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PRAISE FOR

MONKEY DANCING

“Glick’s engaging book, Monkey Dancing—part memoir, part travel writing, part environmental study—follows the three Glicks’ day-to-day thrill and turmoil as they make their way around the globe and, in doing so, come to see the world they inhabit, as well as each other, in a new light. . . . [A] rich narrative . . . ”

—Los Angeles Times

 



“[A] touching, moving story of a most resilient lot....”

—Chicago Tribune

 



“[A]n inspiring globe-trotting road trip with a personal and environmental agenda . . . definitely an armchair trip worth taking.”

—Seattle Post-Intelligencer

 



“Glick’s journalistic background informs his odyssey with a sense of scholarly urgency . . . even the most dangerous encounters are leavened by Glick’s mordant sense of humor . ..”

—New Yorker

 



“[An] unusual, superbly written and deeply human story of their travels is a consistently rewarding odyssey . . . The book is striking both as travelogue and personal drama. Even readers who lack the author’s raging wanderlust will long to encounter unfamiliar cultures and witness firsthand the tigers of Nepal, the Javan rhinos of Vietnam and the orangutans of Borneo.”


—Publishers Weekly (starred review)


 



“Big-hearted, pleasingly fitful narrative of the kind of journey that scours the soul of its karmic gunk.”


—Kirkus Reviews 


 



“[A]n adventurous tour to exotic locales . . . but more important, it’s a journey of personal discovery—and healing . . . Glick understands the poetry of wild places. And he has a finely tuned anger when they’re threatened.”

—USA Today

 



“a poignant, affirming, ultimately courageous book.”

—Audubon Magazine

 



“[An] inspiring memoir.”

—Child Magazine

 



“Monkey Dancing stayed with me long after I finished reading the book. It haunted me, tracking me down with its images of a tiny tribe traveling around the world with grief and awe as their companions. What I realized was this: I fell in love with the children and their father—half lost, half found—fleeing the broken shards of family. Dan Glick, with his son and daughter, traveled for all of us, witnessing beauty in times of terror, bringing home a story of courage and commitment within ‘all our relations’.”


—Terry Tempest Williams, author of Refuge and Leap


 



“Warm and funny and deeply moving, this memoir of a father and two children at loose in the world’s wild places is a work of astonishing wisdom. Daniel Glick writes with courage and honesty, and Monkey Dancing is an inspiration for every father who has ever found himself in a place he never expected.”


—Tess Gerritsen, author of The Apprentice







ALSO BY DANIEL GLICK

Powder Burn: Arson, Money, and Mystery on Vail Mountain
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Kolya and Zoe taking an elephant bath in the Rapti River, Nepal.






To Kolya and Zoe 
for teaching me how 
to monkey dance


 




To Zoe and Kolya’s mother 
for the incomparable gift 
of their spirit made flesh







Perhaps it’s my natural pessimism, but it seems that an awfully large part of travel these days is to see things while you still can.

BILL BRYSON,

In a Sunburnt Country
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Nel mezzo del cammin di nostra vita 
Mi ritrovai per una selva oscura 
Che la diritta via era smarrita


 




In the middle of life’s journey 
I found myself in a dark wood 
Where the straight path was lost




DANTE,

The Divine Comedy






AUTHOR’S NOTE

Out of respect for my ex-wife’s privacy, I have given her a pseudonym and have remained vague about where she has moved. This is my version of the story, not hers.

With the exception of one set of characters you will meet (and immediately understand why they would not want their names to be used), all events and names in this book are real. In a literary world filled with blurring lines between fiction and nonfiction, I have tried to remain faithful to my journalism school ideals: “Facts” are presented after consulting with multiple sources, and events are recorded through the imperfect but well-intentioned eye and ear of the trained observer.

This book is, however, both a work of journalism and a personal narrative. The nature of the more personal material means that this trained observer’s eye is unavoidably skewed at times. In certain cases, especially the events around my brother’s illness and death, I took no notes and am relying completely on my memory and the memories of family members. Emotion and time unavoidably cloud those recollections.






PROLOGUE

A FREE TRIP AROUND THE WORLD
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The author, Kolya, and Zoe, jumping into the Sekonyer River, Borneo.


IN THE MIDDLE of the night, after my daughter Zoe woke me for the third time because she was afraid of the snakes, I wondered, not for the first time, whether this trip had really been such an inspired idea. Earlier, Zoe had been complaining about leeches, and before that mosquitoes, and it dawned on me that unless you were raised in the rainforest, accustomed to strangler figs and spiders the size of gerbils, Borneo was a pretty forbidding environment. For a nine-year-old girl reared in suburban Colorado, this place looked downright menacing. My thirteen-year-old son Kolya, also awakened by his sister, didn’t help things when he authoritatively informed Zoe that, since she was the smallest mammal among us, any predator would obviously eat her first.

I shot Kolya a venomous look that temporarily silenced him and reassured Zoe that it was unlikely that snakes could board the 55-foot houseboat (called a klotok) where we were sleeping, moored on the banks of the Sekonyer River in southern Kalimantan. She wasn’t persuaded. Zoe knew the serpents were lurking. Heading upriver earlier that afternoon, past suffocating green jungle crawling  from riverbanks and proboscis monkeys hanging from trees like misshapen, mischievous fruit, we’d noticed a sudden movement in the water. Peering ahead, we felt certain it was a crocodile. We were wrong. The animal’s head, although almost as big as a crocodile’s, belonged to a 20-foot-long python with a body circumference only slightly smaller than my thigh. We gaped with disbelief as the python disappeared into the murky water, leaving deceptively minor ripples.

As the ripples receded, we became especially attentive to other motions in the silty ribbon of river that carried us deeper into the jungle. I felt acutely aware of the reassuring diesel engine chug that muted the unfamiliar and suddenly ominous chirps and creaks and rustles emanating from the overgrown banks. We moved forward from the deck, shaded by a blue plastic canopy jerry-rigged on metal poles, and positioned ourselves on the bow like sentries. Within five minutes, we spotted another serpentine motion in the river and glimpsed a much smaller bright green reptile with a classic triangular-shaped head, slithering with startling speed toward the port-side shore: a pit viper, one of the world’s most poisonous snakes.

I held Zoe’s hand, tried to convey my amazement rather than fear. In the space of five minutes we had seen proboscis monkeys, with their bulbous, clown-like noses, a species that didn’t live anywhere else on the planet—as well as a python and a pit viper. This was what it was all about for me, heading upriver into Heart of Darkness territory with my two children—a voyage to the headwaters of grief, loss, and—who knows?—possibly even the source of healing and grace after such momentous transitions in our lives.

Dual tragedies had propelled the three of us into orbit: my older brother’s sudden death from cancer, and the departure of their mother, my wife, after our wrenching divorce. The weight of those losses accompanied us as surely as our backpacks filled with shorts, underwear, Game Boys, guidebooks, traveler’s checks, portable CD players, DVDs, mosquito netting, bug spray, asthma medicine,  malaria pills, antibiotics, extra passport pictures, my laptop, and Kolya’s skateboard.

After a treacherous passage through the past few years, a long, open-ended journey had beckoned to me like a Siren’s song. Hitting the road had always served me in times of transition as an entrée into a reflective trance, as a tool of personal reinvention, as literal and metaphorical escape. For much of my life, I had sought psychic salve in the thrill of discovery amidst wild, unfamiliar places and among unpredictable traveling companions. Borneo certainly qualified as wild and unfamiliar, and my two children effortlessly supplied the unpredictability.

Still, I feared that my reflexive tendency toward flight might somehow backfire in my current circumstances. I couldn’t even be sure that my trusted traveling muse would pull me from my current chasm of the soul. I certainly couldn’t predict what the wild and unfamiliar might do for my two kids in their shell-shocked state. In setting out on this journey, I knew my children and I would encounter both fear and amazement, the inevitable result of exchanging quotidian sureties and the comforts of routine for bumpy bus rides and motorcycle taxi rides and elephant-back rides and the incessant buzzing of mosquitoes in gecko-squawking tropical nights.

What I didn’t know was what kind of inner journey we would all take. Here on the Sekonyer River, Kolya had descended into a withdrawn, contentious teen funk. Zoe had entered her own Heart of Darkness territory, portentous and terrifying. For her, this part of the trip was an odyssey to the archetypes of fear, to a motherless land of poisonous snakes and voracious jungle animals that make little girls disappear without a burp.

Instead of liberating ourselves from the daily reminders of our losses, I wondered, would we all come unmoored completely in these unfamiliar and fearsome settings? Was I being selfish beyond all measure? Had I already pushed the kids too far?

That night, after Zoe had finally been coaxed to sleep by the  houseboat’s lapping lullaby, I worried about the kids’ ability to cope with the stress of such an unfamiliar place. No matter how much grown-ups extol kids’ adaptability when we change their routines to accommodate our jobs or our upwardly mobile dreams or our divorces, children are the most reactionary of all creatures. If I so much as cut up Kolya’s French toast horizontally rather than diagonally when he was four, he would wail as if I had knocked him off his booster. Even entering his teens, he’d eat the same bowl of cereal every morning, spend every afternoon learning to kick-flip his skateboard, pass every weekend evening with as many friends as could gather in front of a Sony Playstation.

I knew this, knew that molding this routine—the Cheerios mornings, the Friday night popcorn and videos at home, the bedtimes and reading times and Saturday morning chores—was all-important as the three of us rearranged our lives. Traipsing around the world, then, where the unfamiliar became commonplace, suddenly seemed like folly rather than the dazzling idea I had imagined.

Here we were in Borneo, where we had come to see the orangutans of Tanjung Puting National Park, two months into our five-month around-the-world odyssey. I had constructed only the basic thread of an itinerary, which was to take the kids to visit a few of the planet’s great ecological wonders that were in danger of disappearing as the consequence of human development. Already the three of us had completed a five-day “walkabout” on an Australian rainforest island, shooed five-foot-long lace monitor lizards away from our tent site, spotted several rare and endangered cassowary birds, scuba dived and snorkeled off the Great Barrier Reef, and climbed the highest mountain in Bali, among other adventures. There were months yet to come, however, including more jungle treks in Vietnam and Nepal, surreal border crossings into Cambodia, and, although we didn’t know it yet, the even more surreal events of September 11, 2001, still two weeks away, that changed the tenor of the whole world.
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As with any relationship that falls apart, in a marriage it’s almost impossible to point to a moment where the unraveling began, which thread caught on which nail and hooked the fabric, so that the next tug and the tug after continued until the inevitable disintegration. So many marriages fail, but they all seem to fail for different reasons—a particular combination of childhood wounds, grown-up disappointments, and maybe even karmic predisposition, unique to each couple.

Rebecca and I, happily married for fifteen years with two great kids, had watched smugly as our friends struggled, separated, and split up, never dreaming we might join the ranks of the divorced. We had always enjoyed the kind of marriage that, if tested in a reality-TV show with our married peers, would have been voted “least likely to break up.” The cameras would follow us into our bedroom, voyeurs would see that after seventeen years of living together, we still told stories about our day, about our kids, laughing so hard the toothpaste slush squirted on the mirror, finding passion in our familiar bodies, tenderness in each other’s touch.

When the marriage did disintegrate, we at least had a slightly unusual way of cleaving apart. Yes, she fell in love with somebody else, a story as old as dirt, but that somebody else was another woman, which seemed a novel, fin de siècle, Baby Boomer, post-feminist way of going about calling it quits. Even in the face of a potential change in sexual orientation, we didn’t give up easily and spent a year or more trying hard to trim the wayward threads and hold the marriage together: marriage therapy, a reconciliation after the first affair, a promise and sincere effort to break new ground. But slowly, inexorably, our marriage, our family as we knew it, came apart.

We both sensed the confusion in our kids. They had certainly seen their friends’ parents in the active stages of breaking up, heard about the fights and the lawyers and the confusion. Our kids obviously felt a little like I did: How could their parents, who always appeared so happy, divorce? Didn’t we start our marriage with a  three-year honeymoon traveling around Asia, hadn’t we just taken adventurous trips to Pakistan and Costa Rica together? Kolya and Zoe knew the creation myth of their parents’ relationship like an ancient Greek child knew about Earth and Sky and Zeus and Athena: how I had met Rebecca while wearing black tights in a modern dance class when we were both undergraduates at UC Berkeley; how I had come home that day and told my younger brother Steve that I had met the mother of my children. How it came to pass that we were married and the kids were born, wanted, and loved. And they saw that it was good.

Like their dad, they wondered how it had all unraveled so fast.

And like their dad, they had to figure out how to make sense of their lives again.

 



 



Confusion or no, Rebecca pronounced the marriage dead, and when one person comes to that conclusion it’s a decision for two. Or in this case, four. After we split, our lives took even more unexpected turns. When Rebecca left, I assumed that we would become another of the ubiquitous couples who, after a predictable period of being insufferable toward each other, find a modus vivendi to pass the kids back and forth to each other’s houses on alternating weeks. In time, we would accommodate each other to allow for a special weekend away with the new boyfriend/girlfriend, to attend a workshop or a class reunion or a ski trip with old friends.

I was completely surprised, then, when she informed me she planned to move to the West Coast. “You know, you can’t take the kids if you move there,” I told her, armed with a vague notion of Colorado law that made me think that she couldn’t move out of state with the kids simply in order to move in with her new lover, whatever the gender.

She surprised me again. “I know. I’m moving there anyway.”

Then I panicked. Her living at that distance would preclude, among other things, the possibility of her picking the kids up from  school if they fell ill in the middle of the day while I went on an assignment for Newsweek, where I worked as a roving Rocky Mountain correspondent. How was I supposed to make a living covering breaking news from Montana to New Mexico with a seven-year-old and an eleven-year-old at home?

And so I “got the kids.” Given all the possible choices and creative alternatives that parents come up with in the divorce-crazy times we live in, I never thought that Kolya and Zoe would live with me virtually full-time. In truth, I’m not sure I would have really enjoyed the unsettling week-on, week-off arrangement that so many couples have negotiated. Each time Zoe arranges a play date these days I ask, “Am I taking you to (fill in friend’s name here) mom’s or her dad’s?” Scattered around the kitchen on scraps of paper, I have written various friends’ vital information: mom’s home phone, her cell phone, at her boyfriend’s home, the dad’s home phone, cell phone, and his second wife’s work phone and cell phone as well. We, too, are members of the new American family, needing a dictionary of terms that extends beyond half-brother and stepsister to include, for example, the niece of my ex-wife’s live-in girlfriend, or my girlfriend Tory’s brother’s male partner.

Rebecca and I first separated a little more than two years before this trip, in the spring of 1998. At first we traded off weeks staying at a friend’s house while the kids remained in their own rooms in our family home. Then, for six months while we sorted out the divorce, Rebecca sublet a house two doors down from me. We conducted a week-on, week-off trade, with the kids free to roam back and forth between the two houses to pick up forgotten homework and favorite sweaters. We even managed, by the end, to be civil enough for me to visit her house and watch Monday Night Football with Kolya on the rental house’s cable, since I didn’t have television reception.

Then she moved to the West Coast.

Then I subscribed to cable.

The process of becoming a single parent became an odyssey,  and it still is. During most of the marriage I had been the sole wage earner, and the Ward and June Cleaver overtones of our lives had amused us at times. Neither of us had ever imagined such a stereotypical existence when we married, a month before Rebecca’s twenty-third birthday, when I was twenty-seven. After three years of Asian travels together, including a year’s stint as English teachers in Japan, we arrived home, unemployed. I enrolled in a journalism master’s program at Berkeley, dreaming of becoming a foreign correspondent, and Kolya was born during my first year of journalism boot camp. My postgraduate internship miraculously turned into a job in Washington, D.C., as a Newsweek correspondent in 1989. Suddenly, I felt like the Tom Hanks character in the movie Big, a kid masquerading as a grown-up, flying on Air Force One and scribbling furiously on a notepad when President Bush the First came back to chat up the captive reporters. For nearly six years I was based in D.C., wore a coat and tie, rode the train to work a block from the White House, and arrived home just in time for a late dinner.

During those years, just before and after Zoe was born and while Kolya was a toddler transforming into a kindergartner, Rebecca admirably discharged the dual duties of full-time mom and part-time student earning a master’s degree in education. The division of labor generally adhered to traditional lines, although I tried to be a sensitive New Age dad. I happily played with Kolya when I came home from work, helped with dinner and dishes, and became the designated toilet cleaner. I would feel like a hero when I gave Rebecca a break and took Kolya to the park on Sunday afternoons, sitting on a bench reading the Washington Post while he played on the swings.

Rebecca held down the fort in every way. She researched the preschools, kept track of the doctors’ appointments, the immunizations, the kids’ friends’ birthday party gifts, my family’s birthdays and Christmas presents, and most of the sundry niceties and necessities of keeping a household of four together. Her work was especially  grueling when I served the cruel master of weekly deadlines and wouldn’t see the kids awake for two days at a stretch, or when I departed on open-ended assignments.

“Oh, by the way, darlin’, I have to go to Haiti today with the troops. Don’t know when I’ll be back. I’ll call when I can. Don’t wait up.”

Like most couples, we split the remaining chores according to inclination, disinclination, or expertise. She balanced the checkbook, I fixed the plumbing. She cooked for our potlucks on weekends with friends, I filled in health insurance forms. She took care of car repairs, I did the ironing. It seemed like we held down more than two full-time jobs between us, but we both worked hard and felt morally superior to our friends who employed nannies to raise their children or relied on electronic babysitters. We didn’t even own a functioning television, preferring reading time with Mom and Dad, games, made-up stories, and big-bed wrestling matches to the one-eyed time-stealer.

How, then, did I end up here, with their formerly full-time mother a thousand miles away, me dragging Kolya out of groggy sleep for middle school in the dark, making his breakfast, filling out field trip forms, double-checking to see if the orthodontist’s appointment was today or tomorrow? Coaxing him out the door just in time to awaken Zoe for the winter morning ritual of cooking hot cereal, asking her exactly what she wanted in her lunch, reminding her to ask her friend what she wanted for her birthday gift for this Saturday’s party? Wondering what to make for dinner, would there be just enough milk for tomorrow’s breakfast, did I really have to attend the soccer club’s annual meeting, how come I just washed the dishes last night and it already looked like the kitchen had been assaulted by a Class V hurricane?

At times I worked myself into a homicidal rage, blaming every indignity of my current life on Rebecca’s departure, every Kolya and Zoe meltdown on the psychological trauma of being maternally abandoned. I felt confounded by the complexities of raising a girl who would begin wearing a bra in fourth grade and overwhelmed  by the challenge of shepherding a punk-rocking teenage boy through high school. I didn’t see how I could learn to become a respectable single dad, earn a living, and simultaneously keep the household running. It was too much.

I had always appreciated single mothers, I reminded myself.

But never enough.

 



 



As our marriage unraveled, an even more destructive personal storm brewed elsewhere. My older brother Bob, an emergency room doctor in rural northern California, found a suspicious lump in his breast a few months after Rebecca and I separated. We could barely conceive of the worst, since breast cancer in men is so rare. The bump was surely a sports injury, we thought, another bump or bruise or break or tear from Bob’s jockish insistence on playing basketball with men twenty years his junior.

Then came the biopsy and the dreadful diagnosis. He had surgery, four rounds of chemotherapy, and was told he had a 90-plus percent five-year survival rate because the cancer hadn’t spread very far. Then, less than a year after the surgery, he lost weight inexplicably and learned from a bone scan that he only had a few months to live.

I spent more time with him in the last year of his life than I had collectively in the previous twenty years. Despite the fact that we considered each other to be close friends and confidants, I had to face the fact that I hadn’t always been there for him. While he had suffered through a destructive first marriage and nightmare divorce, I had often been unavailable, pursuing my self-absorbed travels or, later, my career. As his breast cancer progressed and I dropped everything to be with him, another question leered at me, tearing at my personal myth of fraternal closeness: Had I even been a good enough brother?

On January 14, 2001, Bob was gone, one year to the day after a Boulder County judge formally certified the end of my marriage.
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My two children and I were tenuously recovering from these back-to-back January shocks when I saw a news article on coral reefs proclaiming that nearly half of them would die within my lifetime. The headline underscored what I already knew: that life forms were vanishing from this planet faster than you can say “Charles Darwin.” In that moment, tragedy mixed with promise, and I decided it was time to take the kids to see a few of these wonders before they were gone.

“Before they’re gone” became my mantra for this trip—with a triple entendre. The first, literal meaning directed me to show Kolya and Zoe this planet’s amazing animals and environments before overpopulation, poverty, global climate change, pollution, and development maimed or destroyed them. The global devastation of wild places during my lifetime mirrored my other losses, touching me no less profoundly. In my years of traveling to where the wild things still are, I had experienced the magic of watching moose graze at sunrise near my backcountry campsite. I had felt the frisson of danger sizzle my neck hairs while horseback riding in grizzly country. I had internalized the pure spiritual wonder of red-tinged sunrays streaming from thunderclouds like a holy writ, while an autumn breeze brushed past like a whisper of God’s breath. The cumulative effect, I realized, was that I had fallen in love with my planet.

My kids, raised on flashes of music videos and DSL Internet downloads, had only the barest suburban inklings of the natural world that I clung to as my spiritual core. Perhaps I could help them make a deeper connection during this trip. After all, I had spent much of my journalism career covering national and international environmental issues; I had the background and contacts to bring global environmental issues into Kolya’s and Zoe’s consciousness.

The trip’s second goal instructed me to seize this otherwise inglorious personal transition and use it to spend time with my children before they left my reconfigured single father’s nest. In the  fall Kolya would start eighth grade and Zoe fourth, and I could already tell they would become fledglings too soon. I wanted to get to know them; I wanted them to know me. I wanted to forge a new family of three using adventure as our crucible.

Lastly, the big “before they’re gone” loomed especially large: after witnessing my brother’s untimely death at forty-eight, I knew viscerally that I possessed no guarantees regarding how long any of us would be around. Electing to do something drastic, I nominated an epic road trip.

I broached the subject with the kids in February, as the reality of Bob’s death sunk in like the winter darkness. “How would you like,” I said, putting on my best game show do-you-want-what’s-behind-door-number-two announcer voice, “A Free Trip Around the World!” After a bit of bafflement about what I was saying, they realized I was serious. Zoe waxed immediately enthusiastic. Kolya negotiated: Could we go surfing someplace along the way? “Why not?” I replied. Could he take his skateboard? “Sure.” They’d have to miss school, of course. Not a problem, or as we would later say, “no worries.” Did they want an Australia-Southeast Asia-Japan swing, or maybe go all the way around the world? Around the world won unanimously.

In mid-March, the idea sprouted wings. I investigated air tickets, researched ecological case studies, and became a walking “to do” list: rent the house, pack, clean, get immunizations, and arrange to pay all my bills online from Internet cafés in Sydney, Singapore, Phnom Penh, Kathmandu, and elsewhere. For several months I was adding two more items to the list for every one I completed. We shopped and negotiated for Game Boys (there would be long plane and bus rides), a laptop with DVD capabilities (there would be times when entertainment would be at a premium), electrical connectors and adapters, and beneath-the-shorts passport holders, and argued over essential items (no, Zoe, you will not need high-heeled boots on this trip). I arranged for insurance of all sorts to be shifted or canceled or altered or prepaid (I’ll need travel insurance—and if I  change our health insurance policy, will Zoe’s asthma be considered a preexisting condition?). At the last minute, I was still packing and cleaning while friends dropped by to run a vacuum or take out trash or just lend moral support.

Along the way, I collected little aphorisms that bolstered my decision to do something so rash. Like treasures found at each stop in a scavenger hunt, people offered them unsolicited. A friend who had been in the car as a child when his father had crashed it and died said, “When you come face to face with death, you realize that life isn’t endless.” While waiting in the dentist’s office for Kolya’s teeth cleaning, I found a book quoting Mark Twain, that wry wanderer: “Twenty years from now you will be more disappointed by the things you didn’t do than by the ones you did do. So throw off the bowlines. Sail away from the safe harbor. Catch the trade winds in your sails. Explore. Dream. Discover.” In another place, Goethe weighed in on the subject: “Whatever you can do, or believe you can, begin it. Boldness has genius, power and magic in it.”

The words resonated like a coach’s pep talk, countering the voices (some of them mine) asking what the kids would do about school, what I would do about work, why I was being so damned irresponsible, and whether I really planned to take the kids to Borneo, for Chrissakes? What would I do if they were lost, or if somebody stole Zoe from a toilet stall in the Ho Chi Minh airport, surgically altered her face, and sold her to a wealthy Bedouin on the black market? What if we all contracted dengue fever and yellow fever and rheumatic fever and malaria and dysentery and cholera and hepatitis A and B? How could I break the news to Rebecca?

 



Uh, Rebecca, hi, this is Dan. I’m calling from Saigon.

How are the kids?

Uh, well, Kolya’s doing fine. He’s growing like a weed. He likes the food here.

And Zoe?

That’s sort of what I’m calling about. Interpol’s on the case . . .

We threw a going-away party for ourselves with all our friends, a wild, tequila-laced bacchanalia, letting rip for the grown-ups, a group catharsis. “As soon as you leave, you know you’ll be a folk hero to all of us,” a musician friend told me, leaning on a margarita as the sun set over the Rockies from our back deck. I thought, yes, why not, we’ll become folk heroes! Let people tell tales of our exploits (posted on the Web, of course). Let them say they’d like to do the same thing someday, knowing they never will themselves. A friend approached me, serious. “I’ve been doing genealogical research, Dan,” he said, and I wonder why. “I found out you’re my father.” I looked at him blankly, not getting it. He helped me out. “You have to take me with you.”

 



 



Shortly after Rebecca and I separated, I began dating Tory. She and I had met through mutual friends on a backcountry ski trip, and after Tory heard that my wife and I had separated, she offered condolences as a veteran of an eleven-year marriage that went south. With alluring blue-green eyes and a knowledgeable guide’s compassion (Tory had divorced three years ahead of me), she offered a tantalizing diversion. After a single date, she told me she was moving to Idaho to become a wilderness ranger for the summer and invited me to come up and hike.

I smiled wanly and told her that wouldn’t be likely, given my single-dad status.

Three months after Rebecca and I separated, she and the kids visited her family in Maine for ten days. I had made plans to go backpacking with a buddy, but he canceled at the last minute because of an injury. I remembered Tory’s offer, called, and asked if I could still meet her. We backpacked in the Sawtooths and the White Clouds, then met on her days off in Jackson Hole to climb and frolick in the Tetons, where she had once been a rock-climbing search-and-rescue ranger. It felt fabulous to sense such a strong  attraction to her athletic body, to the smell of her thick, shoulder-length brown hair, to her grace and sleekness as we dove naked into mountain lakes. I wondered: Could there be life after Rebecca?

Maybe, but not so fast. Tory moved back to Colorado, and we continued to see each other. Over the next two years, I felt like an emotional cripple trying to limp up a rocky, tortuous path to a new relationship. I read books about rebound relationships (warning women never to date a man until he’s been divorced for a year) and concluded that I couldn’t move seamlessly from marriage to new relationship. A friend offered sage advice when I told him that Tory and I were having trouble getting on the same relationship page. “Of course you are,” he said. “You guys are in different time zones.”

So we struggled. Rebecca went AWOL, moving to the coast and calling the kids only infrequently that first year. I rarely wanted to leave the kids to go on dates with Tory, revolving my life around their schedules and not exactly being the most spontaneous and open partner. Bob’s sickness and death consumed whatever heart I had left.

Finally, when I started planning this trip with the kids, I told Tory that I would need to head off as a single dad, as a single man.

Then I wanted her to come along.

Then I didn’t.

Then I wanted her to come along for part of the time.

I was maddening.

Just weeks before leaving, I proposed a thoroughly uncomfortable compromise: I would leave with the freedom of a single man, but she would join us in Bali six weeks into the trip. We were both free in the meantime, but we held hopes that we could be together during the trip and beyond.

It was wildly unrealistic and, from my point of view, completely necessary.

From Tory’s point of view, it was simply unrealistic and painful.

What I needed more than anything was this: the illusion that I  was single, carefree, flirtatious, and available. My relationship with Rebecca had lasted seventeen years, and I had moved almost immediately into another monogamous relationship with Tory. I didn’t trust it, couldn’t discern if I was turning to Tory out of loneliness and fear or had truly found a too-lucky-to-believe new love. I needed to rediscover who I was again, not who I was in relationship with a woman. I wasn’t at all sure whether, or when, I’d be ready to enter into another pairing.

 



 



The day before we left, I gathered the kids into a circle with me in my bedroom with a picture of Bob in the center. It is a difficult picture to look at, taken months before he died. He is braced on a walking stick, his hair and beard grown back thick but his legs skinny, his face thin but not yet gaunt. But he is dying in the picture, I can see that now. I reminded Kolya and Zoe of what I had said at Uncle Bob’s memorial service: People who die live on in the memories of those who loved them. In many ways, Bob’s death had inspired this trip, and I wanted to take a moment with the kids to dedicate our trip to his memory. Kolya, teen and rebellious about anything that seemed New Age (he called it “ooga-chucka”), still grasped my offered hand and took Zoe’s when I offered it with a nod. Zoe held my hand and her brother’s, looking solemnly at each of us in turn.

We stood for a moment, spontaneous tears welling together, our circle of three, and lit some candles.

To Bob, then.

To us.

 



 



I arranged with the kids’ schools to bring math homework, to make sure they read, and to have them write regularly in trip diaries. In an attempt to habituate them to journaling, I compelled them to  write a pre-trip entry at my parents’ house in California a few days before we left for Australia.

Kolya’s enthusiastic first entry:
This is making me pretty pissed off, I hate writing for no reason, and my dad is being such a dick about it, god. I know I’ll love looking back on this, but I just don’t want to right now. I am ok with writing in this journal, I even want to, because I’ll love it when I’m older, but it might be a problem for me to write in it on a day to day basis. This is a pretty important entry in my dad’s opinion, so I’m gonna simmer down and write how I am feeling about leaving.

Right now, we are with the whole family up in Tahoe. We only have a few more days up here until we go down to San Francisco. From there, we head off in to the wild blue yonder, never to set foot on American soil for another five months. As of right now, I am nothing but excited to get going. We travel a lot, and its not a big deal to be away for a week, so I am fine right now, but I know I’ll start missing home soon enough.

Australia is a place that I have always wanted to go, so this makes me even more excited right now. When my dad very first mentioned that we could go on a trip all of us, around the world,

I was super psyched, I had heard all kinds of stories from my mom and dad’s travels, as well as the travels of my dad in Africa with grandma and grandpa. But I had no idea that we would actually go, so when he asked I just decided to say yes for the time being, thinking that my dad was just blowing off steam.

Somewhere around one month after he had originally mentioned it, he brought it up again. Zoe and I were so surprised that he still had the idea, so we actually took him a little more seriously than the last time. This time, I had just come in from a fun day skating with Sam, Ben, and Michael, so the thought of going away for an extended period of time seemed out of the  question. My overall message to him from this discussion was that I didn’t want to go, but if we had to, only for the last 2 months of summer. That way I got some fun and I also got to play football that next season. I was still fairly confident that this was still one of those things that he would “grow out of,” so I still wasn’t too worried.

By April or so, my dad had talked enough about this that I realized this was a big enough mid-life crisis that he might actually follow through. At this point, I said forget it to football and set another limit of being home for Christmas. I tried as hard as I could to sound like there was no budging on this part for me, but then again, I had tried to do it for the football thing too and maybe I would change my mind again.

To skip forward in time a little bit, when the school year was over, my dad had bought the tickets, so we were going for sure. I had the best month of my life in that little lapse of time between school being out, and us leaving on the trip, which made it about ten times harder to leave. I was pretty pissed, and if I had had the power I might have cancelled, but I didn’t, so I couldn’t.

The goodbye between me and most of my friends was pretty awkward, it consisted of a “see ya later man”, and a hi-five. I was still pretty excited at this time, but whenever I thought about how long I was gonna be gone, I was a little nervous.

The day before I left, I was talking with Sam. We were talking about the trip, and Sam said “Dude, there is no way that you are going to last the whole five. Either your dad is gonna get too fucking fed up with you and Zoe, or one of you is gonna get some kind of nasty ass disease, and you’ll have to come home. I would bet money on it.” This had never occurred to me before, and I thought about betting him, but it made too much sense at the time.

I wonder if we will make it the whole five months, that’s a long time.





Zoe, a few days later:

 



My Around the World Trip

My uncle was sick, he had breast cancer. Everyone in my family was sad. We visited him now and then, but mostly we stayed home. After a cople of months we thought he was better, but it was spreading worse and worse into his bones. We didn’t know until it was too late. He took some medicine, but a few months later he died. One day my dad had a strange feeling, he came up to us and said “hey kids wanna take a trip around the world?” Next thing I knew I was on the plane to Australlia.
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PART 1

THE FIRST MONKEY DANCE

[image: 009]


Kolya swinging from a lawyer vine, Hinchinbrook Island, Australia.






SOMETHING UNPREDICTABLE


WE WINGED our way west and south, San Francisco to Sydney, thirteen hours in a flying aluminum can, the kids playing Game Boys and waiting for their chicken Caesar salads to arrive in our business-class accommodations. To start the trip with pure frivolousness, I posted 13,000 hard-earned miles as bond (we did earn them flying back and forth to California to be with Bob, after all) and upgraded the first leg of our round-the-world coach tickets. At the airport, in our first small-world experience, we met the counselor at Zoe’s school, who worked with kids like Zoe whose parents were getting divorced. Zoe proclaimed her amazement, we all felt a little excited by seeing a familiar face, the kids so jazzed and nervous, geared up for the adventure and struck by the magic of such a chance meeting.

I needed a little more frivolity again, even as I undertook this enormous responsibility of wrestling these two children around the planet. I realized I’d been overcompensating for being the only parent, going on overdrive to keep a semblance of order in the house, burned out trying to keep Rules and Boundaries and Routine for  the kids, and for myself. By the time I was into the second Bloody Mary proffered by the solicitous steward, I already didn’t care that Kolya began his meal by eating the cookie. Zoe fed me bites of chicken salad as she swayed to her headphones, and I stared out the window noticing that the plane couldn’t quite catch up with the sun. She dove giddily into a way-above-average fruit bowl, sprinkled with chunks of mango or papaya and pineapple. “We’re going to be plucking this stuff off the trees!” she exclaimed. I kissed her forehead, snuggled her into an embrace, felt smug embarking on such an amazing adventure.

Later, the foie gras consumed, the Côtes du Rhône imbibed, the filet mignon digesting, the port downed, I allowed myself a self-congratulatory pause. What a coup to begin this trip in the lap of luxury: Red Carpet waiting room, airline chairs reclining seven ways to heaven, video choices throughout the evening and night. We departed at just past 11 P.M., which, as we figured out, was sometime in the very early afternoon tomorrow in Australia. “This is as good as it gets,” the kids enthused to each other, even amidst the tension and fear of leaving friends, stuffed animals, and poster-plastered rooms behind. Zoe, with her travel pillow around her neck and earphones on, leaned over, kissed me, and enthused, “This is the life, eh?” Kolya nodded and offered a gang-like hand-wagging sign of approval.

I countered that they should remember this scene when we were stuck in some mosquito-infested swamp in Borneo.

They laughed.

We didn’t have to wait even until the plane landed for their exuberance to turn into vile, Jekyll and Hyde brother-sister torment. Somewhere in there, when the quarter of a Halcion I’d fed each of the kids wore off and they emerged, still before the sun, their anxiety took form not with simple fidgeting but in downright nastiness. “Dad, how come she’s soooooo stupid?” Kolya whined, when Zoe couldn’t figure out how to switch from video mode to video game mode on the personalized seat-back machines. “Just help her,  Kolya,” I replied, sighing, since I couldn’t figure it out, either. Zoe, understandably, doesn’t like being called stupid, and she exacted her piercing revenge at decibel levels that could have possibly interfered with the captain’s navigational instruments. Fellow travelers looked askance at me as if to ask, “Isn’t their mother around here somewhere?”

Now mothers, I’ve noticed, don’t have the corner on the market on eliciting good plane behavior from children of any age, but still I felt the onus of my single fatherhood prominently challenged by wayward glances—especially in our upgraded business-class seats. Ironically, the front page of USA Today distributed free in our class of service cataloged how business-class service wasn’t what it used to be, how the hoi polloi with too many frequent flier miles on their hands cashed them in and—God forbid—took their children with them. These first-class wannabes even had the temerity to wear shorts on the plane, confirmed by the fact that both Kolya and I were (apparently inappropriately) exposing our knees.

Kolya again questioned Zoe’s IQ in vicious tones, my bubble of self-satisfaction burst spectacularly, and we hadn’t even crossed the equator. Why, again, was I doing this? I thought about my own travel experiences, how important it had been in my life to see the incredible disparity between privilege and poverty and the relativity of everything. How much those trips had forged my connection to the natural world—during safaris to Tanzanian game parks to see cheetahs, while witnessing erupting volcanoes and howler monkeys in Costa Rica, by listening to the nocturnal scampering of reptiles in Death Valley’s sand washes in my native California.

My own wanderings, youthful and otherwise, had produced formative experiences of both hiding and seeking. I’d spent a year in East Africa as a kid, when, feeling both liberated and abandoned by my mother’s frequent work trips, Bob and I had pursued precocious exploits. In my teens, I headed off on hitchhiking forays into wilderness areas throughout the United States and Canada, beginning a lifetime of backcountry wanderings. Europe beckoned in my  early twenties, and I spent two years, on and off, kicking around the Old Country while I dropped out of college four times and postponed my career choice. Rebecca and I traveled for three years in Asia as newlyweds on a voyage of marital discovery and ongoing vocational uncertainty. Later, as a journalist, I had been on various reporting trips to Haiti, Pakistan, Siberia, France, Australia, and Mexico.

With this trip, I wanted my children to see and understand how they are blessed and favored by the luck of the cosmic draw, as I’ve been. I don’t know what effect these travels will have on them, but I am certain it will be profound.

 



It is 1967. I am eleven, Bob is just about to turn fifteen, and our youngest brother Stevie is nine. We are flying, first class, from California to New York to Frankfort to Tel Aviv to Rome to Cairo to Khartoum to Kampala, Uganda. Mom was hired by the Ford Foundation, part of her graduate-school dissertation research in education and linguistics, and she is taking all of us to Africa for a year. Dad takes a sabbatical from his medical practice, they pull us out of school before Christmas, we stop to see cousins in New York who think we’re developmentally disabled because we’ve never had gloves on before and can’t put the fingers in the right places. But we’re from California, we don’t know from cold in New York in December. They live in huge brick apartment complexes, thousands of people in each of them, nobody even glancing at each other in the elevator. I look around, incredulous, feeling like I want to wave my hand in front of some dour woman’s face and see if she’s alive. It is all so new. I feel already like I am in a foreign country.

We stop to see family in Israel. My dad’s first cousin married an Israeli man who owns an Alpha Romeo. We are driving very fast to go to a place, the Golan Heights, where there had just been a war or something. We see overturned Russian tanks, bunkers, barbed wire. When we stop to pee we are told not to wander, there are still live mines everywhere. We look over into Syria, those bastards, my uncle says. Bombing poor kids in the kibbutzes, they all have to play in little tunnels, which  sounds a little like fun to me. On the way home, we eat spicy sandwiches in pocket bread, and all around teeming marketplaces and people shouting in Hebrew and Arabic and wearing clothes with so many colors, scarves, headdresses.

We are traveling forever. I trace our path southward over the earth in an imaginary movie montage, can’t believe that I am now in Cairo, now in Khartoum, what evocative names, what exotic places! At home I have been looking at my globe, the countries with different colors and the oceans so big in between the continents. We arrive in Entebbe, drive the 60 miles to the capital, passing the equator—the equator!—on the way, marked by what seem to be pairs of enormous elephant tusks, and the mud huts and thatched roofs and children running naked and women with babies on their backs wrapped like papooses just staring at our car and us.

My brothers and I fight in the back seat.

 



We landed in Sydney, changed planes in a daze, and caught another plane to Cairns, in northeast Queensland. By the time we landed, hailed a cab to our hotel, and settled in, we had been traveling for twenty hours. While the clocks read mid-afternoon in Australia, our whacked-out bodies told us it was still yesterday in San Francisco. The kids really wanted to sleep, but I forced them to stay up, like a torture, until seven o’clock, resetting their circadian rhythms to our new time zone. I forcibly marched Kolya around the room at one point, and we managed somehow by playing cards and watching TV to make it past sunset, which, thankfully, came early because of the Southern Hemisphere winter. Zoe, too tired to understand my chipper explanation for the backward seasons Down Under, merely whimpered. Besides, it was warm outside, with palm trees. The collective assault was too much to take in.

As the sunset brought the kids blessed sleep, I replayed our first bipolar day, wild highs and crushing lows, the kind of day I knew would happen and yet so hard. Fatigue, transition, boredom, fear—all rolled up into one fight or another, the three of us going at it in  every conceivable mathematical combination: me vs. Kolya; me vs. Zoe; Zoe vs. Kolya; Kolya and Zoe vs. Dad; Kolya and Dad vs. Zoe; Zoe and Dad vs. Kolya. Zoe screamed and yelled and behaved inappropriately in public places. Even in the hotel room, she howled at Kolya’s tortures as if we were at home rather than on the eleventh floor of a resort hotel. Worried about being evicted, I lost it and screamed back.

I realized with almost adrenal fear that I no longer possessed my main parental disciplinary tools, the threats of “consequences”: no television or no sleepovers or no playing after school. I felt the way prison guards must feel when their charges are in for the duration, life without parole, maybe even death row. These kids had nothing to lose but their Game Boys, and removing that source of self-directed entertainment would inflict more hardship on me than it would on them. And they knew it.

I would need to be clever, patient, wise, forbearing.

I would yell a lot.

At that moment, I plunged once again into that great universal reservoir of parental patience, the magical pond that has allowed most of us to squirm through childhood and teenagerhood into adulthood without being strangled by our parents. I reminded myself that Kolya and Zoe were just thirteen and nine, and as different as two kids can be.

Kolya, fully engaged in puberty, now grows as he sleeps. Our shoes are the same size already, and by the end of the trip he will complain that mine, size eleven and a half, are too small for him. He is all about punk bands and skateboard videos, surreptitious Britney Spears sexual fantasies and budding rebellion, exacting about the food he will eat, opinionated about any subject he opines upon, and dismissive of any subject that doesn’t interest him. His blue eyes already draw adoring glances from teenage girls, but he doesn’t yet realize he’s going to be a looker. He wears his dirty blond hair short, buzzed tight on the sides, invariably covered by a backwards baseball cap.

Zoe, four full years his junior, with shoulder-length brown hair and brown eyes like her mother, exudes an energy so exuberant and expressive that people are drawn to her like a magnet. Her aunt once gave her a pink tutu Cinderella ball costume for Christmas, and Zoe wore it to school for most of the year, until she looked like the pre-ball Cinderella who still scrubbed fireplaces. Zoe will try most anything that is beyond her ken and pushing her capabilities. As a kid at the playground, Kolya would never try anything he couldn’t do, which is why I could read the paper while he played. Taking Zoe to the park, on the other hand, resembled a suicide watch: If she could climb up something, she was equally capable of jumping off. Now that she is a prepubescent with a penchant for cuss words and cosmopolitan pronouncements on fashion and style, I sometimes forget she has not yet hit ten years old.

After a rest day to let our bodies catch up a little, we picked up our new roving home: a rental Toyota Hiace camper van from a business with the cryptic Aussie name of Travellers Auto Barn, two “l’s” and no apostrophe. It’s a basic model, smaller than a VW van, with just enough room in the front seat for Zoe to squeeze in between Kolya and me, now driving on the right side of the car and the left side of the road.


We just got our camper van in Cairns. It’s decent, but certainly not great. It has everything that we need: a fridge, beds to sleep three people, an oven, a stove, and a table. The bad parts of this is that the van is from like 1986 or something, and it’s pretty rickety, also, we have to sit three people up front all squished together, and there is no stereo besides a crappy FM radio, not even a tape player. All in all, it’s not too bad, and I’m sure I will live, as soon as Zoe stops crying so much.



We soon filled the cupboard with unfamiliar brand food we purchased at Woolworth’s, which we quickly learned to call “Woolies,” and began unearthing the van’s minor eccentricities. A hard right  turn overpowered the cupboard door catch, until we learned to wedge a backpack between the sink and the door. If we didn’t crank the refrigerator power to high while we drove, we would drain the battery that kept things cool overnight.

I had planned for our first leg to be a gentle introduction to the traveler’s way—nothing too challenging. We had our tortoise shell on wheels, people spoke English, okay Australian, and we would see kangaroo road kill and wallabies by our campsite and eat sausage rolls and fish and chips. Our first environmental stop on the itinerary would be to explore issues of the Great Barrier Reef region: where, as the tourist brochures promised, “the rainforest meets the reef.”

We began by heading toward Daintree National Park, the “tropical north” in mind-bending antipodal fashion. Zoe temporarily complained about being relegated to the middle seat, but Kolya really couldn’t fit there and even Zoe could see that. We settled in and drove up the coast on a beautiful July day, tropical green everywhere and a coastline that ends somewhere just south of Papua New Guinea. Suddenly a perfect song comes on the radio and we experience a sound-track-to-a-movie moment, with Green Day blaring “Good Riddance (Time of Your Life)” through the van’s cheap speakers at high volume—a song, remarkably, that we all know. We sang in unison, making our own road movie, passing through fields of sugarcane and coastal vistas, windows rolled down, warm Australian air infiltrating our nostrils and lungs and brain cells. I could imagine the camera panning, following the van down the highway, the cinematographer pulling back until we were a white speck in a vast sea of green, music filling the theater. We grinned wildly at the perfect, exhilarating sequence. Five months won’t be enough time, I thought. We could, we should, do this forever.

“Tell us an Uncle Bob story,” they begged, when the song ended and we cruised further north, sated with snacks and drinks and not needing to go to the bathroom or really end up anywhere at all except for wherever we would sleep tonight. Somehow they knew  how much Bob occupied my thoughts; they had witnessed how I had dropped everything to be with their uncle as he was dying. They didn’t know, couldn’t know, how much I struggled as I replayed scenes from our lives.

Kolya and Zoe want a Bob story, of course they do. We thrive on stories. Stories we tell, stories we hear.

After their mom and I separated, my family came through the way families are supposed to, and Uncle Bob in particular really rose to the occasion, calling up from California to talk, especially to Kolya. A few months before Rebecca pronounced our marriage irreconcilable, Bob had sent me a ticket to visit him on Super Bowl weekend, a fraternal attempt to use televised sports as communion during a time of crisis. Over that weekend he commiserated with me, having already been there: a classic California divorce, messy and tortuous and interminably expensive. I was so wrapped up in my marital trauma that it wasn’t until later that I realized that I had never sent him a ticket to watch a Super Bowl together after he and his wife parted ways. I wondered if he ever felt like I had abandoned him as he struggled to leave his unlovely marriage.

More than seven years had passed since his divorce, but he remained virtually estranged from his daughter and struggled painfully with his son. He wished he had good advice for me, he said, shaking his head at his own abject failure with his first family. In a miserable attempt to cheer me up, he told me that his second marriage was a godsend—which wasn’t exactly what I wanted to hear.

We watched the game in a tribal gathering, Bob and Steve and Dad and my nephews, but my heart wasn’t in the game even though my Broncos beat the hell out of the Falcons. Then, a few months after Super Bowl XXXIII, my wife of XV years moved out of the house. Before summer was over, she would relocate a thousand miles away, begin cohabiting with her new lover, and suddenly transform me into an ill-prepared full-time single dad of two decidedly spirited children.

Two months after Rebecca and I separated, Bob found the lump. 


Even after he had been diagnosed with breast cancer and had undergone surgery and chemo, starting a few months after Rebecca and I split, Bob would check in with Kolya regularly, having long conversations even when I wasn’t around. With me, Kolya had fallen into his natural, reserved and relatively expressionless state when it came to talking about Momma leaving or her becoming a lesbian or the divorce. Bob could joke with Kolya in a way nobody else could. The resemblance between the two of them was uncanny at times; both oldest sons, both athletic, both charismatic, both a little awkward in new situations, both gagging at the slightest hint of gristle on their meat.

When we first heard the news about Bob’s cancer being terminal, Kolya and I cried together in the living room, hugging without any hint of embarrassment from him, just devastation. When we visited for the last time, Bob could barely stand. I watched Kolya and his uncle embrace, both knowing they were saying goodbye, both unfathomably sad about what they would never be able to do together—all the games of catch and learning to drive and, eventually, the beers they might have shared watching the playoffs and holiday bowl games and SportsCenter.

An Uncle Bob story:

 



Bob and I are playing tennis on a clay court at Paraa Safari Lodge in northern Uganda. He can beat me of course, since he beats me at any sport that involves a ball, or running, or hand-eye coordination. But although I am three and a half years his junior, I am also tenacious, and he has fun toying with me as I run and dive and occasionally hit a shot that whizzes past him. He spots me a lead, usually I start serving at 30-love, but he still wins nearly every point, most every game, and certainly every set. The day is warm, sultry. We are in Uganda but we are just playing together, two brothers passing the interminable hours of childhood engaged in a game whose conclusion is foreordained.

Suddenly, we spot about half a dozen baboons approaching the chicken wire fence surrounding the court. We are amazed, amused, put  our rackets down to our sides and stare. The baboons stare back. We start to think about aping them, scratching ourselves, and involuntarily we each approach closer to the net, closer to each other. The baboons are bigger the closer they get, and we are amazed and a little afraid. We drop the monkey act. The baboons, their arms are so long and nostrils so big, start climbing the fence. Bob jokes that they don’t have the court yet, we’ve reserved it for another half-hour. We think the baboons are funny, that they want to play with us. We are thinking that it might be fun to play with them, too, but they are getting bigger and wilder looking as they scale the chicken wire.

“I think we’d better get out of here,” Bob says.

I’m already heading for the gate.

 



“Do you think the baboons would have hurt you?” Zoe asked.

“I don’t think they wanted to play tennis, Zoe,” Kolya countered.

“I don’t know, Zoe,” I said, ignoring him. “I think they were curious. They were pretty big, wild animals, and Uncle Bob and I didn’t want to find out what they’d have done to us.”

We fell silent, rollicking along in the van. The radio stations became scratchy or intolerable. We listened to individual tunes through our personal music machines, which thankfully escaped the last minute paring-down during packing. Kolya has downloaded three gigabytes of music onto my laptop, which he loads and reloads onto his mini-disc player. Zoe and I make do with our judicious CD choices. We listened, respectively, to Screeching Weasel, Britney Spears, the Crash Test Dummies; Less Than Jake, Aqua, John Gorka; Sublime, Christina Aguilera, Chick Corea. We traded earphones every now and again to share favorite tunes; Zoe offered her Bare Naked Ladies CD, which I like, and Kolya handed me his headphones to share lyrics by a band called NOFX (No Effects) about a kid bemoaning his impossibly hip parents:
Mom and dad 
How’d ya get so rad  
When exactly did you get so hip? 
Wearing teenage clothes 
You’re always coming to my shows 
And telling me that I should mellow out
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