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			FOREWORD

			

			—

			By Dwight Kurt Schrute

			I am the regional manager of the Dunder Mifflin Paper Company in Scranton, Pennsylvania. I have been chosen at random to write a foreword for this book. The request came in a letter that my cousin Mose first mistook for a sweepstakes win. He ran around our farm, waving the letter for the better part of an afternoon. But I am not gullible like my cousin, who is more book smart than worldly smart.

			When someone asks me to do a task, the first thing I do is determine whether the request is some sort of trick. If the request is a trick, then I do not do that thing. If the request is not a trick, then I do the best version of that thing that man or beast has ever undertaken. (You would be surprised how often it turns out to be a trick. If Michael Scott asks me, I do it anyway, though.)

			I cannot adequately determine if this request is a trick, so I’m just going to do the thing in a regular, normal way.

			I have never written anything like a book foreword before. In fact, I mostly write requisition forms, harvest inventories, and performance reviews. I am very good at these. An example:

			Harvest Inventory

			Potatoes: 60 lbs

			Onions: 51 lbs

			Beets: 1,240,567 lbs

			I think the above work speaks for itself. It needs to, otherwise it is a useless list.

			Once, I wrote a term paper on why there should be no taxes, using examples from post–World War I Germany and pre–World War III Germany.

			Once, I wrote a letter to a girl in my high school named Ilona Staller. She never wrote me back. Her loss. Ilona, if you are reading this, you made a tremendous error as you could have gotten with THIS (I am pointing to my genitalia).

			Let me be perfectly clear: I don’t like this book. I don’t care about “funny stories” regarding some stupid actor. Other than Charles Bronson and anyone from the cast of Game of Thrones. And Bruce Lee. And Lackawanna County Honorary Deputy Sheriffs Paul and Mira Sorvino. And Alexander Godunov from the movie Witness. And I love Sam Neill from Jurassic Park and Omen III: The Final Conflict. How come he’s not in more stuff? He’s got such a long, thin mouth. I’d definitely read his book.

			Also, I once read The Dolph Lundgren Handbook: Everything You Need to Know About Dolph Lundgren when I was nineteen. But there were no funny stories. Just FACTS about perhaps the greatest Swedish actor of the 1980s. Did you know that Dolph Lundgren as Ivan Drago punched Sylvester Stallone so hard during the filming of Rocky IV that he put him in the hospital for nine days? NINE DAYS!!! I would love to be put in the hospital by Dolph Lundgren.

			I do not read books for funny stories or whimsical insights. Ever. If I am reading a book, it is for the purpose of absorbing factual information about what is happening on Planet Earth, Middle Earth, Westeros, Galactica, Asgard, Mount Olympus, or Lackawanna County.

			This writer, “Rainn Wilson,” is a laughable idiot. He thinks he’s funny, but he’s merely pathetic. Unless you think stories about weird religions, nerd-loving parents, bassoons, and acting are fascinating. I sure don’t.

			Ooooh, you did live plays in the theater. Big deal. So did the cast of Glee and nobody cares about them anymore.

			Oooooh, so you were an actor on TV shows. Well so was Jack Bauer. You don’t see Jack Bauer writing a book about his life. (He’s got serious work to do, plus his life is classified. And when the hell would he write, anyway? I’ve seen every minute of his day, the guy doesn’t even have time to urinate!) Actually, maybe he has written a book about his life. I wouldn’t know. The last time I was in that section of the bookstore was a long time ago, and I stormed out in anger because they did not have a book by Sam Neill that I had gotten my heart set on during the long drive to the Wilkes-Barre Borders (now defunct) from my farm (still in business, thank you very much).

			OOOOH, YOU’RE A MEMBER OF AN OBSCURE, STRANGE-SOUNDING RELIGIOUS MINORITY. WELL, WHY DON’T YOU RENT WITNESS AND WATCH THOSE TEENAGE PUNKS DAB ICE CREAM ON ALEXANDER GODUNOV AND LET’S SEE WHO’S BEEN PERSECUTED WORSE!

			Also, why is this privileged Hollywood windbag writing a memoir when he’s in his forties? It doesn’t make any sense. He’s not even close to death. (Although, after reading this pile of steaming goat feces, I wish he was.)

			Fact: NO. ONE. CARES.

			So why am I writing the foreword at all?

			Easy. The money. The publisher agreed to pay me three hundred dollars ($300!!!) for the first 1,000 words of this foreword and 33 cents a word thereafter.

			Take a word like “at.” Watch this: AT—boom! Thirty-three cents! (And another 33 cents for the boom!) This whole diversion is about $7.59. (But enough about the math, I’m not paid for numbers.)

			Suck on this, publisher:

			Oafidjf;aksdj; vkjna sd;kjvn;kasdjnvkjansdlk vjnalskdjnvlkasjndv kajnsdkjn adkvjna klsdjn laksdjnvkajs ndvkjnas djknvdkj n;ad ksjnvakvjnkasdjnvk anvddsvd siufhlauk hclkruhvl kvavhkrjclakrjh znlkrj.nkjnr.kjn>KJ N>KEJN.kJN>KjN>KJNiu4f hliaeuhae rufo a84oiufahhi 4uakh43h iufaosdfao ijdf;lasdj;cijaei jejksck jh.zu ekh.ku hsj.jndc 123456789 asdf asdf asdf

			Well, who’s the sucker now, Dutton? (A division of Penguin, which is a division of Penguin Random House, which is co-owned by Bertelsmann, a German media conglomerate that was the single biggest publisher of Nazi war propaganda in the ’30s, which many of your readers would conclude is a very, very bad thing.)

			Need a few more words . . .

			The quick brown fox jumped over the lazy dogs.

			That sentence uses every single letter in the alphabet, FYI.

			So does this one I just came up with:

			Zachary’s X-ray is very jubilant, wanting pom fokd q.

			Actually, let me use this opportunity to discuss books that I want to write. Or read.

			There is a definite lack of cookbooks that focus on venison and woodland game. Let’s say you have a freezer full of skunk steaks and the back half of a bear and you want to make a delicious meal in twenty minutes armed with only an acetylene torch and an ax. What do you do?

			The answer will be available in my new bestseller, Meat Me in the Freezer, a novel by Dwight Kurt Schrute.

			Other book ideas:

			Mennonite Ghost Stories

			Some of the scariest ghosts don’t use any technology and have big round hats.

			Conspiracy Theories: Who’s Really Behind Them?

			The book they didn’t want you to read and will probably kill you if they ever find out that you have read.

			Seeds for Idiots

			Soy, corn, wheat, sorghum, rice, barley, beet, etc. . . .

			Short-Sleeve Shirts

			Effortless style in a world gone long-sleeve bananas!

			Hold This Book over a Candle

			Fun games for kids written entirely with my own secret invisible ink. Ink that comes from a special pen I keep in my pants.

			How to Make Love Like the Kaiser

			Sex tips from pre–World War I Germany and pre–World War III Germany. With a foreword by Angela Martin!

			Rolling in the Bones of Oxen: A New Generation of Schrutes

			A pictorial history of my son, Philip. Over four thousand photos!

			

			—

			Ultimately, I wanted to be a part of this project because as a lifelong employee of a paper company, and this being a book, tens of thousands of trees will have been chopped down and processed in the making and binding of it. You are reading this waste of a book on one of the most practical, renewable, and flat substances known to man. I hope you’ll buy it, have a book-burning party because of how terrible it is, and then buy another one just for the hell of it. This may not be economical or convenient, but it’s good for the paper business, which in turn is good for me.

			And if you want to write angry letters to the publishers I hope you’ll choose Dunder Mifflin’s twenty-weight bond. Treat yourself right with DM’s smooth-writing, high-rag-content bond in cream, white, and ecru!

			Oh, and if you are reading this on a computerized reading machine, F@*& YOU!!!

			*Note for the editor: That was 1,400 words. Now 1,408. 1,410 total. 1,412. You owe me $300 plus .33¢ x 419.

			I’ll give you this last sentence for free as a bonus.

		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			WHAT SHALL WE NAME BABY FATHEAD?

			

			—

			I had the biggest, fattest head of any baby that was ever born into the human species. My head was—and remains—a combination of the head from the alien in Alien and a prize-winning albino casaba melon from the Iowa State Fair.

			I feel truly sorry for my parents, Patricia (Shay) Whitman and Robert (Bob) Wilson, when I imagine them cradling my doughy giganticness in the rain-soaked winter of 1966 on their houseboat in Seattle. I was one of those tots that you see and gasp under your breath in quizzical horror. I wasn’t one of those babies that made it easy for viewers to hide their surprised revulsion. I’m sure no one knew what to say when they saw my white, bloated, Macy’s Thanksgiving Day Parade head lolling about on my snowy, damp, potato-sack body. I was like some kind of larva. I was the color of grubworms that have never seen the sun. Picture an ashen manatee with a tiny human face. Now picture this creature screaming to have its diaper changed.

			You get the idea.

			No, you don’t. I need to keep going.

			I’m not sure if you fully understand the large-headed, pale horror of baby Rainn. If there were a maggot with vaguely human features, wrapped in swaddling clothes, that would have been me. The University of Washington hospital probably bleached the entire pediatric ward after I left due to my resemblance to a life-size white blood corpuscle. I was like Louie Anderson with the head of E.T. (Note: I wanted to include a baby photo here, but the publisher refused, citing research that 80 percent of people read celebrity biographies while eating lunch.) If the nurse at the hospital had swapped me with a big-eyed albino hippo baby, that would have explained everything. Instead, my parents were handed a lumpy, Jabba the Hutt–like infant that made sounds like a calf being strangled by an octopus. Me.

			Okay, now you get the idea. Moving on.

			Obviously I don’t know much about my infancy and early childhood. Just weird little details I’ve gleaned from my curiously uncommunicative, bohemian, proto-hippie parents.

			From what I understand, after I was born a furious debate raged between Bob and Shay over what to name me. You see, in case you didn’t manage to gather it from the cover of this book, or from the title credits of The Office or Backstrom, my name is Rainn. R-A-I-N-N. Two ns. How did I come to have this moniker? How did my parents arrive at it? It’s quite simple actually.

			Weird name + weird kid=weird parents.

			To call my parents odd is perhaps the biggest understatement any person could ever make. Kind of like calling Hitler mean or Warren Buffett well-off. There will be much written about my parents. All of them.

			

			—

			My mom, Patricia, changed her name to Shay in 1965. She was raised on a farm in Weyauwega, Wisconsin, and spent a year living with chickens. I’m not exaggerating. Her brothers and sister were all older. Her mom died when she was two (appendicitis) and her dad didn’t have the ability to watch her and farm the farm at the same time.

			(Note: I don’t actually know what Grampa Rollie Whitman did on that farm other than what I’ve gleaned from TV shows like Little House on the Prairie and books like Charlotte’s Web and the Bible. He probably “sowed seed” and drove a tractor around with a floppy hat. Actually, it was probably a baseball cap because he was pretty macho and it was Wisconsin. I imagine there were animals to “slop” and various things that needed trimming, etc. I know there’s a time for planting a time for harvesting and for everything there is a season, turn turn turn. This I know from the Byrds.)

			So Rollie Whitman would leave my three- or four-year-old eventual mommy, Patty (soon to be Shay), in with the chickens and pigs for a good part of the day. She would play with the chicks and the worms and the corn kernels and piglets and pebbles and mud balls in said coop and wait for her older siblings to come back from the one-room schoolhouse several miles away. That experience alone is enough to drive any person nuttier than Björk or Cher. Throw in a lot of rampant alcoholism and a family that was only capable of expressing one emotion, anger, and you’ve got a recipe for weird.

			My dad, Robert George Wilson, also had a pretty miserable childhood. His dad, Chester Wilson, was an alcoholic who looked like Gollum’s fat Midwestern uncle and allegedly stole his lightning rod company, Wilcor Grounding Systems, from his very own brother and made millions off of it while his brother moved back to Minnesota and had to run Wilson Brothers Auto Parts in Thief River Falls.

			(True actual story: I’m a little resentful of ol’ Chester, as we were always very poor while I was growing up and he was super rich, a millionaire member of the Seattle Yacht Club who lived in the wealthiest part of the city. Also, the only present I ever got from ol’ Chester was when I was ten—a plaid thermos, which had obviously been regifted. I once tried to use the thermos and put hot chocolate in it. The glass interior of said thermos exploded and shot up toward my face, narrowly missing my eyeballs. RIP, Chester. I hope you’re sipping champagne out of that big plaid thermos in the sky, looking down at us Wilsons with mercy and the teeniest bit of remorse.)

			When my dad was about eight, his mother was staying at a sanatorium in Chicago, where she was being treated for tuberculosis. Sanatoriums, it should be noted, were used to treat almost all women’s health issues of the era. One day he and his sister, my aunt Wendy, got all dressed up to visit their mom when she was very close to being released and there was a commotion. From a bathroom window she had seen her children in the courtyard below, run to greet them, slipped, and hit her head on a sink and died.

			When I finally got the full story out of my father only a few years ago, he told it with such grace and sadness it broke my heart. He told me about going home in his little suit and tie, sitting at the kitchen table, and saying to his (probably drunk and angry) dad and relatives: “But who is going to take care of me?”

			And that really is the question, folks. Isn’t it?

			My grandfather promptly hired a nanny from Minnesota who had a daughter from being knocked up by a traveling salesman of the northern reaches. Chester immediately re-impregnated said nanny and was forced by cultural pressures to marry her. She was quite resentful of my dad and my aunt Wendy, Chester’s original children, and was terribly abusive to them. To this day, Bob refers to her as “Evil of Doom” and tells stories of abuse that would curl your spine.

			One of my favorites from his childhood was how Chester bought a little “one-armed bandit” slot machine and would give my dad his weekly allowance in change and make him put it in the coin slot. If it “hit,” he’d do great and make several dollars. If not, my dad had no allowance for the week. Of course, it never hit and my dad went money-free for most of his childhood. This was a lesson in “hard knocks” and “how the world works,” I suppose. Dick move, Grampa.

			My dad had the soul of an artist. For a middle-class boy from Downers Grove, Illinois, there could be nothing stranger than an early interest in Tchaikovsky, Lord Byron, and abstract expressionism. Chester probably thought he had fathered an alien. And in some ways he had.

			At any rate, these two “interesting” people, products of their peculiar childhood traumas, lived in an artsy abode and had a peculiar conundrum: find a name for the imminent advent of their very own baby Stewie.

			Apparently, my mom fought for months to name me Thucydides. Yes, that Thucydides. You know, the ancient Greek historian, author of the international bestseller The History of the Peloponnesian War.

			I truly don’t know what she could have been thinking. Was there any thought or follow-through to that idea? Rainn is bad enough. What parent in their right mind would want to name their child after someone ancient, Greek, and unpronounceable?

			What would it have been like to have been named Thucydides and be playing on a third-grade playground? With Rainn as my name I was frequently tortured at recess. With Thucydides, I would have been eviscerated and excoriated in contemptuous teasing until, like Carrie, I would have needed to seek my revenge with psychic dark magic.

			So why Rainn?

			My dad was way into Rainer Maria Rilke, the mystical Austrian poet. He was the guy who famously and perceptively wrote:

			Have patience with everything that remains unsolved in your heart. Try to love the questions themselves, like locked rooms and like books written in a foreign language. Do not now look for the answers. They cannot now be given to you because you could not live them. It is a question of experiencing everything. At present you need to live the question. Perhaps you will gradually, without even noticing it, find yourself experiencing the answer, some distant day.

			Living the questions. That’s the key.

			So, my dad wanted to call me Rainer. The only problem? There’s a giant mountain that hovers over the skyline of Seattle, which is perilously close to the name: Mount Rainier.

			I picture weird chicken-coop Mommy and slot-machine Daddy having a conversation about my name on the deck of their rainy houseboat on Lake Union in Seattle.

			Shay: I want to name our baby Geebothrax.

			Bob: Why?

			Shay: Because I like the sound of it.

			Bob: I’m not sure. . . .

			Shay: Well, what would you name him?

			Bob: I want to name him Lord Byron Tchaikovsky Pollock.

			Shay: You can’t just name him after your favorite artists! That’s not how this works, Bob!

			Bob: Well, you can’t just name him after a made-up alien warlord.

			Shay: Geebothrax has a nice ring to it. Besides, he kind of looks like an alien warlord with the way his head looks in the ultrasound.

			Bob: Ultrasounds haven’t been invented yet.

			Shay: Oh. Well, how about Thucydides?

			Bob: Who?

			Shay: You know, the ancient Greek historian, author of The History of the Peloponnesian War?

			[pause]

			Bob: Maybe Geebothrax isn’t that bad after all.

			Shay: We could combine them. How about Thucydithrax?

			Bob: What about Rainer?

			Shay: After the Austrian mystic poet?

			Bob: Exactly—

			Shay: Or that enormous mountain right over there.

			Bob: [gulps] We could switch it up so people don’t get him confused with the mountain.

			Shay: Like Rain?

			Bob: Too hippie-ish.

			Shay: Hippies haven’t been invented yet. It’s 1965.

			Bob: Oh, right. Well, then, let’s stick an extra letter in there for no apparent reason whatsoever.

			Shay: Rrain! I love it!

			They shake hands and gaze out at the mist over Lake Union, wondering about their ability to ever truly master that most difficult of tasks, for which all else is but preparation: love.

			(Note: Feel free to perform this conversation as a scene in your acting class. Post the video online and I’ll give you acting notes, gratis.)

			So “Rainn” was decided upon and my proto-hippie ne’er-do-wells (nerd-do-wells) continued with their midsixties lives in the rainy seaport of Seattle.

			The city of Seattle was a mossy, shambly town with a dubious history.

			It was created in the late 1800s by Chief Sealth, who invented salmon and wisdom. White men settled there because they loved coffee and kayaking and wanted a place to wear their new jerkins of “flannel.” The world’s first “indie” group was a jug band called Pearl Jam-boree that refused representation and would only play late nights at a waterfront bar called Cobain’s Pub. Chief Sealth was noted as saying, “I saw them before they sold out and made all those lame gramophone recordings of 1882. Now everybody likes them” (rolls eyes, puffs on enormous pipe).

			None of that is remotely true, but it would be a way cooler history than the boring lumber-and-pioneer-filled one we were all taught in seventh-grade Washington State history class.

			We Seattle-ites always wanted the city to be where it eventually ended up, which is not such a good thing in retrospect. Be careful what you wish for. It was a backwater in the 1970s, famous only for the film It Happened at the World’s Fair with Elvis Presley as a crop-dusting pilot dancing under the Space Needle with a little Chinese girl and wooing a forgettable, pretty young nurse with his guitar. As a city, we couldn’t get any respect back then, even with the 1979 world champion SuperSonics.

			We just wanted people to like us! We wanted to be San Francisco! How come everyone in the world loved San Francisco and knew every morsel of Frisco history when our little mossy burg was such a forgotten cultural backwater?! San Francisco had the 49ers and the Golden Gate Bridge and Chinatown and Rice-A-Roni and cable cars. We had Boeing. San Francisco had redwoods and Berkeley and Steinbeck and Alcatraz. We had . . . Boeing.

			Okay, now I get why.

			Seattle was a moody little town, nestled under mountains and fir trees and drizzly, low, maritime clouds. There were lumberjacks around. At least there must have been with all the trucks of trees proceeding down from the mountains filled with “Washington toothpicks.” There were fishermen and airplane assemblers and surly, wool-clad Scandinavian laborers drinking Rainier Beer by the gallon.

			Eventually we got a baseball and a football team, but that still didn’t help us too much. It wasn’t until the advent of Microsoft, grunge rock, Sleepless in Seattle, and Starbucks in the early nineties that Seattle became a bit of a cultural force and got finally put on the map. And what did that get us? A bunch of annoying Californians moving to the Pacific Northwest and driving up the GD real estate market! Just ask any Seattle-ite.

			But I’m a little ahead of myself. Back to the midsixties. It was somewhere around this time of maritime child-naming that my parents both became members of the Baha’i Faith.

			The Baha’i Faith is a lovely, peaceful religion that believes all religions are actually one faith and all people are worshipping the same God. This all-loving God sends down special teachers every thousand years or so to impart the next chapter in humanity’s ongoing, inevitable spiritual education. Besides believing that Krishna, the Buddha, Abraham, Moses, Jesus, and Muhammad were all divine spokesmen, Baha’is are followers of the most recent of these “manifestations of God,” a man named Baha’u’llah (whose name means “the Glory of God”) who lived in Persia in the mid-1800s and brought a modern message of peace for today’s disunited world.

			There’s a lot more to it than this, but I just don’t want to get all “religion-y” on you so soon in the story. Please refer to the addendum at the end of the book, “The Baha’i Faith: An Introduction,” to find out more.

			Just do me a favor. Don’t Wikipedia it. That drives me crazy. You’ll end up a “wikipediot.”™*

			So my parents, as oddball as they already were (and I think I’ve painted a pretty clear portrait of their oddball-ishness to this point), decided to become members of an obscure religious faith, which removed them even further from the mainstream.

			Bob had found out about the Baha’i Faith from some bohemian dude he met on the not-so-mean streets of Seattle and had a profound, mystical experience in which he was inspired to embrace what the Baha’i Faith professed was indeed true. After looking them up in the phone book, he got an appointment with the Local Spiritual Assembly of the Baha’is of Seattle (as there are no clergy in the religion, democratically elected bodies serve as administrative heads on the local, national, and international level) and told them he wanted to become a Baha’i. The group of nine members incredulously told him, essentially, “Well, you can’t just walk in off the street and become a Baha’i—you have to at least read some books first.” They handed him a big stack of Baha’i books and told him to come back when he had finished them. He read them all and came back the next week, and after quizzing him a bit, they somewhat reluctantly allowed him to join. Things were a bit different back then.

			My dad was a clerk at several of Seattle’s best bookstores at the time, Hartman’s and Shorey’s. He spent his time painting abstract oil paintings, listening to Dave Brubeck and Mahler, and, now, reading mystical texts from nineteenth-century Persia.

			

			—

			In 1968 a strange and dramatic thing happened that resulted in my mom and dad getting a divorce. I’m not going to tell you what this event was. I’m saving it for later because for me it’s pretty darned profound and has to do with the course of my life’s journey. (And, frankly, I’m saving the juicy details for special dramatic effect in chapter 7.)

			My folks got a divorce. My mom took off and I remained with my dad.

			He was heartbroken and devastated and did what any recently divorced bohemian Baha’i dad with a tumescent tot would do in his situation: He moved to Central America and got remarried.

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			THE WORMS OF NICARAGUA

			

			—

			Apparently, Bob’s bloated, ivory pupa made my dad somewhat of a chick magnet, and he remarried as soon as he possibly could to my stepmom, Kristin, also a Seattle-ite and a Baha’i.

			Kristin Harris (now Wilson), a recent graduate of Seattle University, had come down to Central America at the same time as my father. She babysat me a lot and was very sweet and kind and pretty, and so my dad married her in a trice.

			They had no idea what they were getting into.

			After a brief stint in Mexico City, where the wedding occurred, we ended up for some reason in the town of Bluefields on the remote Caribbean coast of Nicaragua. Bluefields is a loco place.

			There still are no roads in or out of Bluefields, just a dirt landing strip cut out of the thick jungle. Or you can drive from Managua to the mountain town of Rama and then take a five-hour ferry ride down the Rio Escondido. The city was founded by Dutch pirates on the lam from the Spanish, and the Mosquito Coast was claimed by the English soon thereafter. This remote, jungle-y swamp became a haven for escaped slaves from throughout the Caribbean, and many locals can claim ancestry from the slaves who got down with the now essentially extinct Arawak Indians of the Caribbean.

			Many races and cultures mix into a giant, swampy jambalaya in Bluefields. You would, on the docks of the seaport, hear Jamaican patois, various versions of Creole, Spanish, and Miskito (the local native dialect), as well as many variations of English. The music was a mash-up of reggae and dancehall from Jamaica, calypso and soca from Trinidad, son from Cuba, salsa, and even country and western, which was brought to the area by the American employees of the venal United Fruit Company (which raped and pillaged the land for cheap bananas as well as staged multiple coups and invasions all over the hemisphere! Hence the name “banana republic.” An amazing history. Check it out. But not on Wikipedia.). Many of the popular songs of all genres were then re-recorded in Bluefields with Miskito lyrics!

			(In fact my dad later had a radio show on Sunday afternoons on the local Catholic-owned Bluefields radio station, where he played his classical music records and talked about the composers and their syphilitic lives.)

			And now? One of the poorest sections of the Caribbean is also one of the principal havens for drug runners moving cocaine from Colombia to Mexico. The narco-traffickers control the politics and the local economy on every level. Fishermen can make a great deal of pesos when they find “white lobsters,” the bales of cocaine that float up to shore, having been thrown off cigarette boats during occasional drug raids. It’s also one of the most dangerous places in Central America, with a ridiculous murder and kidnapping rate. Throw in malaria, dysentery, sharks, parasites, quicksand, and jellyfish, and you’ve got yourself a party!

			

			
				
				—
			

			The good and loco people of Bluefields probably didn’t know what hit them when our weird, white family showed up: my dad; my naïve, curly-haired stepmom, Kristin; and a blond, thunder-egg-headed, wide-eyed, three-year-old gringo potato boy. For seventy-five dollars a month we rented this giant, haunted Victorian house on top of a hill, overlooking the rickety seaside town.

			Everyone there probably hoped that the ghosts would eat us like in the movie Poltergeist. The local rumors about our haunted house involved a crazy American shrimp boat captain who had kept the body of his dead wife up in the attic and whose corpse was eventually discovered there. Neighbors swore that there was an occasional late-night light in the attic window, and that was the lamp of the ship captain waiting for his wife.

			My dad swears that there were real, actual ghosts in that rickety old house. Every night he would hear this mysterious screeeeeeee sound. Like something scraping on the floor. And every morning he would come downstairs and notice that the furniture was arranged a bit different. So he got some chalk and put little circles around the chair and table legs to mark their locations on the floor. In the morning, after once again hearing the scraping noises, he noticed that literally every single piece of furniture had been slid several inches or several feet outside of the chalk circles. Freaky.

			So my dad did what any good Baha’i living in a haunted Victorian house in Central America would do. He said some Baha’i prayers for the dead. And you know what? It worked. Those pesky Nicaraguan poltergeists stopped their shenanigans forevermore. Take that, Nicaraguan poltergeists! Take that, ghoulish shrimp boat captain! Baha’i power, yeah!

			I was pretty young in Nicaragua, but I have some very distinct and fond memories of the insanity of that place. I remember seeing several movies, including The Sound of Music, at the movie theater downtown. The theater experience was a little different down there. The place would be PACKED, no matter what the film. You would bring in food and beer and babies, and there were rats and stray dogs begging for food everywhere. People talked through the entire movie, which blared at full volume on the cheap, tinny sound system. And the strangest thing of all was that because Nicaragua was so Catholic, anything deemed “disrespectful” to the nuns had been edited from the movie. So every time a nun started to sing or dance or joke, there was a hard, abrupt edit and the film would skip jerkily ahead to the next scene, making the film about half as long and far more fun.

			My dad took many trips out in the jungles to visit the Miskito Indians. He tells some amazing stories from his time there. Once, in the remotest possible village, he was asked to teach them baseball. He got these hard round fruits from the trees and had them carve a bat out of a branch with a machete. They cleared out a little field from the jungle and the entire village lined up to play—men, women, children, and even grandparents. The fruit-baseballs would take about three at bats before finally exploding into mush, at which the entire village would applaud. They played all day long, day after day, from sunup to sundown, and who knows, maybe they’re still playing to this day.

			He tells of listening to one of the moon landings on the radio, and how when they translated to the tribesmen that there were men actually walking on the moon, the men started pointing at the moon and laughing at the ridiculousness of that concept.

			Once, my dad tells me, a Miskito man came up to him and said to him with confused disbelief, “Mr. Bob. Is it true that in America there is actually a man who doesn’t believe in GOD?!”

			My dad responded that there was indeed a person like that and the man walked away shaking his head incredulously.

			Because I was so young, my memories pop like Technicolor acid-dream postcards, spliced and pasted together, flickering in a mental strobe light.

			
					I remember Kristin getting caught in quicksand on the muddy beach and being pulled out of the sinkhole by a guy with a tree branch.

					I remember a friend of ours emerging from the ocean after a swim. He was screaming and falling to his knees, covered in jellyfish stings.

					I remember running and flying kites on the hilltop with the local kids, all of them barefoot, me in giant rubber boots that cheese-grated my ankle bones.

					I remember “Devil Day,” the local equivalent of Halloween, when terrifying men dressed as devils in outfits adorned with wings ran around with fireworks. They would chase kids, pick them up, and scare the holy bejeezus out of them by tickling them and screaming in their faces. I was so horrified that this would happen to me that I refused to go outside. (I’m pretty sure this was the work of the Catholic Church, turning a fun pagan festival into a helpful, traumatic reminder of the evils of Satan.)

					I remember bulls being driven and herded up and down the mud streets by Nicaraguan cowboys who lived in the jungle.

					I remember the best oatmeal ever made, served up by our cook, Antonia, and the taste of fresh shrimp and fried plantains.

			

			But what I remember most about Nicaragua is the critters. Creatures abound in the muddy tropics. We had a tremendous variety of pets and animals and pests sprawling every which way around our tropical compound.

			Here’s a compendium of my history with the varmints of Nicaragua:

			Mosquito

			I remember awakening every morning to a fog of whining mosquitoes clamoring around the mosquito netting that surrounded my bed. I’m talking hundreds of the things. And they were quick too. Not the fat, lazy, drolling mosquito DC-10s of North America. No, these were the malaria-bearing, dive-bombing, demon-hummingbird mosquitoes of the Caribbean swamps. Fierce, bloodlust-filled insect TIE fighters. I would spend about an hour after waking trying to kill each one of them by slapping them through the netting and watching them fall, curled and dry, to their tiny deaths. Who needed video games?

			My dad actually caught malaria from one of the buggers and almost died after recurring bouts of 103-degree tropical fevers and shaking and cold sweats and delusions. I remember him on his sickbed and remember trying to piece together in my four- or five-year-old brain that he had gotten this terrible illness from one of those little annoying insects that I slapped silly every morning. It just didn’t add up. He’s fine, by the way. He didn’t die. In fact, he’s probably reading this right now. Hi, Dad!

			Dog

			We had a stray dog named Hieronymus Bosch. You know, the insane, postapocalyptic fifteenth-century Flemish painter obsessed with the nine circles of hell? He looked exactly like you’d think a stray mutt eating garbage off the streets of an impoverished port city would look like. I’m betting that to this day we are the only people in the history of Central America who have ever or will ever own a dog named Hieronymus Bosch.

			Parrot

			Besides the flocks of actual jungle parrots that would cackle and zoom about the swampy, jungle-y trees, we had a “pet” parrot named Jose who would only say one word: Jose. Over and over and over again. “Jose!” “Jose!” It got pretty annoying. Even for a four-year-old. “Rrrawk! Jose!” He spent most of his time with a sheet over his cage, as that would effectively shut him up. I would feed him bananas that grew on the giant green banana trees in our backyard and would try to get him to say “Hola” or “Rainn” or “Buenos días.” Anything other than “Jose.” To no avail. Now that I think about it, maybe his name wasn’t Jose, but his previous owner might have been named Jose. Or maybe he was a racist parrot and just called everybody Jose in a kind of contempt for all things Latin.

			Sloth

			We had a pet sloth named Andrew. Sloths are bizarre. They are SUPER slow and nocturnal. (Like a lot of my Midwestern relatives, now that I come to think of it.) Andrew was kept in a cage on our front porch. Sloths, if you don’t know this, are ridiculously strong, and EVERY night, Andrew would slowly, slowly, slowly bend the bars of his cage, make his way out, and seek food or whatever the hell he would seek on his lugubrious nightly escape. Every morning we would gaze at the bent bars on the top of the cage and scout around for our lethargic escapee. They are so incredibly slow that he would only get about thirty feet away, max. We would find him in a banana bush or a palm tree or a tropical shrub, having fallen asleep with a twig or a leaf in his mouth. We would then return him to his cage, bend the bars back into place, and start the whole nightly Sartre-ian exercise over again.

			Oyster

			My dad didn’t really know what he’d do for work when he got to Nicaragua, but when he saw the endless oyster beds lying off the coast he got a brilliant idea: Put those suckers into jars and send ’em up to the big city for cash, baby, yeah! He employed several dozen Miskito workers and even had a profit-sharing program for them. This worked out well for several years, but he got tired of bribing all the corrupt Nicaraguan officials, and his enterprise shut down after about a billion oysters and a couple thousand dollars.

			Amoeba

			Amoebas are the jellyfish-like microscopic creatures you study in seventh-grade biology. They blurb around, sucking up and surrounding things like in the fifties horror movie The Blob. Apparently they sometimes lodge in your gut and make you crazy sick. This is called amoebic dysentery. Apparently it comes with jet-stream diarrhea. And I got it. I get heartsick just thinking about how hard that must have been for little Rainn, lying limp in his humid mosquito-encrusted bed, shooting an occasional fire-hose spray of diarrhea out of his little ass-trumpet with amoebas gurgling around in his innards, devouring things.

			Monkey

			The neighbors had a monkey named Chacho. He rode on their dog’s back. He would swing over to our house all the time and eat our sugar cubes, beg for food, and poop in our kitchen. He was pesky and my parents hated him and would shoo him out the window by banging saucepans.

			Outhouse Vermin

			We didn’t have indoor plumbing. We had a rickety outhouse. And the poo-and-pee hole was filled with ridiculous amounts of creatures that would scatter when you flashed your flashlight down there: lizards, spiders, roaches, and albino frogs. Yes, that’s right. White, cave-dwelling frogs that had never seen the light of day and habitated in our poop. Where the hell did those things come from? How did they find our outhouse? Were they in every outhouse in Nicaragua? Unknown. White poo frogs. Think about it. Sketch one in the margin of this book!

			Boar

			There were many Indian members of the Baha’i Faith up the Mosquito Coast in a place called Monkey Point, and we would often visit them in boats. You could take a little motorboat up the coastline, close to shore, which was very long and grueling, or a big fishing boat, which was less long and grueling. Kristin and I took the fishing boat and got terrifically seasick. If you’ve ever gotten seasick before, you’ll know it’s like an inescapable torture of constant nausea where you can’t move without puking and your head throbs mercilessly. Like watching Dancing with the Stars.

			On one of these visits the Indians shot a boar with a .22 rifle for a big feast. They were very friendly and had a fascinating culture. Except for the .22, they were extremely primitive, and the children loved the gifts we would bring them of balloons and little toys and sparklers. They would gather around these miraculous objects and their brains would explode in delight. I remember there were these giant glowing beetles that would light up and fly around like lightning bugs. The Miskito children would tie a string around their necks, and the beetles would float aloft, being held by the strings, buzzing and leaving a trail of light in the air. Us gringos would gather around these miraculous objects and our brains would explode in delight.

			We all got our thing.

			I remember that the banana-leaf-and-plank huts had dirt floors, but the women of the village would spend a lot of time sweeping them with a straw broom. This brought me no end of amusement as I thought it ridiculous to sweep dirt since there was only more dirt underneath. It still doesn’t completely make sense to me.

			I’ve only had boar meat once in my life and it was when I was four or five, that feast night on the Mosquito Coast. I remember eating the roasted boar steak and it had a gross metallic taste to it. Turns out I had been given the piece with the bullet lodged in it. I think after crying I was given some oatmeal or something, and I went to bed in a hammock watching the giant, luminous beetles arc across the night sky.

			Worm

			My most vivid memory of my life in Nicaragua involves worms coming out of my butthole. If you’d had worms come out of your butthole, I’m sure that’d be a vivid memory for you too. I’m not exactly sure how I got the worms that eventually came out of my anuscus, but their exit couldn’t have been more memorable.

			Apparently, at some point in time, my parents must have caught on to the fact that I had worms and had me take some medicine. The kind of intestinal parasite that I had was called the large roundworm. That’s an excellent description by whoever named said worm. It was large (like ten inches long), round, and definitely a worm.

			(All animals should be named that way, now that I think about it. The elephant should be called the HUGE GRAY BIG-EARED TRUNK MAMMAL, for instance. The cougar could be called BIG TAN MOUNTAIN FELINE and the alligator the LONG SNAP-MOUTHED RIVER REPTILE.)

			My parents did not warn me that I had taken deworming medication and what would happen once I did. So one day, Kristin and I were walking down the muddy street in Bluefields when I felt a curious sensation down around my little fart chimney.

			All of a sudden, it felt like a snake was in my undies. I yelped and reached into my pants to pull out a ten-inch, white (round) worm, which thrashed around in the air quite violently. I threw the grotesque parasite onto the ground and a bunch of neighborhood kids witnessed this act and crowded around accordingly. My stepmom shouted, “¡Matalo!” or “Kill it!” and a kid brought out a shovel and Kristin stabbed the offending large roundworm over and over, slicing it into still-wiggling sections, which she buried in the ground.

			The neighborhood kids looked at me like I was possessed by Satan and spitting demon worms from my pants. And in a way they were right.

			This whole event happened all over again when we were living back in the States. This time I was fortunate enough to be sitting on a toilet, and as quickly as it emerged from its moist, dark kingdom it was flushed away into the mysterious sewer system of Olympia, Washington.

			

			—

			I often wonder how my identity was defined by my time in Central America. I suppose that underneath my white, suburban, gawky exterior there is a closet of hidden memories that includes monkeys and jungles and worms and glowing beetles. When I was in college and read One Hundred Years of Solitude by Gabriel García Márquez (truly one of the greatest books ever written), a flood of memories came back to me and I felt an odd kinship with the Buendía family. I spoke fluent Spanish as a child that I forgot as soon as I had spent some time in the States and had watched umpteen episodes of The Munsters and eaten enough cheeseburgers and Slurpees to have Nicaragua recede like a distant fever dream. But throughout the course of growing up, I always identified with the people of Central America and have a deep heart-connection to that language and culture. As difficult as I’m sure it was, I’m grateful for the experience and will treasure the mystery, danger, and romance of living in such a remote, forgotten, loco place.

			We left Nicaragua in 1971, when I was five years old. There were no decent schools there and my parents wanted to get me back to America for my education. Plus they were beyond broke and miserable.

			The colorful, brief bursts of jungle-y memories that I have from that time truly entice me. Someday soon I want to go back to those swampy tropics with my dad and tromp around the old neighborhood, sample some oysters and plantains, visit the monkeys and sloths, and take a good look down a random outhouse toilet at night with a flashlight.

		

	
		
			Chapter 3

			MY SEVENTIES SHOW

			

			—

			We were poor, but we were unhappy.

			I’m not exactly sure why, but my family moved to Olympia, Washington, when I was five years old. I looked a bit more normal by then, as my torso had stretched to better align with mi cabeza grande. While attending Garfield Elementary School on the west side of Olympia, I pretended to have a normal childhood.

			My parents were not very good or very happy together, you see. Nice people both, they just didn’t click. For their entire fifteen-year marriage. I suppose, when you look back at my dad’s story, you see a man who was bereft and heartbroken, tending to an unfortunate-looking child in Central America. Here was an attractive fellow Baha’i, my stepmom, looking for love and seemingly finding it in the arms of a sweet, bespectacled bohemian with a giant, white son.

			Not too long ago, I asked both Bob and Kristin when they knew it was a mistake for them to have gotten married. They both replied: “One year.” One year in, they knew their marriage was a terrible mistake and that they were a misfit match that would never really connect and know love. I think of their prolonged misery as they suffered it out until their inevitable divorce in 1984.

			I think of the sadness of their souls, as my stepmom swept the porch of our house in Bluefields and as my dad oversaw his oyster harvest, both of them sighing and looking out onto the dramatic Nicaraguan sky in a separate shared moment, knowing in their heart of hearts that they did not belong together.

			There was also a very strange issue at the center of this “lack of love” in their marriage and in our family. We were members of the Baha’i Faith, which professes love as the defining power of the universe, a force that can heal all wounds and is needed to unify and mend our ailing planet. And yet there was not a whole lot of that actual love to be found under our roof. This created a kind of crazy-making dichotomy in our household, where “love” was given a tremendous amount of lip service but wasn’t put into much tangible practice. For a child, it’s a peculiar kind of quandary to grow up in the midst of such desolate spiritual hypocrisy.

			I remember awkward spaghetti dinners with halting conversations and that lonely longing in my chest to have a loving, laughing family. The kind of family we watched on all our favorite shows while eating Swanson TV dinners on folding trays. I remember feeling that something was just not right in this familial picture but being unable to put my finger on what exactly it was. Perhaps that’s why I’ve always been drawn to the “sad clown” roles, as it often became my task to liven things up in our dour house with jokes and goofing off. I was loved growing up—stories were read, fevers were tended to, art was made, prayers were said—but there was a bereft, alienated cloud over the three of us that’s palpable to me to this day.

			So why did they stay together until I left for college in 1984? For me? For the “stick-it-out-ive-ness” surrounding marriage that they inherited from their parents’ generation? For their faith, which allows but greatly discourages divorce? For the tiny spark of real love that did exist between them that they hoped, through the fog of denial, would grow eventually into the fire of true companionship?

			Who knows? All I can say, from personal experience, is that staying together “for the children” is a terrible idea. Don’t get me wrong, jettisoning one’s marriage because times are tough or you’re too selfish or lazy to do some hard-ass work on your relationship is an even more grotesque idea, especially if there are children, but the kids of the world deserve parents who are living vital, connected, passionate lives, in partnership with a supportive mate.

			

			—

			Perhaps we should go back to my namesake, Rainer Maria Rilke, for some insights?

			For one human being to love another; that is perhaps the most difficult of all our tasks, the ultimate, the last test and proof, the work for which all other work is but preparation.

			That’s the kicker, isn’t it? I have great empathy for anyone who struggles with this, this “love,” the most difficult of all tasks.

			M. Scott Peck wrote the most beautiful definition of marriage I’ve ever read. His book The Road Less Traveled is known as “self-help” but it really is a spiritual/psychological treasure chest, and I highly recommend it.

			Love is the will to extend one’s self for the purpose of nurturing one’s own or another’s spiritual growth. . . . Love is as love does. Love is an act of will—namely, both an intention and an action. Will also implies choice. We do not have to love. We choose to love.

			I’m inspired by the idea of a couple that choose to extend themselves for the spiritual growth of the other person. We CHOOSE to love, and I’m floored by the concept that love is both intention and action. Our challenge then is to do specific actions on a daily basis to nurture our partner’s spiritual growth.

			For instance, today I told my wife I’d take care of something that needed taking care of and then I sent her this text:

			
				[image: ]
			

			If that’s not love, I don’t know what is.

			My therapist once told me that intimacy, when broken down, was really “into me see.” Get it? Intimacy? Into-me-see? Now, I know that’s ludicrously simplistic, but it’s also ludicrously accurate.

			

			—

			Let’s get back to my family.

			My family was poor. Not food-stamps or Haiti poor. But poor.

			We rented an old two-bedroom cinder-block house with a dirt yard

			
			

			—

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
					Offer a powdered drink (e.g., Kool-Aid, Ovaltine, Nestlé Quik, or Tang) and rush children out the door, telling them to be back for dinner (i.e., when it gets dark).

					TV.

					Homework (optional).
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