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Dedication

In memory of Erica Kelley,

teacher at Glacier Ridge Elementary School,

Dublin, Ohio.

~~~

She changed lives with her love.




Epigraph

When the roots are deep,

there is no reason to fear the wind.

—proverb, attributed to various sources
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Gorilla Games (Toddler Edition)
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pop drop: leaping from a tree onto a dad’s back—often to his surprise and/or annoyance
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lazylegs: clutching tightly to a parental leg (invariably while the parent is trying to move from point A to point B)

[image: image]

hide-and-seek: just like humans
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bother father: perching on a father’s shoulders while asking annoying and repetitive questions
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vining: playful vine swinging; in captivity, strong ropes are used in lieu of vines
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dizzy tizzy: twirling until you fall down (a great favorite of young gorillas)




Gorilla Glossary

ape-auntie: a female troop member who helps care for younger gorillas

belch: rumbling vocalization that expresses contentment

blackback: a young male gorilla about eight to twelve years of age

chest beat: repeated slapping of the chest with one or both hands to generate a loud sound (sometimes used by gorillas as a threat display to intimidate an opponent)

domain: territory

fear grimace: baring teeth with gums exposed in a submissive “smile”

gas glass: windows separating gorillas from humans (informal; synonym: hard air)

the Grunt: snorting, piglike noise made by gorilla parents to express annoyance

knuckle walk (also run or pace): method of locomotion using forearms and curled fingers for weight-bearing; used by gorillas, bonobos, chimpanzees, anteaters, and platypuses

me-ball: dried excrement thrown at observers

nibblit: a toddler gorilla (informal)

silverback (also, less frequently, grayboss): adult male gorilla over twelve years old with an area of silver hair on his back. The silverback is a figure of authority, responsible for protecting his family.

troop: group of gorillas, usually consisting of a silverback and several females, blackbacks, juveniles, and infants
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    The Wait
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Hello

I am Ivan. I’m about to become a dad.

I’m hoping it’s as easy as it looks.
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A Dad is a Dad is a Dad

When you get right down to it, how much trouble could a newborn be, really?

I mean, they can’t talk. They can’t run. They just lie there all day, grinny and gassy and drooly.

That said, to be perfectly honest, two-year-olds do worry me just a little.

In my line of work, I get to observe many different creatures. (I have a particular interest in gorillas and humans.) And I can tell you this with absolute certainty: When it comes to parenting, everyone’s in the same boat.

Whatever your species, there’s no force of nature more terrifying than a toddler tantrum.




Confident

Still, I’m confident I can manage a youngster.

You just have to be consistent. Apply reason. Set boundaries.

If I declare that “no tantrums are allowed,” then no tantrums are allowed.

Easy-peasy, as my young elephant friend Ruby likes to say.




Where to Find Me

You may have noticed that I am a gorilla.

Western lowland, in case you’re curious.

I’m the resident silverback here at Wildworld Zoological Park and Sanctuary. (Around here, we just call it “the park.”)

My address is Sunniest Spot, Outdoor Habitat, Gorilla World. I’m located just down the path from Elephant Odyssey and around the corner from Reptileville.

If you pass the gift shop, you’ve gone too far.




Never

There was a time when I never dreamed I’d grow up to be a father.

There was a time when I never dreamed I’d grow up to be a silverback.

There was a time, I suppose, when I never dreamed I’d grow up at all.

But the years passed and here I am.

When time tells a story, surprises are the one thing you can count on.




Old Names, New Names

I used to be Ivan, just Ivan, only Ivan.

Soon I will be Dad.

“Big Daddy,” my dear canine pal, Bob, has started calling me. And in his voice I hear gentle teasing and the same wonderment that I feel.

We’ve come a long way, Bob and I. A very long way.




It’s a Long Story

Bob and I met when he was a stray puppy, and I was the main attraction at a shabby circus housed in a run-down mall.

The Exit 8 Big Top Mall and Video Arcade, it was called. Conveniently located off I-95, with shows at two, four, and seven, 365 days of the year.

We try not to think about that time too much.

Our lives are good. We are both loved.

That’s all that matters.




Unprepared

I’d been caged at the mall for over a decade when the silver hair on my back appeared.

It was a shimmering signal from my body, unbidden. It shouted that I was ready to care for others. To lead a troop. To take on the world.

To become, you might say, my father.

My hair and my heart were not entirely in agreement, however. Like chin whiskers sprouting on teen male humans, that particular mark of maturity was a bit . . . premature.

As I grew, I failed and I learned. I got lost and found my way. I tried to believe in myself, and on the days when I couldn’t, I had friends who believed in me.

And oh my, such friends!

Wise, gentle Stella, an old circus elephant who’d been born in the wild.

Ruby, a sweet baby elephant snatched from Africa and shipped overseas, just like my sister and me.

Julia, a kindhearted girl who understood our plight.

And, of course, the one and only Bob, who slipped into my cage one night and decided that my tummy would make the perfect dog bed.

I’ve never been happier to hear complaints about my snoring.




Threads

What brought us together? I sometimes wonder. Was it chance? Fate? Luck?

I often marvel at the randomness of it all, the tangled threads that wove us into something stronger than our individual selves.

That a time so dark could provide such light is a miracle, I think.

It’s interesting.

The older I get, the more miracles I seem to notice.




A Creature of Habit

Bob, who is a doting uncle to his energetic nephew, Rowdy, keeps warning me I am in for a shock when it comes to parenthood.

“Say goodbye to the old Ivan,” he said the other day. “You won’t be in charge of your life anymore. You’ll be at the mercy of mini-Ivan.”

Bob is tiny and acorn-brown, with big ears and even bigger opinions.

I looked up from the sketch I was drawing in a patch of dirt. “I’m a silverback, Bob. The leader of my troop. Of course I’ll be in charge.”

“Just you wait.” Bob pointed a paw at my drawing, which might or might not have wanted to become a banana. “You think you’ll have time for art? For jawing with your pals? No sirree Bob. You’re a creature of habit, Ivan. You like your days just so.”

I shook my head. “Are you saying I’m boring?”

“Yes,” Bob replied. “But, you know . . . in a good way.”

I suppose it’s true that I’m rather predictable. I’m an artist, an introvert, a serene and pensive sort.

I like to spend my time in quiet conversation with my friends.

Or napping.

Or picking bugs off my constant companion, Kinyani.

Or eating.

Or philosophizing.

Or daydreaming.

Did I mention eating?

This morning, for example, I spent an entire hour delighting in the perfect symmetry of a dew-dappled alabaster rose.

Then I ate it.
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