

[image: ]




[image: ]




Wide-Open World is a work of nonfiction. Some names and identifying details have been changed.

Copyright © 2015 by John Marshall

All rights reserved.

Published in the United States by Ballantine Books, an imprint of Random House, a division of Random House LLC, a Penguin Random House Company, New York.

BALLANTINE and the HOUSE colophon are registered trademarks of Random House LLC.

All photos by the author and his family.

ISBN 978-0-345-54964-8
eBook ISBN 978-0-345-54965-5

www.ballantinebooks.com

Jacket design: Misa Erder
Jacket images: Shutterstock (background, center backpack, sneakers), tofino/Alamy (left backpack), ageFOTOSTOCK (right backpacks)

v3.1





CONTENTS


Cover

Title Page

Copyright

Epigraph



Prologue

PART ONE: BEFORE THE TRIP

[image: ]


  1. OUT OF THE BLUE

  2. THE BEST PART

  3. DOWN THE ELECTRONIC RABBIT HOLE

  4. BIG LOGISTICAL DUCKS

  5. LIFTOFF



PART TWO: THE OSA WILDLIFE SANCTUARY

[image: ]


  6. IS NOT OKAY

  7. MAAAWN-KAY RULES

  8. DADDY? CAN YOU TUCK MY SCORPION IN?

  9. IN THE JUNGLE, THE BITEY JUNGLE

10. LIFE AND DEATH

11. SEIBO

12. ENTIRELY MY FAULT

13. THE LAST PARAKEET

14. LET ’EM BITE AND SIT TIGHT

15. THE OUTSIDE OF THE CAGE

16. AS POLITELY AS POSSIBLE

17. ESCAPE FROM MONKEY ISLAND



PART THREE: WWOOF

[image: ]


18. RAINSONG

19. FOREIGN TRANSPLANTS

20. THE SWEAT LODGE

21. WILLING WORKERS

22. DIVINE GODDESS OF DISCERNING WISDOM

23. THE GYPSY DANCER

24. TIRELESS ROBOT SLAVES

25. THE BIRTHDAY BATH

26. OHAU STREAM WALK

27. MOUNT FYFFE



PART FOUR: VOLUNTHAI

[image: ]


28. SAFETY CONCERNS

29. INVASION OF THE FALONG FAMILY

30. SOUR TEA CRAP

31. ONE THAI DAY

32. WHITE GLAMOUR

33. MEET THE RENTER

34. UNINVITED GUESTS

35. ENGLISH TEACHERS

36. MANY RICH

37. THE ANTS AND THE WING

38. GOODBYE, AUM



PART FIVE: THE GOOD SHEPHERD AGRICULTURAL MISSION

[image: ]


39. THE FARM

40. JOB

41. THE OLDER GIRLS

42. SHY BOY AND BIRTHDAY GIRL

43. DOWN BY THE RIVERSIDE

44. FAITH

45. SMILING AT THE ANGELS

46. LEAVING AND STAYING

47. A SMALL BLUE MARBLE

48. CHORES

49. THE ICE STORM

50. THE BEAUTY AND THE REWARD



PART SIX: THE SIDDHARTHA SCHOOL

[image: ]


51. THE CLOCK STARTS TICKING

52. MORE FLIES

53. HUNNYGOES

54. STOK VILLAGE

55. GAZING INTO INFINITY

56. TIBETAN SUPERHEROES

57. FRONT ROW TICKET SYNDROME

58. THE ILLUSION OF THE WORLD

59. PRECIOUS JEWELS

60. THE LAST PRAYER



PART SEVEN: AFTER THE TRIP

[image: ]


61. SUMSING GROUNDED AND REAL

62. OUR HOME’S EVIL TWIN

63. REENTRY

64. THE WHITE SHELL

65. WIDE-OPEN WORLD



Epilogue

Photo Insert

Dedication

Acknowledgments

About the Author





We travel, in essence, to become young
fools again—to slow time down and get
taken in, and fall in love once more.

—PICO IYER




PROLOGUE

FROM INSIDE THE HUMAN KITCHEN, I WATCHED THE SPIDER MONKEYS begin to arrive. They don’t look so tough—or so I told myself as they climbed onto the bars that separated me from them. They were docile, for one thing, hanging out like bored visitors at a human zoo, not baring their teeth or trying to get in. One, two, then three monkeys; they all just scratched their red belly hair with their long black fingers, searched for the right grip with their wandering prehensile tails, looked at us—at me—with their black unfathomable eyes, and waited. Soaking wet and full grown, spider monkeys weigh around fifteen pounds, but they have ten times more muscle mass per body weight than your average human, which makes them incredibly strong. A spider monkey, hanging only by her tail, can pick up a sixty-pound bag of ice and swing it playfully around like a loaf of bread. One monkey at the sanctuary even broke into a bathroom, ripped a ninety-pound toilet off its bolts, and threw it out the door! Plus they have sharp teeth and lightning-quick reflexes, and they can be unpredictable and territorial and jealous. Especially with guys like me.

Several months before we left home, before we bought our tickets to Costa Rica, I received an email warning. Carol, one of the sanctuary founders, was writing with some advice about volunteering. Along with suggestions on what to bring and descriptions of what we would be doing, she slipped in a couple of lines that caught me by surprise. She wrote, and I quote:


Sweetie is growing out of her propensity to attack white males, but Winkie seems to be the culprit now. John: there are a few special guidelines that you will have to follow until they realize you are not a threat to The Troop.



Now, several words jumped out at me right away, the first being “attack,” the second being “white,” and the third being “male,” two of which describe me pretty well. My wife, Traca (pronounced TRAY-sa), laughed the warning off, as white women on the non-attack list are prone to do, but I was a little freaked out. It didn’t help that I received this email right after seeing the interview Oprah Winfrey did with Charla Nash (the woman who had her face chewed off by a chimpanzee in 2009); and though I knew spider monkeys are much smaller than chimps (especially the two-hundred-pound male chimp that got Charla), I suspected they were still capable of peeling me like a big white male banana should the desire arise.

As I watched the monkeys at the window, wondering which one was Sweetie and which one was Winkie (or whether it mattered), I noticed two scarlet macaws fly from above the Human Kitchen, screeching like show-offs, as if their spectacular red and blue plumage wasn’t attention-grabbing enough. They soared across the grounds, through the dense jungle growth, landing together in a palm tree that curved out across the Golfo Dulce. Beside me, Traca looked awestruck, as if witnessing a miracle, and our two kids—Logan, our seventeen-year-old son, and Jackson, our fourteen-year-old daughter—were as focused as I’ve ever seen them. If they were still harboring any reservations about this trip, they weren’t letting on. They looked enchanted, alive, overloaded by the sheer density of wildlife, the potential for danger, and the pure novelty that surrounded us all.

Our home for the next month would be the Osa Wildlife Sanctuary, a little orphanage/rehab center for all kinds of abandoned or injured rainforest animals. Creatures like kinkajous, peccaries, coatis, tayras … though I was focused strictly on the spider monkeys. While all the other sanctuary residents were being cared for in cages, the spider monkeys were the only animals allowed to roam free. Which meant one very critical thing for me and my family: For the next thirty days, we would be living in cages. Whenever we stepped outside, we’d just be part of the monkey troop.

“Well, let’s see how this goes,” Carol barked in her usual forceful voice. She reached for the security latch on the kitchen door, then turned to me. “Just don’t show any fear or it’s all over,” she warned, clearly not paying attention.

Short of holding an I AM AFRAID sign, I’m not sure how I could have exhibited any more fear signals than I was exhibiting at that moment. I was sweating liquid fear. My legs were weak. My heart was racing like a rabbit’s heart in Coyote Canyon. I knew this sensation. When I was a kid, I had an irrational fear of dogs; not just big scary dogs but all dogs. Even friendly golden retrievers could get my blood pumping in a panic, and as Carol opened the door, I had that same reaction: pure, instinctual fear.

“You okay, Dad?” Logan asked me, a white male himself but, according to Carol, too young to be perceived as a threat by the monkeys.

“I guess so,” I said. “If they go to eat me, save yourself.” I hoped he knew I was joking.

“They’re not going to attack you,” Jackson said, rolling her eyes as if she was annoyed. But I could tell she was a little worried, too.

Then, right before we stepped outside, I caught Traca’s eye. She flashed a big excited smile and I knew exactly what it meant. This was her dream. She’d wanted to take a trip like this ever since we first met, and now here we were, at the threshold of our first big adventure.

Click. The latch opened and out we went.

Leaving the safety of the Human Kitchen, I felt unprotected, but I wasn’t—not really. Surrounding me like bodyguards, moving as a single unit, was my family: my wife of nearly twenty years, my son, and my daughter. I knew that we wouldn’t always be together, that life and change would pull us inevitably apart. But as Sweetie (or was it Winkie?) casually dropped from the cage bars and made her way toward us, toward me, there was no future. There was only this moment, the whole world narrowing to a single small, hairy shape. No matter what happened next, one thought stood out in my mind like a red macaw against a blue tropical sky:

Were doing it.

After years of talking about it, we’re actually doing it.



Part One
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BEFORE THE TRIP

[image: ]

A journey is like marriage. The certain way to be wrong is to think you control it.

—JOHN STEINBECK
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OUT OF THE BLUE

TAKING A TRIP AROUND THE WORLD WAS AT THE VERY TOP OF TRACA’S bucket list long before I met her and it became a recurring topic of conversation in our marriage over the years. We dreamed about it from time to time, mapped out routes, imagined the adventure. For my part, I was mostly playing along with this fantasy, not really thinking we’d ever go, but Traca never let it die. Even when there was no practical way a big trip made any sense at all, when we were busy with young children or in debt up to our eyeballs, she loved to toss the idea of world travel onto the floor like a magic carpet and see if it took us anywhere. It’s just part of her makeup. Foreign cultures and unknown languages and passport stamps and airport terminals fire her imagination like nothing else. It’s not so much wanderlust. It’s more like fernweh, another German word, which means “an ache for the distance.” That’s Traca. She aches to go and explore … she yearns to experience the world … as if she is pulled by a gravity I simply do not feel.

It’s not that I’m against travel. I love it. I guess I’m just more practical than she is. While Traca would happily spend the last of our meager savings on a spectacular two-week trek in Peru, I tend to analyze a specific trip and calculate whether the cost of plane tickets, hotels, and restaurants and the sheer hassles involved would make a good investment for a family on a budget.

We did manage to spend a wonderful, impractical year in a Portuguese fishing village back in 2000 when our kids were seven and five—but a complete circle of our enormous planet? That was different. The timing just wasn’t right, or it was too expensive, or I wanted to focus on my career, or it would be better when the kids were older, or we’d do it later. In fact, I probably could have stalled like that forever (because it’s never really the right time to take a trip around the world), until one day, as if the universe were advocating in Traca’s behalf, three words popped into my head, and even I couldn’t resist the idea any longer.

I wasn’t thinking of anything particular at the time the three words occurred to me. I wasn’t really thinking at all. I was just sitting on an airplane, looking out the window, marveling at the Windex-blue water of the Caribbean. I had a ginger ale in front of me and a tan on my face, and I was feeling better, more centered, than I’d felt in a very long time. Maybe ever.

This bliss—for lack of a better word—was the result of a weeklong yoga retreat Traca and I had just completed, and it came as a total surprise to me. When she proposed the idea, I had zero interest in a yoga vacation, even a tropical one. Traca was the yoga instructor and daily practitioner in the family. Time spent in a rigid ashram environment might seem like heaven on earth to her, but to me it sounded like a descent into backbend hell, and an expensive one at that.

Still, I had been pretty stressed out. Professionally, my work as creative director at a few local TV stations in Maine felt uninspired, and my eyes were almost constantly red from too much computer time. I felt listless, unmotivated, going through the motions of life—which was a fairly accurate description of my marriage at the time, too. After sixteen years of raising children, Traca and I were more like chaperones than lovers, treading water in the deep end of the parenting pool, just passing the time. We got along well enough. We were committed to our kids. There was no cheating or plate throwing, but there wasn’t a lot of passion, either. While I buried myself in work and focused on my career, Traca got deep into yoga and meditation and shamanism and Reiki therapy. We were drifting and we both knew it, but there were so many other things preoccupying us. I always assumed we’d reconnect when the kids went off on their own; it would just mean three more years of treading water, which I knew would pass quickly.

As for the yoga vacation, I didn’t expect it to fix any or all of these problems, but since it was the only thing Traca wanted for her birthday that year, I signed us both up. I packed my swimsuit and my stretchy pants, resolved to leave my cynicism and my judgment at home, and flew to Paradise Island in the Bahamas for a little downward-facing dog and, hopefully, some time on the beach.

My first impression of the ashram, other than the palm trees and the warm sun, was “These people do not look very friendly.” I said this out loud to Traca, which I could tell instantly annoyed her, but it was true. Everywhere I went on the ashram property, residents and instructors followed me with their eyes as if I were a shoplifter. When I passed people on the lush, overgrown paths, said hello, and tried to be friendly, many of them looked right through me or looked away. It didn’t make any sense. Where were the enlightened smiling faces and the “Thanks for spending so much money with us” hospitality? Feeling judged and defensive, I decided to forget about everyone else and just focus on myself. For better or worse, I committed wholeheartedly to the regimented ashram routine.

So I woke up while it was still dark, walked silently down the beach with the other guests, sat in meditation as the sun came up, then did my best to chant the hour-long Sanskrit song that began and ended every ashram day. For most of this epic chant, I had no idea what I was saying—but I did recognize the famous Hare Krishna lines that devotees used to sing in airports back in the seventies. I remember spotting a group of these chanters while on a family vacation as a kid. It was as if my two brothers and I had found a nest of rare, hilarious birds, and we couldn’t help laughing at them as they banged on their tambourines, twirled in their robes, and whipped their thin, solitary braids around on their otherwise bald heads.

Hare Krishna, Hare Krishna, Krishna Krishna, Hare Hare …

The first time I said these words at the ashram, I was sitting in a group of chanters, all of them swaying and vibing on the rhythmic chant energy. Sandwiched between Father Granola and Sister Moonstar Rainbow Brite, I looked up to try to catch Traca’s eye. She was sitting across from me, head down, with her own sway and vibe going on. Then, as if she knew I needed her, she lifted her head and looked right at me. For a beat, we just looked. Then she smiled and shrugged, which for some reason sent me into a fit of laughter. If my brothers could have seen me at that moment, I knew they’d be laughing, too.

After morning chant, two hours of yoga awaited. I did my best, but sadly, I was like the Tin Man, with welded hips and steel bars for legs. (And not much heart, either, now that I think of it.) Most classes, I was a million miles from the perfect pose the rubber-limbed yogis would demonstrate, but I was there. I was trying.

“Now hold your foot to your breast like a baby,” a rail-thin instructor said one afternoon, sitting cross-legged on the floor in front of me. To demonstrate, he lifted one foot effortlessly to his chest, rocking back and forth. “And feed your baby gently,” he said, now breastfeeding his own foot. “And kiss your baby,” he said, drawing his foot to his puckering mouth.

As I sat on my mat, having trouble just keeping my back straight without support, I managed to lift my foot a full eight inches off the ground. But it was not going any higher, not without tearing a few ligaments.

Naturally, the instructor was just getting started. “And finally, rest your baby behind your head like this and lift your other baby to your chest.” I watched him sitting there with one ankle tucked behind his neck, the other suckling at his bosom, and I thought: I would need to fall off a building to end up in a pose like that.

“What’d you think?” Traca asked me at the end of the class. She was smiling, firing on all cylinders, clearly in her element.

“I think my babies are going to go hungry,” I said.

But I didn’t give up. Day by day, I ate the mega-healthy meals (just brunch and dinner), attended every yoga class (four hours per day), received a small ovation when I did my first unassisted headstand, chanted with all the sincerity I could muster, even tapped a tambourine during one evening program.

Then a funny thing happened. In just seven days, all the people at the ashram went from unfriendly to friendly. “The people here are so nice,” I said to Traca with a laugh, knowing that the change had happened within me. For the first time in years, I felt light and joyful, my mind was still and clear, and I saw Traca—really saw her—not simply as a mother and a homemaker but as the beautiful woman I had fallen in love with so many years ago. The coldness that had permeated our marriage for too long was breaking up. We held hands. We kissed. It was an epiphany, really. As though I’d been sitting in the dark for years and suddenly someone had pulled open the shades.

“You are feeling better?” a swami asked me as I was leaving.

I said that I was. Much better.

“I can tell,” she said with a big smile. “Your eyes are shining.”

With this peaceful easy feeling, I boarded a plane headed back to Portland, Maine, with a stop in Atlanta. Traca took the aisle, I took the window. Below, the bright blue water matched the clarity I was feeling when the three words appeared in my mind like a non sequitur from God. Though I wasn’t looking for them at the time or fishing for them in any way, they felt urgent—if not a sign, then at least an inspired nudge. Three simple words:

Year of Service.

It’s a strange feeling, getting an answer to a question you did not know you were asking, but I knew exactly what the words meant, and—in spite of my newfound calm—they both thrilled me and freaked me out. I also had the superstitious notion, right away, that if I spoke these words out loud, they would take on a life of their own, that Traca would chomp down on them like a pit bull and never let them go. Even I couldn’t resist the idea they suggested, and I began planning in my head almost immediately.

Up until that point, my biggest resistance to the idea of a trip around the world had always been the cost. I read a book once called One Year Off by David Elliot Cohen in which the author packed up his wife and three small children (and an au pair!) and hit sixteen countries over the course of thirteen months. While I loved the author’s “leave it all behind” attitude and his close encounters with hippos and holy men, my biggest impression was: This must have cost a bloody fortune! In one eleven-day period, the Cohens went on a five-day safari at Chobe National Park in Botswana, a three-day safari at the Hwange National Park in Zimbabwe, and a white-water rafting trip below Victoria Falls. As if that wasn’t enough, they then flew to South Africa for another three-day safari at a place called Makalali in Kruger National Park! I won’t even begin to speculate on how much this week and a half must have set the family back; even with the best possible bargain hunting, I’m sure it was a lot. And while I have no problem with the Cohens spending whatever they wanted to spend on their adventure, I just knew that this kind of lavish traveling was not going to be our story.

But a Year of Service …

I’d read about the idea in a magazine. “Voluntourism,” it’s called; vacations with a purpose. All over the world, people are combining travel with service and creating much more meaningful experiences. In exchange for some work and usually a placement fee, volunteers get food and a bed to sleep in. If we planned it carefully, I reasoned, it probably wouldn’t cost very much at all. We’d need airfare, but after that we’d just need to find organizations that needed volunteers. We wouldn’t just be sightseeing. We’d be helping. Instead of impersonal hotels and budget restaurants, we’d be in communities where we were needed, making connections to local people, eating with them, living with them. Some people report having their lives forever altered by a single week of overseas service. So what could a whole year do?

The more I thought about it, the more excited I got. What an amazing gift to give our kids! Like most every other teenager in America, our daughter, Jackson, was totally addicted to Facebook and her cell phone. What if we could unplug her for a full year? Wouldn’t that be worth almost any price? And our sixteen-year-old son, Logan, would be gone from home soon. What if we could show him the world together before he headed off into it alone? How would the trajectory of his young life be changed after such a trip? How would all our lives be changed?

I looked at Traca and she smiled. I looked back out the window. In my mouth the three words rolled around like marbles.

Year of Service … Year of Service …

In Atlanta, I was biting my tongue, not speaking, afraid the words would tumble out if I so much as yawned. I carried them down the moving sidewalks, past the magazine racks, up to our gate. Did I even want this? A whole year of service? I was excited, but I was scared. What was I scared of? Nothing had actually happened yet. The words weren’t a burning bush or anything. I had a career. I had kids in high school to think about, college coming up. I wasn’t some flaky Hare Krishna.

Year of Service … Year of Service …

And then … we were talking about it. We were eating some lunch, waiting for our connecting flight, and I just started saying it all. I opened my mouth and the marbles rolled all over the table.
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THE BEST PART

AS EXPECTED, TRACA EMBRACED THE IDEA WITH ALL THE PASSION OF A child accepting a trip to Santa’s Village, and we talked about it all the way home. By the time we touched down in Portland, Maine, and drove to our hometown of Gorham, we had it pretty much figured out. Largest order of business: Fix up our home and get it ready to sell. That’s how we’d pay for the trip—that’s how committed we were to the idea. After that, all the other details seemed petty. We’d pick countries and causes that intrigued us, contact them, buy plane tickets to the places that invited us to visit. Then we’d leave jobs and bills and schools when the time came and, if everything fell together just right, we’d be on the road by the first of September. It was the beginning of May. We had four months to make it happen.

The real wild cards in all of this were the kids. Would they be into it? Would they dig their heels in and clutch their friends? Logan would be a high school junior in the fall. Jackson would be a freshman.

Logan would be easy. He wasn’t really all that entwined in high school life. His friends were not his organs. His teams were not his blood. He was a good kid—an honor student, a top-ranked cross-country runner, an artist; a solitary figure in many ways, but not a loner. He was popular at school, generally happy. And he was easy to have around the house. He liked his sister, he loved his mother, and while many of his friends were sickened by the sight, sound, and all-around existence of their fathers, he still liked his.

If I had to pinpoint one area where Logan needed some work, I’d probably say confidence. He was a little shy at times, reluctant to speak up, not a big risk taker; but then, he’d always been that way.

When he was less than two years old, I once found him at the top of our stairs. He was just standing there like a ledge jumper, while I stood at the bottom. A single misstep and he would cartwheel and tumble like a rag doll into my arms. “Easy, buddy,” I said softly, not wanting to startle him. My legs were coiled springs, ready to leap. My eyes scanned his small vulnerable body, his curly blond hair, his pudgy little shape, while my mind calculated angles, distances, options. I put my hands up, palms facing him as if holding the air between us, pushing it and him back from the edge with my mind. Other boys his age might have walked unaware and happy off the edge of a cliff, running for the open air again if you were lucky enough to pull them back from the plunge the first time. But not Logan. At the top of the stairs, with his eyes locked on mine, I could see his less-than-two-year-old brain thinking it through. Then he lowered himself carefully to the ground, shaking his head. “No, no, no,” he said as he crawled slowly backward to safety.

People have called him an old soul and I know what they mean. He came into this world centered in a way that many adults are not, he is thoughtful to the same degree that many of his peers are reckless, and under all the Axe body spray and the smelly socks, there is a sweetness and a wisdom to Logan that are undeniable.

When he was seven, before we left on our yearlong trip to Portugal, I wanted him to be excited about the adventure. He was in the first grade and I thought he might resist the idea of leaving his buddies or his school. Jackson was only five at the time, and she was up for anything, but I thought Logan might need a little convincing. So I laid it on thick, name-dropping all the cool things there were to see and do on the planet, whether they were on our itinerary or not.

“How’d you like to see a volcano?” I asked. “Or a Komodo dragon? Or an iceberg? Wouldn’t that be fun?”

Logan nodded at all these suggestions and then said the most surprising thing. I’ll never forget it. “But that’s not the best part,” he said, completely serious.

“It isn’t?” I replied, ready to toss the Eiffel Tower or the Great Pyramid of Giza at him if necessary.

“No,” he said. “The best part is, I’ll get to spend a year with you.”

Ten years later, as Logan approached adulthood and prepared to begin the part of his life that took place away from home, away from me, I knew exactly how he felt back then. If I could spend one more full year with him, without distractions, without routines, I knew I would never regret it. Because with only two years of high school left, no matter how we spent it, our time together was incredibly short. He was not the pudgy, curly-haired little kid at the top of the stairs anymore. He was nearly six feet tall, thin like the long-distance runner that he was, poised and ready to launch. And this time, no matter how much I wanted to hold him still with my upraised hands and my force of will, he was going to jump, tumbling and cartwheeling past me, out the door and into his own life.

Time flies when you’re raising kids. You hear it all the time, particularly when your kids are little and you’re talking to parents whose kids have already left home. “It goes so fast,” they say. “Don’t miss it. Enjoy every second you have with them.” And I did. I was there. I worked nights when Logan was little so I could be around during the day. I soaked it up, no regrets. Even so, selfishly, greedily, I wanted this trip and all the time together that it represented. I wanted to wander in jungles and trek up mountains and play games by headlamps and talk because there was nothing else to do and because we were the only people who spoke English for miles around and because we were living in the same room. Beyond all that, I wanted the world to inspire Logan’s generous heart and embolden his cautious nature. I wanted to give him one last great experience with his family before he jumped out into the big puddle of life by himself and made his own splash.

But that wasn’t the best part.

More than anything else, I just wanted to hang out with him for a while longer, and I was thrilled—though not really surprised—when he accepted the trip idea for the adventure that it was and hopped right on board.
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DOWN THE ELECTRONIC RABBIT HOLE

THEN THERE WAS JACKSON.

When I told her I was going to write a little bit about her for this story, she confronted me at my desk with this piece of character advice:

“If you make me out to be some self-centered little bitch,” she said, “I will tear out those pages and burn them. Are we clear?”

In the interest of avoiding a fiery edit, I’ll start with this: The moment I first learned I had a daughter was the happiest moment of my life so far.

Not that having a son wasn’t a thrill and a celebration, but Logan’s birth was more stressful than Jack’s. Traca and I didn’t know what to expect when our first child was born. Everything was new. Plus, Logan’s delivery was a long, painful process that scared us as much as it excited us. Jackson’s birth was just … different.

Secretly, I wanted a girl that day. Of course, I said all the politically correct things parents are obligated to say to superstitiously avoid birth defects or to appear unselfish. Things like “Another boy would be perfect,” and “So long as it’s healthy,” but honestly, deep down, I wanted a girl.

As Traca went into labor, we didn’t know the sex of the child, but we didn’t have to wait long to find out. Unlike Logan’s slow, exhausting delivery, Jackson’s arrival was like the birth of a comet: fast, blazing, intense, producing a concentrated pain within Traca the likes of which I can only—thank the Lord—imagine. Through the fire, I kept saying “her” and “she” as in “Here she comes,” and, “We almost have her,” but I didn’t know, not for sure. It wasn’t until Traca finally pushed Jackson’s little body into the world and our midwife held her up like baby Simba, her wrinkled pink bum facing us. Then Traca and I watched, suspended, breathless, as Jackson made her first grand entrance … a slow, dramatic turn … until there was no mistaking the anatomy. A girl! A beautiful baby girl. My heart exploded like fireworks.

Then fourteen years passed.

One day, after Traca and I returned from the Bahamas, I stood in the doorway of Jackson’s room, watching her. The place was a disaster. The floor was covered with dirty clothes as if a laundry bomb had gone off. She was sitting up in bed, laptop on her lap, cell phone in her hand, headphones in her ears, ignoring me. I knew she knew I was there but she didn’t look up. So I just waited, wondering: When did she get so long? She was five foot six, beautiful in ways you didn’t have to be her father to recognize. She had long brown hair like her mom’s, naturally wavy but pin-straight at the moment, hanging like a silky curtain around her pretty face. Most of her girlfriends were straightening their hair for school, so Jack ironed hers every morning as well. It wasn’t my choice. I loved her full tangle of hair. But on teen fashion issues, my opinion didn’t matter. Her friends mattered, belonging mattered, and if straight hair was the highest price she had to pay, I was all for it. Still, I worried about her sometimes.

I’ve always had a good connection with Jackson, right from the start. When she was very small, maybe two years old, I once woke up in the middle of the night and couldn’t fall back to sleep. The house was still and quiet, and as I lay there in the dark, I started thinking about my daughter. Her room was separated from mine by a wall, and as I pictured her sleeping in her crib, I found myself silently repeating her name like a mantra:

Jackson … Jackson … Jackson …

“Daddy?” she answered, calling out as if she’d read my mind.

I took this as proof of our special bond, but she clearly wasn’t tuned into me so acutely as I stood in her doorway. I know it’s normal, that the little girl she used to be was long gone, but the sentimental truth was: I missed her. I missed being with her, talking with her, giving her horsey rides up the stairs every night …

“Horsey?” she used to say, patting my hair, my flowing mane. “Carry me, please.”

So I’d flop down on the ground, prance a bit, snort and buck, until she said, “Good horsey. Easy, boy.” Then she’d climb onto my back and hold my neck tight as I galloped up the stairs, always rearing midway, soothed only by a kiss on the cheek. We did this every night for years until one night she just climbed the stairs on her own. I watched her from the couch, feeling like an abandoned toy, snorting my horse sound to get her attention.

“Not tonight, Horsey,” she said tiredly. Just like that, it was over.

Of course I had known it wouldn’t last forever; even while it was happening, I knew to savor it. She used to call me from her bed after I’d already tucked her in. “Daddy? I want a drink of water,” she’d say. So I’d bring some water and hold it for her little mouth and tuck her in again. Then, when I was back downstairs for all of thirty seconds, she’d say, “Daddy? Can you read me a story?” So I’d go back up and grab a book, snuggle beside her, and read it with as much dramatic flair as I could muster. When it was over, I’d kiss her head and go downstairs and wait. “Daddy? I’m scared,” or, “Daddy? I dropped my teddy,” or “Daddy? Can you read me another story?”

One night as I prepared to bound up the stairs for something like the fifth time, Traca stopped me. “She’s just playing you,” she said. “She doesn’t need any of this. She needs to go to sleep. She’ll keep calling you if you keep going up.”

“I know,” I said. “But she won’t be calling me forever.”

Jackson … Jackson … Jackson …

I stood at her door thinking her name, but I got nothing. She just clicked her stupid computer keys and answered her annoying cell phone and listened to her inane hip-hop music about shaking your booty down to the ground or doing it all night long. It was a sad tableau, really.

Traca and I resisted getting Jackson a cell phone for as long as non-Amish parents can be expected to hold out, long after all her friends were flaunting their second cute-as-candy flip phones, but eventually she wore us down. Once armed, Jack took to texting like a prodigy, racking up over eight thousand texts in her first month. With only 420 waking hours in the average month (assuming fourteen hours a day for thirty days), that means Jackson received or sent nearly twenty messages every hour of the day, or one every three minutes. This number becomes even more impressive when you subtract the six hours per day that phones are not allowed in school, leaving a near-constant texting marathon for Jackson’s fingers to run. Add to this all her favorite shows, favorite songs, favorite stars, favorite causes, favorite everything—all offering their incessant Twitter–Facebook feeds like tiny doses of crack to the strung-out teen info-junkies of the world … it’s amazing Jack had time to eat, much less do homework.

Now, I know what all you better parents are saying. Shut it off, you whiner! Pull the plug if you don’t want it. And we did … once. When we thought Jackson’s usage was getting way out of hand, we cut the cord and took away her computer and phone indefinitely, which—as any parent who’s ever taken this hard-line stance with a teen daughter can attest—is the opposite of LOL. We tried to reason with her, explain our good intentions … but Jack wasn’t listening. When she realized we were serious, she stood up, threw her phone against the wall, said she hated us for the first (and only) time in her life, and stormed out of the room.

Then an unexpected thing happened. The next day, she started talking. Maybe out of boredom, but who cares? She hung around after dinner. She played a board (bored) game with me. In a few days, she seemed relaxed and focused, engaged and full of humor. It was a beautiful transformation that lasted for a full six months—until the day we reluctantly returned her electronics to her, and she began to withdraw once again.

More than for anyone else in the family, I wanted the trip for Jack. I wanted her to leave the phone and the computer and the hair straightener at home. I wanted her to unplug from her social networks, to have a chance to get to know herself beyond her user name and password, to look up from cyberspace and see the great big world all around her, to reach beyond herself to someone, anyone, who clearly needed more than she did. I wanted her to imagine, to dream, to relax, and to see how good that feels. The fact that she would miss a year of high school senior boys—I was okay with that. The fact that we might one day find ourselves somewhere in the world walking arm in arm like the old friends we used to be … I was okay with that, too.

When we told Jackson about our plans, she resisted the idea, as I had known she would. “Freshman year is kind of a big deal,” she said, as if reminding me of a great and obvious truth. But before long, she started to soften, using phrases like “If we go,” and “I’m not saying I’m in, but,” which basically meant she was in and we were going.

With just a few months left before we hit the road, I stood in her doorway, watching her, thinking her name, wanting her to turn my way as she had done on the day she was born. Though I couldn’t carry her up the stairs anymore without real effort, I wasn’t ready to let her go just yet. I was her horsey, her storyteller, her biggest fan.

Come on, Jackson.

At last she looked up. “What?” she said, annoyed.

“Hi,” I said.

“Creeper. Get out of my room,” she said flatly before disappearing down the electronic rabbit hole once more.
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BIG LOGISTICAL DUCKS

WITH THE KIDS EITHER ON BOARD OR MOVING SLOWLY TOWARD THE dock, it was time to launch into full-scale “set sail” mode. There was a lot to do. Planning a full year on the road and finding volunteer organizations to welcome a family of four with underage children, then linking all our stops with plane tickets, while somehow keeping it all under our ridiculously low budget, was challenging enough. Add to this: Paint the house, organize the basement, reshingle the roof, remodel the bathroom, find a real estate agent and a buyer while working full-time, and do it all in a few months … I was exhausted just looking at the list.

It didn’t help that the euphoria, the bliss that Traca and I brought back with us from the Bahamas, was quickly fading along with our tans, and soon our relationship felt as if it was right back to its preyoga-retreat state: a little distant, a little cold, a little less happy than two people planning a world trip should probably be. It’s not that we were fighting or even angry. We just didn’t seem to be on the same page. In fact, as the days ticked by and I began to stress over the many details of our complex yearlong journey, Traca seemed utterly uninterested in planning even the smallest part of it.

To be fair, Traca’s never been much of a planner, particularly when it comes to travel. She’s more of an adventurer, an “avid” explorer, you might say, as in “diva” spelled backward. Give her an all-inclusive stay in a fancy resort with guided tours of sterile tourist traps and you will absolutely ruin her vacation. Traca wants the real thing, the local people, the local food. She wants to take overcrowded buses without air-conditioning. Even better: She wants to walk until her feet are sore and get completely lost at some point in the day. Through it all, no matter what happens, she believes, in a deeply spiritual way, that the universe will guide her to the people, places, and experiences she needs the most at just the right time.

It can be an exciting way to spend a weeklong vacation, and it has certainly added a degree of spontaneity to my life—but for a full year of travel? Internationally? With kids in tow? Drifting like four corks in the jet stream? Call me a boring stick-in-the-mud, but I wanted a little more structure than that.

At the very least, I wanted twelve stops to pin the trip on. Twelve known destinations with dates attached and people waiting. Tickets would be cheaper that way, I reasoned, and the kids would know what was coming up next if any particular stop proved to be an intolerable mistake. I wasn’t looking to wring all serendipity out of the adventure. I just wanted my big logistical ducks in a row.

But Traca wasn’t interested in big logistical ducks. She didn’t try to stop my research or scheduling, but she didn’t pitch in, either. It may sound crazy to all the careful planners of the world, but I honestly believe a part of her just wanted to go—to pick a place, go there, and stay until another opportunity showed up or the travel gods pointed us in a new direction. At first, I saw this lack of involvement as unsupportive, even reckless. Then one night, on the eve of our wedding anniversary, I flipped through an old photo album and realized: Traca wasn’t the problem. As I looked at the pictures of our younger, happier faces … our first summer together, our wedding day, our newborn babies … I could see we had simply grown apart. We had stopped listening. We had stopped talking. Worst of all, I had completely forgotten how much I used to love her spontaneous, planless approach to life.

I met Traca on the beach in Kennebunk, Maine, the summer after I graduated from college. It was 1987. We were both twenty-one. I’d just come off a long, brittle relationship with my high school sweetheart and I had vowed not to get involved with anyone, no way, no how, before heading out to Los Angeles to write movies in the fall.

So I was walking down the beach with a friend who happened to know Traca and we stopped at her blanket. Traca was very tan, wearing a bikini, still wet from the ocean, and she flashed her big smile at me when we were introduced. It probably didn’t look like much to the other beachgoers; we spoke for just a minute or two, hardly more than a quick hello. I’m sure I appeared calm on the outside, but inside I felt like one of those Tex Avery cartoon wolves, with my eyes shooting out of their sockets and my tongue crashing to the sand on a river of drool.

The next day, back on the beach, I spotted Traca lying on her blanket maybe fifty yards away. A girl sitting next to me was saying something, but I wasn’t listening. I was watching Traca … watching her sit up … watching her stretch and stand and turn in my direction … watching her start to walk. It was ridiculous, but I imagined that she was actually walking to me. I even put it into a sentence: I wish you would walk over here and sit down right next to me. I said these words in my head like an incantation, then watched as she grew larger and larger, moving across the shimmering sand like a mirage. The girl beside me was still talking, but she seemed to recede into oblivion the nearer Traca got. Until at last, to my utter amazement, this stranger, this vision, this red-hot beach goddess was standing, then sitting, right in front of me.

That’s when we started talking.

For the next few days, that’s all we did. We met on the beach, sat side by side, and talked about everything we cared about: movies and music, books and politics, fears, hopes, religion, philosophy, travel, and on and on. We listened and talked, talked and listened, like the waves that rolled in and out effortlessly all day.

Traca was unlike anyone I’d ever spent time with. In spite of our very similar conservative New England upbringings, she was attracted to anything alternative. She’d just gotten back from a semester in London, where she’d shaved her head on a whim along with the other punks. She talked passionately about music I had never heard of; she bought records based strictly on album art, which seemed like the height of recklessness to me. She was a vegetarian, a flaming liberal. She gushed about poetry and the environment, social justice and world peace. Though she could barely draw, she was thinking about studying art—which she ultimately did. In years to come, our walls would be covered with huge free-form Jackson Pollock / Found Object paintings that emerged onto canvas the way lava emerges from a volcano. Technique never slowed her down. Planning or sketching was a waste of time. She’d start with some paint, add a hundred layers if necessary, then press cigarette butts and rubber gloves and used sanding disks and whatever else she had lying around into the congealing goo.

But it all started on the beach. In those first few days, we talked as if time was running out, pouring our stories onto the sand, mixing our childhoods, family histories, and adventures, so focused on the connection, so spellbound and rooted, we each got sunburned on just one side of our bodies.

After a full-on summer romance, we moved to Los Angeles together, where I wrote a string of imaginative screenplays that no one offered to produce while Traca created a growing gallery of abstract paintings that no one offered to buy. It didn’t matter. We were dreamers back then, young artists gripped by a shared sense of destiny, with nothing but huge success ahead of us, just around the next corner. “This is the week,” we used to say. And we meant it, every week, for years. We worked when we needed to, took long blocks of time off whenever possible, and spent every minute together. It sounds silly now, but we used to lie in bed or on the beach or in the grass somewhere private and we’d press ourselves together, entwining like two snakes, arms and legs wrapped tight, faces touching, feet touching. In this way, we’d breathe into each other and we’d say: We are physically closer at this moment than any two people on the entire planet.

We got married three years after we met, and Logan arrived two years after that. Another two and Jackson joined us. By then, we’d traded L.A. for a small house in Maine and the chance to raise a family. Without question, Traca and I both loved being parents, but I’m not sure either of us was really prepared for the change children brought into our lives. Traca never saw her free-spirited self as a homemaker, yet suddenly there she was cooking, cleaning, shopping for organic baby food … which left me with the role of breadwinner, a task I struggled to fulfill and one that fit me about as well as one of Jackson’s diapers. Though we had our beautiful kids to wrap our love around and though life was mostly good, we often felt … what? Tired? Broke? Stressed? All of the above? Over time, we laughed a little less and argued a little more. We certainly were not the two closest people on the planet any longer.

We did get one painful wake-up call. In 1999, with the death of Traca’s beloved father, Larry, and the murder of my best friend, Shayne—tragedies that took place within two weeks of each other—we were suddenly, vividly, shaken back to life. In the aftermath of so much loss, Traca and I clutched each other, we kissed as if the world were ending, we vowed to savor every moment we had left, and we made an impulsive decision to move to Portugal for a year. It was a totally arbitrary destination; we had zero connections and virtually zero plans, but we went and it was beautiful. We ended up in a tiny fishing village on the pristine Algarve coast. Logan and Jackson were so young, seven and five, they began to speak Portuguese in no time, as if absorbing the language out of the salty sea air. And while they attended the local public school, Traca and I rediscovered each other, squandering days eating figs and ripe clementines, almonds and olives. It was a magical time. Over the course of that carefree year, our wounds healed, our spirits lifted, and we promised never to forget as we returned to Maine, ready to play house again.

Then nine more years went by in a blink.

We did forget, of course; routines can be hypnotic. In time, I began to climb my own corporate ladder once again while Traca dived ever deeper into her spiritual practice, widening the gap between us. It happened gradually, the way glaciers move—until one day we found ourselves in our mid-forties, with two teenage children and a nineteen-year-old marriage, disagreeing about whether to carefully plan a world trip or to let it unfold like a Sunday drive.

We just have to get out the door, I thought.

The world and travel would heal us again. I knew it. It could take us back to the two kids we once were on the beach. The happy ones. The dreamers. The ones with the half-sunburned faces. All we had to do was clear our schedules, pack our bags, and climb on that first plane.
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LIFTOFF

OBVIOUSLY, WE TOOK THE TRIP, BUT FOR THE RECORD, WE DIDN’T MAKE our September departure. In spite of my best efforts and overwhelming motivation, I just couldn’t get it all together in time. And with the collapse of the housing market, our house didn’t sell, which meant we didn’t have the money to take the trip anyway. On the day Logan and Jackson started the new school year, I took down the world map we had hanging on our kitchen wall, rolled it up, and stored it in the basement. Somehow that made it official—our Year of Service was not going to happen.

That really hit me hard. I’m not sure if I was depressed in a clinical sense, but that’s the word that comes to mind. As the days began to pass, I had less and less energy. I couldn’t concentrate at work or connect at home. I felt miles away from Traca, as if our ship had sunk and we were floating in opposite directions.

Four months later, on the morning of December 21, my forty-fourth birthday, I stood before my bathroom mirror feeling old for the first time in my life. I barely recognized myself. My hair was thinning, going gray. My skin was pale, with a growing collection of age spots speckling my face. I had the beginnings of a spare tire around my waist and a dull pain in my back that I could not explain. Worst of all, I had no light in my eyes, no spark. It was as though I was looking at a scary wax version of myself. It certainly wasn’t anyone I wanted to be.

Contrary to my sad reflection, I’ve always thought of myself as a happy person, full of energy, quick to smile, optimistic, maybe even a little overconfident at times. Hell, as a younger man I was downright cocky.

I remember being twenty-two, when I moved out to Los Angeles to write movies. It didn’t matter that I’d never read an actual screenplay or that I knew only a single person in the business, a friend named Tim Metcalfe, who was one of four writers credited on Revenge of the Nerds. In spite of the long odds and my complete lack of training, I had no doubt that Hollywood fame and fortune would be mine. All I had to do was write something.

Five weeks after arriving in L.A., when my dot matrix printer finished slowly tapping out my first readable draft, I was ecstatic. Of course that manuscript was garbage, but all I saw back then was triumph. It was after midnight and I felt like shouting with joy from the top of the Hollywood sign. Amped on adrenaline, I made an impulsive decision. I drove to an all-night copy center, printed a few duplicates, then raced into the Hollywood Hills to find my one contact, Tim, and get my success started.

As I drove up the twisting slope of Mulholland Drive, the Los Angeles Basin lit up with a million lights behind me, I honestly felt I was on a collision course with destiny. I was even a little nervous, fearing that success was happening too fast, certain that the story I’d just written was my ticket to the big time.

It was nearly two in the morning when I pulled in to Tim’s driveway. Without hesitation, I grabbed my script, marched up to his house, and rapped on the door. “Tim?” I said. “You up?” I knocked louder, pounding with my fist like a policeman at a crack house. “Tim! Tim, it’s John! I finished my script!”

Maybe Tim was out or asleep. Maybe he was inside, looking through the security peephole, watching me the whole time. If he was in there, I’m not surprised he didn’t answer the door, because the longer I knocked and the louder I called, the more sincerely frustrated I became. It never once occurred to me that this might be a bad time or that my expectations might be a little high. All I felt—for reasons I cannot now fathom—was cheated out of something that was supposed to have happened. Reluctantly, I left my script on Tim’s doorstep and glided back toward the shimmering lights of Los Angeles, cursing my bad luck that success would have to wait until morning.

For all his youthful hubris and naïve sense of urgency, I’ve always loved that boy pounding on the door. I was filled with enthusiasm back then. I had a conviction—a joyous deep knowing—that nothing was impossible.

Where did that go?

Half a lifetime later, as I looked at myself in the bathroom mirror, I knew I needed to make a change: start running, eat better, write something. “This is the week,” I told myself, but I could tell that the old man looking back at me didn’t really believe it anymore.

“Come on, Dad!” Logan shouted from the kitchen. “We’re ready!”

I went downstairs for my birthday breakfast and found a few presents waiting for me. “Happy birthday,” Jackson said. She sounded hungover and looked half asleep, dragged out of bed for the celebration. Traca had food on the table and a place prepared for me to sit. It was a familiar scene.

After the usual scones and fruit smoothies, we got around to the gifts. With a big smile on her face, Traca handed me her card. “Hope you like it,” she said.

The card was homemade, as usual, this time with a single heart drawn on the front fold. Inside, I fully expected to find the same loving thoughts that Traca wrote every year, but when I opened it, what I found instead was nothing short of a magic carpet. Another burning bush. An answered prayer, of sorts. Four words this time:

LET’S TAKE THE TRIP!

It made no sense; that ship had already sailed. But somehow … seeing the possibility written down … seeing Traca’s hopeful smile … I recommitted then and there. Without worrying about the money or how it would actually happen, I grabbed on to the idea like a life raft and never let go.

For those who like numbers and logistics, I’ve included a detailed account at the back of the book describing how we pulled this resurrected trip together in less than two months. Budgets, packing, shots, insurance, schools, jobs … it’s all there.

We officially launched on February 20, 2010, leaving snow-covered New England below and behind us after leasing our home to some dubious renters: a shifty single mom named Joyce and her two teenage kids. To say I did not trust this woman would be a gross understatement, but we were out of time and she was offering money.

Once we handed over our keys and said goodbye to all our worldly possessions, the world awaited. Our plan was to spend at least thirty days with each volunteer organization, long enough to get the lay of the land and hopefully have a little impact. Since Logan wanted to be back in time for his senior year, we now had only six months to travel, but that still seemed long enough. And though I had only our first and third stops officially arranged, a fact that was more than fine with Traca, I was just happy to be flying away with my family.

Beyond that, the whole thing was up in the air. Would Logan discover the confidence I was hoping for him? Would Jackson unplug gracefully? Would Traca and I find each other? Would I find myself? Or would we all just freak out and kill each other in some one-room hut, crazy with the heat and frothing from a terminal case of family closeness?

I posed that last question to Jackson as we flew toward Costa Rica, and she didn’t hesitate.

“If I had to bet right now,” she said, “I’d put my money on kill.”
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THE OSA WILDLIFE SANCTUARY
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The scientific name for an animal that doesn’t either run from or fight its enemies is lunch.

—MICHAEL FRIEDMAN
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