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			This is a book about escaping a desk, hitting the road, and collecting new experiences. While this is an exciting thing to do, there is always the downside of leaving treasured people behind. In my case it is my wonderful sister Laurie and my niece and nephew, Molly and Riley Taylor, plus my friends Nick Goodwin, Hayden Jones, and Marc Butler. Huge thanks must also go to the family Gomez, who looked after me so well on my arrival and on many subsequent visits. I love you all, despite the names I call you.
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			Introduction

			I was sixteen and on a scholarship for a year in Japan.

			A series of near Biblical plagues overtook my host family’s city of Okayama. First came praying mantises, which begat a plague of frogs that emerged en masse from the city’s open drains in pursuit of the bounty of insects. Then there were the snakes.

			For the townspeople this was a nightmare. I was delighted. My host family’s cat was the only one to share my enthusiasm, and she caught the snakes alive and dumped them proudly at the bare feet of whichever startled member of the family was at home.

			“Piitaa!” would come the cry, and I would sally from my room and perform what they saw as an act of lunacy by scooping up the snake and taking it back to the slime from which it had come.

			“Sayonara,” I would farewell. “Hiss,” the snake would reply, if at all.

			Three years later I decided to head overseas to somewhere that had an abundance of wildlife. I’d been to Asia, and I lived in Australia. My staple diet of documentary television told me there were really only two choices. So in late 1993, a few days before my nineteenth birthday, I used the most rigorous and scientific method I could think of to decide between South America and Africa: I tossed a coin. 

			Africa came up heads that day and changed my life. I thought I would stay for a year and then please my father and go to law school, but my passion for wildlife won out while I was visiting a safari camp and I was offered employment behind their bar. Over the years I worked my way up and became a safari guide, a camp manager, and ultimately a teacher for those wishing to get into the business of guiding. In that time I had some of the best experiences with animals that anyone who loves them could wish for. I witnessed an elephant giving birth, was charged by lions, had a leopard walk into my tent, and made friends with a family of cheetahs that would allow me to lie down beside them. I stayed seven years. Eventually, though, I felt I wasn’t doing the job a service, tired as I was of the demands of tourists, and I also felt that all that fun somehow meant I was cheating at life. I moved back to Sydney. 

			I had always wondered what would have happened if the coin had landed tails that day. So in late 2009, sixteen years after the coin toss and hopefully an equivalent number of years wiser, I made my way to Santiago, Chile, ready to seek out the continent’s best, weirdest, and maddest wilderness experiences. I was fresh from the breakup of a long relationship and ready to foreswear my suburban life and my tedious desk job. 

			I’m a firm believer that the worst decisions often lead to the best adventures, but I am no longer in my twenties. My knees are weak and my back abused. Yet South America held challenges—dense rain forests, high mountains, waterless deserts, vast and lonely steppes, as well as dangerous animals like jaguars, pumas, and bushmaster snakes—that I desperately wanted to seek out. In Africa I could have been trampled by elephants or consumed by lions. In South America the most dangerous animal is a kaleidoscopic frog so toxic that just touching it can be lethal. There is a bird in South America that evades its predators by simply being too smelly to eat. Then there are sloths, which are so slow that algae actually grow on them. I wanted to see all these animals and more, but more than any bird, fish, or reptile, I wanted to fulfill an ambition borne of all those nature documentaries I’d watched as a child: to see a wild jaguar. Armed with bad Spanish, dangerous levels of curiosity, and a record of poor judgment, my plan was to spend at least a year to find out if I could tackle whatever South America could throw at me. 

			So it was on September 11, 2009, that I watched every one of my possessions slide on a rubber mat toward the belly of a plane that would take me to Santiago, Chile. At the age of thirty-four I was finally going to find out what would have happened if the coin had landed tails.
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			Running with Roy

			In Bolivia, in a patch of forest near the small town of Villa Tunari, lives a puma. His russet fur shows that he is a jungle puma (mountain pumas wear gray coats), but he wasn’t born there. At the age of around six weeks he was confiscated by wildlife authorities from a marketplace. The wildlife authorities then delivered him to a group called Inti Wara Yassi—the name means “sun, stars, moon” in three separate indigenous languages—who take in such animals, care for them as best they can, and release them when possible. This particular puma has noble features, is strongly muscled, and deserves the mighty name of some Inca king. But instead he is simply called Roy. And I was tied to him for a month.

			I got to know Roy while I was volunteering at Parque Machia, a small reserve where hundreds of animals live. Inti runs it and two other parks. Founded out of nothing but goodwill and run in the same way, Inti is still a young organization, held together by hope, a strong desire to do good, bananas (lots of bananas), but very little money. Parque Machia was the first stop on my quest to learn about South America’s wilderness. After a flight from Santiago to crumbly old Santa Cruz, one of Bolivia’s larger towns, I’d hopped onto a surprisingly modern bus. Its passengers were mainly locals, with a smattering of backpackers. Among the locals were bowler-hat-and poncho-wearing women, a sight that went from captivating to commonplace quickly as the bus ride afforded glimpses of the same style in village after village. After a day of traveling I stumbled from the bus at four in the afternoon, only halfway from Santa Cruz to the next actual town.

			Parque Machia has monkeys, bears, ocelots, coatis, macaws, eagles, and pumas, but tourists mainly get to see the monkeys, which are very relaxed with humans. To reduce their stress, the majority of the animals see no one but their handlers, and while Bolivians founded and manage Parque Machia, most of the staff is made up of short-term volunteers from every corner of the globe. 

			My fellow new arrivals and I were waiting for an induction, something I imagined would be informal based on the ramshackle structures I had seen. Despite brightly painted murals of animals, scrawled notes of affection crumbled off concrete walls and what steel existed seemed held together by rust. Even looming powerlines, presumably not maintained by the reserve, appeared to tilt. Later in my stay I would have a new definition of suspense when a sloth started crossing these lines as a lightning storm approached—he made it, but not before a group gathered to shout encouragement and frustration at the slow-mo replay movements.  Bolivia is South America’s poorest country, and it’s remarkable that the people who run Inti care more about animals than themselves.

			The volunteers who did pass us all wore tattered clothes and had the besmirched look of refugees. “A monkey just spunked on me!” one woman exclaimed. “That’s after being shat and pissed on this week already!” It probably says more about me than anything else that I actually found her quite attractive. 

			My first evening at Parque Machia, I joined the other new volunteers to listen to an Australian named Bondy give us a rundown on the park and to get assigned to a species of animal. The group of volunteers at Inti while I was there was made up of a close cluster of Israelis, a smattering of French, a few Americans, a disproportionate number of Australians, one or two Italians, and a lone Norwegian. (He was quite thrilled when two Danes arrived, since he could understand them.) We pieced together communication through intersecting languages and our shared love of animals. “My sort of people,” I thought. 

			Bondy spoke of monkeys, macaws, less familiar creatures like tayra and coatis, and finally, the cats. “You have to be fit to work with Roy,” said Bondy. “He covers a lot of ground each session, most of it at a run, over rough terrain that can snap an ankle or smash knees. He nails the guys with him all the time so they never get any rest. And when I say ‘nail’ I mean that he grabs the back of your legs with his paws then bites you on the knee. So you have to be fit—fit and a little bit crazy.”

			That, I thought, sounds wildly irresponsible, dangerous, and maybe a bit stupid. “That,” I said with hand raised, showing flagrant disregard for the weakened knees and sore back I’d developed since I arrived in Africa at nineteen, “sounds like me.”

			 

			■■

			 

			“He gets a bit more unpredictable when there are new guys,” Mick warned me the next day, as I stumbled along a trail behind him to Roy’s enclosure, already feeling a burn in my thigh muscles. 

			Yet another Australian, Mick had been at Parque Machia for three months, well beyond the average stay for a volunteer. (When we leave our little continent, Australians tend to stay in places a long time in dread of the long flight home.) Mick had spent six weeks of his three months with Roy, and despite frequent abuse at the paws and teeth of the puma (if a bun had been placed on either side of Mick’s knee, it would have made a convincing hamburger), he was clearly in love with the big cat.

			“What do you mean by ‘unpredictable’?” I asked.

			“Well, usually he’ll only run in certain places, downhill mainly, and he runs after he takes a dump. But on days like today with a new guy he might drag us around all morning. He also gets jumpier.”

			“Jumpy, like nervous?”

			“Nah mate, jumpy like he jumps on you and bites your knee. It will happen to you, don’t worry.”

			Don’t worry? The idea of a puma jumping on me seemed a perfectly reasonable thing to worry about. 

			Roy was about the size of a German shepherd, though beneath his red fur he was much more conspicuously muscled than any dog. His fur was smooth to the touch and horse-like in texture. On his face the fur had patches of an impossibly brilliant white around the nose and mouth, counterpointed by eye markings of deep ebony. His facial features were surprisingly delicate—most male cats have squared-off muzzles and a certain tightness around the eyes. Roy had the softer, smoother features of a female. 

			I touched Roy for the first time, on his muzzle and around his silken ears, there in his pen. He accepted the pat, but with a cat’s aloofness, as if the pleasure is not theirs at all. In this instance he may have been right.

			I watched Mick as he clipped a rope around his waist with a sturdy carabineer, before connecting the other end of the thirty-three-foot rope to Roy’s collar.

			“He usually runs a bit up this first slope,” Mick warned over his shoulder, his eyes sticking resolutely to Roy’s muscular shoulders. 

			“How far he runs gives you an idea what sort of morning you will have,” added Adrian, who had been training to work with Roy only a few days and was coming along with us. Adrian, who was known at the park as the “Nordic Giant” had recently completed two years’ military service for the Norwegian army and was used to marching. But he laughed at me when I suggested that his military service had probably prepared him for the trails we were about to use. 

			“No way,” he said. “The army had nothing like this.”

			On the trail that morning, Mick was in the lead position and Adrian was in the position called, without derogatory intent, “Number Two.” I was told that I had one task only: to keep up.

			Roy ran up the slope, but instead of pausing at the top, he kept on running, racing along the trail through narrow gaps in jauntily flowered bushes with grabby thorns, then dashing along a creek bed over slimy mossy rocks before sprinting up yet another muddy bank, while I grasped at branches and ferns to stay close. After running for what felt like a very long time, I wanted to ask how normal this pace was and how long it could be expected to last. Unfortunately, someone had let a swarm of scorpions loose in my lungs and I couldn’t speak, so I just grimly sprinted on, wondering if it was considered rude to vomit.

			By the end of the morning session, I noticed Mick and Adrian shooting surreptitious glances at each other. I wondered if their exchanges meant that this was worse than Roy’s usual new-wrangler hazing, and if they figured they should see if I could tough it out. My lungs were still on fire, but I took comfort in the thought that it wouldn’t get harder than this.

			At lunchtime, Mick and I staggered back to the main area while Adrian waited with Roy, who had the run of an exercise area during our break. My body demanded protein after such abuse, but the meal was disappointingly vegetarian. We sat side by side, no one else apparently wanting to sit next to such conspicuously perspiring men. 

			I had come to Parque Machia out of a desire to do some good and have some fun at the same time, but doubt filled my mind as I gasped between bites. I was still sure that I could do something positive, but I wondered about my capacity to enjoy running with Roy. That afternoon I decided I’d simply endure my time with Roy and put it down as an experience I’d never have had if I’d stayed behind a desk in Sydney.

			I slept a bone-weary sleep that night in the rudimentary accommodations offered at the park, my exhaustion overpowering a disturbing ache in my right knee. One of the symptoms of my being ill-suited for suburban life had been an aversion to refrigerator ownership. I had tolerated it, but I had never gotten over the feeling that a fridge was a shackle to a particular place. That night, however, I yearned for the ice that would normally be found in such an appliance. Why, at thirty-four, would I choose to put myself through this? Who the hell is afraid of a fridge but ties himself to a puma? I had been away from full-time safari work for almost a decade, and the break had let me revert to my natural state—weak-kneed, soft handed, and fearful. The work was noble. I loved the philosophy of Inti Wara Yassi: No animal deserved to live its life in a cage. But perhaps I had been a fool when I raised my hand for Roy. Then again, the worst decisions have usually led to my best adventures. I would care for that puma or disintegrate trying. 

			The next morning I got up at six and dragged myself down the short stretch of road to the cafe where the volunteers gathered each morning before starting their day. Most of them were far younger than I and bustled around with an energy I couldn’t hope to muster at that hour of the morning without snorting instant coffee (something that should never be tried, even for a dare). 

			Some of the volunteers tended to monkeys that had been rehabilitated and released into the reserve but still needed some care and observation. Others tended to the capuchins, spider monkeys, and squirrel monkeys that had only recently arrived and still required time in quarantine. 

			Some of the volunteers sitting around the breakfast table shouted like artillerymen, deafened perhaps by the parrots in their care. Then there were those who worked in an area given the innocuous-­sounding name of “small animals.” These included coatis—a relative of the raccoon with a short prehensile snout—and a badger-­size relative of the weasel called a tayra. While each of these species was capable of displaying great affection to its caretakers, both were equally as well-known for turning savage and using their sharp teeth to inflict grievous wounds. 

			By volunteering to spend time with Roy, I’d joined the last group at the table, the cat people, and my compatriots were openly envious of some of these wounds. While not keen on pain, a scar did seem a great souvenir of this experience. Yet I was told the cats, including Roy who was the wildest of the four pumas at Machia, rarely bit hard enough to draw blood.

			Despite this assurance, within two days I was able to show off some marks on my left knee, and I’d still not taken the cord, or lead position. For reasons never apparent Roy liked to select just one knee on each of the volunteers who worked with him and stuck to assaulting that knee alone, regardless of which was closest. Roy fancied my left.

			When at last I took the cord position with Roy, I tried not to show my nervousness while sweat that had nothing to do with heat poured from my torso and brow. Roy jumped me three times that first morning. Being tied to him naturally made me an easier target. No matter how many times I’d seen it happen to Mick and Adrian, there was nothing that could prepare me for the moment the puma stopped running, turned and faced me with pupils contracted, and launched lightning fast at my leg. 

			Pumas can bite much harder, and inflict much more pain, than Roy does, so I shouldn’t have really been that disturbed. But a very primal part of me protested that what I was doing was silly and illogical and that the rope should just be cut. Some ancestral lizard inside me uncurled and squeaked to undo the rope, climb a tree, and stay away from anything large with fur and fangs. Let the puma run free! Or whatever it was he wanted to do in exchange for not biting me.

			But Roy could not be set free because, like many of the animals at Parque Machia, and the other parks run by Inti Wara Yassi, he was too young when he arrived to ever be able to survive in the wild. His mother had most likely been killed for her skin at a time when Roy and his brother were far too young to fend for themselves. The strain of capture, confiscation, and relocation had proved too much for Roy’s brother, and he died soon after arriving. Roy, though, had thrived and was renowned among the organization’s volunteers as the most demanding puma in the four parks managed by Inti. Demanding or not, he needed daily runs to maintain his health and to give him a better life than he would have had if he was locked in a cage day after day.

			“You have to keep him on the rope at all costs,” Mick had explained to me. “He got off once; nobody will ever say how. Roy’s a racist, hates Bolivians, and when he escaped, the first person he saw was a local guy. He took his spleen out with a single swipe. If something like that ever happens again, the place will be shut down and all these animals will just get sold off to zoos by the local council.”

			Right, I thought determined to quash the impulse to release Roy, keep him on the rope at all costs.

			Despite knowing that Roy had never had a trainer he hadn’t jumped, I thought I might become one of the people he jumped less often—for two reasons. I’d had a cat in Australia named Tyson. Tyson had been my fianceé’s, and he died soon after my relationship ended. Losing him was almost as big an emotional blow as the breakup; I loved him dearly and had studied his habits and personality with affectionate interest. I was sure my understanding of a house cat would be partly transferrable to a puma. Also, since I’d spent plenty of time with lions, leopards, and cheetahs—and wild ones, at that—I felt sure I wouldn’t be scared of Roy. Roy would pick up on my lack of fear, and we’d
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