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	A Run Through The Jungle


Part 1 – Getting There Is Not Half The Fun

1

“Thank God we’re landing. I’m starving.” Jessica said.

“Starving? They served you a meal and then you ate most of mine.” Moreland said.

“I didn’t eat yours.” Jessica thought for a second. “OK, well, some of it.”

“Some of it? I think I only got the fucking crackers from it.” Moreland said.

“Flying makes me nervous.” Jessica said.

Moreland turned to look at Jessica. “You can hang off an ice cliff by a fork, but flying in a plane bothers you?”

“Nothing to stick a fork into while flying.” Jessica said.

“You mean, except my lunch?” Moreland said. Her natural sarcastic tone was ever present.

Jessica just shrugged. Her short blonde hair bobbed a little.

The plane bounced a little as it touched down in Porto Velho, Brazil. A light rain was falling which was typical for March.

“Hey, was that the Amazon over there?” Jessica asked pointing out the window.

Moreland shook her head. Her black ponytail flipped back and forth. “No. I don’t think so. I think that’s...that’s the Madeira River.”

The plane taxied over to the terminal and came to a stop. It took a little while for the two of them to work their way out of the plane and down the steps to the tarmac.

“Holy shit.” Jessica said flapping the front of her shirt. “This sure as hell isn’t the Antarctic.”

Moreland sighed. “Yeah. A little on the steamy side.”

After retrieving their bags they stepped out of the terminal and stood at the curb staring at the cars passing them and those just sitting parked at the far end waiting for passengers.

“So…” Jessica said staring at the cars.

“So, I was told that we could hire a car out here. I think they said at the end.” Moreland pointed. “Down there.”

Jessica followed Moreland to a grouping of cars further along the front of the terminal. Moreland walked up to the first man standing outside his car. He smiled at them.

“Are you available for hire?” Moreland asked.

The man smiled and nodded.

“Great.” Moreland pulled out a small map. She had been staring at it repeatedly during the flight. “We need to go here, along 364 and then down this way on 425. See? To Nova Mamore. OK?”

The man’s smile faded. He glanced at the map. He edged a little away from Moreland. Moreland slid back over next to the man. The man moved further away and then ducked around behind his car. He turned away and pretended to not hear Moreland calling to him.

“Man, someone needs to slap some manners into that guy.” Jessica said.

“No one will do that.” A voice said.

Moreland turn slightly startled at the voice that was suddenly next to her. “What?”

A short man had moved from his car, several cars behind the one they were standing next to.

“No one will take you that way.” The man said.

“Why not?” Moreland asked. “We have the money to pay for it.”

The man shook his head. “It is not about money. It is the rainy season. That road, 364, is washed out in two places. No one will be able to get through there until they fix the road.”

“When will they fix it?” Jessica asked.

The man looked at her as if she was an idiot. “The dry season.”

“I’m guessing that’s not soon.” Moreland said.

The man shook his head slowly.

Moreland had an idea. She had been staring at the map for hours. She held it up so the man could see it.

“Well, we could go this way. Down this 421 and then we could…” Her voice faded as the man slowly shook his head again.

“What?” Moreland asked.

“Landslide. That road is closed too.” The man said.

Moreland sighed. “We are trying to get to Sena.”

“There is no way to Bolivia by road right now. Not from here.” The man said.

“Damn.” Moreland said.

“Why do you not fly?” The man said.

“Fly?” Moreland stared at the man. “I didn’t know you could fly into Sena.”

The man shrugged. “My cousin flies there. He goes there regularly.”

“Really? Could he fly us there?” Moreland asked.

The man smiled. He pulled out a card and handed it to Moreland. He turned and pointed towards the south. “His plane is that way. At the end of the runway. Give him my card and he will give you a good price.”

“If we have to fly again, I want to sit in first class this time.” Jessica said.

Moreland glanced over at Jessica. She had a feeling about what this next plane might look like and decided not to mention the likely lack of comfortable accommodations.

“Thank you.” Moreland said to the man. She recognized that her gratitude might be a little premature.

They carried their bags along the terminal and beyond. At the end of the runway were several more, smaller buildings. These were maintenance buildings and some of them looked like small hangars. At the first building they wandered around looking for someone.

“Well, if this is where our pilot is supposed to be, he’s not here.” Moreland said.

“Wait…” Jessica held up a hand. She turned slightly listening. She started walking further into the building. Moreland followed.

In the back corner was an old beat up desk. As they drew nearer there was the distinct sound of snoring coming from behind the desk. They peeked around the desk to see an old round man sitting on the floor partially under the desk. He was sound asleep.

Moreland looked at Jessica. She was unsure what to do. Jessica shrugged and then gave the man a light kick. The man grunted and shifted to his left. He snorted, but was still asleep.

“Fuck it.” Jessica said and gave the man a good kick.

“Huh?” The man jumped and struggled to his feet. He banged his shoulder into the desk and cursed something in Portuguese. He stared at Moreland and Jessica.

Moreland held out the card. “This man? He said you could fly us to Sena?”

The old man rubbed his eyes. He seemed unhappy at being disturbed. He stared at the card.

The old man glared at them and shook his head. He said something unpleasant sounding in Portuguese and jabbed a finger at the far wall of the building. He was pointing at some building further on.

“Wrong guy.” Jessica said.

“Yeah. I got that.” Moreland said. They walked out of the building.

The next building was an open hangar. A small plane sat near the entrance. A middle aged man had his head stuck into the engine compartment. He was talking, but they didn’t see anyone else around.

“Excuse me?” Moreland asked. The man turned to look at them.

“We’re looking for someone to fly us to Sena. A man told us his cousin had a plane.” Moreland said. She was trying to fish the card back out of her pocket.

The man gave them an odd look. He shook his head slowly. “There is no air strip in Sena.”

Moreland held out the card. The man looked at it. He laughed a little and shook his head again. Without saying anything more he just pointed further along the row of buildings. He turned and stuck his back into the engine. He began talking again and it was obvious he was deep in a conversation with the plane’s engine.

Moreland sighed. They walked back out of the hangar and towards the next building.

“I’m not getting a good feeling about this.” Jessica said.

“Only now?” Moreland asked.

“What do you think about what that guy said about no airstrip?” Jessica asked.

“I’m trying not to think about it.” Moreland said.

They walked out of the building and around to the next one.

Jessica looked at Moreland and shrugged. “Third time’s a charm.”

“You’re charm or mine?” Moreland asked.

“Well, mine, of course, I mean, you know, it’s not exactly like you have any charm.” Jessica said.

“What? What the hell is that supposed to mean?” Moreland stopped and stared at Jessica.

Jessica stared back.

“Well, OK, maybe.” Moreland said.

They walked into the next building. The hangar looked like it was not really in use. There was an old derelict plane parked in it, some various workbenches that seemed to be collecting dust and several pieces of grungy furniture tucked into a corner. Laying on a stained couch was an equally stained man. He was staring at a TV that displayed a fuzzy picture of a soccer game.

Moreland and Jessica walked back to the man. They stood as close to the couch as their noses allowed them to—which wasn’t very close. The man glanced at them and waved a hand for them to go away.

“We’re looking for someone to fly us to Sena. We were sent here by this man.” Moreland held out the card.

The man glanced at the card. He looked back at the TV and then, after a second, he leaned over and took a closer look at the card. He sat up.

“Ah, you are friends of my brother-in-law.” The man said looking at them.

“He said he was your cousin.” Moreland said.

The man waved a hand. “Cousin, brother-in-law. It is all the same.”

Moreland shook her head. “No. It’s really not.”

The man stood up and smiled at them. The smile didn’t enhance his appearance. “You wish to fly somewhere?”

“Sena.” Moreland said.

“Sena?” The man thought for a moment. “Ah, yes, I can go there.”

“I thought your cousin-brother-in-law friend said you flew there regularly?” Jessica asked.

“He did? Oh, yes, I remember now. Yes, I do.” The man smiled at Jessica.

Moreland and Jessica exchanged a look.

“I think I would rather float down there on a raft.” Jessica said.

“Oh, you cannot do that this time of year.” The man said. “The rivers are full. It’s the rainy season. Too dangerous.”

“Well, where is your plane?” Moreland asked.

The man stared at Moreland. “It is right there.” He pointed at the only plane in the hangar right behind them.

Moreland and Jessica turned to stare at the plane.

“That thing? It doesn’t look like it has flown in years.” Moreland said.

“Ah, she is a fine plane.” The man walked over to the plane and slapped a hand against the fuselage. A little bit of rust trickled down from a couple of sections of metal.

“I vote for just hugging a log down the raging river.” Jessica said.

“Don’t be ridiculous. This plane will get you to Sena. She may not be much to look at, but she is sturdy.” The man said.

“Maybe. How much? To fly us to Sena?” Moreland asked.

“What? Are you crazy?” Jessica asked.

“We’re short on choices.” Moreland said.

The man smiled and nodded looking at Jessica. “Listen to your mother.”

“Oh, God no.” Moreland said.

“Holy shit. Shoot me now.” Jessica said.

Moreland turned to look at Jessica. “What? What kind of attitude is that?”

“Sorry. Didn’t realize I said that out loud. Besides, you said….oh, never mind.” Jessica said.

“200.” The man said. “A piece.”

“I wouldn’t give you more than 50 for both of us.” Moreland said.

“Deal.” The man said.

“When can we leave?” Moreland asked.

The man studied the plane for a moment. “We can leave, perhaps, tomorrow.”

“Perhaps?” Moreland asked.

The man shrugged. “If I have the parts I need.”

“Parts?” Jessica asked.

The man waved a hand. “It is nothing. A few minor adjustments.”

“Oh, hell no.” Jessica said. “Grease up an alligator and I’ll ride that down the fucking river.”

“Grease up a...what the hell? Anyway, they’re caiman.” Moreland said.

“What’s a caiman?” Jessica asked.

“They don’t have alligators here. They’re called caiman.” Moreland explained.

“Why would that matter?” Jessica asked.

Moreland was about to say something and stopped. She shook her head. “I don’t know.”

“Tomorrow.” Moreland said to the man.

The man smiled and nodded. “Tomorrow.” He held out a hand.

Moreland stared at him.

“I need money to hold your reservation.” The man said.

“Reservation? Someone’s going to want to fly in this before tomorrow?” Moreland asked.

The man shrugged. “It’s the only way to get to Sena.”

Moreland sighed. She dug out a twenty and handed it to the man.

The man quickly snagged the twenty.

There was an awkward silence and then Moreland pointed at herself. “I am Doctor Moreland, a paleontologist and this is Jessica, my grad assistant.”

The man nodded. “It is nice to meet you. You can call me Juan, but...if anyone asks, tell them my name is Felipe.”

Moreland and Jessica looked at one another.

Moreland looked back at Juan. “I don’t think I want to know why you have two names.”

The man’s expression was serious for a moment. “No, ma’am. You don’t.”
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They walked into the room. They both stood staring at the conditions.

“Didn’t think I would ever be saying this, but I think I miss the tent in the Trench.” Jessica said.

Moreland was trying to say something positive about the room, but she was coming up with nothing.

“It’s not cold.” Moreland said and knew it sounded lame the moment she said it.

Jessica swatted a mosquito off her arm. “Jesus, that was the size of a bird.”

Moreland looked at the window of the hotel room. It lacked glass or a screen. It was more of a square hole in the wall. She glanced at the mosquito netting draped around the solitary bed. It was riddled with holes. It could be a long night, she thought.

Jessica walked over to the window. “You’d think being on the second floor there would be a little bit of a breeze, but…”

“Yeah.” Moreland said. She dropped her bag on to the floor. “Well, it’s just one night.”

“I’m hungry.” Jessica said.

“And the sun rises in the east.” Moreland said.

Jessica turned to look at Moreland. “What does that mean?”

Moreland gave Jessica a half smile. “Oh, I thought we were telling each other things that were perpetual and never ending.”

“Ha, ha. Look at you and your hilarious sarcasm.” Jessica said.

“Let’s go downstairs. We can try our luck at the little restaurant next door.” Moreland said.

“That was a restaurant?” Jessica asked.

“Yeah. What did you think it was?” Moreland asked.

Jessica shrugged. “Livestock pens?”

Moreland was going to say something and then nodded. “Yeah. OK. I can see that. Anyway, I’ll bet everything’s fresh there.”

“There’s a limit on how fresh I want my dinner to be.” Jessica said. “If it moves on the plate I ain’t eating it.”

Moreland nodded. “Fair enough.”

They waited at the small restaurant for their food to arrive.

“I think I have a sliver in my ass from this chair.” Jessica said.

“Ah, then you know what it’s like.” Moreland said.

“What are you talking about?” Jessica asked.

“To sit here with a pain in the ass.” Moreland smiled.

“What? Oh, you think you’re really funny, don’t you?” Jessica said.

Moreland nodded. “Yeah. That was a pretty good one.”

The large woman that owned the restaurant carried two plates over to their table. She set them down with a smile. She asked them something in Portuguese.

“No, we’re good. Thank you.” Moreland said shaking her head.

“You speak Spanish?” Jessica asked.

“They speak Portuguese in Brazil.” Moreland said.

“There’s a difference?” Jessica asked.

Moreland stared at Jessica for a moment. “Yes and no, I do not speak Portuguese.”

“Then how did you know what she was asking?” Jessica asked.

“I guessed. What else would she be asking us at that moment? The state of politics in Thailand?” Moreland asked.

“I guess. And, you know you’re never going to find a man that will put up with that constant sarcasm.” Jessica said.

Moreland was about to stab the chicken on her plate when the fork stopped in mid-stab. “Whoever said I was looking for any man? I am perfectly content as I am.”

“Whatever. But you sure could use one.” Jessica said quietly.

“What? What does—never mind. Eat.” Moreland said stabbing her chicken with extreme prejudice.

Jessica inspected her chicken. “Damn. I forgot to ask for no feathers.”

“You’re Americans, aren’t you?” A voice came from a table behind Jessica.

Jessica turned and Moreland looked over Jessica’s shoulder at a young man with curly black hair dressed in a severely distressed khaki shirt and palm tree imprinted white shorts.

“Quite the wild guess.” Moreland said.

Jessica glanced at Moreland. “That’s what I’m talking about.”

“Yeah.” The guy said. “It’s the accent and the general obnoxiousness.”

“Our gift to the world.” Moreland said.

The guy laughed. “Right. I’m Glen.” The guy held out a dirty hand towards Jessica.

Jessica looked at Glen’s hand. “I’m not shaking that.”

Glen shrugged. “So...why are you guys here?”

“We’re meeting up with some people at a paleontological dig site.” Jessica said.

“Oh, are you paleontologists?” Glen asked.

“Well…” Moreland started saying.

“Yes, absolutely.” Jessica said. “We’re Paleo pals.”

“Paleo what?” Moreland asked.

“I know those people. Well, I met them a couple of times anyway.” Glen said. Glen thought for a moment. “Haven’t seen or heard about them in a while. Anyway, they’re...like way up there. Like north of the Rio Madre.”

“Yeah. I think that’s where we’re supposed to be going.” Moreland said.

Glen looked skeptical. “That area’s rough out there.”

“Yeah. I can’t say we’re big fans of the jungle so far.” Jessica said.

Glen shrugged slightly. “Well, it’s not just the jungle.”

“What do you mean?” Moreland asked.

Glen glanced around as if he was looking around for someone eavesdropping on them. “Uh, well, there’s a lot of drug traffic going through that area. It’s not an area you want to be in unless you need to be. Also, the aboriginal peoples in that area are not happy with the drug traffickers or with the government, so...they’re not very friendly these days either.”

Moreland shrugged. “Yeah, well, we’re kind of accustomed to unfriendly expeditions.”

“Right. Wouldn’t want to have a dig without zombies or plagues.” Jessica said.

“Hey, that’s just as sarcastic.” Moreland pointed out.

“I take after my mother.” Jessica said with a snide smile.

Moreland’s eyes narrowed. “Don’t go there.”

“Zombies?” Glen asked. “Really? Cool.”

Moreland shook her head. “No zombies.”

“So, how are you getting down there? I mean the roads are shit around here right now.” Glen said.

“We’re supposed to fly down there if the damned plane doesn’t fall apart.” Jessica said. She held up a small feather she plucked off her meal. She tossed it away in disgust.

“Fly?” Glen stared at them. “To where?”

“Sena.” Moreland said.

“Sena?” Glen thought for a second. “There aren’t any airstrips in Sena.”

Moreland and Jessica exchanged a look.

“I’m sure the pilot knows what he’s doing.” Moreland said with a complete lack of confidence.

“Really. Who’s your pilot?” Glen asked.

“Juan.” Jessica said.

“Felipe.” Moreland said.

Glen laughed. “Oh. That guy.” Glen shook his head as he turned back around to his table. “Good luck with that.”

Again, Moreland and Jessica looked at one another.

“I’m sure it will be fine.” Moreland said.

“Yeah. You told me that in an icy trench in the Antarctic.” Jessica said. She went back to searching for more feathers.
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“I think it looked better yesterday.” Jessica said.

Moreland’s expression showed her conflicted feelings. “I...would like to disagree with you, but…”

They stood staring at Juan’s plane. Juan was snoring on the couch in the back corner.

“Still like the gator ride down the river better.” Jessica said.

“Caiman.” Moreland said.

“Whatever.” Jessica said.

“Let’s see if the damned thing starts first.” Moreland said.

Jessica looked at Moreland and then back towards Juan. She swung her leg out as if she was kicking something. “Shall I?”

Moreland gave a quick nod. “Be my guest.”

Jessica walked to the back corner.

Moreland slowly circled the plane. She decided there wasn’t any angle that made the thing look any better. She heard Juan squawk and fall off the couch. He said several highly unpleasant Portuguese words.

Jessica joined Moreland next to the plane. Juan coughed a couple of times and lit a cigarette. He joined them by the plane.

Moreland looked at Juan. “Are we ready to go?”

Juan gave a non-committal shrug. “More or less.”

“Are we more or are we less?” Moreland asked.

Juan tilted his head one way and then the other. “I would say more, maybe.”

“That sounds like less to me.” Jessica said.

“Yeah.” Moreland said.

Juan waved a hand. “No, no, we can go. Let me finish my breakfast and refuel the plane and we can go.”

“What breakfast?” Jessica asked. She glanced back over the old couch hoping she didn’t actually see anything even remotely like food laying there.

Juan held up his cigarette.

“Ah,” Moreland said, “the most important meal of the day.”

Juan smiled.

“So...we talked to a guy named Glen last night. He said there wasn’t an airstrip in Sena.” Jessica said.

Juan dismissed Jessica’s words with a wave of his hand. “Ah, Americans, they know nothing.” Juan hesitated. “Except for the two of you, of course. I’m sure you know many things.” Juan smiled at them.

“Right.” Moreland said. “We’re those two Americans.”

Juan turned and waved towards his couch. “Rest comfortably in my lounge area while I fuel the plane and stow your bags.”

“How long before we are ready to go?” Moreland asked as she slid her bag towards Juan.

Juan shrugged. “Maybe twenty or thirty minutes.”

Moreland nodded. She took a couple of steps towards the couch and then quickly realized there was no way in hell she was going anywhere near that reeking piece of furniture in the back. She glanced over at Jessica and noticed that Jessica was still standing near the plane. Moreland turned to look back at Jessica.

Jessica smiled at Moreland. “Feel free to enjoy the comforts found at Gate 1 on Juan’s Airline.”

Moreland smiled and nodded. “Yeah. I think I’ll just go out and stand in the hot sun.”

Jessica nodded. “Yeah.”

They walked out and stood outside of the hangar. It was two hours before Juan emerged from the hangar and walked over to Moreland and Jessica as they sat under a palm tree.

“Ladies, we are ready.” Juan said with a smile.

“So soon?” Jessica asked.

“I was just getting comfortable.” Moreland said. They stood up and followed Juan back into the hangar. At Juan’s direction they climbed into the plane. Moreland sat up front with Juan and Jessica climbed in the back with the hope that she could see as little as possible of their flight.

Moreland pulled a tattered seat belt across her lap. She hoped it would at least slow her down some if they encountered turbulence. Juan did not don a seat belt.

“Hey.” Jessica said as she searched around on the small seat in the back. “There’s no seat belt.”

Juan turned around and pointed at the floor. There was a rope tied to the frame of the seat. “Tie that to the other side of the seat.”

“Is that supposed to save me?” Jessica asked.

Juan looked at her for a moment and shrugged. He turned back and fired up the engine. A sad and uncomfortable sound resonated from the front of the plane. The engine coughed several times shaking the entire plane.

Moreland looked over at Juan who gave her a smile and a thumbs up. He seemed far too happy and surprised at the engine ignition for Moreland’s comfort.

Juan drove the plane out of the hangar. He bounced the plane over a drainage ditch and then out on to the tarmac next to the runway. As Juan taxied to the end of the runway a uniformed man came running out of the terminal towards them. He was waving frantically.

“What is that man doing?” Moreland asked loudly over the sound of the engine.

Juan smiled at her. “He is wishing us good travels.”

“I don’t think so.” Moreland said.

Juan turned the plane out on the runway. He revved up the engine and began a rapidly moving down the runway.

“Hey, isn’t that another plane coming in to land?” Moreland yelled over at Juan.

Juan waved a hand casually at her. “We will be out of their way in plenty of time.”

Moreland’s eyes grew large as she watched them lift off the runway and glide just over the top of the incoming flight.

“Shit. Shit. Shit.” Came a voice from the back seat. Jessica had her eyes partially covered and she was ducked down as far as her safety rope would allow her.

Moreland stared over at Juan.

Juan smiled back. “We do this all the time.”

The plane lifted off from the south end of the runway and climbed, but only high enough to give Moreland and Jessica a close up view of the center of Porto Velho. South of the city Juan banked the plane west and as they reached the Madeira turned to the southwest to follow the river.

Jungle, cultivated fields, small towns and, of course, the Madeira river streamed past below them. Any time the river twisted left or right from their course Juan adjusted their direction to stay within sight of the river.

“You’re following the river pretty closely, aren’t you?” Moreland asked.

Juan nodded. “We do not want to get lost.”

“Can’t you tell where you’re at from…” Moreland leaned over and looked at the instruments in front of Juan. “...wait, do any of those work?”

Juan shrugged. “Those are not necessary for flying.”

“Uh, I kind of think they are.” Moreland said.

“Do you fly?” Juan asked.

Moreland shook her head. “No.”

“I fly.” Juan said with a confident smile.

“Not what I would call it.” Jessica’s voice called from the back.

They flew for a while and then, without warning, the plane took a sharp turn left and descended rapidly.

“Whoa! What the hell?” Jessica said as she slid from one side of her seat to the other.

Moreland clung to the door handle next to her. “What’s going on?”

“Bolivia.” Juan said. He was wrestling with the controls.

“Bolivia is a country—not a reason for why our plane is crashing.” Moreland said.

Juan shook his head. “We are not crashing. We have to stay on this side of the river.”

“Why?” Moreland asked.

Juan pointed towards the window on Moreland’s side of the cockpit. “That is Bolivia. This side is Brazil.”

“OK...” Moreland said.

“We do not have permission to fly into Bolivia.” Juan said.

“Oh, OK.” It took Moreland a full minute to think that through. “Wait, Sena is in Bolivia.”

Juan smiled as he nodded. “That is why we are descending.”

“I don’t…” Moreland said.

“Radar.” Juan said.

“Radar? Wait. We’re sneaking into Bolivia?” Moreland asked.

Juan held up two fingers close to one another. “Just a little.”

“Shit.” Moreland said.

“Don’t worry. I have done this once before.” Juan said.

“You said you did it regularly.” Moreland said.

Juan nodded. “The one time I did it the trip was very regular.”

“Shit.” Moreland said.

They flew south for a short while and then banked west. They were just above the treetops as Juan followed along the river. They passed small settlements and boats navigating the river.

A loud smack sounded from somewhere just outside Moreland’s window.

“What the hell?” Moreland said.

“Ah.” Juan said and swung the plane right and out over the trees. They were no longer above the river.

“What was that?” Jessica asked.

“A bullet.” Juan said.

“Someone took a shot at us?” Jessica said.

“The Bolivians? They’re shooting at us?” Moreland asked.

Juan shook his head. “No. It was probably men of the drug cartel. They do not like planes flying down here. Actually, they don’t like anyone.”

“Great.” Moreland said.

A short time later Juan pointed out the front window. “Sena is there.”

“Thank God.” Jessica said. “I’m starving.”

Moreland glanced back at Jessica.

“What? I told you. It’s a medical condition. When I’m nervous.” Jessica said.

Moreland shook her head and said nothing.

Juan circled above Sena three times.

“What are you doing?” Moreland asked.

“Looking for a place to land.” Juan said. His voice was distracted.

“What? So there really isn’t an airstrip here?” Moreland asked.

Juan shrugged. “I thought I remembered one. No matter.”

“What do mean no matter? How are you going to land the plane without an air strip?” Moreland asked.

“I ain’t jumping out of this thing.” Jessica said.

Juan brought the plane around again and headed a little south of Sena. He lined the plane up and started descending.

“Wait. That’s a road.” Moreland said.

Again, Juan shrugged. “Road. Runway. They are all the same here.”

Moreland shook her head. “No, they’re not. Roads have cars on them.”

Juan smiled at Moreland. “There not many cars here. It will be fine.”

As the plane dropped down to the road it was obvious that the road was not in good shape. The rainy season was less than friendly to dirt roads than the paved ones.

“That doesn’t look very good.” Moreland said staring straight out of the front of the plane.

“It might be a little bumpy.” Juan admitted.

“Trees. Trees. Trees.” Came Jessica’s voice from the back seat.

As the plane drew near to the road the wing tips started clipping the tips of trees growing along the roadside. Juan struggled to hold the plane steady. Looking left and right Juan tried to avoid any branches of side that could flip them over.

“Car!” Moreland yelled.

Juan looked ahead of them and saw a Jeep heading straight for them. The Jeep was honking wildly as it approached. Juan pulled the plane up and lifted up just over the canvas top of the Jeep. He dropped back down after clearing the Jeep.

Moreland was about to yell something at Juan when the plane made its first impact on the road. Moreland nearly bounced her face off the dashboard of the cockpit. The plane bounced back up and then down hard again on to the rutted roadway. Again the plane was bounced up off the ground.

“Hey! I’m pissing my pants back here.” Jessica yelled.

The plane banged down again on to the road and this time stayed down. It sped along the road bouncing and shaking as it went. The plane hit a soft muddy spot and it rapidly slid to a stop. The stop was abrupt enough so the entire plane tilted forward. The propeller had stopped spinning and the nose almost touched the ground in front of them before the tail of the plane dropped back down.

There was a sudden silence. No one spoke. Juan looked over at Moreland and, after a moment, he smiled.

“You see,” Juan said, “no problem.”

Moreland looked over at Juan. She had an overwhelming desire to reach over and punch him.

“You know I wasn’t kidding, right. I totally pissed my pants.” Jessica said.

“Right.” Juan said as he opened the cockpit door on his side. “Let’s get your bags out.”

“My knees are shaking so bad I don’t know if I can stand.” Moreland said.

Juan was outside the plane now looking in through the door. “We will want to unload your bags quickly.”

“You mean before the Bolivian authorities come after you?” Moreland asked slowly pushing her door open.

Juan gave a noncommittal shrug. He turned and headed back towards the back of the plane.

Moreland tilted her seat forward so Jessica could get out.

“Oh, my God. I thought you were being sarcastic.” Moreland held a hand up to her nose.

Jessica looked at Moreland as she hopped down. “Who jokes about pissing their pants in the middle of the Amazon?”

“I was hoping you did.” Moreland said.

Jessica looked around. “Wait. There’s nothing here.”

Moreland looked around. “He landed on a road in the middle of nowhere. What did you expect?”

“A bathroom at least.” Jessica waved a hand at her wet crotch. “I have an issue here.”

Moreland sighed. “Go sit in the mud.”

“What? How is that going to help me?” Jessica asked.

“Well,” Moreland said, still holding a hand in front of her nose, “it’s bound to help the smell and, as an added bonus, it will hide, uh, your issue.”

Jessica made a face and walked back down the road a short ways. She hesitated and then plopped down in a low muddy spot of the road.

Juan had their bags out of the plane and sitting next to the road. He circled the plane to where Moreland stood. He glanced down the road at Jessica.

“What is she doing?” Juan asked.

“Washing her pants in an Amazon jungle laundry mat.” Moreland said.

“You mean…? I thought she was being sarcastic.” Juan said.

Moreland sighed again. “Yeah.”

“Well, she needs to move. I have to take off.” Juan said. He nervously glanced in both directions up the road.

“Wait. Where are we?” Moreland asked.

“Sena.” Juan said. “It is just up the road.” He pointed to the south. He hesitated and then pointed north. “That way.”

“Great.” Moreland said sarcastically.

Jessica waddled up to them. Her shorts looked more like a clay pot around her waist. “This mud stinks.”

“Worse than urine?” Moreland asked.

“Just about.” Jessica waved a hand back towards the mud she had sat down in. “How do we know that wasn’t a big elephant pissing trough?”

Moreland and Juan glanced at each other briefly.

“Uh, maybe because there are no elephants in South America.” Moreland said.

Jessica thought for a moment. “What do mean? It’s jungle. There must be elephants.”

Moreland shook her head.

Jessica waved a hand. “OK, whatever. Then rhinoceros. I don’t know, but that mud stinks.”

Juan climbed up into the plane and started the engine. He waved at them.

Moreland and Jessica stepped back off the road as Juan turned the plane around. He bounced the plane on down the road and just managed to pull the plane up over the trees at a distant bend in the road.

“So now what?” Jessica asked.

“We walk.” Moreland said.

“OK. Which way?” Jessica asked looking left and right.

“According to Juan, one of these two directions.” Moreland said pointing north and south.

“Really?” Jessica asked looking at Moreland.

“I’m pretty sure I saw the town that way.” Moreland said pointing north.

They picked up their bags and started walking.

“Shit.” Jessica said after they had walked about a half mile up the road.

“What?” Moreland asked.

“This rhino piss is starting to dry and now I have a shit load of sand in my underwear.” Jessica said. “I think it’s sanding the skin off my---”

“Yeah. OK. I get the picture, though I really don’t want to.” Moreland said. “You know, about the rhinos here...oh, never mind. I think I see a house up here. Maybe you can shake out you’re shorts there.”

They stopped in front of a house. An old woman stood out in the yard. She had been bent over a pot of some kind. She slowly stood up and stared at Moreland and Jessica.

“OK, show off your Portuguese now.” Jessica said.

Moreland glanced at Jessica. “Told you. I don’t speak Portuguese. Anyway, we’re in Bolivia. They speak Spanish here.”

“What the fuck? All the jungle looks the same. How does anyone know what language they’re supposed to be talking in?” Jessica asked.

“You don’t speak either one so what does it matter?” Moreland asked.

Jessica thought for a moment. “Good point.”

Moreland looked at the old woman. “Sena?”

The woman took a moment more to study them and then, slowly, pointed a finger to the north.

“Well, we’re on the right track.” Moreland said.

They walked on and houses started becoming more frequent. A short distance further and the forest to their left dropped away. Houses and buildings stretched out as far as they could see.

“The big city.” Jessica said sarcastically.

“At least it’s not more jungle.” Moreland said.

A little further ahead the road split. They stopped.

“What now?” Jessica asked.

Moreland didn’t answer her. She stared up one direction and then the other. While they stood
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