
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The events in this story are true. I have written them down here almost verbatim, just as my 

good friend Zeudi Araya explained them to me. Whether you believe that a real-life, American 

hippopotamus could be found rampaging through the terminal at New York’s JFK Airport or 

not—or that there even is such a thing—is up to you. As for me, I’ll take my friend’s word for it. 

 

Hi. My name is Zeudi Araya and I am from Africa. East Africa. Eritrea, to be 

exact. But before you start picturing me as some barefoot village girl with a basket 

on her head, first you should know a little something about the country where I am 

from. 

If you ever happen to be sailing down the Red Sea and come across a little 

coastal country known as Eritrea, you may for a moment think you made a left turn 

at Tunis and wound up in Italy instead. You did not.  

The reason Eritrea feels so much like Italy is because between 1890 and 1941 it 

was widely colonized by Italians. The Italians not only brought with them Pasta, but 

Ribollita, Focaccia, Gelato too. Fifty years is more than enough time to make a 

lasting impression on any culture, and we Eritreans took to the Italians like 

Anchovies to Pizza. We especially liked the Espresso. 

The capital city of Asmara is, in fact, literally teeming with the architectural 

treasures of what was once known as the “Little Rome of Africa.” Like the art-deco 

of the Fiat Tagliero, and the Cinema Impero. Myself? My family and I lived in a 

two-story, fourteen-room villa in a gated community that was even nicer than the 

one I live in now in America. We lived well, with servants and even a chauffeur. And 

No, my father was not a tribal chieftain; he was the president of a bank. 

As for Eritreans themselves: most speak fluent Italian and are more likely to be 

found wearing Armani and Versace than a Dashiki or a Kaftan. In fact, sometimes 
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the only difference between an Italian and an Eritrean is perhaps the football team 

they’re rooting for. And No, it is not hot. It is cool. Los Angeles cool. 

Nestled along the Red Sea to the east, Eritrea borders Sudan to the north, 

Djibouti to the southeast, and Oh Yes, Ethiopia to the south. It is a small country, 

and as such has seen its share of bullying. None more so than from Ethiopia. 

So it was in the year 1961 that conflict came when Ethiopia annexed Eritrea, 

This didn’t sit well with Eritreans, and for the next thirty years there was war. 

Bloody war. African style. 

For as long as Eritreans could remember they had been civilized, and thus 

avoided those things that make Africa so horrifying. But now there were machetes 

and beheadings and mutilations, especially the kidnapping and rape of young women, 

who were in turn sold into slavery. By the time I was becoming a young woman, in 

the mid 1980s, my father decided to send my sister and me out of the country, to 

Italy. I was only twelve years old at the time; my sister just ten. 

We lived in Italy for several years—in Bologna, to be exact—with a family my 

father knew. For a year we even lived in Sweden. It was in the summer of 1988, 

however, that my father told me he had found us a permanent home. A permanent 

home? That’s when I knew we were never going back to Eritrea. My aunt had plenty 

of room and a big house in Queens, New York, USA, my father told me. Queens? It 

all sounded so regal. It was not. 

So it was off to America. Two little girls on their way to the land of milk and 

honey, where the roads were paved with gold and everyone was a millionaire. We 

had no idea at the time, even though we had spent most our lives in Africa and had 

never once seen a wild animal like a rhinoceros or an elephant, that we were about 

to find ourselves smack dab in the path of a charging hippopotamus.  

We touched down at New York’s John F. Kennedy Airport on August 8, 1988. I 

know: 8-8-88. My sister and I still laugh about that today. 

The place was so crowded, we had never seen anything like it. There were people 

selling hats and handbags, newspapers and umbrellas. Umbrellas? Why? Why so 

many umbrellas? Was it always raining in America?  

They were selling jewelry and watches and belts and dresses and sunglasses, and 

pretzels. I had never eaten a pretzel before (didn’t even know what it was), but boy 

did it smell good. They were shining shoes and selling everything that wasn’t tied 

down. It reminded me of the market square in Asmara. And then again, it did not. 
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Everybody was moving so fast. There were people yelling at each other, flailing 

their arms about and speaking in a language that sure didn’t sound like English to 

me. 

“What shall we do?” asked my sister. 

“Just don’t make eye contact,” I told her. “We don’t want to rouse the natives.” 

“I’m hungry,” said my sister. “Look at that man over there. He is selling 

something to eat. It smells good,” 

I looked closer and I could see the man was selling what he called Hot Dogs. Hot 

Dogs? I had heard a lot about America, but I had never heard that they eat dog. 

Then I looked closer and I could tell the man was Chinese. Okay, now it made sense. 

“We’re not eating anything until we find Auntie,” I told my sister. 

“But how are we going to find her in all this mess?” asked my sister. 

“We just have to fight through it,” I told her. “Like back when we left home.” 

“But Papa isn’t here,” said my sister. 

“I know,” I said, “this time we’re on our own.” 

We fought our way through the crowd, past bald men dancing around in bed 

sheets, past another man telling us that the world was coming to an end, and even 

past a tall Nigerian passing out cards for a dentist. The Nigerian made us nervous. 

Believe it or not, Nigerians are more alien to Eritreans than they are to Americans, 

and this one looked particularly menacing. Maybe he worked for a dentist; maybe he 

did not. Maybe, in fact, he sold young girls into slavery. 

We ran away from that Nigerian as fast as we could, directly into a sea of 

people and were promptly swept away by the current. When we were spat out the 

other side, we came face to face with an organ grinder and his monkey. His monkey?  

It was in fact a Capuchin monkey, and its name was Giuseppe. Of course. The 

man said his name was Giorgio. Ah, Giorgio. An Italian. But when I started speaking 

Italian to him, he just looked at me kind of funny. He told me he was not from Italy, 

but from West 127th Street, whatever that meant. He said his family was from 

Italy, however. Good enough for me. 

He asked me where we were from, and how an African girl came to speak such 
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fluent English. Italian, too. Long story, I told him, as Giuseppe, the monkey, 

proceeded to climb on top of me. How strange to see a monkey right here in 

America, I thought. That was nothing compared to what I was about to see next. 

The first thing I noticed was the ground shaking. Not a fast, erratic shaking, 

like in an earthquake, but a slow, Boom Boom Boom: like King Kong was coming. Close. 

Next thing I know, the crowd is dispersing and what’s left of it is parting down 

the middle like the Red Sea. That Boom Boom Boom is getting closer and I seem to 

be the only one who doesn’t have enough sense to get out of the way. 

Then, I see it. I can’t tell exactly what it is at first, yet it’s moving slowly but 

surely in my direction. Then, just as it is bearing down on me, it stops. It roars and 

opens its mouth wide. It’s the biggest animal I ever saw. It must weigh at least a 

ton. Two! And it’s carrying a Louis Vuitton purse strapped over its shoulder. It’s 

wearing a wig: Hot Pink. In one hand it has a hamburger, as big as a pizza pie; in the 

other, a gigantic soft drink: five liters if it’s a cubic centimeter. It roars at me 

again, but I can’t move. I am frozen there. It has purple toenails, too. 

Suddenly the organ grinder grabs me and pulls me out of the way. If he hadn’t, 

there’s no telling what might have happened to me next. That great big, pink-wig-

wearing, handbag-toting, purple-toenailed beast then stops right in front of me, on 

its way by, and roars again. I was lucky to be alive. 

“What kind of thing is that,” said my sister. 

“That, little girl,” said the organ grinder, “is an American Hippopotamus. 

Otherwise known as: Lake Cow Bacon.” Even though the organ grinder wasn’t a real 

Italian, still I felt safe in his presence. 

“Are there any more?” said my sister. 

“Oh, yes,” said the organ grinder, “they are everywhere.” 

My sister moved over behind me. 

“Don’t be afraid, little girl,” said the organ grinder. “Just don’t approach them 

when they’re eating. Or get in the way of their feeding troughs.” 

“Where is that?” I asked him. 

“Is easy to spot,” he said. “Just look for the two big golden arches.” 
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The organ grinder was right. Our aunt finally picked us up and when we got out 

into America we saw hippos everywhere. Water buffalo, Rhinoceros, Elephants too. 

Even the occasional Walrus. 

America was nothing like I imagined it; but one thing was sure: Everything was 

big. Especially the food. Those Hot Dogs were the size of baseball bats. 

Hamburgers were as big as Mexican sombreros, and soft drinks were served in five-

gallon drums. 

I guess I shouldn’t have been that surprised. They used to have hippos in 

Europe, you know. Thirty thousand years ago. Syria and Israel, too. I guess they 

didn’t have access to enough food there, and like so many others made their way to 

America. 

All in all, we came to love America, but were always careful with what we ate, 

and how much we drank, lest we ourselves turn into American Hippos too. And we 

watched out wherever we went, for the number of hippo sightings and hippo attacks 

was forever on the rise. After all, more people in Africa are killed every year by 

hippos than any other animal. The same thing could easily happen in America. 

We never dared visit the Louisiana swamp, or come across Robert Broussard; 

and we made damn sure never to pass beneath the golden arches. If you don’t want 

to become an American hippo yourself, you’ll do the very same. 

 

American Hippo is the latest in the Flashbytes series from worst-selling author 

Philip Loyd. Not to be confused with award-winning author Sarah Gailey’s novella of 

the same name, Loyd should also never be mistaken as an award-winning author. 

Loyd’s version, unlike Gailey’s, has nothing to do with real hippopotami.  

------------------------------------------------------------------------------------ 

What are Flashbytes? Catering to today’s ADD masses, Flashbytes are complete 

stories in 5 minutes or less.  

Flashbytes are perfect for those brief outbreaks of mental awareness. Read 

Flashbytes while you’re waiting at the doctor’s office, the DMV, even dropping a 

deuce. After all, most songs last 5 minutes or less; why not treat your brain instead? 

 

Get Fresh Flashbytes at 

http://realflashbytes.com 
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Philip Loyd loves fat chicks and cheap beer, though not necessarily in that 

order. He has worked for Forbes and McGraw Hill, both times running for 

his life as if waking up from a nightmare. His dream is to one day move to 

Hollywood, dig up Hank Chinaski, and take home a Razzie. Until then, he 

lives with his mom in Dumbass, Texas. http://PhilipLoyd.com 

 


