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This Is Dedicated to the Ones I Love

Humbly, I offer this book to America’s muses, sages, and patrons. Denigrators may call you “critics,” “buyers for large national retailing chains,” “publishers,” or “independent booksellers.” These are harsh terms for thoughtful people who help the rest of us. I love you guys. Sure, you’re strangers to me, but frankly, some of my closest friends have already given me more help than I needed. My pals somehow misheard my pleas for praise. Instead, they provided detailed criticism.

My friends, right and wrong, include Dan Okrent, Lee Eisenberg, Bill Broyles, Geoffrey Precourt, Barry Werth, Sara Nelson, Scott Gray, Jon Harr, Kathy Goss, Tracy Kidder, Marty Wohl, Marisa Labozzetta, Lisa Newman, and Stephen Harrigan, and to each of them, I offer my gratitude, albeit somewhat grudgingly.

Without reservation, I thank my brother and sister, John and Sue, who gave me nothing but love. Kit Nylen, my wife, and Cassie Gray, our daughter, are not only forgiving, they’re both first-rate editors and fine nurses. I’m intensely indebted to Chris Jerome, Richard Todd, David McCormick, Jon Jao, and Kurt B. Andersen, who cared more than they should have. Any one of you, including Dan and Becky Okrent, may borrow my Kubota tractor or slightly scuffed Honda scooter any time you please.





In our time [the sixties], we were clamorous and vain.

I speak not only for myself, but all those with whom I shared the era and what I think of as its attitudes. We wanted it all; sometimes we confused self-destructiveness with virtue and talent, obliteration with ecstasy, heedlessness with courage.

Worshiping the doctrines of Hemingway as we did, we wanted constant grace under constant pressure, and stoicism before a disillusionment that somehow never went stale. We wanted to die well every single day, to be cool guys and good-looking corpses. How absurd, because nothing is free, and we had to learn that at last.

—ROBERT STONE, Prime Green
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1.
Black Ice

A warm day in late December 2007 proved me nuts, and an idiot, again. I was in a hurry. Had to drive 190 miles south from our western Massachusetts home to take a meeting in Manhattan and then go to a party. Hastily, I gassed my car at Neighbors convenience store. As I sped away, a pretty girl at the next pump was trying to tell me something … important. She waved frantically, signaling me to stop. Too late! My lurch separated the gas line from the pump, the nozzle still lodged in my tank.

Gasoline spewed sideways. My sweet Samaritan retrieved her barefoot toddler and ran away to avoid being blown up. Mortified, I tried to reconnect the line to the pump. It was like trying to cap Old Faithful with a saucer. Gas soaked me, making me a potential torch. One spark and I’d be a one-man Hindenburg. I raced inside to rinse my stinging eyes with tap water. Blearily, I watched volunteer firemen assess the risk. Mere seconds after my SS Valdez had breached on dry ground, they determined that there wasn’t much chance of an explosion. The dry air had sped evaporation. The damage: roughly five hundred dollars for the pump, four bucks’ worth of kitty litter to absorb runoff, and a day out of service for Neighbors’ regular pump.

Went home. Threw away my parka, rabbit-fur hat, and mittens. Bathed. Sniffed. Bathed again. Changed into fresh clothes. Rushed to Manhattan, eyes oozing. The sublime Taconic Parkway blurred by, its lovely scenery unseen. Stopped a couple of times to slather ointment on my aching face. Dabbed tears every few minutes.

Over tea in the Soho Grand Hotel, my face afire, I told a young woman that I usually didn’t look like a molting chameleon. Not knowing my baseline of ugliness—it was our first meeting—she lied, sweet Charlize Theron to my grotesque Hellboy.

“You look fine!”

Next, it was party time. Beliefnet’s directors and bankers nestled in a posh Greenwich Village restaurant to celebrate the sale of the company. Steven Waldman and I had started Beliefnet in 1998 (after we couldn’t find money to start a print magazine). We changed the fledgling project into an online medium, got plenty of money, then even more money, and then we went bankrupt. I’d quit before the company declared Chapter 11 after discovering I was both irreligious and aspiritual. Long after I’d left, Steve had reorganized, raised more money, and led the pared-down company to success.

On May 1, 2007, Beliefnet won a National Magazine Award for Online Excellence—despite never having published a real print magazine. Steve graciously thanked me before 2,300 bejeweled, bedecked media mavens, John Waters, Edie Falco, and K. T. Tunstall in Lincoln Center. Meanwhile, I was attending to my busted ostomy appliance in the men’s room. Every unpleasantness is a learning opportunity. A double-breasted tuxedo and a big, wide cummerbund effectively disguise one’s failed artificial plumbing system. (Perhaps I should wear a cummerbund everywhere: Whole Foods, Target, the Ashfield Hardware Store, and evenings with friends: festive!) Six months later, Rupert Murdoch’s Fox Entertainment had paid us a pretty penny—tens of millions of pennies—for Beliefnet, but then again, they’d paid sixty-five times more for The Wall Street Journal.

That evening, I explained my horrid face to seven fellow board members, one by one. Like young Charlize, they pretended not to notice my ruddy, scaling skin from a potion of incendiary and toxic drugs that Estée Lauder doesn’t sell. Alone, each ingredient makes you peel in red, scabby slabs. Mixed, you look insane, too.

Back in western Massachusetts the next week, I asked Neighbors’ proprietor, Phil Nolan, how much I owed him. He said: “It’s all taken care of, Bob. Don’t worry.” That’s what he’d said when I pulled the same stunt several years earlier. (I’m easily distracted.) Therefore, I’ll buy gas, Budweiser, Berkshire Ale, and donuts at Neighbors as long as Phil lets me. Though my ruddy face was molting like snakeskin, it was no longer as painfully fire-truck red as on Gasoline Day. I might have been healing from a bad sunburn. Having slathered cocoa butter over my sore, frazzled mug, wearing a ski mask, I walked our retrievers into the woods, singing with Fountains of Wayne on the Nano:


The snow is falling down
On our New England town
And it’s been falling all day long …



Scaring the wildlife, I felt so darned good I would have clicked my heels if it wasn’t so hard in snowshoes. Brought the dogs back home. Invigorated, I took a spin on the handy-dandy Honda all-terrain vehicle. Fading winter sun lacquered the ground in a glowing pink-yellow. In the gloaming, the landscape looked like Taos, not the icy environs of Berkshire East. Four-wheel drive would get traction on the trail.

Wrong. Two hours later, Environmental Police officers riding big Arctic Cats pulled the ATV from the snowbank where I’d lodged it, close enough to our cozy house for me to have slogged back for a shovel and wasted an hour trying to dig free. The ATV was irrevocably stuck. It was dark and the temperature was sinking when Trooper Dave Unitas and his sidekick reminded me that ATVs aren’t meant to go through snow deeper than eight inches. Four feet of snow and sleet had fallen in the last month, compacting into a thick, slick ice shelf.

Weirdly, I was reprising a wintry day two years before. Back in early January 2006, my suicide vehicle had been a little truck. Snow blanketed our little town, a fine, rare powder that seldom lasts long. A shimmering gossamer quilt had floated and drifted for days. In austere New England, such lily-pure, fluffy stuff rarely cossets us, so we expect to be quickly punished by sheets of nasty gray sleet, ice, and slush. On January 20, the weather had turned predictably bad, but I can’t blame frostbite or snow blindness for my misjudgments. Warming wind had brought chilly rain. The temperature was rising, but the ground was still frozen. On impact, the rain became glare ice.

My scary slither that morning to my truck would have convinced a wiser person to go back inside. The driveway was an ice rink. Propelled by chronic ants-in-pants, I sought coffee and newspapers. Sure, the road was a toboggan run that might send me helter-skelter, but the rain was tolerable. The temperature had reached 42 degrees. Summer!

We find negotiating our winter roads no harder than pioneers found crossing the Sierra, so I began my journey cheerfully. My wife, Kit, knows I’m not much of a planner. Well, that’s kind: I have no long-range thoughts. I’m impulsive: slow to think, quick to act, lousy at risk assessment, and incapable of forward thinking. Oblivious, in a word—that’s me. Normal people are risk-averse. I like driving fast and partying heartily. Still, this morning, I was wary. The military crest of Bug Hill Road is 1,750 feet. That may not rival the Rockies, but Neighbors store sits in a low glen. Dropping down to the paved state road, Bug Hill falls four hundred feet in six-tenths of a mile: steep. So what I did was creep, shimmy, and skate across coarse black ice. The hump in the middle of the road that lets slush run off also makes vehicles slip-slide to the flank. I put the little 4x4 into low gear. Descending a few feet at a time, I stood on the brakes. The road’s sloped shoulders made my plow burrow into the snowbank. (We wriggle from trouble by shifting into reverse, then going forward, rocking gently, hoping the transmission holds up.) A small electric motor turned the hydraulic plow into a pry-bar, aiding the tranny.

However, the third time the truck lodged in a deep bank, I started rethinking my plan, such as it was. Our driveway needed salt and sand. So I thought: forget papers and caffeine: get winter road mix from the town warehouse to help UPS, DHL, Airborne, FedEx, and George Propane deliver our woolens, Polarfleece, Gore-Tex, and natural gas. The steepest stretch behind me, I was committed. At some point, the road crew would come in a yellow truck strewing grit, making the road passable. When? I could wait. Sure. I could be patient. (As if!) Lifelong attention deficit disorder precludes me from simulating patience. Where was Ritalin when I was coming up? I have no off switch. When I’m not walking or running, I’m not still. Never. My body agitates and jiggles.

Anyway, a town truck might not come for hours. Crews clear bigger roads first. At a curve in the steepest stretch of Bug Hill Road, my Tacoma skidded again. Brakes grabbed erratically. Suddenly I saw a little station wagon inching uphill toward me. For every two feet it climbed, the wagon skittered a foot back. Up, down, slide. Me, I was going down. I flashed my lights in warning, but our neighbor, nineteen-year-old Kit Adams-Henderson, was aiming for her warm hilltop chateau.

This was the precise patch of road on which our own sturdy wagon had jackknifed in a late-night ice storm in 2003. After my wife and I had abandoned our Saab wagon, we traipsed home and called a tow truck. At two A.M., the wagon led a vehicular slide-a-thon with the tow truck and town police cruiser, all going downhill exactly where young Kit was now spinning her wheels. Her wagon sliced across the road and stopped precariously as my rusty plow slid into the right bank. I clambered out the passenger door, where crunchy snow offered traction, unlike the glassy road surface. Reaching Kit’s car, I shoved. She rocked. I grunted. She shifted, accelerated, and reshifted. Pushing and shoving was unwise; my second dumb decision that morning. With each shove, a chunk of intestine protruded farther through a jagged aperture in my belly.

My twelve-day-old abdominal hole, as big as a Susan B. Anthony dollar but less shapely, was my second ostomy. An earlier stoma had been reversed in a false recovery. (I’d get another one, a keeper, a year later.) This one hadn’t hurt all that much.*1 Compared to my first five-hour operation for colorectal cancer—no, rectal cancer, let’s not be coy—this was nothing, a tummyache. However, my exertions pressed guts into my two-piece semidetached personal Tupperware, my stoma appliance.

Understand its source and nature

Recognize that it’s something to be tolerated

Concentrate on things you need to do (think, plan, keep busy)

Take pride in your ability to take it.”

Regardless of his wounds, a knight’s duty is to rescue distressed damsels, so I pushed up, slipped, fell down, got up, moved to the front, and pushed again, hard. Nothing. I got behind her car again, shoving upwards. Nada. Then in front, pushing down. Kit moved her car a teeny bit, sliding to and fro, until finally she lodged her car in the snowbank on the right shoulder. Traffic could pass. Whew. Peter Adams, her dad, arrived, jabbing a cross-country ski pole into the ice to stay precariously upright. When he reached our slick patch, he fell, hurtling, laughing, and sliding on his hip until he stuck like a dud torpedo in the left bank. He got up, and we all tried to rock my truck free. No use.

Peter loaned me his ski pole. I trudged home, soaked, clammy, and shivering. I told Kit (Nylen, my wife—not every woman who lives on the upper reaches of treacherous Bug Hill Road is named Kit) what had happened. She said: “You loved that, didn’t you, you old fool?”

You know what? She was dead on. I’m our town’s Don Quixote, or Sancho Panza. Yes, they’re opposites: yin/yang, idealist vs. pragmatist, delusional dreamer and hardheaded realist, but Cervantes’ characters were the human contradiction writ large. The good Don obsessed about doing the right thing. So do I, with similar results: quixotic. And just as Sancho mocked everyone, more or less fondly, well, so do I.

WHY AM I NOT DEAD?

Slogging back to the house, I wondered: why do I take such dumb risks over and again? Perhaps my restive ways could be cured, or at least understood. Why was I recapitulating previous mishaps, presaging new fixes to come? Was I an unusually demented American guy, or a typical pre-baby boomer? Mulling my busted gut, I pondered the other kind of gutsiness: toughness. Americans are famously aggressive and infamously unaware. Like both presidents Bush, we don’t like doing the introspection thing. We make war like belligerent sixteenth-century Spaniards, yet we think we’re peacemakers. I’ve mongered war myself. I’m one of a tiny, bloody band of Americans who’ve both been shot and who’ve killed in turn. My brethren? Crazy Horse, George A. Custer, John Dillinger, Bonnie and Clyde, Audie Murphy, Lee Marvin, John Kerry, and Tupac Shakur.

Even if you’re unscarred, perhaps you, too, act tough. You’re not alone. We love goofy, thick-skulled, get-’er-done obduracy. Sports pages, ads, TV shows, and magazines promote toughness with relentless fervor. We prefer gut checks and head butts to nuance. Americans like politicians who might have given Torquemada a tussle had they been contemporaries. The head of the Spanish Inquisition used torture to root out heretics. Torquemada was fond of subtle interrogation techniques like foot roasting, suffocation, waterboarding, and the rack. Although Richard Cheney’s interrogation tactics didn’t achieve inquisitorial ingenuity, tough he was. The late David Halberstam described Cheney this way: “Seemingly, he was the toughest of the tough.” In 2006, Cheney was photographed grinning crookedly as he squeezed a copy of U.S. News & World Report. The cover featuring his mug was headlined “Tough Guy.”

In 2008, Bill Clinton argued that Hillary Clinton was tough enough for the job, and he, Hillary, and John McCain said that Obama was too soft. After she knocked back a Canadian whisky at a Pennsylvania bar, and after a RAW wrestling spoof depicted her pantsuited doppelgänger stomping on a cocoa-colored skinny dude with big ears, Senator Clinton won the Keystone State handily.

As root words go, “tuff” is a fittingly compact fortress: four chiseled Anglo-Saxon letters, three consonants. However, “tough guys” evokes contemporary menaces like mafiosi, gang-bangers, Ultimate Fighters, Hell’s Angels. A dozen current TV programs are devoted to working tough guys like ice truckers, Arctic crab fishermen, and lumberjacks. Me? I’ve never kick-boxed, tattoed my face, or yanked off anyone’s fingernails.

While I was losing my blasé independence, I realized that I’d striven for crusty self-sufficiency since I was a feeble kid. My efforts were inept, even laughable. I finally understood that I’d been on a quest only when I could no longer do what I’d always done so cavalierly. Sure, I always played sports—I’m an American—but I never went into a chain-link cage. Like my dad, I’m a toiler, not a brawler, usually. Like my dad, I’ve fallen short of my goals. Reach should exceed grasp, right? Aren’t men destined to overreach? Underachieve? Sometimes, even would-be tough guys turn off our little minds and mosey along. I don’t pretend to know what motivates daring devils*2 like Evel Knievel, Jackie Chan, Steve Fossett, or the guys who hurtle over Niagara in barrels, except this: they don’t do it for the pain. They don’t plan to hurt themselves. They want to be thrilled by evading pain, by tempting fate, taking flight and landing safely, not suffering broken bones. They’re unable to envision the most awful consequences of their actions. Instead of emergency rooms, they see headlines in the offing. I say this as a chronic bone breaker, emergency room guest, small-bore entrepreneur, and part-time madman.

Last summer, as I was building a bridge on the back trail, I stepped on a loose board, somersaulted, fell through the beams, and hit my left shin. The accident left a fibrous knot below my knee. The resulting blood clot dispatched a chunk of itself into my bloodstream. The next day, my left arm swelled like a clown’s appendage. Now, I inject Lovenox, a blood thinner, into my stomach every day. I also prick my fingers four times a day to read glucose levels, and administer shots of insulin accordingly. What could be worse than nine, ten daily stabs? No pricks, no stabs, and no metabolism. So I’m happy. No fooling. I mean it. This isn’t Dr. Bernie Siegel talking: it’s Slopey Shoulders, Automatic Bob, and Upside Down. (You’ll see.) Trust me. Life is good.

A super-duper five-hour operation for cancer in 2004 was a total success, except that two huge infections ensued, requiring more surgeries. On April 13, 2008—four years and eleven days after a team of doctors had stuck a super-scary cancer diagnosis in my file that said Careful! Mortality Ahead—I broke my right ankle. At the time, I wasn’t doing anything dangerous, just going down our stairs and missing the last riser. Something other than my balance was off: these were the fifth and sixth bones I’d broken in a four-year period at a time when a more prudent person might have been taking it easier. (In 2005, I broke two bones in my right foot. In 2006, I broke two ribs in a very, very short ATV ride.) During those years, my first ostomy was reversed, oops, too soon, and then re-created, not once but twice. I herniated myself—twice—had one hernia fixed, gave up on the other. All the while, I took enough painkillers to supply half of Asia’s nineteenth-century opium dens, with leftovers for Samuel Taylor Coleridge and Eugene O’Neill’s mom.

Between 2004 and 2008, I had eleven operations all told, as well as three hundred hours of chemotherapy, thirty-six radiation treatments, and a dozen emergency room visits. Then, for good measure, last spring I broke six bones at once (motorbike mishap), a personal record.

Travel back in time with me to the summer of 1968, that tumultuous, legendary, terrible year. The day is as brightly lit as an Arizona solarium. My bedraggled platoon is slogging over a sere rice paddy far, far away from the continental United States. In Vietnam, snow is unimaginable and ice is a luxury item. As we patrol Southeast Asian boondocks, in balmy Miami the sun also shines more benignly. Republican conventioneers are nominating Richard Nixon and Spiro Agnew for high office. Hotel ice machines provide GOP delegates with pristine cubes at the press of a button, dropping into buckets with no straws stuck to them like the dirty chunks local kids sell us.

“One dollah! Cold Coca-Cola! Good ice, GI!”

Although it’s hard to tell from the orderly, well-dressed conventioneers roaming Coconut Grove, the nation is boiling over. A nice Republican lady tells Time magazine that the GOP faithful should start protesting, too. What, exactly, will Republicans demand? Time asks. She says, we must resist government efforts to take money from our law-abiding pockets “to pay welfare people to watch TV all day.”

Soon the Democratic Convention will begin in Chicago. Mayor Richard Daley’s policemen will bust heads. War protesters, Yippies, reporters, and bystanders will bleed on network TV. Newsman John Chancellor will be arrested. Dan Rather and Mike Wallace will incredulously report live as they’re roughed up and hauled away to the hoosegow.

We don’t get TV in I Corps (except in hospitals), so the moment passes us by. Nothing new: for the first four months of Infantry OCS, newspapers, radios, and newsmagazines were forbidden outright. From the U.S. Army’s viewpoint, all news was bad news from ’67 onward, beginning with San Francisco’s odious, un-American Summer of Love.

In 1968, the grunts’ news source is Stars and Stripes, a tissue-thin paper that arrives in bundles, two or four issues at a time, every few days, by chopper. S&S reports that Soviet tanks are crushing a spontaneous Czech uprising in Prague. In a made-up nation once called Mesopotamia, the Arab socialist Baath Party overthrows Abdul Rahman Arif. Arif isn’t well known to Americans. A year later, Saddam Hussein Abd al-Majid al-Tikriti starts killing Iraqi people, especially his rivals, eventually muscling his way into the Iraqi presidency, to the ultimate regret of his nation and the world. That’s not in Stars and Stripes, but it’s true.

In Vietnam’s northernmost, scariest combat zone, my men and I, Lieutenant Robert Nels Nylen, trudge to our bridge posting. Our sweat-blurred grunt’s-eye worldview is less than half a kilometer, tops, from wherever we’re slogging at the moment even when crossing open fields, as we do today. In jungles, we see twenty feet in daytime, max, and nothing at night. Marines are fighting near the DMZ thirty miles to the north. Do we care? Naaaaah. Hubert Humphrey, George Wallace, and Richard Nixon: Who are they? Some stiffs in suits.

Moving from point A to point B on another stifling day, we’re patrolling, looking for trouble, hoping not to find it. In that malign sump, our mission is as mundane as our scalding coffee (warmed by a burning cube of C-4 explosive). Heat numbs us. Mindlessly, we put one jungle boot before the other. Then Private Dumbass Shithead Sumbitch Finder trips a rusted trip wire. Accidentally.

Blam. Clumsy, careless Finder—not his real name—triggers a Chinese Communist grenade. The Chi-Com booby trap rips off his right ear and drives shrapnel into his shoulder and forearm. Shards lacerate the arm, shoulder, and right hand of Pfc. Day, who’s following Finder.

Instantly, the ground beneath our feet is rendered unsafe. It had always been so, but now it is more terrifyingly, unavoidably so. The rice paddy we crossed to get to the brushy dike where Finder and his ear became separated—terrain boringly parched and featureless moments ago—is now fraught with buried mines and unseen menace. I freeze. Can’t move. Not a step. Not a millimeter. Where could I walk without setting off another trap? Would the next wire set off another grenade? Perhaps a 105mm howitzer shell, wiping out five men in a nanosecond? Would a huge, mother-humping 155mm shell pulverize a whole squad? Would the ground swallow us and spit back our bones and blood in a pink cloud of tissue and dirt? Would I stomp on a Bouncing Betty and kiss my nuts bye-bye?

Our new medic rushes to the vortex of the dike. Reddish smoke wafts. Finder screams. He isn’t our most alert GI. A month earlier, watching Finder alight from a helicopter, Doc Froemming, our prior medic until he was blinded, said dismissively, “His shit is weak.”

Descending, Finder looked at his new mates with dull, fearful eyes. It didn’t take X-ray vision to tell he was a dud, a loser. Finder would endanger himself and his colleagues from the moment he hopped off the chopper. It wasn’t his fault. He was a sad-sack member of Robert McNamara’s Nearly-Special-Needs Army. Defense Secretary McNamara had lowered recruiting standards to permit borderline dopes into the service. In the late sixties, recruits were in demand, even dimwitted ones. The Army was the first employer of dropouts, kids with disciplinary problems, and low-grade criminals. Infantry standards had never been high. Now they fell under the limbo bar.

Smart guys avoided the draft. They got bone spurs and flat feet, lost or gained weight. They feigned illness, homosexuality, psychosis, or clinical depression.*3 They stayed in school, got married, and had babies. Few college grads volunteered unless they’d joined ROTC back in the mid-sixties for a semi-free ride. ROTC guys finessed themselves into noncombat branches like military intelligence and finance. Enlist? Ha ha ha.

Dumb guys weren’t clamoring to get in but they resisted ineptly, if at all. They had few alternatives. They weren’t going to Canada. They scarcely knew where it was. Before military service, these guys hadn’t traveled more than a few miles from their blocks, farms, or counties, much less from the nation itself. Anyway, guys like Finder needed jobs. Before his encounter with a booby trap, we knew him as a guy who’d joined to get his brown teeth fixed. Military service was often a poor kid’s first opportunity to see a dentist. Now Finder’s face is no longer connected to his left ear. A chunk of his shoulder is gone, too.

“My ear! My ear! Is it gone?”

Personally, I can’t move. My brain is soaking in a vat of molasses. Time stops. My job is to be up front, leading, calling in a medevac, dusting off Finder and Day, thwarting a ground attack that could follow the trap. But I’m stuck. My jungle boots have sprouted roots, sent tendrils into the baked soil. I’m glued, magnetized, inert. In combat, five minutes is forever. Destiny. It’s always there.

Stories you’ll read here revolve around a hot war, scalding fire-fights, a few tepid fistfights, and some risky start-ups. Sometimes when I was raising money, hives crawled like centipedes over my face, and strangers looked away from my swollen visage as if I were a leper. You’ll encounter maladies that attacked me in a cold place, too. I should have died in 1952, 1968, 2006, 2007, and 2008. An intern saved me in ’52. Luck saved me in ’68. Recently, doctors Deborah Smith, A. Ron Miller, Joseph Wolfson, Jon Kurtis, and a bunch of good nurses kept me going. I mean to tell the truth here, but neurologists aren’t sure that any of us understand what we see or do, much less remember our deeds accurately. Apparently, our brains craft plausible narratives from the unwieldy chaos that comprises human life. Then we retell ourselves these stories until they’re imprinted. In other words, ultimately, perhaps there is no final truth to report. Our recollections, though unique, don’t always work the way they should. Eyewitnesses often disagree about what they saw. Life is Rashomon, a movie in which every participant sees the same crime differently, or sees no crime at all.

Dr. Smith calls the faulty way that I reconstruct her medical advice “gestalt creation. You try to make sense of the senseless, Bob. We all do.”

Ever since Homer, Virgil, and Herodotus created poems about legendary events, we humans have been telling stories about our misadventures. Yet even fresh memories may prove flawed, let alone decades-old recollections. Though the genre is as old as cave paintings—a way of saying: here’s my mark! I killed a big thing with my spear!—a memoir is a strange thing that amalgamates navel-gazing, narcissism, and microfocus. A memoirist should humbly admit his self-absorption, apologize, and move on. I’m sorry, really sorry.

For safety’s sake, I’ve corroborated facts and recollections with letters, journals, books, and an unpublished forty-year-old memoir, “Shooting Gooks and Other Stories”—whose ironic title was lost on contemporary editors in 1970—as well as an interview for Time-Life Books’ Vietnam Experience, magazine articles, military histories, and the online grab bag, which is often right. I interviewed the only Delta Company man I could find, sainted Dennis Froemming, my platoon’s fearless medic in 1968. You’ll see through my prism, warped by mind-addling painkilling drugs. Why toughness? Guts? Well, I’m guessing that you admire people who face trouble with gusto, or you stumbled into the wrong book. Poor thing! You’ve been wandering, confused, and alighted on this page. Go away before you hurt yourself. Now!

Sometimes I think I’m tough or at least unnaturally aggressive. Mostly, I know how silly my boasts are. I’m not even the bravest person in the average doctor’s waiting room. Despite bearing plentiful scars (roughly two hundred stitches) and two dozen busted bones (give or take) as well as having swooned under general anesthesia for many cumulative days, I’m a human meringue pie: a walking, talking, fluffy confection of hot air and cotton candy. A natural-born wussy, I didn’t start misbehaving until I was, oh, thirteen or so. Like many underachieving boys who are overeager to become men, real men, I yearned to be tested one day. In the meantime, I exhibited nothing that even a compassionate observer could call “character.” Only in delusional dreams was I brave. I lost myself in romantic books about chivalry and warriors.

Yet I led a platoon in Vietnam: got wounded, lost friends, and saw ghastly sights in that ugly war’s most vicious year. After my riveting, hideous time in Vietnam, back in the Land of the Big PX, I decompressed, but every firm to which I applied for work found me a nutcase. I went to grad school because I was unemployable. The GI Bill and my sweet new wife, Kit Hopkins Nylen, paid for my marketing degree after my English B.A. had proven useless. Fortunately, the routine of school and Kit’s affection screwed my head back on properly. My schoolmate the future junk bond king Mike Milken learned a lot at Wharton and got go-to-jail rich. For me, Wharton was a refuge, a halfway house. At night, I recorded combat experiences, still as fresh to me as the evening news.

Slowly, I readapted to my all-American life, joyfully getting, spending, and laying waste to my new petty powers, as M.B.A.s must. My middling career in interesting businesses—magazines, new media—entailed working with genuinely tough people. Businesspeople do hard things every day, like begging for startup money, firing people, scrambling to make payroll, and of course, dissembling madly. A welter of sales plans, call reports, and budget spreadsheets buried my combat stories. Nobody wanted to hear from psycho Nam veterans anyway. We were caricatures, losers and killers. Happily, I was paid pretty well. Like my marauding Viking and Scots-Irish forbears, I traveled, gathering plunder, then started little companies: reckless, giddy entrepreneurial work.

A small town in New England captured our family. Now as I try to stymie diseases that should have killed me years ago, I pretend nothing’s wrong. My obliviousness may be a gift. It’s hard to become consumed by woe when your attention span is as blessedly short as mine is. Most of us try to display grit as we blunder through our lives. This isn’t a guy thing: it’s a human thing. Inspecting my own past, rereading history, I seek signs, portents, asking myself: Have I been tough enough?

Too tough?

And you?

What about you?


*1 From The U.S. Army Survival Manual: “Pain is your body’s way of telling you that you have an injury. Pain, in itself, is not harmful, but it does make you uncomfortable. You may not notice pain if your mind is concentrated on other matters. But if you let it, pain can get the best of you. It can weaken your will to survive. You can tolerate pain, however, if you—

*2 She doesn’t completely fit the tough-guy mold, but ultra-swimmer Lynne Cox has bested the nearly frozen waters of the Arctic and Antarctic, whose salinity makes them barely navigable at 27.6 degrees Fahrenheit.

*3 In 1967, when Warren Zevon, the late singer-songwriter, got his draft notice, he asked his father to tell the Selective Service that his randy son was gay—comically untrue. For good measure, on the day of his physical, Zevon gobbled LSD and amphetamines, and smoked pot. He was classified 4-F.




2.
Evidence that I’m No Tough Guy

In 2004, an ugly series of little Russian boxes opened in me, the bestial, slimy children of Sigourney Weaver’s Alien nemesis. Infections in my viscera jumped up inside bigger, badder diseases, each one uglier than its vile predecessor. Between surgeries and atomic zappings, in surreal dreams, the nation’s War on Terror and my tiff with cancer overlapped. In my addled brain, Salvador Dali’s clock and Morley Safer’s burning hut melded, white-hot, one. IED explosions in Baghdad in the flat-screen TV over my hospital bed set off Munch’s Scream. For years, targeted and toxic drugs—never mind narcotics—produced pluperfect, perfervid nightmares. Leucovorin, Avastin, FOL-FOX, Zofran, and Erbitux, with Xeloda and irinotecan on the side, roil sleep patterns like crazy. Bizarrely, I thought my medical travails gave me a window into the challenges a new generation of grunts faced, but my war was vicarious. Trying to buck up, it dawned on me that I’d been feigning courage forever, if deficiently. The facts, in chronological order, more or less:

1. ABANDONED MY HANDICAPPED SISTER

My older sister, Sue, walked into our local soda fountain. In 1952, Sue was fourteen. Harry Truman was in his last presidential September. Heroic Dwight David (Ike) Eisenhower would soon take over. Men wore fedoras. Women wore gloves. In our third year of war in Korea, Ike promised to visit the bloody Asian Peninsula. Never mind: this was a sunny, warm day in suburban Delaware. Two of Sue’s schoolmates followed her to the counter. Eager for cold Cokes, the girls had alit from the yellow bus. The other girls weren’t Sue’s friends. They taunted her. Homely, ignorant teenagers, by mocking a cerebral-palsied kid, they flaunted their superiority for a change. Sue was cute and curly-haired. Her brown eyes sparkled. She laughed easily, heartily, and often. Adult neighbors doted on her, calling her “Suzie Q,” knowing how tough her life would become. Her hope was to be accepted as a normal kid; fat chance. “Spaz,” the girls called her. Walking erratically, haltingly, Sue trembled. Her lower lip jutted. Tears brimmed.

Sue was indeed spastic. A brain injury at birth had stiffened her muscles and impaired her coordination, making every step a shaky, risky adventure. The harder she tried to control herself, the more rigid she grew. The girls were cruel but technically correct. Sue didn’t take an unaided step until she was eight years old. Friends and family joined in team-patterning sessions to reroute faulty neurons from her fingers to toes. Good-natured, glad for the attention, Sue lay quietly as adults stretched and kneaded her. Over the years, kind Indianans, Ohioans, Alabamans, Tennesseans, and Delawareans moved her limbs to ingrain proper movement into her haphazard nervous system.

She’d shucked her heavy metal leg braces a few years before: spaz, yes, was she. Therefore, I needn’t intervene. Sue didn’t know I was hiding behind the comic-book rack. I slunk from the store, pretending I hadn’t seen her, shamed. Had I mustered the nerve to do the right thing, I’d have rewarded myself with my favorite snack, a chocolate milkshake and Ritz peanut butter crackers, bought with change I’d lightfingered from Mom’s piggy bank. Either way was bad karma, but Delawareans in the fifties didn’t know from karma.

I was a coward. My first big test proved me a weakling. I ran from bullies: worse, from girls. “Moron,” they called Sue. That wasn’t right. She wasn’t a re-tard either, but I cowered and fled. I was eight years old. Maybe the girls would have yelled at me if I’d defended Sue. What was I afraid of? I don’t know.

At the time, I loved King Arthur, Charlemagne, and The Song of Roland. I imagined myself as a page, then a squire, training to become a heroic knight like Galahad. American adventurers featured in Landmark Books held me enrapt, too. As I slunk away from the soda fountain, every step widened the gulf between my journey and the paths my heroes had chosen. By the time I got home, the gap was a canyon. I was no Jimmy Doolittle, John Paul Jones, or Davy Crockett. I couldn’t carry Roland’s tune or chain mail tunic. I was a sissy. Am I now, today, being too hard on a kid who happened to be me in a smaller version? No. I will regret forever what I didn’t do. Sorry, Sue.

2. HEMORRHAGING: AN OMEN?

Later that year, I had a tonsillectomy, a common procedure then. I can still conjure the sickly sweet ether. Mom slept on a cot next to my hospital bed. As I recuperated, each swallow went down my sore gullet like a jagged rock. My tonsils and adenoids were gone, but the wound didn’t heal. At home, I spat blood. In the hospital again, I gagged as the rubber tube went down my throat, but the doctor stanched the bleeding. I bled, wept, and threw up for another week. Was this my destiny? Whimpering? Retching?

3. DEEP-SEA FISHING, AGE NINE

Nels Nylen, my grandfather, was a shop foreman of the Cheney Brothers Silk Mill in Manchester, Connecticut, where his son Bert, my dad, worked too. Work reforms in the 1930s gave workers an extra day off. Nels built oceangoing dories, then a seaside cottage a hundred sandy steps from Long Island Sound. Behind Nels and Amelia Nylen’s Cedar Beach property, a tidal marsh was stinky at low tide but smelled sweet at high tide. After he’d finished the garage and house (from Sears Roebuck kits) and the dory (from scratch), Nels rowed through the salt marsh to the sea. Years of fixing looms on the shop floor had given him the imposing muscles of a blacksmith. His handlebar mustache (that I’ve imitated, badly) was waxed and curled like a boardwalk boulevardier’s—a look at odds with his prudent comportment. His heavy-lidded eyes and dark hair made him look Italian, not Scandinavian. Uncle Hube’s wife, Mary, called our shared droopy mien “bedroom eyes.” (Aunt Mary Cianciola Nylen, Sicilian American, knows from eyes.)

When Bert’s younger brother was born, his parents asked their firstborn son to name his sibling. “I call him Bertil Carl Nylen,” Dad said. “That’s your name!” they protested. If the name was good enough for a Swedish king and himself, Bert thought, why not the kid, too? But they made him find an alternative. Imagination was not Bertil Carl’s long suit: “Okay: Hubert Carl Nylen.”

Today, Sweden is the placid home of inoffensive, socialistic blonds, people like Annika Sorenstam, ABBA, and cheerful indie rockers. Swedes send us nice Saabs, Volvos, and IKEA furniture. As nations go, it’s harmless, a Nordic pussycat. Yet a thousand years ago, while Norsemen and Danish Vikings were plundering easy pickings on the British Isles, Svenskis sailed east to conquer Finland and Russia. Nels Nylen’s fierce, bearded predecessors cut across the Baltic, looking for trouble and comely Lithuanians, pushing east. Swedish marauders got all the way to Persia.

When the tide ran out over the Connecticut coastal flats, Granddad, Uncle Hube, and Dad ventured over the undulating sandbars, carrying pitchforks and pails. They stopped at each bar, searching for air bubbles. My brother, John, and I tagged behind with toy shovels. Clams burble through little holes, venting air, water, and detritus through the sand. With luck, the men could grab five clams per forkful, but usually it was slow going, a single clam at a






4. CUB SCOUT IN ROPES






5. BLEW MY STAR TURN




6. FLUNKED FOOTBALL TRAINING CAMP







7. ABANDONED MY CRITICALLY INJURED FATHER






















8. CANDIDATE UPSIDE DOWN: A PREQUEL TO TROUBLE IN THE JUNGLE























OEBPS/images/Nyle_9781588368652_epub_tp_r1.jpg
Combat, Hell-raising, Cancer,
Business Start-ups, and Undying Love
One American Guy’s Reckless, Lucky Life

ROBERT NYLEN

F

RANDOM HOUSE + NEW YORK









OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
 

   
    
		 
    
  
     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
         
             
             
             
             
             
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





OEBPS/images/Nyle_9781588368652_epub_cvi_r1.jpg
GUTS

Combat, Hell-raising. Cancer,
Business Start-ups. and Undying Love:
One American Guy’s Reckless, Lucky Life

ROBERT NYLEN





