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I Never Really Liked Hemingway

I a c tua lly  w an ted  to p u rchase  a Pontiac  
F ireh aw k , 5.7 l i te r  V8, s ix -sp eed  m anual 
tran sm iss io n , sun roof, the w orks. Instead , 
I e n d ed  up w ith  a V olvo 850 fo u r  door. 
D arleene  said  the Pon tiac  w ould  be a gas 
hog and  that I shou ld  th ink  o f the en v iro n 
m ent first, m y se lf  second . So I bough t the 
Volvo, w h ich  m ade  D a r le en e  h appy  and 
S tandard  Oil m iserab le .

N ow  I was s taring  at my new Volvo 850. 
Two very  tough  look ing  young men were 
s itting  on the fenders  o f  my S w ed ish  safety 
m achine. A no ther  young man had his foot 
on the front bu m p er and the fourth  in co n 
s id e ra te  w as lean ing  ag a in s t  the d r iv e r ’s 
door.

D arleene  and I were ju s t  re tu rn ing  to the 
car a fter w atch ing  an avan t-garde  movie. 
U nfortunate ly , avan t-garde  m ovies are u su 
ally show n in avan t-garde  theaters , w hich 
tend to be located  in avan t-garde  sections 
of the city. The small, som ew hat seedy th e 
a ter had no real park ing  lot, so we were 
forced to park  a lm ost two blocks away. The 
area was fo rebod ing  and treacherous , and 
that was during  daylight. Now, ap p ro a ch 
ing m idnigh t, the streets looked  truly d e 
serted  and forlorn.

T here  was a d isp ir i ted  street light b u rn 
ing, but it was on the o ther side, a lm ost a 
ha lf  b lock  aw ay from  my Volvo, w hich was 
being  v iola ted . How in G o d ’s nam e did I 
get here anyw ay?

Now I rem em ber. I had suggested  that 
we go see a new m ovie at the M ulti-P lex , 
w hose park ing  lot was not only safe, but 
well lit. D arleene  had nixed the idea b e 

cause  the m ovie  s ta rred  an ac to r  w ho  had 
recen tly  been  a rre s ted  fo r b it ing  a dog. I 
honestly  cou ld  not see w here  b it ing  a dog 
had any th ing  to do w ith  the way he ac ted  in 
a m ovie  about f igh ting  drug  d ea le rs  in C o 
lom bia , but I gave  way, as a lw ays.

She had read som ew here  that this  C zech  
m ovie  was p lay ing  in the M iss io n  D istric t.  
T he  th o u g h t so u n d ed  bad  r igh t from  the 
start.

Her apartm en t was in the C as tro  D is tric t 
and she often  ch ided  me for co n d em n in g  an 
entire  area. I a lw ays suspec ted  that she had 
p icked  her n e ig h b o rh o o d  well, the C as tro  
w as safe . F iv e  b lo c k s  fu r th e r  e as t  and  
th ings  ch an g ed  d ram atica lly . She p rided  
h e rse lf  on being able to tell her fr iends that 
she lived close to the M ission  D istrict, close 
enough to be able to vo lun teer  for two hours 
o f  serv ice  on Free Food Day.

At the m om ent, I w ished  I had som e o f 
those donated  cans o f  H unts  tom ato  sauce 
to throw  at the four v illa ins  w ho were s i t 
ting on my Volvo. D id n ’t they know  that I 
had a three  hundred  and n ine ty -s ix  do lla r  
car paym ent?  Plus the insurance . We were 
still too far aw ay to see the ir  eyes, but I 
knew the m idnight bandits were lurking like 
vu ltu res , w aiting  to p ick c lean  the bones  of 
w hoever was s tupid  enough  to park  in this 
area.

To m ake m atters  even w orse, I ha ted  the 
m o v ie  we had  ju s t  seen . T he  s u b t i t le s  
looked  like they had been  w rit ten  by the 
fourth  grade c lass at Je ffe rson  E lem entary .

“ Are you w il l in g  to die  fo r f reed o m , 
P azd ero v a?”
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W hat an idiotic question. If y o u ’re dead, 
you have  no f reedom . H ad the q u es t io n  
been “A re you w illing  to live  for freedom , 
P azd e ro v a?” , then I w ould  have unders tood  
and an sw ered  yes. To com pound  my m is 
ery, D arleene  loved  the d is jo in ted  m ovie. 
And to fu r ther vex the logical, the subtitles  
were not aligned with the ac to rs ’ lips. There 
seem ed to be a pe rpe tua l four second  delay 
be tw een  w hen the ac to r  said  som eth ing  and 
when the sub title  d ia logue  appeared  on the 
screen. Worst o f  all, it was m ade during 
the Cold War and nothing was relevant. The 
Czechs and the R ussians are now good b u d 
dies, selling each o the r w eapons and oil.

1 w ould  have to keep quiet about this 
movie m isadventure  because my colleagues 
at w ork w ould  die laughing  at me for being 
dum b enough  to see the m ovie in the first 
p lace, and even dum ber for park ing  my car 
w here I did. 1 honestly  had the feeling  that 
the theater  had rented the film from the fo r
eign m ovie section at B lockbuste r  for two 
dollars  and then soaked  me fourteen dollars 
to see it.

The reason  1 gave way so soon on the 
movie was because  D arleene and I had a 
small spat ear lier in the day. We were at 
the A cadem y o f  S c iences , in the A frican  
exhibit hall, when the tiff  started. A frica  
made her think o f wild anim als and anim als 
made her think about hunting animals. Next 
thing I knew she was g rum bling  about men 
who hunt an im als  for sport. Before I could 
derail her, she took off on Hem ingway. I 
think it was the lion display that set her off.

The lion exh ib ition  at the A cadem y is 
m agnificen t, with a pow erful male, black 
mane bris tling , and three sleek lionesses, 
plus a bunch o f cubs, all staring out over

the S erengeti .  I th in k  she w as sec re t ly  a n 
gry w ith  the  m ale  lion  fo r  h av in g  so m any  
w ives, as she l iked  to call them . A nyw ay, 
th e  b ig  m a le  m a d e  h e r  t h i n k  o f  th e  
H em in g w ay  s to ry  w here  the  w h ite  h u n te r  
has to save the co w ard ly  h u sb an d  from  the 
w ounded  lion.

D arleene  was fu r ious  w ith  ev e ry o n e  in 
volved , but m ostly  H em ingw ay . She  ra iled  
against the hun te r  w ho tu rned  and ran w hen  
the lion charged .

“ But, he w o unded  the lion to beg in  w ith 
and . . .”

She sn ap p e d ,  “ He sh o u ld  n e v e r  ev en  
have been there! No one has a righ t to harm  
an an im al, any an im al, in c lu d in g  h u m a n s .”

She is both h u m an ita r ian  and v e g e ta r 
ian, w hich som ew hat lim its  w here  we can 
go when d in ing  out. I p re tend  that I ’m a 
vegetarian  also, to keep peace. S o m etim es  
I grab a W ho p p er  or a doub le  ch ee seb u rg e r  
at lunch, but w h o ’s to know ?

By now I was c lose  enough  to see the 
quarte t o f  m isc rean ts  clearly . All fou r o f  
them  were s taring  at us like hungry  j a c k 
als. They were w earing  b lack  and  s ilver  
football jack e ts .  D arleene  hates  foo tball .  
I ’m a 49ers  fan.

“ I th ink we have a p ro b le m .” I low ered  
my voice, try ing  to sound profound .

She scolded  me, “N ever ju d g e  a book by 
its cover .”

“ I try not to, but this d o e sn ’t look g o o d .”
She attem pts  to find som e good  in e v 

eryone, except for H em ingw ay. E arlie r  I 
t r i e d  to e x p la i n  th a t  th e  c h a r a c t e r  in 
H em in g w ay ’s story had been d evas ta ted  by 
his own cow ard ice , only to be re juvenated  
when he red iscovered  his courage.

She had coun tered , “At the expense  o f  a
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I N ever R eally L iked H emingway

poor, d e fe n se le ss  l io n .” By then she was 
see th ing . “Real cou rage  w ould  have been 
to d ism iss  the w hite  hun ter im m ediate ly , re 
nounce hunting altogether, try to understand 
his w ife , and vow  never  to harm  man or 
beast a g a in .”

I had  to be cau tious  how I responded . I 
was in no pos ition  to rile her. We slept to 
gether, but not on a regu la r  basis . She felt 
that if we spent too m uch tim e toge ther  I 
would  begin to encroach upon her space. So 
we went together, but not exclusively . She 
p re tended  that she did not see o ther men, 
but I knew  better. W henever  I could  not 
reach her, she w ould  exp la in  that she was 
out shopping  or o ff  v is iting  a sick friend. 
U nfortunate ly , these  shopp ing  sprees and 
errands o f  m ercy  usually  took  place on F r i
day or Sa tu rday  night.

T on igh t w as one  o f  those  rare n igh ts  
when I was going to be allow ed to stay over. 
These benefac tions  were infrequent enough 
as it was, and the last thing I needed  was to 
confront her over some rid iculous story that 
was f ic tion  to begin  with. I secre tly  a d 
m ired M acom ber for overcom ing  his fears 
and stand ing  firm against the Cape buffalo. 
He had faced dow n a m arauding  Cape b u f
falo and recovered  his shattered  m anhood. 
Bravo.

I often env is ioned  m yself, w earing  an 
L.L. Bean bush jacket, W eatherby .460 m ag
num in hand, facing dow n a charg ing  b lack  
rhino. My gun bearer  would  flinch at the 
sight o f  the onrush ing  rhino, two thousand 
pounds of death bearing down upon us. His 
thundering hoofbeats would rumble the arid 
ground beneath  our feet, fu rther terrify ing  
my bearer. But my calm  and steady m an
ner w ould  give him courage.

“H old  fast, N gono . I ’ll s top h im ,” I

w ould  say in a reso lu te  voice . “ K eep  the 
.378 b a ck u p  at the  re a d y .” I w o u ld  d rop  
dow n to a .378 W eatherby  M ag n u m  for the 
coup de g race. M ore  sporting .

“Yes, B w an a ,” his fears and trep ida tions  
now w ashed  away.

I ch am b er the be lted  .460 ca r tr id g e ,  the 
nine locking  lugs o f  the rifle  bolt sound ing  
like a bank vault c losing. The rh in o ’s beady 
little  eyes are g la r ing  at me, d em an d in g , 
“W ho is this a rrogan t hum an w ho dares to 
invade my te r r i to ry ? ”

Dust is fly ing from  his p ound ing  hoofs. 
He sn o rts  like  an e n ra g e d  d ra g o n  as he 
c loses the d is tances  be tw een  us. T ick  birds 
ju m p  from  his sh udder ing  back , like rats 
leaving  a s ink ing  ship. The o th e r  an im als  
on the plain freeze in terror, know ing  that 
the grim  reaper will be com ing  for one o f  
us. I can hear my b earer  suck ing  in breath  
behind  me. He sounds like an old steam  
engine, try ing to nego tia te  a steep grade.

O nce again  I s teady him, “ Easy there, 
Ngono. I have him right where I want h im .”

“Please, Bwana, may your aim be true.
I have wife and b a b ies .”

“ No need  to f e a r .” I ’m as s te a d y  as 
Gibraltar.

The rh ino  snorts  out his rage, fu r ious  
that I have not turned and dashed  aw ay in 
cow ard ice . S low ly I take the s lack  out o f  
the s ing le-stage  trigger. I take three and a 
ha lf  pounds of pull on the three and three- 
q u a r te r  p o u n d  tr igger .  O n ly  an a n g e l ’s 
breath keeps the firing pin from driv ing  fo r
ward, s trik ing the p rim er and exp lod ing  the 
m agnum  powder, sending  the N osier  bullet 
on a deadly  trajectory. Just as I ’m ready to 
squeeze . . .

“Are you daydream ing aga in?” Darleene 
sounded irritated.
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“ I . . .  I m ust have  been. I guess  I was 
th ink ing  about the A frican  an im als.

“ I s in ce re ly  hope  you w ere  not w o o l
ga ther ing  about that in s id ious  H em ingw ay  
story. It m akes me angry ju s t  th inking about 
it .”

“No, no, o f  course  not. I was ju s t  w o n 
dering  how they did such a m arve lous job  
on these  d isp la y s .” A m agn ificen t lie.

The displays are well lit, but the m useum  
itse lf  is ra ther shadow y, thus sh ield ing  my 
lying eyes. I had abso lu te ly  no desire  to 
jeo p a rd ize  what I hoped  w ould  be a banner 
evening .

I did  not get to stop the charg ing  rhino 
and ins tead  found  m y se lf  s tar ing  at four 
hood lum s. The tw o on the fenders  were 
h o ld in g  k n iv e s ,  th e ir  ra z o r-sh a rp  b lad es  
g lis ten ing  in the shallow  light.

“ D arling, I . . .  I th ink  we should  turn 
around  and try to find a taxi in s tead .” I did 
my best to sound confiden t, yet prudent.

“Nonsense. T h ey ’re just harmless young 
men. If  we p re judge  them , ju s t  because  
th e y ’re m inority, then w e ’re no better than 
som eone who listens to those terrib le  radio 
talk  sh o w s .” Her voice was cheerfu l, very 
self-assured .

“ My pe t,  they  re a l ly  d o n ’t lo o k  too  
friendly. Perhaps th e y ’ve been unduly  set 
upon by society  and are . . . are looking  to 
w reck vengeance  upon anyone o f ano ther 
ilk .”

“D o n ’t ju m p  to conclusions. They p ro b 
ably d iscovered  som eth ing  about your car 
that you fa iled  to no tice  and are m ere ly  
w aiting to tell you about it .” She rem ained  
dauntless .

As a lw ays, she was s trid ing  p u rp o se 
fully, in her sensible pumps. I norm ally  had 
to hurry to keep up. Tonight was even worse

becau se  my b ra in  w as te l l in g  m y legs to 
slow dow n. A c tua lly  it w as sc ream in g  out 
the w arn ing .

Boom.
The roa r from  the .460 W eatherby  M a g 

num  was te rr ify ing . B irds  e x p lo d ed  from  
the acac ia  trees  and h u n d red s  o f  T h o m p so n  
gaze lle s  bo lted  as one. W ild e b ea s ts  and  
zebras shot fo rw ard , te r r if ied  by the th u n 
der stick. T he fe roc ious  rh ino  s low ed , but 
did not go dow n. He c o n t in u ed  co m in g  at 
me like a runaw ay  fre igh t tra in . M y fo r 
m erly  fa ith fu l b ea re r  th rew  the e x p en s iv e  
.378 m agnum  rifle  into the a ir  and  s c a m 
pered  for his life.

U nfo rtuna te ly , he ran h e ad lo n g  in to  a 
wart hog that had been  spooked  by the roa r 
o f  the pow erfu l .460 m agnum  car tr idge . It 
was a boar w art hog and we w ere  right in 
the m iddle  o f  ru tt ing  season. I co u ld  not 
stop to help N gono  because  I had my hands 
full w ith  the k il le r  rhino.

The sounds from beh ind  me were in c red 
ible. N ever had I heard  such scream ing  and 
grunting . N gono  was be llo w in g  at the top 
of his lungs in Sw ahili and the w art hog was 
grun ting  out sounds that on ly  an o th er  w art 
hog could  com prehend .

I had  no t im e  fo r  p la y f u l  S e r e n g e t i  
gam es. The ram pag ing  rh ino  was a lm ost 
u p o n  m e, w ith  f i re  b la z in g  f ro m  th o s e  
pygm y eyes. I took  carefu l aim. A gain  I 
took the slack from  the trigger.

Boom.
One o f  the a ssa ss in s  p o u n d e d  on the 

hood o f my f inanced  Volvo.
Darleene touched  my arm  to calm  me.

D o n ’t get excited . T h e y ’re p robab ly  ju s t  
trying to see if the car is as s tu rdy  as the 
ads say it is .”

The two on the hood slipped m enacing ly
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I N ever  R eally L iked H emingway

to the ground . The one by the d r iv e r ’s door 
jo in e d  them . The loser  w ith  his foot on the 
bum per tu rned  to face us. By now we were 
c lose  enough  to see the de te rm in ed  looks 
in the ir  evil eyes.

I m u s te red  my courage  and dem anded , 
“W hat do . . .  do you want, fe l la h s? ”

They  all looked  to be in the ir  late teens, 
a d angerous  age w hen out at m idn igh t on a 
dark and dese rted  street. T he ir  leader may 
have been  tw en ty ; it was d iff icu lt  to tell in 
the poor light.

The leader, w ho was a shade ta lle r than 
the rest, said  in a th iev ish  voice, “We want 
your money, your w atch, and . . .” he h e s i
ta te d ,  s e e m in g ly  fo r  e f f e c t ,  “ and  y o u r  
w o m an .” He eased  a w icked - look ing  Buck 
knife from an ankle sheath to em phasize  his 
sincerity.

All o f  them  glared  at D arleene, with lust 
burn ing  in the ir  dep raved  eyes.

Darleene was mortified. She offered s in 
cerely, “ I . . .  I vo lun tee r  at the free clinic 
on A shbury  on a lte rnating  T u esd ay s .”

This artless revelation invoked a chuckle 
from  the m enacing  quartet.

The m om ent of truth had arrived. I was 
alone. No W eatherby M agnum  rifle to down 
the rogues in front of me. No faithful bearer 
with a backup  w eapon. No w hite  hun ter  to 
back  me up with his Rigby .500 N itro  E x
press. It was ju s t  me and the four young 
assholes.

I was a lone in the ch illed  night, armed 
only with my Nike Air M ax tra iners , with 
s y n th e t ic  l e a th e r  and  b r e a th a b le  u p p e r  
mesh. W hat w ould  M acom ber do?

The w indsh ie ld  o f  my Volvo had three 
gaping holes in the safety glass. Both right 
w indow s were com ple te ly  broken out. The

left front w indow  was c rack ed  and  the  rear  
w in d o w  w as gone , v an ish e d .  T h e  h e a d 
lights, as well as the ta ill igh ts , w ere  all b ro 
ken. The d r iv e r ’s d o o r  had been  k icked  in 
and all four tires were flat, s lashed  by finely  
honed  knives.

U n fo r tu n a te ly ,  m y c a r  w as  in b e t te r  
shape than I was. Both  o f  us had insurance , 
but at the m om ent I felt the car  had go tten  
the best o f  th ings. I had m ade my dec is ion  
in a heartbeat. M acom ber was right the first 
time. That dam n lion had big teeth. I bolted  
fo r  s a f e ty ,  b u t  n o t b e f o r e  s h o u t in g  to  
D arleene. The shortest o f  the v il la ins  had 
ju s t  g rabbed  her by the w rist and she was 
screech ing  som e obscen ity  at e i th e r  him  or 
me, I w a sn ’t qu ite  sure w hich.

“ Be brave , my darling . I ’m go ing  for 
h e lp .” I tried to sound reassu ring .

My sh o u tin g  req u ire d  a g rea t  deal o f  
dexterity. R ather than shout over my sh o u l
der, I in s tead  tu rned  and ran b ack w ard s ,  
ye lling  as I co n tin u ed  ru n n in g — a feat in 
itself.

“Fight them  off, sugarp lum . I ’ll be back 
w ith  the po lice  in no t im e .” I f lu n g  my 
w ords over her like a p ro tec tive  shield .

I heard her snarl “ I ’ll kill you for this, 
you b a s ta rd !” O bv ious ly  she was sc rea m 
ing at her y o ung  a s sa i la n t .  Tw o o f  the 
g a n g b a n g e rs  s ta r ted  a f te r  m e and  I w as 
forced to stop shouting my words o f  encour
agem ent.

I heard one o f  the pursuers  yell, “Get 
him, Ruhulio . I want them  sh o es .” I ran 
even faster, for the police.

My right arm was broken  in tw o places. 
Not com pound  breaks, thank  God, but still 
it was in a cast. Two knuckles were c racked  
on my left hand. My nose was broken  and
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I had  th ree  large  k no ts  on my sku ll. I had 
num ero u s w elts  on bo th  legs and a b roken  
b ig  toe  on m y rig h t foo t. O ther than  tha t, I 
w as in re la tiv e ly  good  shape.

D a rle en e  cau g h t m e ju s t  as I s tep p ed  
from  the  e le v a to r  at w ork , on the  e ig h th  
floor. She had one o f those  little  w ooden 
bats that paren ts buy for the ir ch ild ren  w hen 
th e y ’re too young  fo r a real bat. T he dam n 
th ing  m ust have been  m ade o f h ick o ry  b e 
cause  it re fu sed  to b reak .

She w as lu rk in g  beh in d  a huge p o tted  
palm  and ju m p ed  me like  a hungry  chee tah  
go ing  a fte r a sp ringbok . She w as pound ing  
aw ay w ith a vengeance w hen B ryce and Ju s
tin tried  to pull her off. They said she turned 
on them , scream ing  som eth ing  about a co w 
ard ly  w hite  h u n te r w ho ran aw ay and left 
his c lien t facing  a pack  o f w ild hyenas. O b
v io u sly  they  w ere m y stified . She a p p a r
en tly  co n tin u ed  pum m eling  aw ay un til se 
cu rity  a rriv ed  and d rag g ed  her o ff me.

I never hurt so m uch in my en tire  life. 
She w as sc ream ing  that she w as go ing  to 
c a s tra te  me and  the tw o sec u rity  g u ard s  
w ere do ing  th e ir best to res tra in  her. T h e ir

hats w ere  co ck ed  o ff  to  the  side  and  they  
w ere bo th  p an tin g  h eav ily , w in d ed  from  the  
ba ttle . R a th er than  her u su al s ty lish  pum ps, 
she had w orn  sp ik e  h ee ls , to b e tte r  s tom p
me.

W hen I th o u g h t they  had  a firm  g rip  on 
her, I asked , “D arlin g , does th is  m ean  w e ’re 
not go ing  to the  E x p lo ra to riu m  on S a tu r
d a y ? ”

F or som e u n know n  reaso n , m y in n o cen t 
query  seem ed  to set her off. She b ro k e  free  
from  the guard s  and  s ta r ted  b ea tin g  on me 
all o v er again . M y c o -w o rk e rs  ju m p e d  in to  
the fray  and six o f  them  fin a lly  sub d u ed  her.

T he d o c to r says tha t I ’ll be as good  as 
new  in an o th e r five  or six  w eeks. A p p a r
en tly  there  w as no lastin g  d am ag e  done  to 
my te s tic le s . M y Volvo is now  se rv ice a b le , 
bu t the  in su ra n c e  co m p an y  c a n c e le d  m y 
policy . D arleen e  sued  them  as a c o -p r in c i
pal to a ssau lt and a ttem p ted  rape  ch arg es  
and stung  them  a good  one.

T hat M aco m b er fe llo w  go t m e in to  a 
w orld  o f  tro u b le . I sw ear, I ’ll n ev e r read  
H em ingw ay  again .
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