer.”

      “I don’t want this to sound mean, but some people might say you know how to spot a client’s weaknesses, then exploit them.”

      You’d think the guy would be offended, but he just smiled. Barbieri held up a cautionary hand. “Let’s back up a minute. Think of it this way. Say you’re right here in the land of the free and the home of the brave. You’re looking for a date, you spend some time scrolling and swiping headshots on your phone. You like this pretty face, you read her profile. Maybe her generous-sized chest is in the shot. She’s not a kid, she’s not perfect, so you figure she’s for real, she might not object to having a fling with an older man. Thirtysomething? Forty? Maybe she’s got a daddy thing. You reach out, she agrees, you meet for coffee or drinks. You hit it off, there’s a chemistry, the date slides into dinner. Dinner slides into a passionate hookup on her couch. You stay the night. At breakfast, you guys decide you’re into each other.” He paused for effect, then challenged, “Could happen?”

      “Yeah,” Harry admitted. “I suppose. To some people.”

      “Okay, now let’s say the circumstances are a little special. She tells you she’s just lost her job. And she’s losing her apartment, supposed to move out end of the week. You invite her to shack up with you at your place, just temporary, and she does. You know she can barely pay her way, so you buy the groceries, take her to dinners, and pay the bill. You even take her shopping and buy her some nice clothes. She’s thrilled. You’re thrilled you did something nice. It could get serious. Or not.”

      “It’s special circumstances, all right. Is this the plot of some movie?”

      “Stay with me here. You and your new squeeze are carrying on just fine. You’re thinking this is happening really fast, but you won’t be unhappy if it keeps going. Is she being exploited? I think not. Are you? She seems sincere. Then one morning — out of the blue — she informs you she has a boyfriend in Sacramento. She was trying to forget him with you, but she can’t get him out of her mind. She likes you, but she realizes she still loves him. She makes a call, you put her on a bus, and you never see her again.”

      “This is a helluva hypothetical.”

      “It’s a made-up story, for sure. But not at all impossible, you have to agree.”

      “Where are you going with this?”

      “So, assume in this story neither of you is married. And you never offered money for her favors. And she never asked. Is what you did immoral?”

      “If she wasn’t coerced, I suppose not. I’m sure other women would say I’d taken advantage of her, but in that situation, if we were both into it with no expectations, I wouldn’t call it exactly sinful.”

      “And not illegal?”

      “Sure. No.”

      “Okay, Harry. What I described is how some tourists — mostly older Europeans and mostly white — of either sex — hook up with locals every day in Kenya. Understand, I’m not talking about anything that the authorities would describe as prostitution or child slavery. These are consenting adults. The men are usually middle-aged, maybe retired. They’ve got money, maybe not a lot, but enough. The women are twenty-, maybe thirtysomething. Many of them are single parents, either unmarried or abandoned by their husbands, and they may even have small children. The other way around, it’s an older white woman, and the optics are different. She’s the one with the money. And she’s telling everyone who might care, including hotelkeepers and safari operators, the guy she’s traveling with is her driver and her bodyguard. And he probably is, but he also happens to share her room. Or maybe he doesn’t, if she cares how that looks.”

      Harry took a while to say, “I’m going to have to think about this.”

      To which Barbieri replied, “You’re not obligated to hook up with anybody. As if anyone is going to force you to have a good time! Worst case, you’ll stay in the best luxury lodges on the planet and eat spectacular food. And on safaris that will thrill you like nothing you’ve ever done, you’ll see all the wild animals before they disappear from the Earth for good. Your driver will park you on the crest of a hill at sundown, set up a table and chairs, and get you cheerfully drunk on gin-and-tonic as you catch the breeze off the savannah, the herds come to the watering hole, and the sky turns pastel shades you never saw before. It’s called a sundowner, and you could get seriously used to it.”

      Harry thought about it, then asked, “For how long?”

      Barbieri said, “Two, three weeks?” And he stated a package price, airfare, lodging, meals, and all transfers included. “Mind you, a week of getting up before dawn and jostling around in a four-by-four all day is enough safari. I say we start at the beach. Indian Ocean. Relax first. You hook up, maybe we don’t leave, even. Best not to plan too much in advance. See where it goes. And it will.”

      “Wow,” Harry said. “Sure sounds like a deal. But, you don’t know me. I’m a creature comforts kind of a guy. I’m Bilbo Baggins. I’ve spent most of my life editing and publishing history books. I’m not keen on taking risks. Why do you think I’d commit to this?”

      Aldo lowered his voice and leaned forward. Harry couldn’t tell whether this conspiratorial tone was the guy’s standard sales close or whether he was really getting choked up. With characteristic Latin passion, he assured his new friend, “You’ll do this, Harry, because there’s a hole in your life. Not in your heart. I have a feeling you’ve got a big heart. You just need some practice sharing it.” Then Barbieri grinned, resuming his casual enthusiasm. “Please, call me Aldo! We’re buddies now. Like I say, once you get there, we don’t have to stick to the program. And, believe me, I’ll stick by you.” Then he flashed a grin with a wink and added, “And you may not want to come back. Ever.”
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      Harry’s daughter Nicole was not in favor of the idea, even though she’d encouraged her father to stop moping around and take an interest in something besides Lakers basketball. But Harry didn’t exactly approve of her recent life choices, so he didn’t feel bad about not giving her a vote. Nicole had been through a nasty divorce five years ago from a car salesman who bought more coke than he sold iron. Now she was living with an event promoter whose business had tanked when he was charged with a (presumably baseless) sexual harassment lawsuit, which was eventually dismissed, but the stink stuck. She seemed to fall for guys with big promises and meager assets. She was supporting this one by teaching English as a Second Language in evening classes downtown to Asians and Latinos who might have been just off the boat or, she feared, just out of a shipping container.

      Harry informed her he was going for three weeks, and he only told her what Aldo had told him about the safari experience. He’d already resolved to himself that, if anyone asked, sighting wild animals was the main reason he was going.

      “I don’t see why you’re going all that way,” Nicole fussed. “You hate getting out of your comfort zone. You might try something less ambitious. There are those Alaskan cruises where you can see wolves and bears. Or those senior tours to Cozumel for dolphins and stingrays and sharks. And if you want to get primitive, you could do a week at Club Med in Cancun, then jump on a bus tour to Chichen Itza. The ruins are only a few hours away, and none of it is all that expensive. You can just as easily meet someone closer to home, and what about all those diseases over there? Africa is how many flights? How many hours on the plane? Do you even know whether the water is safe to drink?”

      “No matter where you go, you stick to bottled water. But they are saying you’ll have to buy it in glass. They want to ban plastic, I’m told.”

      “Oh,” Nicole cooed in a mocking tone, “so you’re thinking they’ve gone all progressive and green in Kenya?”

      “Sounds like it,” her father admitted. “I know they care a lot about wildlife conservation. They realize — no animals, no tourists. I’ve started to read up on it.”

      “Since when are you worried about wildlife? You used to tell me another ice age could be just as likely as global warming! It didn’t sound like you thought we could do anything about either scenario.”

      “I admit, I’m not up on all the science. But the history intrigues me, especially the colonial period. Also, the way change seems to be accelerating over there. Technology. Even people who have very little money have a phone. It’s their wallet and their checkbook. The app is called M-Pesa, and everybody uses it. They were doing that for years before we ever heard of banking with an app. Solar power, wind, geothermal — they’re working on all of that. The Chinese are in there in a big way, building roads and bridges. We’ve pulled back, don’t want to be seen as colonial oppressors.”

      There was a time, before Nicole’s rebellious teens, that she shared her father’s fascination with history. He recommended she read Balzac and Dickens. She turned him onto Harry Potter, and they read those books together. They played Trivial Pursuit.

      “We can’t afford foreign aid anymore, you mean. It’s not like we don’t have problems in the good old U-S-of-A.” She shot him a look. “So, you’re some authority on Africa these days?”

      Nicole had dropped by unannounced. He’d phoned her to tell her he was going, and he hadn’t expected to exchange goodbyes in person. He wasn’t about to ask her for a ride to LAX. He preferred the promptness and dependability of a car service. He’d book a van with multiple passengers to save money. Now she was sitting on the edge of the bed in the master bedroom watching him fret over his clothes, and it occurred to him that the only time a female had ever sat there had been years ago when her mother was still ambulatory. Not that he hadn’t wished otherwise since Lucille’s passing, but he hadn’t done anything to follow through on those fantasies.

      Harry was rummaging through his sock drawer. Each pair was rolled up and folded in on itself, just as Lucille had trained him to do. He asked Nicole, “Do you think your guy would want any of these?” He was holding up Argyle woolens for her to inspect.

      Harry was the kind of person who had a sock drawer and usually wished it was better arranged. Today he was working on the first draft of his packing. He’d be shipping a two-suiter ahead via Send My Bag to his first hotel and then bringing a duffel on the plane. The suitcase would hold his slacks and sport coat because Aldo said guests would sometimes have to dress for dinner at the upscale lodges. Into the duffel would go his safari clothes — cargo pants and shorts and lightweight short-sleeve shirts, ultralight rainwear, swim trunks, toiletries, and assorted gear, including chargers and voltage adapters, along with a pair of Celestron Nature DX binoculars he’d recently bought on Amazon. (He hoped he could sneak the duffel through as carry-on lest the binocs mysteriously disappear from his checked baggage.)

      “His name is Courtney,” Nicole said, “and you should donate those if you don’t want them. Keep some homeless person’s feet warm.” Then she demanded, “What’s going on here? Are you moving out? And what’s up with Beto? I saw him on the way in — with his toolbox.”

      Beto Cruz was the handyman Harry trusted for all maintenance tasks around the rambling three-bedroom house in Rustic Canyon. Beto was about Harry’s age and a semiretired building manager. The mild-mannered fellow didn’t always complete work on schedule. Sometimes he underestimated the effort and ended up asking for considerably more money than he’d quoted. But Harry valued Beto’s help because the guy could be counted on to give a reliable diagnosis of just about any household problem, from water intrusion to electrical faults to insect infestation. Even with the overages, Harry figured he wouldn’t be paying for unnecessary work from opportunistic tradesmen. His confidence in Beto more than compensated for the fellow’s less than consistent performance.

      Perhaps best of all, Beto charged by the fee he quoted for the task and not by the hour. Good thing, because he liked to talk, and he’d spend time before and after his chores shooting the breeze with Harry about health problems, world affairs, and the rising cost of living. You might even say that these days Beto was Harry’s only close friend. Nicole knew Beto well enough to suspect he was taking advantage of her father, but here was another of Harry’s decisions in which he did not permit her to have a vote.

      “That sounds like three questions,” Harry said. “Where do you want me to start? I’m guessing you’re taking a pass on the socks.”

      She huffed, “You’re acting like you’re not coming back. If that’s the plan, I believe I have a right to know.” Nicole gave off the vibe of not caring what her father did, but her question made her seem like a child who feared she was being left with a nasty babysitter.

      Harry shrugged. “I can’t say I have a plan. Beto is building storage cabinets for me in the garage. I’m putting the things I want to keep there.”

      “So you are coming back?”

      “You asked the question. I never said I wasn’t.”

      “But why do you have to go and squirrel everything away? It’s not like you have all that much burglars would want to steal.”

      “I’m renting the place out. Furnished.”

      “For three weeks?”

      “Yes. It’ll help pay my expenses.”

      “You could have offered it to me! I could be your house sitter.”

      “You wouldn’t have paid.”

      “Of course not!”

      Now he gave her a look. “I don’t know Courtney all that well — okay, I wasn’t even sure of the name. I met him for less than an hour once, when we had drinks that time. Was it my birthday? But I’d question whether you two, once installed, would cheerfully move out. I mean, would I suddenly have semipermanent houseguests?”

      “You could — in some alternate universe — move into a smaller place and gift the house to me. It’s our family home, the house I grew up in.”

      “It still has a mortgage. And property taxes. Combined, that’s a lot more than you pay in rent in Echo Park, I’d think. And there’s upkeep, if for no other reason than to maintain the property value. Now, I wouldn’t expect you to get married again, whether to that guy or anyone else. Lifestyle choices, they call it now. But you’ve got a paycheck for a gig that’s only part-time, and is he bringing home anything?”

      “You never seemed to care what I did before.”

      “Maybe you thought I didn’t care because I didn’t want to be telling you what to do. And then when I realized you might have wanted — no, needed — someone to give advice, it was too late.”

      “If you’re going to take off for good, at least be honest about it.”

      The accusation was ironic, coming from her. Harry dearly wished she’d share more of her life with him, but he didn’t know where to start. Or resume.

      He could feel himself getting upset. “Okay, are you all spun up because I’m making life uncertain for you? My life is uncertain! I don’t have a plan. I wasn’t about to lay out all the options to you because I don’t know what they are. Maybe this trip will help me focus. But if you’re going to insist on having just the facts, let me put it this way: Whether I return or whether I stay over there and you only come to visit for my funeral, I’m renting this place out. I’ve found a property manager. Social Security isn’t quite enough, and I need the income, whether I stay or go. If I do come back — which I was sincerely planning to do until you doubted it — I will probably take that smaller place. But understand — either way, you won’t be living here — unless you can afford the rent or you offer me market price to buy it.”

      If she were a more vulnerable person, she might have cried. Instead, she just grew stiff.

      “What if you don’t come back because some terrorist cuts your head off?”

      “Wow. You’re not your mother’s child. She had her opinions, but she always made it sound like hers were polite suggestions. Losing my life over there is not an eventuality I’d considered. Thanks for that.” He could see she was ashamed she’d said it, but he realized he’d backed her into a corner. He said softly, “My lawyer has my will and a key to the safe deposit box at Bank of America.”

      “And is that where you’ve put your wedding band?”

      “Thank you for noticing,” he said sheepishly. “I suppose you can consider it a family heirloom. Or feel free to sell it after I’m gone.”

      She snapped, “Sure you won’t be needing it again?”

      “I don’t know what traditions apply, but I have a feeling this kind of keepsake would be in poor taste to reuse. Your mother’s rings are in the box, too. Those do get passed down, I believe. That is, if you were intending…”

      She ignored the implied challenge. They’d both gotten in their digs. “How come I don’t have a copy of the key?”

      “Same reason I didn’t spell out all the options from now until my end of life! I could change my mind. Realistically, from a financial standpoint, you’d probably be a bit better off if I were dead.” Then he emphasized, “Probably. But don’t go doing the math just yet.”

      “I don’t know for sure you’d leave me anything,” she said. “Not that I’d want the publishing company. I wouldn’t want those headaches.”

      “Why not? We’re not looking for new titles, and the backlist is selling. The catalog is on the website, the ordering and fulfillment are automated, and we’ve stopped accepting returns. It makes money while we sleep.”

      “I’ve told you before. I don’t. Want. The job.”

      “No, I get that you don’t. My parents — my father, particularly — would say the situation calls for self-reliance. Sadly, you didn’t know him. But it won’t come as news when I tell you he wasn’t my favorite person. Maybe I’m just making the same mistakes he did. But I don’t think it will make you a better person if you start thinking about how much you stand to inherit. If, God forbid, I have to go into assisted living one day, there might not be anything left by the time I’m finally gone. And don’t trust me to shoot myself when I get the diagnosis to spare you the expense.”

      She sighed and looked away. “Why do I bother?”

      “Maybe you think I didn’t do right by your mother. I tried to be there, which is about all you can do in the end when they don’t have a clue who you are. When my father died, my mother had him cremated and promptly took off with the maître d’ from their favorite restaurant. Have I stood by you? Perhaps you’d say not enough. When and if I come back, maybe you’ll have an answer.”

      She sulked. He turned her to face him and assured her, “The cell service isn’t bad, even in the rural areas. Safaricom. All the hotels have Wi-Fi. Another thing I learned, everybody’s using WhatsApp. So you could be hearing from me more than you want to. Electronic postcards. Stupid selfies. Pictures of my lavish dinners — hopefully, before I’ve eaten them.” He looked at her squarely and said, “I’m sure you’re not saying you don’t want me to go.”

      “I’m not saying that. I just don’t know where I stand.”

      “This is going to sound harsh. But the reason you don’t know where you stand is because I’m worried about where you’re standing. And who with. I’ve never told you what to do — or at least not since about the seventh grade. But if I’m out of the picture — however temporarily — maybe your choices will be clearer.”

      “It’s only three weeks. Why am I thinking it’s forever?”

      “Because now you’ve got me thinking maybe it could be.”
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      Harry had thought making a trip to the consulate in Los Angeles would be a brief formality. Aldo had advised him not only to make sure his US passport was current — with at least a year left until expiration — but also to obtain his Kenyan visa in advance. The alternative would be to wait in a long line on arrival at Jomo Kenyatta International Airport, pay the ninety-day tourist-visa fee in cash, then wait another hour or more for his digital photo and fingerprints to be taken and duly recorded. Aldo warned that putting up with this bureaucratic process after a long, transcontinental flight would be needlessly wearying at the arrival time in the middle of the night. And the subsequent long ride from the airport to the arrival hotel in downtown Nairobi would be wearying enough.

      The consulate was on the second floor of a low-rise office building in the Wilshire district that also housed the South Korean Business Liaison Office, as though all foreign interests starting with the letter K had been assigned to that location. The Kenyan office was modest and clean, with four guest chairs in a narrow waiting room, facing a Plexiglas security window, no receptionist, and an intercom to summon the officer on duty. A smiling portrait of the current President, Uhuru Kenyatta, hung on the wall. Harry would later spot the same photo in every business he entered in Kenya.

      After Harry buzzed to announce himself on the intercom, a female voice advised him to have a seat. After about ten minutes, an attractive young woman in business attire appeared at the window, let him in, and showed him into her tiny office. She invited him to sit and introduced herself as Ruth Ngigi, cultural attaché. She gave him an application form and a pen, explaining that he had the option of applying for a ninety-day tourist visa or a multiple-entry visa, available for an extra fee.

      “And why would I want that?”

      “If you’re on business, you may need to come and go. If you simply plan a vacation and won’t be coming and going, there is no need. But I should advise you that, if for any reason you decide to leave the East African Union — for a home emergency, say — you will require a reentry visa. Suppose you plan to stay past the initial ninety days of the tourist visa. In that case, you will need to either renew by visiting Immigration in Nairobi or be required to temporarily leave the East African Union, paying for a new tourist visa on your return. So, you see, arranging for a multiple-entry visa now preserves your options at modest additional expense.”

      Harry would learn that, given Kenyan protocols, paying the required fees online was easy enough, but obtaining a valid stamp from a breathing human bureaucrat would always need a major physical effort.

      He decided to take her advice and paid the fee for the upgraded permit. She accepted it with a smile, took his signed application, then informed him that his application and his US passport would have to be forwarded to Nairobi for processing. He could return in two weeks to pick up his passport, stamped and signed with the visa authorization.

      “You’re sending my passport to Africa?” he asked incredulously.

      She nodded. “By diplomatic pouch. I assure you, it’s quite safe.”

      “Is there no one here who can use a stamp? I mean, this seems incredibly inefficient.”

      “Unfortunately, such authority is not vested in this office.” Her smile persisted. “We are authorized only to receive applications and payments. You can understand, these regulations and procedures apply to all countries, not just the United States. And these days the sensitivities are quite high.”

      It didn’t occur to him at the time, but the phrase about sensitivities would pop into his mind from time to time in the course of his adventures.
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      Harry was just about to leave the reception area at the consulate when a tall African dressed nattily in a tailored silk suit and carrying a dark-suede briefcase strode in. His gleaming skin was the color of espresso, and the only hair on his head was on his frosty eyebrows, which nestled behind a pair of gold-plated wire-rims. He flashed a smile at Harry and asked, “Planning on traveling to Kenya?”

      “Yeah,” Harry replied, still heading for the door lest the guy be selling timeshares.

      The fellow held up a hand to stop the older man and gestured for Harry to turn back. “If it’s not an inconvenience, why don’t you step into my office? I’m Consul General Antoine Wangari.”

      Harry gave his name in a low voice and dutifully followed Wangari through the door and into a paneled office at the end of the hallway. As the consul set his briefcase aside on the desk and hung up his coat, he beckoned formally for Harry to sit. As he took his place behind the desk and straightened a tie in tribal colors, he asked, “So, are you thinking of starting a business in our country?”

      The question unnerved Harry. He wondered whether something he’d said to Ruth might have been misinterpreted, but he couldn’t imagine what it was or how this Antoine would already know about it. “No, no,” he shrugged. “Just a vacation. A few weeks.”

      Wangari smiled as he shot the cuffs of his immaculate white dress shirt. The cufflinks were gold and the size of half-dollars, and, although Harry didn’t know much about timepieces, from the bulk of the gold watch on the fellow’s wrist, he judged the sheer weight of the precious metal might be many times the value of the workmanship, however fine. “You’ll be going on safari, of course,” the consul prompted.

      “Yes, my tour operator is handling it. I’ve never done anything like this.”

      “The finest accommodations in the world, I can assure you. White tablecloths, wait staff in black tie, and a sumptuous buffet a mile long! That’s in the lodges, of course. But might you also be staying at any of the camps?”

      It embarrassed Harry that he didn’t know much about his itinerary. He wasn’t sure how much safari he’d be able to endure, but Aldo had insisted he couldn’t miss the opportunity. He didn’t want to insult this diplomatic officer, so he said, “Yes, I believe so. Is there anything I should know? Special things to take?”

      Again, the winning smile. “The camps are luxurious, as well. Also with white tablecloths! You’ll think you’re with Teddy Roosevelt and his entourage on a grand hunting trip! But of course all the shooting these days is with telephoto lenses. Kenya is at the forefront of wildlife conservation, you understand. But, advice? Let me think. Ah! I always advise our guests to take an American electrical plug-in strip. Everyone has so many devices these days. And we Kenyans rely on our cell phones, as well. You may be surprised how high-tech we are. But, you see, the power in the camps is solar. Very sustainable, you understand. No plastic water bottles allowed! The point I am making, you will want to charge your phone at night, of course. But there will be no power in your tent after lights out in the evening. There will be a community tent, which is also the location of the bar and the lounge, and there will be a tap on battery power where guests are invited to leave their phones until breakfast. However, in my experience, there are never enough outlets. So you plug in your strip, which will require one British-style adapter at the plug end for the tap. And then you and your traveling companions will have multiple American-style receptacles to accommodate your devices. Almost no first-time guests think of this.”

      “Thank you” was all Harry could think to say. “Anything else?”

      “If I may be so frank,” the Kenyan began, “a cushion for your bum.” And he chuckled. “You see, the safari ride will likely be in an all-terrain four-by-four. A rugged Land Rover or Toyota Land Cruiser. You’ll never get stuck in a ditch, but the ride is a bit stiff, and those bush tracks are bumpy. Some people jokingly call all that jostling a Kenyan massage. After a long day, you’ll be glad of the extra padding.”

      “I hadn’t thought of that,” Harry confessed, and he marveled that his vacation plans merited such individual attention by the Kenyan government. The office must not be busy.

      “Any other destinations?” Wangari asked.

      “The beach. My planner tells me the South Coast on the Indian Ocean is marvelous.”

      “Best beaches in all of Africa! Very popular with European tourists. We don’t get so many Americans. We do get people from upcountry on the weekends. Many luxurious venues, I assure you. You won’t be disappointed. And the prices are wonderfully affordable.” Then he added, in a lowered voice, “I particularly recommend Malindi. Beachfront resorts, nightclubs, and a casino. Tremendously popular with the Italians! You couldn’t eat better in Rome!”

      Harry would learn the story of Italians on the coast, but for now the consul’s description wasn’t engaging. Aldo hadn’t mentioned this place, he was pretty sure. But he’d try to remember the name of the town so he could ask. He was sure they were booked into some specific places, but he also thought there was some room in the itinerary for flexibility.

      Wangari leaned back and crossed his arms. “Are you sure you have no business agenda? Attracting enterprising people like yourself is part of my job.”

      “And why would I want to do that?” Once again, Harry worried that somehow Wangari had inside information on him. As if Nicole had phoned ahead to warn them that Harry had no intentions of ever coming back. He felt he was sufficiently paranoid about the US surveillance state, but he couldn’t imagine the Kenyans would be so sophisticated as to know any more about him than he wrote on their forms.

      “Or you might be ready to retire. Your pension will go a lot farther, you know. Kenya is a vibrant economy, growing faster than almost any developing country on the planet. Two trillion dollars in the next decade, they are saying. And we have land! Beautiful countryside. Ideal climate. There are the wildlife preserves, of course. Under government or tribal control, most of them. But there’s plenty of room for new development — new cities, even! You should see Nairobi! Skyscrapers like New York! Superhighways, high-speed rail!”

      “So, you’re welcoming foreigners? And not just as tourists?”
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