Unprepared
“Grow a set and get down here” he said, visibly annoyed with my hesitation at the top of the ramp.  I stood, motionless, staring down at the wooden slope and then over to my brother and his friends, staring at me, waiting for me to act.  I weighed my options; I could swallow my pride and climb to the bottom of the ramp or tip the front of my skateboard over the lip and take a chance.  It was a precarious situation for a nine year old.  My older brother had just gotten off, effortlessly cutting up and down, weaving up one side, down the other, eventually coming to rest back at the top.  It was easier for him because he didn’t have to think about it like I did.  He just did things.  I thought about things, and then I did them, if it made sense.  Dan’s way of living has always appealed to me on a visceral level.  I was never jealous of the way he did things, but sometimes he has shown me how appetizing life can be when consumed raw, without preparation.  

He has been living in Hong Kong for about 10 years.  During that time I have graduated college, had a few jobs and eventually ended up in southern California.  He has traveled back to the visit the US every now and again, his visits always a source of an interesting story or two.  Years ago I had visited him on an extended trip where I stayed for a few months at his apartment in downtown Hong Kong.  It was a life changing experience, I had never been out of the country and suddenly I was immersed in the local culture and had a chance to really get a taste for my brother’s way of life for the first time since he had moved out from home for college when I was about ten years old.

I was twenty when I visited, now taller than him but still carrying many of the nagging doubts I had at the top of that ramp over a decade ago.  He had started his own business and was living on the 15th floor of a complex amongst the snaking roads and highways near the heart of downtown Hong Kong.  I could picture my mom telling him when he was younger that he had champagne tastes on a beer budget.  Judging from his apartment his budget had finally caught up with him,

The first few weeks I adjusted to the new culture generally sticking right around the apartment unless I was with my brother.  After work one day he said that he had sorted out our travel visas and we were going into mainland China, to a smaller town a few hundred miles north, next week.  Immediately I was thinking about what could happen.  I was already worrying about things even though I didn’t even know enough about where we were going to worry much about them anyways.  As soon as he told me his “plan”, which was to get on a train and head north to Gui Lin, without much else other than that we were taking a train there, he recognized the look on my face.  He knew exactly what I was thinking.  “Chill out” he said “I’ll take care of things” with the same look as he did years ago from the side of the ramp.  “Classic Dan” I thought to myself, I knew that there was a high possibility that he was just talk and the trip wouldn’t actually happen.  Part of his careless attitude was making and breaking plans from one instant to the next. However, the next week we boarded the train and headed over the border into China.


We left the house and he was in his completely in his element, no plan, just a destination.  He negotiated with cab drivers, found the best restaurants and talked his way out of potential problems with the locals.  I was always impressed with how easy he made it look.  I could usually do this kind of thing but he made it look fun.  I tried on a few occasions to do the same with varying degrees of success; however, it wasn’t ever as effortless as I would have wanted it to be.

After wandering around the small village and its surrounding countryside for the day we came upon the only major restaurant in town.  We walked in and the patrons stared at the two Americans standing in the doorway awkwardly looking for someone to help us to our seat.  A tiny woman with a strong jaw and sharp eyes grabbed a few menus and seated us at the table without a word.  We settled in, I then looked around at the tanks and cages that were placed all over the front of the restaurant.  Lizards, snakes, fish, and rabbits along with everything else that was on the menu was staring me right in the eye.  I looked at the back at the symbols and numbers on the cheap waxy paper of the menu, then I looked at a lizard tonguing the air in my direction, he even seemed to know that I didn’t belong here.  I thought that I was being brave by eating sushi one of my first few days in town, but this was a whole other level.  I took a deep breath and looked at my brother… I shook my head and laughed at him and muttered “You’re a dick”.  He laughed, put down his menu and said “I’ll order for us” never dropping his air of confidence.  I put down my menu and grudgingly put our fate in my brother’s hands.


He decided on some sort of unidentified snake and the hostess invited us up front to pick it out.  We arrived just as someone else’s snake was being prepared.  That same strong jawed waitress was now armed with a long set of black tongs which she expertly dug into the pile of snakes in a wire basket and pulled one out by the base of its skull.  Without any expression, she reached to the back of her impeccably clean apron and pulled out a cold looking set of steel surgical shears.  In one deft movement she clipped the head of the reptile cleanly off, sending it into its death throes.  I stepped back and wondered how she did this without getting a spot of blood on her clothing.  My face crinkled in disgust and I looked at my brother, even his normal air of stability was broken by this tiny woman’s business demeanor as she weighed, dressed and presented the headless snake to the gracious couple who had ordered it.  For the final act in her “show” she plucked and unidentified organ from the vanquished snake’s innards and squeezed the liquids into a pair of shot glasses.  The couple promptly raised their cups into the air, and then took the liquid down.

I looked over to my brother and his face was a mirror of mine.  The air of confidence he always had carried with him melted away to expose his shocked expression.  I thought to myself that maybe I was not the only one who had these fears; sometimes just having the look is enough to get him through most things.  I quickly gained my composure before he noticed and said “Ready to eat?”  He looked at me still shocked, shook his head then started to say something, before walking out the door.  I followed him out with a huge grin on my face, finally seeing my brother as he had seen me over a decade ago.
