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Introduction

ANDREW MCCARTHY AND DON GEORGE

The premise behind this anthology is simple: since the ancient Greeks, actors have been society’s storytellers. And ever since Hollywood first left the backlot, these storytellers have been traveling to far-flung corners of the world to tell those tales.

By necessity of the job, and often by nature, these ‘Hollywood types’ are a nomadic breed. Actors travel always with an eye and an ear – sometimes unconsciously, often deliberately – looking for characters, details of behavior, or inflections of voice, that can be logged away, stored for a future date, only to be recalled and employed for a role at the appropriate time. Writers move about listening for lines of dialogue that will unlock character, and directors bask in atmosphere in order to create a world on screen both specific and authentic. Most filmmakers will tell you that making a movie is easier on the backlot, but richer on the road.

We thought it would be illuminating – and entertaining – to ask some of these peripatetic storytellers to tell us their most personal, inspiring, funny, embarrassing and human stories from their time on the road. The result far surpassed our expectations: thirty-three tales by distinguished actors, directors and screen writers from around the world that are rich, raucous, and intimately revealing. While these stories are multifaceted in setting, voice and subject, one common theme threads through them: contact with the wider world through travel can delight, enlighten, inspire and change lives.

About half of these stories revolve around experiences related to a film. The other half recount travels not related to filming, in some case before careers even got started, in other cases in the troughs between triumphs, and in other cases on temporary career breaks.

In organizing these tales, we tried to follow both a chronological and a thematic structure. We begin with a couple of pieces that take place in the distant past – Alec Baldwin’s wonderfully warm and wistful remembrance of Los Angeles, and Malcolm McDonald’s poignant picturing of an epic journey he took as a youth around the world, accompanied by his flute and a friend named Floot.

These stories segue into further romantic remembrances set in Brazil, Australia and Hawaii. From there we present five stories that revolve around the theme of renewal – renewal through confronting the challenges of the road.

Beginning with Bill Bennett’s evocative ‘In Search of a Dolphin’s Grave,’ we present fourteen stories that focus on film-related experiences. Sitting around on set, actors, writers and directors often regale each other with stories of ‘glory days’ and famous mishaps – often with a showman’s one-upmanship. Our tales capture this atmosphere: some recount adventures and discoveries encountered in the process of doing background research either for the writing of a script or for the making of a film; others focus on the rigors of filming in remote, often undeveloped places – and the unexpected riches and revelations that can result.

For the last act in this multi-part epic, we present a suite of family stories – stories that explore themes of bonds made and broken, obstacles encountered and overcome, lessons learned, deaths endured and renewals nurtured. The final story in the book, Brett Paesel’s extraordinary ‘Life is a River in India,’ beautifully illustrates the many-faceted gifts travel can bestow when we are open to and trusting in the world, our loved ones and ourselves.

Whether secure in a backlot or on distant location, working from a script or ‘off book,’ the storytellers in these stories ultimately reveal that they are just like us: human, full of foible, longing and grace – and that, just like us, when they venture into the wide world, that journey can touch and transform them.


LA Memories

ALEC BALDWIN

Alec Baldwin has appeared in over forty films, including Beetle Juice, Working Girl, Miami Blues, The Hunt for Red October, Glengarry Glen Ross, Malice, The Juror, The Cooler (National Board of Review Award for Best Supporting Actor; Oscar nomination), The Aviator, The Departed and It’s Complicated. On television, Baldwin currently stars with Tina Fey in NBC’s 30 Rock, winner of three Emmy Awards for Outstanding Comedy Series (2007, 2008 and 2009). Baldwin has received five Screen Actors Guild Awards, three Golden Globe Awards, the Television Critics Association Award and two Emmy Awards as Best Actor in a Comedy Series for his performance on the show. He last appeared on stage in the 2010 Guild Hall (East Hampton) production of Peter Shaffer’s Equus, directed by Tony Walton. Other stage performances include the Roundabout Theatre Company’s 2006 production of Joe Orton’s Entertaining Mr Sloane, directed by Scott Ellis; Loot (Broadway, 1986; Theatre World Award); Caryl Churchill’s Serious Money (Broadway, 1988); Prelude to a Kiss (Circle Repertory Company, 1990; Obie Award); A Streetcar Named Desire (Broadway, 1992; Tony Award nomination); Macbeth (New York Shakespeare Festival, 1998); and Twentieth Century (Roundabout Theatre Company, 2004). He is also the author of A Promise to Ourselves, which was published in paperback in 2009. In 2011, Alec received his star on the Hollywood Walk of Fame.

 

Los Angeles has always been, well, a sore spot in my life. It might be safe to say that the bulk of the bad things in my life happened in LA, while the bulk of the good things happened in New York. It got so bad that I would feel a sense of personal defeat and demoralization whenever I landed there.

I’ve heard all of the analyses. My uncle Charles said that ‘if you really are one in a million, then there are seven other people like you in New York City.’ My friend Ken told me that New York is a river, with its own natural currents that seem to pull you in some direction, while LA is a lake. No currents. You’ve got to row where you want to go. Another said, ‘LA will test everything you love, both friends and interests, because you gotta drive so far to get to them!’ Another friend instructed me to find the outdoorsman in me. Take up hang-gliding. Hiking in the Angeles National Forest. I gravitated more toward the subway.

I heard more stuff like that. LA’s not really a city but ‘the chicest suburb in the world.’ ‘LA has great theater,’ they would assure me. So-so pizza. The best sushi. The women. The movies. I have been one of the great LA haters of all time. That traffic. The San Diego Freeway, like some red carpet right into Hell. I recall driving my Karmann Ghia convertible north on the 405 in 1983, heading to an audition in Burbank, the air over the Valley like mustard gas, my eyes tearing. I remember reading in the LA Weekly that Santa Monica Bay was so contaminated from runoff that veteran lifeguards were developing cancers. I lived in Venice, full-time, 1983 through 1985. I couldn’t wait to get out of there.

LA seems different to me now. Sure, old age has made me soften my view on a lot of things. But here’s my LA, at least my memories of it. How I see it now.

[image: ]

My first apartment was on Larrabee, just north of Sunset. My friend and roommate, Tuck, and I had driven cross country in the Ghia in January and froze our asses off through the Texas panhandle. The place was around the corner from Spago. And the old Tower Records. I’d stand in Tower on some evenings for hours, wondering if I could ever earn enough money to buy all the music I wanted there. I fell in with a group of writers who worked for Garry Marshall. All from out of town. We would go to Lew Mitchell’s Orient Express in the Miracle Mile district and eat ‘gourmet Chinese food,’ long before Mr Chow showed up. My friend Dana would order squab in lettuce cups. We’d go back to an apartment on Sunset Plaza Drive and drink and do all sorts of other illicit things late into the evening. In the morning we sobered up playing tennis at Dana’s. Or Tuck and I would call the La Cienega Reservoir Courts and give a fake name to reserve a court. ‘This is Dr Katz calling. I’d like a court at 11am.’ The guy at the booth never even looked up at us when we checked in.

A few months later, Tuck and I moved to Venice. Sunset and Speedway. There was an empty, unpaved lot across from our apartment. Cars would insist on pulling into the soft sand and would get stuck there. People always asked us to call a tow truck for them. Late at night, cars would pull in that lot to party. We would throw eggs at them, ducking behind the wall of our second-story balcony like snipers, until they freaked out and left.

Monday mornings in Venice brought a fleet of municipal cleaning trucks. Giant sand-grooming devices that sifted out the trash and gave the beach an almost golf-course-type manicure. Another unit blasted benches that God-knows-what had leaked all over that weekend. I would walk to the Lafayette Café for the best huevos rancheros in California. The cooks were like noble Pancake Warriors who gazed at you with a faint smile. They knew they were cooking you the best and most honest meal you would ever have in your life. They knew that, at that moment, you needed that place. You knew it, too. The locals used to say that the old Venice died when ‘the Laf’ closed. It was my Bright Lights, Big City moment. The sound of the steaming jet of water that followed the disinfectant brushes on the wooden seats. The whirr of the sand behemoth. The birds savoring the last bit of trash before it was hauled away. The smell of the Laf and the stoic countenance of the Pancake Warriors.

Harry Perry on his rollerblades. The Figtree. The entrepreneur-freak called Jingles, who touched every base of the Venice Boardwalk Street Vendors Stations of the Cross. First he was a musician in a Sgt Pepper getup. Then a masseur. Then a palm reader. I think the only Venice gig he passed up was sketching portraits of Johnny Depp.

I moved back to New York after three years. I came back and met my ex-wife. Got married and moved to the Valley. Hated it. Then grew to love it for its lack of pretension. My ex and I would go to Malibu on weekends. Take Encinal Canyon for the long, verdant drive. We’d hit the chain of spots above Kanan Dume, the necklace formed by Matador, Pescador, La Piedra and Nicholas beaches, before the county paved the parking lots and put in meters. We’d sit on the bluff, looking down at the surfers at Nicholas, reading the Sunday New York Times. We’d hit Geoffrey’s for dinner. The old Malibu Adobe. Moonshadows. Neptune’s Net, with all the bikers hanging out in their leathers in the sun.

Even now, I think about the great Mexican food at Tia Juana in West LA. Seeing an old movie at the New Beverly. Johnston’s Yogurt Farm in Beverly Hills. The Getty, old and new. Patrick’s Roadhouse. Madeo. Descanso Gardens. Duke’s. Shopping for shirts at Citron on Montana. Tommy Tang’s. Vine Street Bar and Grill. The Disney Concert Hall. Sitting on the shore at Zuma in November with a blanket wrapped around you. Now, when I drive up PCH, heading up near Leo Carillo for the sunset, I think … I don’t hate it here anymore. I don’t hate it at all.


Me, Floot and the Flute

MALCOLM MCDONALD

Malcolm McDonald transformed his early traveling passion for new people and places into a career (much to his delight and surprise), becoming a filmmaker whose projects have taken him to many exotic locations, from Costa Rica to North Africa to the Pacific Islands for Family Footsteps (Australian Broadcasting Commission) and Lonely Planet 6 Degrees. Lately he has concentrated on historical docudramas, including films on larger-than-life Australian characters such as Douglas Mawson, John Monash and William Buckley for ABC TV. He also worked as second unit director on Peter Weir’s Master and Commander. Malcolm’s films have been broadcast all over the world and have won numerous awards, including Australian Film Institute and ATOM awards for Watch the Watch (a film on hypnotism) and Gumshoe (on private detectives) and the Jules Verne Best Film and Director awards for Mawson: Life and Death in Antarctica. As life on the planet changes, Malcolm enjoys trying to document and understand it.

 

When you are young, in a strange land (Detroit, Michigan) in the early 1970s, staying with your aunt and wondering how to prolong the visit (as the food and board is a good change from the previous years’ European working-backpacking routine so common with Australians overseas on their first pilgrimage), and you’re drunk, standing at the top of the staircase of a Grosse Pointe country club at somebody’s wedding, and you spy a girl down below – well, the answer could be beckoning. No, I didn’t fall down the stairs! I glided down and fell in love.

Let’s call her P. She had a semester to go for her degree at the University of Michigan in Ann Arbor (famous for its football team and the Rainbow People’s Party, with frequent visits by John Lennon). She shared a big pea-green weatherboard house with students, and I shared her three-quarter-size bed in the room she shared with another girl.

Living in the house were a bunch of musicians, so while P was off at lectures I decided to learn the flute so I could play in their band. One of the guys played sax and flute and taught a very willing me – it was a full-on winter and I had six months to kill. One afternoon P and I were doing what you do when your roommate has a lecture, our passion ending with a rather high-pitched musical finish from the wondrous P.

At communal dinner that night one of the girls said, ‘Man, you’re getting really good on that flute.’ I told them I hadn’t played it all day and P chortled into her spaghetti. From then on P was called Floot!

When Floot graduated (with a psychology major – you need to know this), she and I went traveling in Europe in a Volkswagen van we bought in Athens. We stayed with a family on the island of Skopelos for months as I started writing about my travels so far. Floot would make moussaka and carry it through the narrow whitewashed lanes to the baker and then be stopped constantly on her way home by all the women who would have a little look, touch and taste before commenting on her skills. Both of us loved going out with the fishermen at dawn – has barbecued octopus ever tasted better than in Greece?

We then went on to ski jobs in St Anton am Arlberg, Austria – me shivering all day on the lifts, Floot working as a housemaid in the home we were staying in. When she was asked to clean up the senile grandfather’s shit, we decided life’s too short!

As the van had Dutch plates we decided to go to Amsterdam to sell it. When we were twenty-three kilometers out, the police pulled us over, checked under the van and told us it was too rusty and they were going to take it to the nearest town and destroy it! Which they did! We caught the train to Amsterdam – which was especially memorable because when we walked in the door of a backpackers, that was the first time I heard Lou Reed’s ‘Walk on the Wild Side.’

That wonderful traveler’s combo of places, people and songs. Unfortunately they played it over and over and over again …

Having gotten no money for the van, we were almost broke, so Floot and I went back to Ann Arbor to look for work. We landed a job as houseparents in a halfway house for mentally disturbed women. Yes, we were only twenty-three and yes, Michigan had a progressive mental health policy. At any time there were eight patients ranging in age from seventeen to sixty, Floot and me (the only male). Some had tried to kill, some were young and abandoned, all were a constant challenge. I started writing about this extraordinary life and made up little plays, pertaining to their situation, for the women to perform. I learned a lot about women in our nearly two years there – but as I sit here many years later, I know that a lot is never really enough.

After this stint Floot and I decided to use the money we’d saved to travel overland from Istanbul to Australia, and off we set. Just about everywhere was open then on the so-called ‘hippy trail’ – how lucky we were – Iran, Afghanistan, Pakistan, the Hindu Kush, Kashmir, Burma, all accessible – not Vietnam as the war was still on, but Laos and Cambodia too.

I am so glad to have stood at the feet of the giant rock Buddhas of Bamiyan that the Taliban have since blown up, and I am almost glad to have taken a certain bus ride in Laos. We were going from Vientiane (a sleepy French colonial town then) to Luang Prabang (a very sleepy village). There were just locals on the bus. Somewhere in the mountains, within the bus – I can only describe it as an unspoken collective vibe – we all started to duck our heads, and then an automatic weapon strafed us, shooting out some windows, but we were all on the floor before the first shot hit. No-one was hurt – they said it was the Pathet Lao – but what intrigues me to this day is how we all felt it coming.

I had used the flute in Europe as the portable icebreaker that it is and was looking forward to joining with all the musical cultures that we would be meeting along the way. Before we left Ann Arbor, my teacher Sam told me that jazz musician Paul Horn had played his flute in the Taj Mahal and that each note stays for fourteen seconds. ‘You need to do this for both of us,’ he said (in E flat).

The first thing we noticed outside the entrance to the Taj Mahal was a sign saying ‘NO FLUTE PLAYING!’ These days I’m sure there’s a flute-metal detector but then we were able to easily walk in with the flute in its pieces tucked away on our bodies. I assembled the flute as far away from the guards as possible and started playing Bach’s Brandenburg Concerto No 2. I’ll never forget those first sounds as the majestic echo of the dome kicked in. The guards came running of course – but then a wonderful thing happened. Lots of tourists pleaded with them, offering money – which they took and signaled that I could play for a few minutes. I was hearing so many notes (indeed chords) by this time that I started to play less and just jammed along with the echo – I’m smiling even now, remembering the gift of those precious moments.

We noticed a lot of fellow travelers were coming down with anything from dysentery to hepatitis. Floot and I had a rule that we would willingly eat all the street food but never drink the water (not even a fast-flowing Nepalese mountain stream). In those days at the end of a twenty-hour Afghani bus ride all you could get was warm Coke or Fanta – no bottled water. We used iodine tablets in a canteen, which tasted horrible, but in our whole trip Floot never got sick once and the only time I came undone was when I had severe runs while crossing from Afghanistan to Pakistan through the Khyber Pass! (Yes, the irony!) We were warned of rebels in the area, but I made the bus stop and ran over a hill to relieve myself. When I looked up from my grateful squat I saw men on the nearby ridge cradling guns and laughing themselves stupid. I ran back to the bus.

Sadly, another place you can’t go today is the Swat valley in Pakistan. Floot and I took bus rides following the Swat River northwards. We never saw another Westerner till we came back down again. The dangerous rides had ‘is it your time now’ waiting around every corner as the road wound with the river, across rickety wooden suspension bridges. After a few days, Floot said, ‘Have you noticed the further we go up the valley, each village has more and more men and they have henna in their hair and beards?’ By the time we reached the top, into the Hindu Kush, these red-headed men made up about eighty per cent of the population at the last village we stayed in. I’ve never found an explanation.

Floot and I decided to take a cargo boat from Singapore to eastern Malaysia (three days of rank fish soup), then we took a rubber boat up the Rejang River in Sarawak because we’d heard that the Iban tribespeople (ex-headhunters) lived in huge longhouses on stilts and they welcomed you, if you just arrived there. We spent a night on the boat sleeping on squishy rubber slabs and then traveled all day to well into heart-of-darkness territory. In the late afternoon we got off onto a longhouse to puzzled looks from the Ibans and a grinning rubber boat captain as he went back down the river.

Nobody knew what to do – clearly we weren’t very welcome – and we all just stood around in an uncomfortable no-language void. The longhouse was huge, all the village lived in it, over 500 people. It had wooden and bamboo sides and a thatched roof and went on forever. Floot was making some headway with sign language about the women’s adornments when we heard the faint sound of a wooden flute. I took the flute case out of my pack and when I opened it there was a collective gasp from all around – the three silver pieces shone in the dying shafts of the sun and completely captivated the Ibans. I put it together and started to play something similar to what I was hearing. The astonishment surrounding me was just so sublime – the wonder of these silver sticks put together and now making music caught me up in that magic as well. People came running from everywhere and led us into the longhouse.

We had a very simple meal of fish and rice as the longhouse was lit with candles and lamps. After dinner, musicians assembled with flutes and various percussive instruments and drums and we played together and Floot danced with the women – she looked so beautiful in the golden light. When it was time for bed we were given a spot near a major support pole and left alone.

After a time a man walked by and pointed up at the top of the pole and went on his way. Floot and I took the tip and found footholds and climbed to the top and sat on crossbeams. From there we could see the whole longhouse – families separated by hessian curtains. We stayed up there for hours watching the comings and goings – hearing the soundscape of babies, lovers, snorers – feeling the nightly pulse of the village.

After traveling through seventeen countries over nearly two years we made it to Bali.

Floot’s brother was getting married back in Michigan and her mother had arranged a flight out of Bali for her – I think fearing that if she made it to Australia she might be gone forever. Even Kuta beach was not much more than a collection of shacks then, and that’s the Bali I like to remember.

I went on to Australia and became a filmmaker.

I still have the flute, but never play it – the last time it was played was by my niece at her grandfather’s funeral.

And Floot? Ah, well, that’s another story.


Dolphin Love: A Brazilian Romance

DANA DELANY

Dana Delany has been nominated for five Emmys and won two for China Beach. She has also appeared in the films Tombstone, Light Sleeper and Route 30, the TV shows Desperate Housewives, Pasadena, True Women and Wild Palms, and the plays Dinner with Friends and Translations. She can currently be seen in Body of Proof on ABC and in the film Freelancers with 50 Cent. Her passions are acting, art and travel. Send her a first class ticket and she’ll meet you anywhere.

 

It was 1985 and I had just moved to Los Angeles to perform in a play at a tiny theater in Santa Monica. I had done the play off Broadway in New York and the playwright, Nick Kazan, had graciously asked me to be in the LA production. I thought, why not? I actually got to arrive in Hollywood with a job.

And it got even better. Several casting people came to see the play and after several auditions I landed a job in a movie. Not just any movie. One that was shooting in Brazil. I have loved travel since I was a child. I still get excited arriving curbside at any airport. It doesn’t matter that one has to deal with security or lines or people in sweatpants. I’m going somewhere! And that to me means romance and adventure.

The movie was called Where the River Runs Black. It was based on a Brazilian legend about a little boy who is the child of a beautiful young woman and a pink dolphin. I guess that would be the true outcome of ‘dolphin love.’ The boy was raised wild in the Amazon and can swim like a, well, dolphin. I was to play a nun in the orphanage where the boy is taken.

Flying to Brazil on Varig airline was the height of luxury. And I was Flying Down to Rio! It was everything I dreamed of – movies, exotic locations, first class! We changed planes and took a smaller one to Belém, which is the capital of the state of Pará and sits at the mouth of the Amazon. When I got off the plane and walked across the tarmac, I experienced what would later get me my next job in Brazil a year later with Paul Mazursky. ‘When you get off the plane, the heat goes right to your crotch,’ I told him. And it did.

I have since heard that Belém has had a building boom and become quite urban, but that would come later. In 1985, it was still a sleepy colonial town with beautiful mango trees and quite a bit of poverty. I had never experienced that kind of begging on the streets, despite having lived in New York. But Belém was teeming with life and vibrancy. And even innocence. Because it was so humid, the local people wore very little clothing, but what they wore was colorful and almost childlike. And there were children everywhere. It was a town filled with families. I saw mothers lead their young children to the edge of the sidewalk to pee in the street. And no-one cared. It was quite remarkable and liberating.

The actors were staying at the American Hilton, which was an air-conditioned oasis in the Amazon because you really couldn’t last more than an hour in the heat. The Hilton had a dark bar and an oval pool. It turned out that I would be working very little on this movie over the course of a month, so I had some free time, which suited me just fine. I was blessed to be working with Charles Durning (playing a priest), who is a world-class dancer. He taught ballroom dancing in New York after World War II. We would go out for feijoada and caipirinhas and then dance. I have never met a man who could dance a samba with such delicacy. During the day, I took trips to the seaport where the wharf was stocked with seafood fresh off the boat. One weekend I went to Ilha de Marajó, a small island that sits exactly where the Amazon River meets the Atlantic Ocean. I was happily sunbathing nude on the sugary sand when I heard a rushing noise. The Atlantic tide was coming in and threatening to drown me at a rapid pace. I quickly doggie-paddled to higher land with my clothes over my head. Just part of the adventure of Brazil.

But the most romantic one was yet to come. I spent a good deal of my time by the pool at the Hilton, waiting to hear if I would work that day. I lay in the sun (on the equator, mind you) in my leopard-print Norma Kamali one-piece ready to quickly don my nun’s habit. It was the tannest I have ever been in my life and the last time I would ever sunbathe. What was I thinking? I blame it on Rio. Or Belém.

One afternoon I glanced up from my book and saw a Greek god complete with tousled golden hair walk out to the pool and lie down on a chaise. I went back to my book. Then he got up to go in the pool and I lost my place. I noticed that he had left an open book with his towel. I casually got up to see what language he was reading in. It was English and he was reading Ulysses by James Joyce. Who reads that at a pool? He got out of the water and I scooted back to my chaise. When he gathered his things to leave, I decided that if he walked towards me I would say something, otherwise it was not meant to be.

I regret to say that my opening line was weak: ‘Where are you from?’

‘Ireland.’

‘Really? You don’t sound Irish.’

‘You should hear me after a couple of pints of Guinness.’

‘Ha ha ha.’

I can’t remember if he suggested the drink in the bar later or I did. I hope it was he.

When I arrived, freshly showered, I saw him standing at a distance, in a blue Oxford cloth shirt at the bar, and I actually gasped. It was my ‘Hubbell’ (from The Way We Were) moment. We sat, ordered drinks and started to ask questions. It turned out that he was traveling solo through the Amazon on a motorcycle. It was his Indiana Jones fantasy. Belém was his last stop before he headed to Rio and then back to school.

I said, ‘School? How old are you?’

‘Twenty-one.’

‘Oh my God.’

‘Why, how old are you?’

‘Twenty-nine.’

‘What? I thought you were sixteen. The cheek of this girl to pick me up.’

Thus started my lifelong relationship with younger men.

Cameron was on break from Oxford and due back in a couple of weeks. He was indeed Irish, well-known Irish, as his father was a very successful businessman. We spent the next few days enjoying Belém together. As I said, the city had a wonderful mix of innocence and eroticism and it was the same with my movie location romance. We went to a local carnival and rode the Ferris wheel. I remember sitting at the top, looking over the lights of the city, thinking life can’t get much sweeter than this. Or stranger. One of the local highlights was a wooden roadhouse where all the families went on Saturday night. There was a big boombox, and young girls would get up and perform dances to hits like Paul Young’s ‘Every Time You Go Away,’ which was popular at the time. And then they would take their clothes off. Completely. And the families would applaud. I think maybe it was a whorehouse on the side.

And of course we knew it would end, like all movie romances must, which made it even sweeter. He went to Oxford via Rio and I finished the movie as a very tan nun. It was everything I had fantasized about as a child. Exotic location, romance with a handsome stranger who rode out of the jungle on a motorcycle, and a chance to act with Charles Durning! Little did I know that most of my foreign locations to come would be in Canada. Not that it isn’t a lovely country.

Postscript: Cameron and I did stay in touch. I spent Christmas with his family in Ireland and we dated for a while. He is now happily married and we spoke just last spring. Brazil is still one of my favorite countries to visit today.
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Thwaaackk!

A fresh swath of blood smeared the whitewashed walls of our jungle hideout.

‘Got him!’ Ilene exclaimed, standing on a rattan chair in the lingerie of a paid assassin.

That was my blood. The bastard. He deserved to die.

‘Kill them all!’ I commanded, cowering under the bedclothes while my newlywed bride re-rolled her copy of Hello!, took aim at a mosquito the size of a Prius and … spplaaaat!

Did I mention I have a crazed fear of mosquitoes? They’re my Room 101 (1984 – look it up). If I hear them whining in my ear, I go mental. Their bites turn into enormous welts. They crave my flesh. When we showed up at this rain forest eco-resort on Australia’s Daintree River, it had just poured for nine straight days and the ‘mozzies’ were out in force. The moment we arrived, the resort director hosed us down with industrial-strength DEET. Or napalm. Whatever toxic pesticide they freely use to ward off the bloodsucking pests that have plagued this land since the Aborigines owned the place.

I wondered: when Nietzsche wrote ‘That which does not kill me makes me stronger,’ was he honeymooning in Australia? Or was he already mad with syphilis by then?

After the logistical and emotional D-day of a wedding, most newlyweds are content to lie on a beach, high on postnuptial bliss, umbrella drinks and what a friend of mine calls the ‘Jamaican vegetable.’

Not my wife.

We got married in Italy. At a sixteenth-century abbey outside Portofino. We could have hopped a train to Tuscany for two weeks. But no. We had to fly halfway around the world for an ‘Extreme Honeymoon’ that would test not only our marriage, but my role in it as, well, the Man.

Ilene had always been hard to get. That was her rep and it had taken my full repertoire just to persuade her to go on a date, much less spend the rest of our lives together. But it worked. She was wearing the ring. Well, she actually wasn’t, but that’s another story. This Extreme Honeymoon thing felt like the final test, even though we were already married.

‘Come on,’ she coaxed. ‘It’ll be more fun.’

‘Yeah, sure. Fun.’

I knew what was going on here. A template was being set. A gauntlet dropped. Every hotel we stayed at, every adventure we booked, I took as a challenge to my manhood. The sexual dynamics. Power struggles. Gender role-playing. Could I provide? Could I protect? Could I … represent? This was how it was going to be for the next thirty, forty … fifty years. Was I a guy who could tough out the inevitable trials of a shared life and family – for richer or poorer, in sickness and in health? Or was I going to cower under a musty, malarial comforter at the slightest sign of trouble?

Add to these nerve-racking existential stakes the fact that I was on a book tour for my memoir, Cad: Confessions of a Toxic Bachelor. The book had just come out in Australia. I was writing the screenplay for Miramax. If we were going to be there anyway, I figured, why not do a little publicity? Cheesy, yes. But an author will stop at nothing to move the merch.

So here we were, flip-flopping around the most lethal continent on the planet. My wife, the thrill-seeker. Me, the safety-seeker. I remember it all like the fever dream it seemed at the time.
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‘How’re you going?’

This was the concierge at The Establishment, a boutique hotel in Sydney. Our first stop in the land of Oz. She was about six-foot-five – your standard Australian supermodel/triathlete/surf goddess.

‘Great!’ I replied. ‘How am I going where?’

It took me a week to get used to this stock Ozzie salutation. If you mean, ‘How are you doing?’ why don’t you bloody well say it?

But I wasn’t here to argue linguistics. I was here to pass the first test. The Room Test.

Ours was small and dark, with no view. Ilene said it was ‘fine,’ in a way that suggested I better fucking upgrade us before she got back from the salon. Yeah, that was just a little pressure as I stood there in the Establishment lobby looking up, way up, at this Aussie Glamazon. I’m not a room-changer, okay. I’m Canadian. We say thank you to ATMs. But I knew I couldn’t face my bride in the same cramped cell she’d left me in.

I informed Elle Macpherson’s hotter sister that my wife and I were on our honeymoon and braced myself for the standard boutique-hotel stonewall. Instead, she handed over a key to … the Penthouse. The – wink – ‘Robbie Williams Suite.’ He’d just stayed there, she said, with a coy smile. ‘Enjoy it.’

‘Thanks,’ I said, a little stunned by the pair I’d just grown. ‘We will.’

When Ilene got back, I welcomed her to our loft-like aerie, where we partied like overblown British pop stars for the rest of our stay in Sydney.

I passed the first test. But we had yet to embark on the ‘extreme’ portion of our antipodal adventure.
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Lizard Island is an exclusive, no-kids getaway whose claims to fame are: 1) Captain Cook scaled the island’s peak to survey the treacherous shoals that were foundering his ships; and 2) it’s forty-five minutes by boat from the Great Barrier Reef.

I tried to climb ‘Cook’s Look’ to impress Ilene, and it damn near killed me. We were halfway up – me huffing, puffing, ready to turn back – when this 60-year-old from Adelaide who’d killed me on the tennis court the day before ran past on his way down. This is what you’re dealing with down here. Perfect, retirement-age specimens of manhood who play soccer three times a week and complain about ‘slowing down.’

The next day we were on the boat out to the Great Barrier Reef for a little snorkeling. No scuba. I don’t enjoy ‘sports’ where there’s a chance you might have an embolism and die. I might have skipped the boat ride altogether, but I sensed this was another test.

So I hunkered down in the cabin, where any sane person would be given the size of the waves, the speed of the boat and the fact that the captain looked like a human pint of Foster’s. Oh, and I had forgotten my inhaler. What if I had an asthma attack in the middle of a school of barracuda? Ilene had disappeared. I looked around and saw her at the front of the boat – the prow? the bow? whatever the fuck it’s called – having a Titanic-style tête-à-tête with Stefano, the Italian dive instructor.

Nice. On our honeymoon. I had no choice. I put on a life jacket – the boat going bump, splash, bump, bump – and inched along the guardrail, white-knuckled, to confront my beloved bride.

‘What, you didn’t get enough swarthy, effortlessly stylish Euro-guidos defiling you with their eyes at the wedding?’

She looked at me, salt air whipping my face, touched by my jealousy. ‘I was just telling Stefano to keep an eye on you in the water. You seemed worried about your inhaler.’

The strapping Italian grinned. He clearly hadn’t understood a word.

The engines cut out and our boat sat bobbing like a bathtub toy on the edge of the fathomless depths of the Pacific Ocean. I put on my mask and fins and splashed over the side with the other tourists. Stefano stayed close as we gazed down into the wonders of the reef. Totally nice guy. Incredible abs. Just as I was getting lost in the bromance of it all came the terrified, flailing cry:

‘Shark!’

Not from me. It was Ilene. She’d just noticed the three-foot sand sharks brushing the floor of the reef. I’d seen them, too, but figured they were too small to worry about. As Stefano reassured Ilene, I dived down for a closer look. My wife was already back on the boat, shivering.

I wasn’t keeping score, but I won that one.
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Australia boasts seven of the world’s ten deadliest snakes. When my half-sister moved here she reported scorpions in her backyard. We drove past miles and miles of pristine beaches that were completely empty because of the presence of ‘stingers’ – jellyfish the size of your thumbnail capable of inflicting excruciating pain. You don’t die, but you wish you would.

I guess living every day with the possibility that something could kill you is what built up the bravado and cavalier machismo Australians are known for. And it’s not just the men.

We’d just come out of a toad-racing event in Port Douglas – what, you haven’t been to one of those? – and were dodging the massive swooping brown bats known as flying foxes when Ilene got into an altercation with some drunk townie tarts. Parts of Queensland are Australia’s equivalent of the Ozarks. The men sit in bars on whose every wall hangs a television set broadcasting some form of gambling, or Australian Rules Football. (Punch line: there are no rules!) The women have a hard, ropey look – with their tight black jeans and accents that could cut glass. So here we were, minding our own business, when the words ‘American cunt’ were uttered. I’m not sure they realized who they were dealing with: a Jewish girl from Long Island. But I sensed it wasn’t going to end well. I really should have stepped in, but those chicks looked strong and I felt a Deliverance moment coming on. So I pulled us into the cab that the ropey tarts accused us of stealing from them and averted an international crisis. Or YouTube sensation.

I will say this for the Australian ladies. In America, Canada, and the UK, I’d been pilloried by many a female reviewer for the ‘toxic bachelor’ behavior recounted in my memoir. But here, the reaction of the women who interviewed me for the local papers, radio or TV was: ‘He’s not so bad!’ Compared to the knuckle-draggers they were used to, I was a softie. Barely a cad at all. After all, the whole reason I was here was to honeymoon with the book’s happy ending. How bad could I be?
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Our last ‘extreme’ act before flying back to reality as husband and wife was to go ‘abseiling’ in the Blue Mountains, an hour or so outside Sydney. You get into a harness and rappel down the mountainside. Again, Ilene’s idea. As soon as she looked over the edge, she wanted to go home. But the guys who took us had a company motto: ‘Feel the Fear, But do it Anyway.’ It’s on their T-shirts.

I went first, to show her it was no biggie. The ninety-eight-foot drop was easy, like a climbing wall. She made it down, too. Shaken, but too proud not to go to the next level. The 197-foot. I went first again. It was awesome. Ilene followed. Afterward, she looked a little green. ‘You don’t have to go,’ I said.

‘No, I want to.’

I zipped down. Totally ninja. Now it was Ilene’s turn. She was taking so long the wind had kicked up. My newlywed bride was buffeted across the cliff like a rag doll. The instructors steadied her rope, told her to keep going. They were yelling. I was yelling. It took a while, but she made it down, flushed, trembling and fell into my arms. After two weeks of feeling like Quentin Crisp in this land of He-Men, and He-Women, it felt good to look macho in her eyes. To be the guy she could lean on.

So this was the template we forged on our honeymoon. One of us pushes the other to do something extreme or risky that the other would never have done on his or her own and we’re both the better for it.

It’s been that way ever since. Australia’s fatal shores, booby-trapped jungles and brazen locals gave us a motto to face marriage, and life, by.

Feel the fear, but do it anyway.

Seven years later, I still have the T-shirt.
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