The Ostrich Owners Cabaret

Arte Johnson had been a travel writer for 30 years. Within the last 10 years, he started to get much of the recognition he craved. Recently, the New York Times had paid Johnson for several pieces on travel in Canada. They were superb, all receiving wonderful critical reviews.  

So good in fact, that he had been contacted by the South African embassy. The ambassador himself had met with Johnson. The ambassador explained that his government wanted a profile written on South Africa similar to the one Arte had recently written on Canada. Tourism in South Africa was growing and the government felt that one or two “Johnson pieces,” strategically placed, could do its growing tourist industry a world of good. 

Johnson gave all the reasons why he couldn’t write about South Africa - that he had spent 30 years focusing on travel in the US and Canada; that these kind of things weren’t done over night. Johnson stopped his stream of negatives when the ambassador mentioned serious cash. 

The ambassador told Johnson his government would fly Arte to Cape Town first class, pay all his expenses for one year, plus give him a salary of $10,000 a month as a fee. In addition, if Johnson finished before December, he got an additional $25,000 as an early completion bonus. If his piece was even ½ as good as that which he produced for the Times, the South African Editorial Board would give Johnson an additional $50,000. 

Arte did the math. He would have $120,000 at a minimum. If they liked his work, another $50,000, for a total of $170,000. And if he finished just a month early, he got another $25,000. That was a cool $195,000. Johnson was ready to go home and pack.    

But Arte kept his poker face. The ambassador gave Johnson a proposed contract. Arte said he needed a bit of time to contact his attorney and his agent. The ambassador gave him ten days to get clearance and get the contract back to him. Johnson had it back in 5 days. 

It was signed with one exception. Johnson insisted that someone meet him at the Cape Town Airport with a camper van with all the amenities. The ambassador agreed and two days later, when Johnson stepped off the plane in Cape Town, a 40ish man met him with the keys to a camper van, containing a bed, microwave, galley, bathroom, and computer hook-up. 

Johnson had read several briefing papers on the 12-hour flight over. He knew the problem boiled down to Highway N2. This new highway had been completed two years ago, and appeared to be the number one reason the traditional tourist industry was hurting. People were flocking to drive N2 because of its relatively safe road and scenic views of the Indian Ocean. 

The old tourist industry had grown up around Highway N1. This was a more hazardous road, winding through the mountains, to Johannesburg, then turning south to Port Elizabeth on the coast. It had been built 50 years before N2. While the mountains were at times scenic, it was very difficult to compete with sandy beaches and a warm ocean. 

So travelers in South Africa were making logical decisions by taking N2 (thought Arte). He made a list of all the positive points about N2. It was a safer road; it was a newer road; and it was more scenic. Few people needed to drive to Johannesburg anymore. British Airways had sixteen flights a day to the national capitol.  

Johnson knew that, to complete his contract, he was going to have to write convincingly that a drive through the mountains was logical, scenic and safe. So Johnson got in his camper van and headed down N1. He needed a camper van so he could eat or sleep or write at his own pace. 

But Johnson also knew that he could not live like a hermit. He made a series of appointments, through the good offices of the Editorial Board, with a number of important people along N1. His first stop was at an ostrich farm in a small village of Oosteroon. He was to meet a Mrs. Van Cliburn , the owner. When he parked his van and got out, he observed a professionally run operation, with tours, restaurant and gift shop – except there were very few people there. . 

When Mrs. Van Cliburn drove up in her jeep to meet him, Johnson saw a pleasant, slim woman with a weathered face (Arte gauged her age as somewhere near his, 52 or 53.)  Johnson also suspected that weathered faces were fairly common around here. Ostrich farming required a lot of time out doors, something difficult on the skin.  Johnson could also not help noticing another thing  – beneath the several layers of work clothing, Mrs. Van Cliburn appeared to have the largest tits he had ever seen.  

Mrs. Van Cliburn lived in the old victorian mansion built by her husband’s grandfather 70 years ago. She invited Arte for lunch, which he accepted. During lunch, Arte learned that Mr. Van Cliburn had died two years ago from cancer, that Mrs. Van Cliburn had been trying to make a go of it by herself but each year, her profits got smaller.  

For the next five days, Arte had lunch with “Mabel” (Mrs. Van Cliburn’s first name), followed by a ride with her in the jeep.  They explored her vast acreage, and talked about all the tour buses and tourists that used to come to see the ostriches, have lunch in her cafeteria, and buy gifts in her gift shop. 

Having gained enough information on ostrich farming and its various tourist problems, Arte was set to go and started to say goodby to Mabel. She interrupted: “How would you like to come with me to a special play this evening? Then you can leave first thing in the morning.”  Arte said “OK!” 

Mabel seemed very pleased and Arte could find no reason to disappoint her.  She said she would pick him up at 9:00 PM, which should give him enough time to write something and e-mail it to the Editorial Board in Cape Town. Just as she was about to pull out, she turned to Arte: “I hope you don’t mind but this is a small club that asks gentlemen to wear a coat and tie. Ladies do not need to wear anything there but regular clothes. Our outfits are already in storage at the club, so we change upon arrival. OK?” Arte said “Sure!” and turned into his van to finish his writing. 

At 9:00 PM, Arte left his van dressed in a pair of brown loafers, grey slacks, black sports coat and a yellow tie. Arte never did make a fashion statement. Anyway, it was the only non-casual clothes he had. Mabel came by in her jeep and told him he looked “fabulous.”

They drove through the beautiful starry night, over unpaved dirt roads. After driving 22 miles, they turned into what appeared to be a grove of trees. But then they came to a clearing. Arte saw a small building, lights ablaze, hidden from the rest of the world by the trees. Mabel jumped out, threw him her car keys, and ran off, yelling over her shoulder, “Go inside. They know you are coming. I can’t come in until I’ve changed.” Then she faded into the night.

Arte walked up to the front door, which carried a well-polished brass plaque with the letters, “OOC.” He knocked on the door, which was opened by a Mr. Saferstein. When he told Saferstein who he was, he was indeed known and welcomed immediately.

As Arte looked around, he saw a large stage, extending out into the audience. There were small cocktail tables spread out around the area, with two seats at each table. With just 12 men and 12 ladies, Arte realized that no one had an obstructed view of the play. 

Saferstein approached him. “Mr. Johnson, may I talk with you a moment in private?” Not having anything better to do, Arte said, “Sure!” and followed Saferstein into a small men’s toilet near the stage. Once in, Saferstein bolted the door. He turned to face an obviously wary Arte Johnson. 

“Mr. Johnson,” Saferstein began, “I apologize. This is not the best of meeting rooms.” Johnson relaxed a little, once he figured out that Saferstein was not going to attack him. Then Saferstein proceeded to tell him a most incredible story.

“Since I am the oldest member here, I was asked to explain the purpose and actions of the OOC, which by the way means “Ostrich Owners Cabaret.” The idea for the Cabaret came the 1960’s during the era of “free love,” Hearing all about it on television and radio, some of the ostrich farmers around here began to desire a new lifestyle.   

Well, in most case, their spouses objected, so they started getting divorces. Each split was both ugly and financially ruinous. Seven of our wives, after losing 11 friends to divorce, had a meeting. At this meeting, they developed a proposal, which, just a few days later, they presented to their husbands.  It was an incredible proposal, which now has worked for 35 years. 

You see, Mr. Johnson, up here in the mountains, we are an isolated community. Everyone is needed to make our farms successful. So the women decided that each month, to avoid divorce, yet also keep their marriages exciting, one of them would present a sexual show on stage. There are just two ground rules for these shows, set by the women themselves: They must fuck and suck two different men while there, on stage. But most of the wives only wanted to put on such a show just once a year. So we went out and recruited five more couples. The Cabaret now has a full complement of 12 members, with a waiting list.   

Mabel and Harris Van Cliburn joined about six years ago. Harris got cancer and died two years ago. Mabel  

maintained her membership and gave a great widow’s show last year. Tonite, is Mabels night again and she wanted you here. We agreed, under the condition that I meet with you in this god-awful bathroom and secure your promise of secrecy.”

For a moment, Arte was stunned. It was one of the wildest stories he had ever heard. Saferstein quickly brought him back to reality. “I need you to sign these forms,” Saferstein said, “indicating that if you ever divulge any information you hear or see here, we can and will pursue legal remedies. And if you choose not to sign, fine, someone will escort you out of the building and you can make your own way home.”

Johnson signed. Saferstein put the papers in his pocket, then watched the lights flicker. “It looks like the show is about to begin.” He turned, unlocked the bathroom door and both men entered the theater.  

