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			Introduction

			“In my father’s company, trips have a tendency to spiral into disaster,” wrote Wells Tower in his 2008 Outside story, “Meltdown.” “The mishaps are sometimes large and sometimes inconsequential, but the specter of calamity always rides in his sidecar.”

			Tower was recounting a family trip to Greenland gone comically sideways, but he could just as easily have been describing the essential ingredients of classic Outside storytelling. I could argue that the magazine, now forty years old, established its reputation in the world of literary journalism by chronicling more serious adventures, ones involving legendary explorers clashing with nature’s harshest realities—frequently ending in real, not metaphorical, disasters. Examples include John Krakauer’s “Into Thin Air” and Sebastian Junger’s “The Storm,” both of which became bestselling books (the latter under the title The Perfect Storm) and Hollywood movies.

			Those dark tragedies are a key part of the magazine’s legacy, but longtime readers have come to understand that Outside’s true gift is in chronicling misadventure. That’s the common thread among the stories we’ve selected for Out There, those memorable reads that begin with the promise that, even if no one’s life is necessarily hanging in the balance, something may go horribly awry at any moment, and documenting that misfortune will inevitably yield rich comedic material or a surprisingly poignant moment. Or sometimes both.  A woman with 700 dogs trying to fix a broken heart. A BASE jumper who can’t stop himself from upping the ante. A bike advocate who cycles three-and-a-half hours—each way—to work. You get the idea.

			I’ll confess that I didn’t always appreciate this storytelling approach. Early on in my tenure, longtime Outside contributing writer McKenzie Funk sent in a strange pitch about “confluence hunters,” a new breed of adventurers who use GPS to tick off remote points on the globe where major points of longitude and latitude intersect. My initial reaction to these people? Get a life. There was no way Outside was going to endorse such a trivial pursuit. But as our wise editorial director, Alex Heard, pointed out, covering this scene didn’t have to mean tacit approval of the endeavor. He convinced me that Funk would employ a deft touch; by profiling the top confluence hunter, Greg Michaels, and making an earnest effort to take him seriously, he’d deliver a hilarious story. He was right. Funk spent a week chasing far flung confluences in Bolivia with Michaels. He witnessed the absurdity, but by embracing his subject’s passion, Funk experienced the best qualities of misadventure, and readers came away with a grudging respect for Michaels’s obsession when they read “Because It’s There. (Sort of).”

			Since then, I’ve realized that obsession is one of several reliable catalysts for misadventure. Plenty of elite athletes obsess over goals, and we frequently chronicle them. But there are also those mere mortals among us, regular Joes with day jobs and family obligations, who get fixated on some obscure pursuit they can’t let go of. Take, for example, Dallas Trombley, a young man from Albany, New York, who we profiled in 2011. Trombley had spent $200,000 of his own money to build a series of doomed watercraft aimed at taking him down the Hudson River for reasons he can’t quite articulate. (You’ll find him here in “Watership Down Down Down Down Down and (Alas) Down Again.”) Or Brit Eaton, the man you’ll encounter in “The Brotherhood of the Very Expensive Pants,” a sort of postmodern 49er who scours ghost towns and abandoned barns across the West looking for vintage denim he then sells for a small fortune to fashion designers in New York. Or even one of our own, former Outside editor Kevin Fedarko, who chucked a magazine career to pursue his dream of being a Grand Canyon raft guide in his 40s. His memoir of that pursuit, “They Call Me Groover Boy,” chronicled a tragicomic apprenticeship that required several seasons of manning the poop boat.

			We’ve also learned to court misadventure by assigning travel stories in highly undesirable places. As a kid, I still remember the shocking headlines about the nuclear-reactor meltdown in Chernobyl in 1986. Once that disaster fell out of the news cycle, the general public largely forgot about it. So, what had happened? In 2009, we sent Henry Shukman on a tour of the abandoned city (“Chernobyl, My Primeval, Teeming, Irradiated Eden”), where he encountered a still-radioactive wasteland devoid of human life. More surprising: the quarantined zone had miraculously transformed itself into Eastern Europe’s most bizarre animal sanctuary, full of wild genetic mutations.

			Over the years we’ve sent writers to a spa offering vaginal steams, a Siberian city terrorized by bears, the Mississippi River at historic flood levels, the Australian Outback with a menacing kangaroo hunter named Cujo, and an Antarctic research station where cabin fever has driven many a scientist mad. You don’t want to visit these places. Still, reading the experiences of our intrepid reporters, you find yourself exploring odd corners of the world from your armchair—and thankful for the vicarious romp.

			The third leg of the misadventure stool is the world of fringe athletics. Outside writers have a unique ability to uncover obscure pursuits that will never reach the pages of mainstream sports sections. To report on the surprising popularity of Quidditch, an earth-bound adaptation of the sport featuring flying broomsticks in the Harry Potter series, Eric Hansen assembled his own squad and entered the World Championships in New York. (They lost, as you’ll discover in “Quoosiers,” but readers definitely win.) We’ve also covered competitive water-sliding, Mongolian horse racing, and the world championships of free diving. Unlike the others, the latter event is definitely not a source of belly laughs. In fact, it’s terrifying, as demonstrated by one of my all-time favorite story introductions: “Junko Kitahama’s face is pale blue, her mouth agape, her head craned back like a dead bird’s,” writes James Nestor. “Through her swim mask, her eyes are wide and unblinking, staring at the sun. She isn’t breathing.”

			Acknowledging the importance of our secret ingredients for misadventure, we’ve used them to organize this book. In the first section, “To Hell and Back,” you’ll find journeys to decidedly undesirable places. This is followed by “Let the Games Begin,” featuring the fringe athletes and fitness freaks. And in “Consumed,” you’ll meet our favorite characters haunted by ill-advised dreams.

			Beyond that, what ties this collection together are the incredible voices you’ll encounter. The story assignments I’ve described are simply raw material; only in the hands of legendary Outside contributors like David Quammen, Tim Cahill, Susan Orlean, Wells Tower, Christopher Solomon, Patrick Symmes, Taffy Brodesser-Akner, Nick Paumgarten, and many others are we gifted with the alchemy that turns these subjects into literary gold. I am incredibly thankful to all our writers. Their original voices have kept us in business for forty years, and if we are to survive another forty, that’s not going to change.

			I must also thank my predecessors, John Rasmus, Mark Bryant, and Hal Espen. These editors established the standards of what we know as Outside storytelling, and their innovation and craftsmanship continue to inspire our staff each time we walk through the doors of our headquarters in Santa Fe, New Mexico. Lawrence J. Burke, our founder, chairman, and editor-in-chief, has always been rigid in his belief that longform storytelling is the backbone of our publication. His willingness to set us free to pursue our writers’ passions is what makes Outside unique among other magazines. I am also incredibly appreciative for my colleagues Mary Turner, Alex Heard, Michael Roberts, and Elizabeth Hightower. These four longtime staffers have overseen the execution of the lion’s share of the stories in this book, quietly making every assignment better with their keen observations and brilliant editing.

			Finally, we wouldn’t be here without our loyal readers. When an Outside story misses the mark, you let us know it, and for that we are seriously indebted. Your passion for great storytelling is what motivates us each month.

			—Christopher Keyes, Editor of Outside, 2017

		

	
		
			Meltdown

			Wells Tower

			After surviving cancer, Tower’s father vows to see as much of the world as he can, dragging his long-feuding sons on a series of classic misadventures. Their next mission? Tour rapidly defrosting Iceland and Greenland. Bad idea? You could say that.

			In the Inuit village of Tasiilaq, on Greenland’s east coast, in a bar whose name, as far as I can tell, is Bar, people are enjoying themselves as though the world will end tomorrow.

			There are maybe 30 folks in here, few of them women, nearly all of them catastrophically drunk. Two men who look fresh from a seal hunt are locked in a dance that is part boxer’s clinch, part jailhouse waltz. One of them falls. I can feel his skull hit the floor through the soles of my boots.

			I’m on vacation with my father, Ed Tower, an ebullient man of 65 with a belly that strains his parka nearly to the point of rupture. We are not handsome men, but, as a result of their near-lethal intake of Tuborg beers, the few local females (none under 50 or so) have taken a shine to us. My father is flanked by two. One looks like Ernest Borgnine; the other, Don Knotts.

			A grinning elderly woman approaches me unsteadily. I hold out my hand and she falls over, bashing her face on my shin. I help her up. She thanks me, lists hard to starboard, and capsizes again.

			Ernest Borgnine whispers something in Dad’s ear, and his eyes go wide.

			“Wells,” he yells over the band, “there’s a woman in here who ate her own babies.”

			We are in this establishment at my father’s insistence. Our guidebook warned that Bar was best avoided but said nothing about an in-house cannibal. Now seems like a good time to get out, but Dad’s having another close conference with Ernest. “Oh, OK,” he says. “She’s talking about the song they’re playing.”

			Still, we’ve been in here long enough. A pair of Category 4 hangovers awaits us. But then the band lurches into an Inuit rendition of Johnny Cash’s “Ring of Fire.”

			“Do you dance?” the woman asks Dad.

			“Why not?”

			I can think of several reasons, actually. One, those men by the bar are not looking at us kindly, and, it should be noted, you can buy guns in the grocery stores over here. Two, my father, survivor of an exotic strain of lymphoma, is still in delicate shape from a bone-marrow transplant a couple of years back, and I’m not eager to see him shake his fragile moneymaker on a dance floor that looks like a fourth-down blitz. Three, and most important, is the fact that, in my father’s company, trips have a tendency to spiral into disaster. The mishaps are sometimes large and sometimes inconsequential, but the specter of calamity always rides in his sidecar. Here, on our ninth day, we are both still in one piece. We fly out tomorrow. The smart thing, it seems, is to quit while we’re ahead.

			I look at Dad and jerk my head toward the exit, but he just takes the woman’s hand and makes for the dance floor.

			Eight and a half years ago, when the oncological bookmakers gave my father three years to live, we sat together in his hospital room and vowed that, if he survived, the two of us would take a trip each year to celebrate his outliving his expiration date by another twelvemonth. When we cooked up this scheme, I think we both privately thought we were merely following timeworn etiquette that calls for grand travel fantasies when someone is dying. (Think Midnight Cowboy, Joe Buck to Ratso Rizzo in extremis: “When we get to Miami . . . .”) But when Dad surprised us both by beating his rogue cells into remission, it would have been a thumb in the eye of St. Christopher to go back on our vow.

			Though we travel in celebration, the trips themselves rarely deliver much ecstasy. Our first, to New Zealand’s Great Barrier Island, nearly killed me. This was 1999, and we picked Great Barrier because my father, a professor of economics and a man who likes value, had a friend with a jungle cabin we could hole up in for free. The “cabin” was a dank shack built of fence posts; its only furniture, a mattress unfit for a hyena, lay in shadow in a corner. To steel myself for what would be an uncomfortably intimate evening with Dad, I drank about two bottles of wine, vomited against a banana tree, and passed out beside him. When dawn broke, the evil scent in the place had intensified. Rising groggily to a sitting position, I noticed the mattress was covered in what looked like a hail of Milk Duds but which were in fact emissions from the dead and bloated jungle rat we had used for a pillow the previous night. I’m not overstating things when I tell you my heart started beating wrong that morning. When I got back to the States, a cardiologist diagnosed me with a sudden-onset heart murmur, brought about by dehydration and shock. If I keel over prematurely of an aortic aneurysm, you’ll know why.

			Our next odyssey, a cruise through the Galápagos Islands in 2001, nearly killed my father. He spent most of the trip suffering through a case of tropical-force Montezuma’s revenge. The entire boat shook with his illness, a sound like a tuba quintet tuning up belowdecks. And I still feel guilty about what happened when he was finally well enough to go ashore. Remember the 2001 marine iguana die-offs in the Galápagos? The press blamed 200,000 gallons of petroleum spilled from a busted tanker, but I submit that one Ed Tower introduced a quantity of noxious material to the local ecology when, while skinny-dipping in a cave, he misplaced a pair of microbially “hot” Hanes briefs and some sandals you could have used for fish bait.

			Other timeless moments include our 2003 trip to Istanbul, where, against my advice, Dad drank a platter of beef grease and practically went blind for 48 hours. And last year’s trip through France’s Loire Valley, where, out of thrift, we often shared a bed, but Dad wouldn’t hear of sleeping in—please, for the love of God—his underwear, at least.

			Though Dad is officially cancer-free now, he beat back a second bout two years ago and is still settling into a new immune system, thanks to the bone-marrow transplant. So for our 2007 trip, in late May and early June, we plotted an itinerary through the comparatively sterile subarctic: five days in Iceland—my older brother, Dan, would join us for that leg—and five in southeast Greenland. We also chose our destinations with a certain irony in mind. Iceland, though recovering, remains a case study of ecological disaster, a nation whose people felled nearly all of its trees centuries ago and whose topsoil, thanks to overgrazing, blows ceaselessly into the sea. To the northwest lies Greenland, whose famously decaying ice sheets make it another marquee destination on the eco-disaster trail. Some estimates predict that once the global-warming teeter-totter tips, Greenland’s ice, which covers an area more than three times the size of Texas, could melt entirely within the next millennium, if not sooner, which would boost sea levels some 23 feet and drown the world’s present coastlines.

			As agents of human bungling par excellence, we thought it fitting to take a tour of these monuments to humanity’s special gift for fucking things up.

			It usually takes me at least a week of traveling with Ed Tower before I’m seized by the tantrum-pitching impulse and can barely resist the urge to punch myself again and again in the face. This time it happened in the parking lot at Baltimore/Washington International as Dad, Dan, and I readied our gear. Though my father had a brand-new rolling suitcase, he was bringing along his ancient, monstrous blue duffel, which smelled strongly of sour milk. Taking it would be akin to having a mute wino in tow.

			“We could just leave this old bag,” I said.

			Over the years, Dad’s work has carried him to all sorts of far-flung places—China, Malaysia, Croatia, Sudan. This particular duffel, he recalled, served him well years ago: “When I was in Khartoum, I was glad to have an extra bag to bring back swords and camel-hair rugs for my friends.”

			I got one of those swords. I was nine at the time, and thrilled to have it, until I noticed the dismaying odor. The leather grip, my father told me cheerily, had been cured in human urine. Strike a single en garde with the thing and all day you’d go around smelling like a Port Authority toilet. The rugs, purchased at something like 40 cents per, looked pretty good but turned out to be infested with a fanged Saharan flea and dyed with an unstable pigment. Every recipient got to celebrate my father’s trip to Africa with a full fumigation and a costly visit from the floor refinishers.

			Dad stood there with a faraway look in his eyes, visions of further souvenir bargains dancing in his head.

			“I’m taking it,” he said, then galumphed off for the terminal.

			Just after 6 a.m., we touched down at Keflavík, in southwest Iceland, where the morning was crisp under a sky like a sheet of pressed lint.

			“Oh, the joy of it,” Dad said. “Off to a new adventure with my sons.” He grinned a little nervously, giving us a shoulder squeeze.

			Troubled as our trips may be, my brother’s coming along, Dad knew, compounded the risk of disaster. At 36, Dan’s a year and a half my senior. He’s a dark-jawed lawyer with a lumberjack’s build, and we have the sort of relationship that would make Cain and Abel move to a better neighborhood. Our parents divorced when we were in grade school, and I have no doubt that the strain of our hostilities helped provoke the split. Over the years, we’ve attacked each other with, among other things, fists, feet, teeth, rocks, bats, knives, bottles, a can opener, a cedar tree, a stick of butter, and a car, and we can still go from amiable to fratricidal in about three seconds.

			But things went rather smoothly that morning. It was a full five minutes before we were at each other’s throats.

			We rented a car. Dan was keen to drive to Reykjavík, the capital, 40 minutes out of the way, to hunt up some breakfast. Dad and I were not. We had an itinerary: first the Vatnajökull, or Water Glacier, Europe’s biggest, five hours to the east; then we’d double back to the black-sand beach at Vík; then tent out in the town of Thorlákshöfn for the night; then catch a morning ferry to camp on Heimaey, one of the Vestmannaeyjar, or Westman Islands, off the southern coast. We’d hit Reykjavík in three days.

			“That’s great,” Dan snapped. “It’s pretty clear you guys aren’t going to listen to a goddamned thing I say.”

			“Oh, go to hell,” I said, fists tensing.

			“Ah, family vacation,” our father said. “It’s too bad we don’t have any brownies to fling at one another.”

			Dad was alluding here to a fabled unbrotherly skirmish. Long ago, while in a canoe in the middle of New Hampshire’s Lake Winnipesaukee, I napalmed, with hot brownie batter, the chest of a shirtless Dan, who was circling my craft in a rage in a motorboat. I later broke my forearm on the paddle he was wielding. I could feel the old fracture twinge forebodingly as we drove out of Keflavík in the early-morning drizzle.

			The airport receded as I steered our rental onto the Ring Road, the two-lane highway that traces the country’s perimeter. Iceland’s population is a mere 302,000, spread out over a landmass a little bigger than Indiana. We were more or less alone on the narrow highway, which carried us through the desolate magnificence of the coast. To the south, undulant fields of hardened lava, flocked in mosses of a tender, watery green, sloped down to the sea. A dark palisade of mountains towered to the north, brightened here and there by silver bursts of glacial melt cascading from the peaks. Pale boulders of sheep browsed the lowlands.

			“My God,” said my father, gazing at the moonscape flashing past the window.

			“Amazing,” I said.

			Dan, still fuming, was less taken. “How often do you think people kill themselves out here?” he wondered as he thumbed our travel guide. “I don’t understand why people don’t just start screwing like rabbits and build this place up. I mean, there’s supposed to be some hotties here. They won Miss World three times. You could probably do pretty well hitting on chicks here. You’ve already got a great pickup line: ‘I’m from America. We’ve got these things called trees and grass. It’s killer.’”

			My father leaned forward from the backseat. “Dan,” he said in a tone of quiet concern. “How can we cheer you up? Is there anything we can do for you, my son?”

			“I told you what you could do,” Dan said darkly. “Go to Reykjavík.”

			A plot was taking shape against my brother, a scheme to keep him breakfastless and miserable. Dad and I were the obvious conspirators, but the nation of Iceland, where rocks and sheep had so far outnumbered breakfast buffets by about a million to zero, was not to be trusted, either. Oppressed by forces beyond his control, Dan borrowed a page from the playbooks of Gandhi and M.L. King Jr. and began a program of passive resistance in hopes of scuttling group morale beyond all reckoning.

			For our first 24 hours in-country, he hung out in the car.

			The protest officially got under way about an hour into the trip, shortly after Dan announced that he had to take a leak.

			“That’s cool—I don’t need your help,” he said when I offered to pull over. I looked at him in the rearview. He appeared to be eating a plastic water bottle. He chewed the bottle in half and knelt on the seat. Then, rather than set foot on Iceland’s treacherous terra firma, he peed into his makeshift pissoir and pitched the contents out the window.

			We soon passed a waterfall, the Seljalandsfoss, a platinum horse tail gushing from the top of a black-and-billiard-table-green parapet. We could see tiny figures in hikers’ motley moving behind the cataract.

			“Man, you can walk behind the falls!” Dad exclaimed.

			I stood on the brakes.

			“Come on, kiddo, let’s go,” my father said to Dan, who was sprawled in the back, ostensibly engrossed in the guidebook.

			“Nah, I’ll stay here,” he said.

			“Oh, come on, man,” said Dad.

			“No, thanks.”

			Dad and I made for the trail. The falls blew over us in a thick mist, the water electrically cold and sweet on our lips.

			Walking back to the car, Dad lapsed into a coughing fit, a sound like someone blasting a blackboard with rock salt. He’d been suffering these periodic lung quakes since his last bout with chemo. It was worrisome, but he’d had his fill of doctors.

			“You OK, Pops?” I asked.

			“Just clearing the chest.” He took a few deep breaths and gazed back at the falling water. “God, it’s good to still have a pair of functional legs. God, it’s good to be alive.”

			We trudged back to the car, where Dan was still stretched out with the guide. “What are you discovering there?” Dad asked him as I pulled back onto the road.

			“Fifty-three percent of the people here believe in elves,” Dan said, adding provincial occultism to the country’s crimes, just behind lawlessness. Then he mumbled a synopsis of a legend about a union boss who “had relations” with an elf.

			“What was that?” I asked.

			“You can screw an elf.”

			From above, Iceland’s Vatnajökull, an ice cap bigger than Delaware, looks like a giant Rorschach butterfly—fitting for something steadily winging it from the earth. Doubly menaced by global warming above and active volcanoes beneath, the Vatnajökull has molted roughly 235 square miles since 1958.

			It heaved into view as we rounded a curve. Spilling from between a pair of russet crags, the dirty tongue of ice had a roasted look about it, like a charred marshmallow, pallid innards oozing forth.

			“Glorious,” said Dad. “Let’s climb the son of a bitch.”

			“I’ll stay here,” said Dan.

			“But don’t you want to see it before it melts?” I said.

			“It isn’t melting,” he said, quoting an outdated and patently false passage from the guidebook, which claimed that the Vatnajökull was one of the few glaciers on the planet that was actually on the grow.

			I gritted my teeth, Dad gave a glum shrug, and the two of us set off.

			A sign hammered beside the path warned us that setting foot on the ice without an experienced guide might land you at the bottom of a crevasse. I paused.

			“What should we do about this sign?”

			“I intend to ignore it entirely,” said Dad.

			“Spoken like a man with diminished life expectancy,” I said.

			Dad began picking his way with surprising ease to a promontory atop the ice slope. He stood with his hand on his hip, looking as though he wished he had a flag to plant. I chose a path that looked less risky but twice fell to my knees.

			When I’d clawed my way to Dad’s side, he was staring down at the lagoons of glacial melt at the bottom of the grade. The water was a swirled gray and blue, the color of moonstone, the oddly lovely symptom of a glacier in decline.

			“A century ago, this ice went on for miles, all the way to the sea,” I said, paraphrasing a newspaper story I’d come across.

			“It’s grim to think about what’ll be here a hundred years from now,” said Dad. “Trailer parks, Disney World Iceland. In the grand scheme of things, this isn’t the worst time to be facing one’s mortality.”

			The wind poured down off the glacier, rinsing us in the cleanest, coldest air I’ve ever breathed, air you could sell by the gallon in Malibu. We stood silent for a long moment, struck dumb by the wind, the ice glowing under our boots, the bright emptiness of the world around us. No planes or distant interstates sullied the silence.

			“Isn’t this religious?” my father said.

			“It really is.”

			In the distant parking lot sat the car, its windows fogging up.

			“Too bad Dan didn’t come out,” I said.

			“It’s a shame, a real sadness,” said Dad, “but he’s really doing his best to have the non-experience of a lifetime.”

			But Dan had done us a service: He’d become the living emblem of all that would go wrong on this trip. We stood at peace on the glacier’s nose and inhaled eternity.

			On the beach at Vík, which our guidebook pronounced one of the ten most beautiful in the world, my father and I walked along, stopping to cup the black sand in our palms. Then we sat at a picnic table, drinking lukewarm beers and eating beef jerky. My brother remained in the car.

			Later, in the port town of Thorlákshöfn, my brother remained in the car. In the morning, we’d be catching the ferry to the island of Heimaey, so we’d fetched up at a public campsite that forever voided my grim childhood memories of car camping at franchise campgrounds whose atmosphere evoked the Okie settlements in The Grapes of Wrath. Not only was the place virtually free in the off-season (a boon in a country whose grottiest roadside rut-huts go for about $180 a night); the tent sites were also flat, soft as a Sealy Posturepedic, and offered views of the bay, which looked like poured chrome under the midnight sun.

			This was surely the sort of place that would at last tempt my brother from his roost, but just to sweeten the arrangement, we pitched his tent for him. Dad approached the car cautiously, like a priest looking down the barrel of an especially gruesome exorcism. He opened the door.

			“Tent’s ready for you,” he said.

			“I’m sleeping here,” said Dan.

			My father wandered back.

			“Oh, son, oh, son,” he said sorrowfully, “when did this trip start going so wrong?”

			I thought back to my brother angrily peeing into his water bottle.

			The next morning, we stood in the parking lot, preparing to board the ferry. Dan had poorly trussed his sleeping bag to Dad’s luggage, so I, having brought a duffel big enough to accommodate the golem of Prague, reached for it.

			“Get the fuck off it!” Dan barked.

			At least a decade had passed since we’d really laid hands on one another, but at that instant an old madness got hold of me. I felt myself spirited back to a time when I knew no greater longing than to punch my brother squarely in the face.

			“Come on, bitch, let’s do this!” I yelled inanely, shoving his chest.

			“You want some, motherfucker?!” he bellowed, pedaling his fists. “Come here!” Dan has four inches on me and probably a good 40 pounds. If he did his worst, I’d be flying home on a gurney with my jaw wired shut. I held my ground, though my heart, still queered from that run-in with a dead New Zealand rat, beat an off-kilter paradiddle: chup-chuppity-chup.

			A knot of passersby stopped in their tracks, eyes wide and eager. Dad was watching, too. In all our years of traveling together, I’d never seen his adventurer’s ebullience break down. But Dan and I, in our barbarous idiocy, had finally defeated him. Confronted with his grown sons preparing to beat each other bloody over how best to stow a sleeping bag, he seemed to age years in an instant. His face sagged with exasperation and grief.

			“You’re embarrassing me,” he said in a quiet voice, turning away.

			Shame hit me in a cold wave.

			We had to jog to catch him.

			Once on Heimaey, we all relaxed in a green meadow in the crater of a dormant volcano, which had lost half its cone in the last eruption, centuries ago, leaving us a heart-stopping view of the sun-gilt sea. Just up from the water a golf links stretched off in emerald chromosome shapes.

			“Goddamn, this place is beautiful,” conceded Dan, whose mood had staged a full recovery after our abortive fistfight. Our father stretched on the grass, watching the seagulls spreeing high above.

			Later, Dan and I were sitting side by side on a giant, comfy hummock, staring at the water. I broke out my stash of duty-free aquavit (Scandinavia’s caraway-flavored moonshine) and offered him a drink. He knocked back a slug and made a face like a woman in labor.

			“How was it?” I asked.

			“Not good,” he said, shuddering. “If you want me to drink more, I’ll need to go eat some Tums.”

			Down on the course, though it was close to midnight, a few players were putting in the deathless arctic light.

			“I’m so pissed at myself for not bringing my clubs,” Dan said. “We could’ve played all night.”

			“I’ve never played golf,” I said, “but I’ve always wanted to try.”

			“I’d teach you,” he offered in a big-brotherly way. “Next time, I’ll bring my clubs—two sets. Next time, we’ll really have some fun.”

			My father and I found ourselves abandoned on an ice floe off Greenland shortly thereafter. It was about the size of a football field and blocked the path of the motorboat we’d booked to carry us to the mainland. Confronted with the obstruction, the boat’s operators, a pair of Inuit cousins named William and Kunuck Abelson, had ordered us onto the ice—and looked to be ditching us. We stood there shivering, watching their craft move away, in reverse.

			“This is a rather upsetting development,” said Dad.

			Dan had headed back to the States two days earlier, at the end of our Iceland tour. (In Reykjavík, by the way, he’d at last had breakfast: coffee, doughnuts, and a horrific shrimp pastry. But only after getting hauled downtown by Iceland’s finest for egregiously breaching the speed limit.)

			My father and I had then made for Greenland, which dwarfs Iceland but is far less inhabited. The world’s largest island is almost one-fourth the size of the U.S. but home to only about 57,000 people. Its massive ice sheet, estimated at 650,000 cubic miles, covers some 85 percent of the island. Findings vary, but it appears to be sloughing around 55 cubic miles into the sea every year.

			We’d decided our first stop would be the island settlement of Kulusuk, an Inuit village (pop. 300) off the southeast coast. Do not believe the old chestnut that Iceland is green and Greenland is white. Kulusuk (or “Coal Suck,” as my father would not stop calling it) in late May was mostly brown. A decade and a half ago, the hotel manager told us, you could still run a dogsled this time of year, but the air was already warmer than Easter on Cape Cod, and rivulets of thaw cut deep channels in the roads. The surrounding mountains had shed their winter mantle, revealing dark structures that looked like corroded Hershey’s Kisses. The village’s hundreds of sled dogs, each staked in its own diameter of mud, howled ceaselessly, seeming to mourn the premature onset of the summer sabbatical. We asked a few locals whether the early thaw was part of a noticeable long-term warming trend, and they looked at us the way I imagine a Texas rancher would if asked whether he had ever heard of cows.

			For two days, we ventured out a little but mostly just holed up in our room in Hotel Kulusuk, where climate change evolved in my understanding from a vague and distant crisis to a calamity of a more personal scale. I was saddened to discover that ambient temperature in Greenland in May is no longer cold enough to (a) chill a six-pack of beer dangled out a hotel window on a bootlace or (b) prevent my father from swanking around in the nude.

			After 48 hours, Dad had tired of watching the island erode. “Well, son, I believe I’ve enjoyed about all the Coal Suck I can stand,” he said. I was in bed drinking warm beer and wearing my sleep mask as a shield against the unsetting sun and the pink vista of my father’s flesh.

			“I’m with you there,” I said. So it was decided that we’d catch a boat to the vastest metropolis on Greenland’s east coast, the village of Tasiilaq (pop. 1,883).

			Out at sea, the ice was plentiful. The crossing was choked with pack ice and bergs calved from the Christian IV and Steenstrup glaciers, waning north of us. As we watched the Abelson cousins’ boat retreat from our floe, huge, slumping meringues of ice towered over us, their hearts glowing the otherworldly glacial blue that is somehow the equal and opposite corollary of the orange cores of live embers. The cold coming off the icebergs was a pulsing, vital thing. The wind had big teeth.

			“If you fell in,” my father intoned, “I don’t imagine you’d have much time to reflect on the experience.”

			“It’d be like falling into a vat of hydrochloric acid,” I said. “Glug, glug, gone.”

			But the cousins didn’t leave us. Just as I began to really worry, William opened up the throttle and came hell-bent for leather straight at us. The boat hit the floe, leapt like a breaching whale, and slammed down hard. My father and I clutched each other, waiting for our perch to crack like a saltine.

			But the ice held. The Abelsons hopped out, giggled at us, and motioned for us to start heaving on the hull.

			“My God,” said Dad, “we’re going to man-haul the damn thing.”

			A hundred yards of crusty ice, full of disconcerting voids, stretched between us and open water. With each push, we’d stumble. Every fourth step, you’d sink to your thigh, praying you hadn’t found the trapdoor to the blue hereafter. The work drove Dad to painful coughing jags, but he wouldn’t hear of sitting on the sidelines. An hour later, we were again puttering for Tasiilaq.

			It took about 45 minutes to absorb the sights of eastern Greenland’s grandest city—a concentration of concrete-and-plywood cottages clinging for dear life to hillsides so steep that if you lost your footing, you’d roll into the bay. We visited a staggeringly ample grocery store, which sold, among other things, badminton sets, sewing machines, and 18 kinds of rifle and shotgun. Next to the candy in the checkout lane were hardcore Danish nudie books. We roved the cemetery, where graves were marked with heaps of fake flowers, so violent a breach with the surrounding monochrome as to look like pigments splattered across a black-and-white photograph.

			Before the afternoon was out, we were in a hotel, our vacation ebbing away. Despairing that we’d not yet found the proper life-affirming exploit to consecrate another year of cheating death, Dad said, “I wonder if we could bribe somebody to take us along on a hunt. Get the blood flowing.” Down at the harbor, we’d seen subsistence hunters hauling in the daily catch of seals, which live here in very healthy numbers.

			We asked the hotel bartender if he knew of someone who might let us tag along.

			“Sure,” he said. “Frederic, my father-in-law. He’s old. He’s been a hunter all his life.”

			“How old?” I asked.

			“I don’t know,” he said. “I don’t ask him things. I am very afraid of him.”

			We met Frederic at the public dock. He was a stoic man with a face like a dry creekbed. Though he didn’t speak a word of English, Frederic made it clear that, for the privilege of accompanying him, he wanted a hundred bucks, a sum surely higher than the blue-book value of his skiff, a craft of equal parts caulk and old plywood. Dad cheerfully paid up.

			Under clouds the color of wet concrete, we chuffed out into the icy rubble of the bay. A frigid hour had passed when my father spotted a dark form gliding out from behind a floe.

			“Seal! Seal!” he cried.

			“Right there!” I said hysterically, fluttering my hands at the aged hunter, who glanced briefly in the direction we were pointing, then went back to scanning the opposite end of the bay. When our seal revealed itself, it had transformed into somebody’s skiff.

			“Good thing we don’t have guns,” Dad observed.

			Minutes later, Frederic suddenly went rapt. Fifty yards away, the dark avocado shape of a young seal’s head registered above the surface of the water. Frederic squeezed off a shot. I won’t go any further into the ensuing hamfisted debacle—possibly brought on by my father’s proximity to the event—except to say that, before it was over, Dad winced and turned away, I let out a little shriek, and another hunter went home with our bantam quarry.

			We’d clearly misguessed our appetite for bloodletting. There was nothing life-affirming about it. Ten minutes later, Dad spotted a gigantic seal turning idle laps in a lagoon between floes, and we felt only relief when it easily escaped Frederic’s fusillade.

			We needed a drink.

			Which brings us back to bar. It’s the last night of our trip, and, thankfully, no shots ring out when my father and Ernest Borgnine start to dance. The band is out of tune, Dad’s boots leave muddy prints across the parquet floor, and the woman in his arms is so sozzled that her legs, like a colt’s on a frozen pond, periodically scramble for purchase. He dips her, and has to strain to bring her upright, but he does so without incident, and the guys at the bar clap and smile. The smoggy air in here is like atomized creosote, and I’m worried for his lungs, but when the band rolls into a warped rendition of “Proud Mary,” I’m happy to see him go another round.

			Before the song ends, a middle-aged woman in thick glasses walks over and offers me her palm.

			“Dance?” she asks.

			“Why not?”

			(Originally published April 2008)

		

	
		
			Chernobyl, My Primeval, Teeming, Irradiated Eden

			Henry Shukman

			When the Chernobyl nuclear plant melted down in 1986, it drove 60,000 people from their homes in the Ukraine. Twenty-five years later, we sent Shukman to report on the surprising rebirth taking place inside the exclusion zone, an enchanted post-apocalyptic forest from which entirely new species may soon emerge.

			The wild boar is standing 30 or 40 yards away, at the bottom of a grassy bank, staring right at me. Even from this distance I can see its outrageously long snout, its giant pointed ears, and the spiny bristles along its back. It looks part porcupine, a number of shades of ocher and gray. And it’s far bigger than I expected, maybe chest-high to a man. The boar is like some minor forest god straight from the wilderness, gazing wild-eyed at the strange spectacle of a human being. For a moment it seems to consider charging me, then thinks better of it. When it trots away, it moves powerfully, smoothly, on spindly, graceful legs twice as long as a pig’s, and vanishes into the trees.

			I climb back into our VW van, tingling all over. The sighting bodes well. I’ve come to what is being dubbed Europe’s largest wildlife refuge in early July, when I knew spotting animals wouldn’t be so easy. (Winter, with its scarcity of food and lack of foliage, makes them more visible.) And within a couple of hours I’ve ticked a wild boar off the list. Maybe luck is on our side.

			But luck isn’t our only obstacle to wildlife spotting here. This is northern Ukraine’s Chernobyl Exclusion Zone, a huge area, some 60 miles across in places, that’s been off-limits to human habitation since 1986. Even now, 19 years after the collapse of the USSR, nothing happens in this former Soviet republic without sheets of paper typed and stamped in quintuplicate. It took months of e-mails and phone calls to get permission to spend a few days here. Yes, we’re only a couple of foreign vagabonds—photographer Rory Carnegie is an old travel buddy of mine from England—but we have cameras and a telephoto lens, and my notepad has lines in it: obviously we’re spies. The Soviet Union may have died, but the Soviet mind-set has not.

			At the Chernobyl Center, a kind of makeshift reception building in the heart of the old town, I had to hand over a solid nine inches of local bills—hryvnia, pronounced approximately like the sound of a cardsharp riffling a deck—sign a stack of agreements, compliances, and receipts, and then get checked on an Austin Powers–style Geiger counter made out of chrome. Finally, under the protection of a guide, a driver, and an interpreter, we were free to set off into the zone—as long as we did exactly what our guide said.

			A handful of dilapidated roads cross the zone, half-overgrown with weeds and grasses, and the whole area is littered with pockets of intense radiation, but nature doesn’t seem to mind. All nature seems to care about is that the people, along with their domestic animals, are for the most part gone. The zone is reverting to one big, untamed forest, and it all sounds like a fantastic success story for nature: remove the humans and the wilderness bounces right back. Lured by tales of mammals unknown in Europe since the Dark Ages, we’re setting out on an atomic safari.

			It was soon after 1 a.m. on the night of April 26, 1986, that one of the world’s nightmare scenarios unfolded. Reactor 4 in the huge Chernobyl power station blew up. The causes are still the subject of debate, but it was some combination of a design flaw involving the control rods that regulate reactor power levels, a poorly trained engineering crew, a test that required a power-down of the reactor, and a dogged old-style Soviet boss who refused to believe anything major could be wrong. At any rate, it was spectacular. Eight-hundred-pound cubes of lead were tossed around like popcorn. The 1,000-ton sealing cap was blown clear off the reactor. A stream of raspberry-colored light shone up into the night sky—ionized air, so beautiful that inhabitants of the nearby city of Pripyat came out to stare. When it was all over, estimates former deputy chief engineer Grigori Medvedev, the radioactive release was ten times that of Hiroshima.

			Chernobyl had been a mostly peaceful settlement for 1,000 years and a predominantly Jewish town for the past three centuries, famous for its dynasty of Hasidic sages. Since the Russian Revolution, the Jews have thinned a lot, but even today there are two shrines to the Hasidim where once a year devotees come to light candles and pray. It’s incredible what survives a disaster. As Emily Dickinson said, “How much can come and much can go, and yet abide the world.”

			In 1970, nine miles from the town, the Soviet Union started building what they hoped would become Europe’s largest nuclear power station. (Only four of the planned eight reactors had been completed when disaster struck.) To go with it, they erected a brand-new concrete city, Pripyat, whose 50,000 inhabitants greatly outnumbered the 12,000 living in Chernobyl. The nuclear industry fell under the military complex, and the traditional Soviet culture of secrecy was all over it. Radiation is bad enough, but compound it with Soviet pride and paranoia and you have a potent mix of Kafka and Ray Bradbury.

			The first the rest of the world knew of the Chernobyl disaster was when workers at a Swedish power station more than 1,000 miles away reported for work two days later, checked themselves with a Geiger counter, and found they were highly radioactive. By the following day, April 29, radioactive clouds had been carried by prevailing winds right across Western Europe and into Scandinavia, and The New York Times ran a front-page story about the catastrophe. The Soviet newspaper Pravda devoted a full eight lines to the “accident” that day—on its third page. It wasn’t till May 15, three weeks later, that General Secretary Mikhail Gorbachev finally announced what had happened.

			Thirty people died on the night of the explosion or soon after. Two days later, a convoy of 1,100 buses shipped out all the inhabitants of Pripyat, turning it into a ghost city overnight. The vast might of the Soviet Union went into overdrive with a massive cleanup operation involving 600,000 workers. A layer of topsoil was removed for miles around the site. (The government has not said where it went, but many believe it was dumped in the nearby Dnieper River, where silt would have buried it.) Hundreds of thousands of trees were planted, to bind the ground and reduce the spread of radioactive dust.

			But the cleanup turned out to be even more lethal than the explosion itself. Soldiers were offered two years off their service in exchange for just two minutes shoveling nuclear waste. Thousands of people won medals for bravery and were declared Heroes of the Soviet Union but at the same time picked up cancer and thyroid problems that would dog them for the rest of their lives. Thousands of evacuated locals and cleanup workers are said to have died in the ensuing years from radiation doses, and it’s reckoned that some 2.7 million people alive today in Ukraine, Belarus, and Russia have been directly affected by it.

			In the following weeks, bureaucrats in Moscow designated an 1,100-square-mile Exclusion Zone—roughly the size of Yosemite—reasoning that the farther from Chernobyl people were, the better. This is mostly true: almost all of the crew working at the reactor when it blew died within a few weeks, as did several of the firemen who arrived on the scene minutes later, but the backup laborers who got there later mostly survived, albeit with dire health problems.

			In all, two towns and an estimated 91 villages were emptied. But radiation doesn’t travel consistently or evenly. If radioactive dust is picked up by a cloud, it will fall where the rain falls. There are still parts of Wales where the sheep farmers can’t sell their meat, and last summer thousands of wild boars hunted in Germany were declared dangerously radioactive.

			Today, around 5,000 people work in the Exclusion Zone, which over the years has grown to an area of 1,660 square miles. For one thing, you can’t just switch off a nuclear power plant. Even decommissioned, it requires maintenance, as does the new nuclear-waste storage facility on site. The workers come in for two-week shifts and receive three times normal pay. Any sign of disease at the annual medical, however, and they lose their jobs.

			There are also some 300 people living in the zone: villagers who’ve been coming home to their old farming lands since not long after the disaster and teams of radioecologists from around the world who’ve come to study the effects of radioactive fallout on plants and animals. They’ve effectively turned the zone into a giant radiation lab, a place where the animals are mostly undisturbed, living amid a preindustrial number of humans and a postapocalyptic amount of radioactive strontium and cesium. On the outside the fauna seems to be thriving: there have been huge resurgences in the numbers of large mammals, including gray wolves, brown bears, elk, roe deer, and wild boar present in quantities not recorded for more than a century. The question scientists are trying to answer is what’s happening on the inside: in their bones, and in their very DNA.

			Once you enter the Zone, the quiet is a shock. It would be eerie were it not so lovely. The abandoned backstreets of Chernobyl are so overgrown, you can hardly see it’s a town. They’ve turned into dark-green tunnels buzzing with bees, filled with an orchestral score of birdsong, the lanes so narrow that the van pushes aside weeds on both sides as it creeps down them, passing house after house enshrined in forest. Red admirals, peacock butterflies, and some velvety brown lepidoptera are fluttering all over the vegetation. It looks like something out of an old Russian fairy tale.

			Ukraine officially opened Chernobyl up to tourism in January 2011, but small groups have been able to visit the zone for the past few years. There are small tour operators based in Kiev that take visitors on day trips. You don’t need Geiger counters or special suits; you just have to stay with the tour, pass through several checkpoints, and get tested for radiation on your way out. The tours will shuttle you around some of the main sites—the deserted city of Pripyat, a small park filled with old Soviet army vehicles used in the cleanup, various concrete memorials to the fire crews who lost their lives after the blast. Visitors are strictly confined to areas the authorities have scanned and declared safe.

			Staying longer than a day is more complicated. The Chernobyl Center has a guesthouse where nonofficial visitors like us can stay and be fed delicious if overpriced Ukrainian stews and escalopes. At sundown each evening there’s a curfew. Walk to the nearby shop where the local workers buy their beer and bread and you could get yourself arrested.

			Chaperoning Rory and me at the center and on our daily excursions is our guide, Sergey. He lives in a town near Kiev, but for the past ten years he’s been spending two weeks out of every four in the zone, showing visiting scientists and the odd tourist around. Sergey is a tough, taciturn guy who looks like an old sergeant major, with a silver mustache and a head of cropped white hair. Our plan is to explore the forest, the old town of Chernobyl, the nearby rivers, the empty city of Pripyat, and some villages where a few peasants are still living. One of the papers we had to sign when we entered was an agreement that if we stepped anywhere Sergey hadn’t told us to, we wouldn’t hold the authorities responsible for any health issues.

			So far, the only visible sign of radiation has been a digital readout on the mostly deserted post-office building in Chernobyl. Instead of telling the time and temperature, it shows the microroentgen levels in different sectors of the zone, which fluctuate according to changes in background radiation and the weather.

			The most contaminated of the villages were bulldozed and buried soon after the explosion, with only a few mounds and ridges left to show they were ever there. The meadows are mostly gone, replaced by forest. Russia is a land of forests, but the true forest, the primeval untouched forest that human eyes may never even have seen, is called pushcha—which roughly translates as “dense forest.” This is what has been reestablishing itself at Chernobyl, regenerating at an unprecedented rate.

			At the edge of Chernobyl, we stop by the half-mile-wide Pripyat River. It’s unbelievably peaceful. A black dog, which knows Sergey, slumps down in the grass beside us. A handful of long, stoved-in rowboats moored at the shore take me back to the punts of my Oxford childhood. They’re stamped with the initials of the local KGB and must have been moldering here since Soviet times. Frogs plop into the water, boatmen skedaddle across the surface, dragonflies hover—it’s like a weight has been lifted from the world. A sparrowhawk turns in lazy circles; a pair of ducks race by, low down, necks stretched, and make it to a willow on the far bank with a clatter of relief.

			We pass two brick sheds with padlocks on their doors: the shrines of zaddiks, Jewish wise men.

			“Why locked?” I ask Sergey.

			Not missing a beat, he says, “Many people don’t like Jews.” (Something else that survived the apocalypse.)

			We meander along the sleepy brown river. The main sounds are the different shades of hissing of wind in the trees: high nearby, deeper and steadier farther away. Occasionally the wind picks up, flicks a ripple along the surface. This must be what life was like 1,000 years ago, when the entire human population of the globe was roughly 250 million. There’s space for everyone, time for everything.

			On our way down off the bridge, we spot a slender roe deer 200 yards up the road. It stands still a moment, head cocked, then like a sylph it slips into the trees, so swiftly I don’t even see it go. A little farther on, we spot an elk between two bushes. He looks at us, head lifted, then strolls out of sight.

			The van drops us off at a dark footpath that winds up through the woods, past a chain of collapsed wooden houses. Inside, their floors are littered with clothes, bottles, stuffing from mattresses. Pieces of gutted insulation lie strewn like corpses under the trees. It’s not so much a town with trees in it as a forest with an old town falling to pieces within it.

			Sergey tells us about the herds of boar he has seen, 50 strong, rampaging through the forest. And about a starving wolf pack that surrounded a scientist friend of his in a wood one winter day. He had to shoot every last one to get away.

			It’s not just the forest that’s come back but all its creatures. It’s the land of Baba Yaga, the old witch of Russian folktales. Is this the world before humanity? Or after? Is there a difference?

			Traveling in Ukraine can be quite a party. The Ukrainians prefer not to engage in talk on its own. It’s better with a bucket of vodka and a carton of cigarettes.

			It’s three in the afternoon of our second day when seven of us settle at a makeshift table beneath a spreading mulberry tree in the luscious garden of Ivan Nikolayevich’s home. Officially, no one is supposed to live here, but within a few months of the disaster, several hundred farmers, families like this one, returned to their ancestral homes and have been quietly living here ever since, tolerated by the government and apparently free of any unusual health problems.

			We’re in the tiny village of Upachich, deep in the zone. There’s Ivan himself, dressed in a sleeveless shirt with only one button and a pair of trousers that have seen so much yardwork, he could be a man from any of the past few centuries. When we met him half an hour ago, he had just finished gathering up his small field of hay with a pitchfork, building the kind of hayrick Monet and Van Gogh loved to paint. There’s Ivan Ivanovich, his son, who was helping him, with designer stubble and a wristwatch that place him somewhere in the past few decades. The two of them are still dripping and red-faced from their labors. And there’s young Ivan’s mother, Dasha, wearing a timeless Russian babushka headscarf and a subtle, sublime smile.

			It feels like we haven’t walked into a home so much as a story by Gogol. Corncobs are drying on a line. Indoors, there’s a big stove with a built-in shelf on top for sleeping on in winter, buckets of potatoes standing on the floor, scraps for the hens, a basin with its own cistern you fill up from the well.

			Ivan the son is busy wiping down the table, spreading out sheets of newspaper for all the foodstuffs: eggs from chickens pecking under our feet, tomatoes from the garden, bread, a bowl of tiny forest raspberries, a whole dried river fish, crystallized and orange from its time smoking in a homemade stove. It’s all local and it all looks great, but most tempting of all are the mulberries hanging above my head. They resemble elongated blackberries, and there’s something about the way they’re growing among the elegant oval leaves of the tree that makes them irresistible. I’m dying to reach up and grab one, but they frighten me. We’re only ten miles from the power station.

			Whatever you do, friends advised before we came, don’t eat anything that grows there.

			The older Ivan comes out of the house carrying a glass jar full of clear fluid in his trembling hand.

			“Vodka,” someone declares appreciatively.

			That’ll be safe, I think to myself: shop-bought.

			“No, no. Samogon,” Sergey explains, eyeing the jar with a gleeful twinkle. “Better than vodka.”

			Samogon?

			“Homemade.”

			My heart sinks. The local moonshine. But before I can ask if it’s really safe to drink, we’re clinking glasses, wetting our fingers, and I cautiously take a sip.

			“You’re not exactly drinking as you should,” Sergey notes, suggesting that I chug.

			“Clean—it must be clean!” declares one of the Ivans.

			Sergey is already slamming down his empty glass. What can I do but oblige?

			Conversation begins to flow. Sergey starts expatiating on the advantages of village life. “When you want make business, make networking, you live in the city. But here, there is natural food, for example this samogon, it is so good for you.”

			I’m far from sure, but the dad gets up and shows me round the garden. He wants me to see where the tomatoes grow, and the grapes and vegetables, and where he finds the root he uses in his special medicinal vodka. Swaying, puffing, he pulls up a little plant, then lumbers off to the pond to rinse it: a lump of ginseng.

			A couple of samogon shots later, my fears have abated and I’m tucking in like the rest. The fish is so smoky my eyes water, and soon my hands are stained bloodred from all the mulberries I’ve eaten. A bird starts singing. Flakes of sunshine shift over us. The hay is in, there’s a pig fattening for Easter, and the oats are almost ready for the scythe. If this isn’t rustic life at its timeless, bibulous best, what is?

			Most everyone in Chernobyl displays a predictable bravado about living with radiation. In the relative cool of the evening, the workers on their two-week shifts gather outside the guesthouse to sit on tree stumps and chew the fat, drink beer, smoke cigarettes. With a line of dark chestnut trees nearby and the pale night sky overhead, amid the silence and stillness of the deep forest, it’s a lovely scene, even with the insistent black mosquitoes that bob around our faces.

			“Radiation is good for you,” one of them tells me. “Every year I get younger,” says another. And another: “I work here so when I come home glowing my wife will think I’m a god.”

			A particularly hearty-looking man who works as a janitor asks me, “How old do you think I am?”

			“Sixty,” he answers himself. A preposterous answer: he looks not a day past 30.

			The best decontamination? “A bottle of vodka.”

			But radiation is scary. It’s particularly scary because it’s mostly undetectable to the senses. If you feel sleepy and have a chemical taste in your mouth, it might be because of radiation. If you’re able to see it, in the form of purple ionized air—as they did that night in April—or, worse, feel it in the form of instant-tanning heat, it’s probably too late for you.

			Still, it’s a fact of life. We all live under constant radioactive bombardment: there’s solar radiation, terrestrial radiation, there’s even radiation in our food, since all living things contain radioactive potassium-40 and our food consists mostly of once-living things. There are different units of measurement—like dps, or disintegration per second, and curies, grays, sieverts, rads, rems, roentgens, and so on. The average terrestrial dose is three microrems per hour—but in some parts of the world this goes as high as 100 microrems, with no perceptible ill effects. (In fact, there’s some evidence that cancer rates are lower in these areas; perhaps mild stress to the immune system makes it work better.)

			A dangerous dose is hard to pin down. Worldwide, for most people, those daily microrems add up to about 360 millirems per year. Scientists agree that humans can safely handle 1,000 a year. Astronauts on the International Space Station receive 18,000 millirems of cosmic radiation over six months—but it’s once in a lifetime, so it’s seen as an acceptable, voluntary risk. But edge that up to 30,000 millirems and you’re looking at what caused increased cancer rates among the blast survivors of Hiroshima and Nagasaki. And yet animals can handle even more than this: large mammals and birds are generally safe with 36,000 per year, small ones with even higher doses, and reptiles with higher still. The more complex the animal, the more sensitive it is.

			Nuclear power involves various radioactive substances that differ from the hydrogen isotopes in a modern thermonuclear weapon. There are the fissile materials (which make the reaction happen) like plutonium and uranium, and the fission products (which result from it) like radioactive iodine, cesium-137, and strontium-90. It’s these last two, along with some plutonium, that mostly contaminate Chernobyl today. Some emit alpha or beta particles, some gamma rays. Alpha particles have a short range: in air, one to two inches; in skin, one to two thousandths of an inch. So if they’re coming from outside you, they can’t penetrate your skin. But if inside—if you’ve eaten something contaminated, for example—they’re nasty. Their short range means they’re more likely to deposit their energy within a small area—small enough to attack both strands of a DNA molecule, possibly causing cancer. Beta particles, meanwhile, can travel about 20 feet through air and a quarter of an inch through skin; they can’t reach internal organs from outside the body. Gamma rays are essentially X rays. They
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