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You tell me nothing matters


You’re just fucking scared…


You tell me that I make no difference


At least I’m fucking trying…


What the fuck have you done?


—MINOR THREAT, “IN MY EYES”

















Introduction



KNOWLEDGE


There was a time in my life when I could not see reality.


For over twenty years, I viewed my entire existence through the blurry lens of active alcoholism. Each and every one of my actions—where I went, who I hung out with, what I spent my money on, when I ate, when I slept, when I woke up—was controlled by alcohol, everything determined by my drinking. In the final days of my drinking, I had to choke down a beer before I could eat anything each day. My thoughts, clouded and dull, struggled to solidify in the haze of booze. My emotions were out of control: a bladed pendulum swinging wildly between hubris and self-loathing, drunkenly hacking my spirit into smaller and smaller pieces. Physically, mentally, and emotionally, I was exceedingly unhealthy. My family, friends, and coworkers watched my alcoholism progress and get worse and worse each year. Many expressed their concern about my drinking to me, but I was not having it. I would be fine if all these clueless squares would just get off my goddamn back and leave me the fuck alone.


It’s been over a decade since my last drink, and looking back on that period of my life through sober eyes is like watching a horror movie starring my mentally ill doppelgänger as the main character. He stumbles drunkenly through a nonsensical plot, doing all sorts of bizarre and distasteful things as he wreaks havoc on everything and everyone around him. Obviously, I know that person was me, but at times I struggle to understand my old self. It seems utterly ludicrous that I allowed the consumption of a cheap fermented liquid packaged in twelve-ounce aluminum cans and readily available at any corner convenience store to define my existence, but that was indeed the case. How could I not see what I was doing to myself? Why on earth would I keep staggering down such a horrible path for so long?


Because my perspective was all fucked up.


That’s how. That’s why.


I allowed my drinking to warp my perspective to the point that I no longer had an accurate view of reality, much less any idea how to exist within it. When I could no longer run away from the painful truth of my alcoholism, I put down the bottle, and my life began to resemble that of a relatively sane human being. However, having viewed existence through the bottom of a beer glass for so long, my newfound sobriety didn’t instantly transform me into a well-adjusted person. To start seeing the world through rational eyes, I had to learn new ways of thinking, of managing my emotions. Before I could do that, I had to understand which of my habits and beliefs were harmful and needed to be discarded. I had to get honest with myself about myself, and that meant looking in the mirror and asking some uncomfortable questions.


As a teenager growing up in the 1980s punk rock scene, I’d learned the importance of questioning everything—society, the system, and especially all manner of authority figures—and I maintain that skeptical attitude to this day. My angry refusal to blindly conform to the suffocating social mores and materialistic “values” so widely celebrated during that hideous Era of Excess was legitimate; that way of living wasn’t for me then, and it isn’t for me now. But… even though I was a pretty smart kid, I was still just a kid. As such, I tended to conveniently ignore (and foolishly still do at times) the obvious fact that contained within the everything that I constantly questioned were myself and my own beliefs—and unexamined, self-righteous, reactionary beliefs are inherently shallow, no matter how cool they look in a spiked leather jacket (or, today, paraded around in the insipid costume of an internet meme). I never once stopped to ask my snotty little self deeper questions about why I was so pissed off at the way the world was misbehaving. If something is worth believing in—a political position, a religion, a scientific theory—surely it should withstand a little rigorous examining from a rational, educated observer employing critical thought, yes? If not, that belief should be discarded. In theory, no one is more educated about your individual beliefs and why you hold them than yourself, but if you are resolutely unwilling to question your own beliefs, if you just accept your habitual thought patterns, prejudices, and beliefs at face value without rigorous analysis simply because it is uncomfortable to do so… then you are driven by fear.


Fear kept me drunk for two decades and destroyed my ability to maintain a proper perspective. Every time I woke up feeling like shit and thought, “Maybe this drinking thing ain’t working out for you, dude,” fear would come screeching forth demanding to know, “But what will you do without alcohol?” As insane as it seems to me now, the astoundingly obvious answer (“Um… anything I want”) never popped into my head. Not once. I was so afraid I would die without drinking that I was drinking myself to death.


My fucked-up, fear-driven perspective was, quite literally, killing me.


People ask me all the time, “How did you get sober? I can’t seem to do it!” The answer is annoyingly simple: on tour with my band in Australia, while sitting on a hotel-room balcony one dreadfully hungover morning, I realized that I would die if I kept on drinking. I was so exhausted from years of drinking that a great part of me did not care whether I checked out right then and there. But just for kicks, I decided to try something different on the off chance it might make me feel a little better. I sat there for a moment, then simply made a conscious decision to not go get a beer from the refrigerator. The second I made that choice, I felt a great sense of peace. It was as if I had been walking through life blindfolded, constantly injuring myself as I crashed into everything in my path, but with that simple decision, I ripped off the blindfold and opened my eyes for the first time in decades.


However, alcoholism is a tricky motherfucker, so approximately forty-five seconds after that blissful wave of relief washed over me, a little voice in the back of my head spoke up. “Wait, wait, wait—hold up now, dude. Let’s not rush this. Don’t you think we’re being a little rash here? Today is probably just a bad day, don’t you think? Let’s not jump to any hasty conclusions…”


Incredibly, after twenty-two years of hard drinking and drugging accompanied by all sorts of unpleasant consequences, even in the face of my own impending doom, I was still watching my newfound perspective on life rapidly slipping away. Yet by some inexplicable miracle, I recognized that my own head was lying to me, that I could no longer trust myself or my own reasoning. Five or six guys on that tour were sober, so I decided to try to not drink until I saw them at the venue that evening. Maybe they would have some advice for me? Somehow I toughed it out until I got to the gig, found those dudes, and said to them: “Please. Help me.”


I did not ask for help from my parents or a spiritual guru or even a world-famous doctor specializing in addiction treatment for creative types. No, I asked a bunch of sweaty, tattooed, alcoholic musicians and guitar techs. Why? Because I knew they used to drink like me, they didn’t anymore, and they all seemed pretty damn happy about it. Deep within my beer-battered skull, I somehow still possessed enough logic to deduce that these men possessed a rational, experience-based perspective on their own alcoholism and had figured out how to deal with it without drinking. I could plainly see that they were successfully accomplishing something I had thus far spectacularly failed at, so I stopped trying to do everything my way. Obviously, my way sucked, so I looked for a better example to follow. I asked these men for advice, then I shut my big mouth and did what they told me.


I’m still following their example today, and I’m a reasonably happy dude.


I learned enough from quitting drinking to know that my perspective on life is not always a healthy, clear one, with or without alcohol. Today, when I am confused or upset about something, I know I need to shift my perspective. When I seek the counsel of others, reliable and experienced people I know and trust, my perspective shifts in a healthy way. Conversely, when I rely solely on myself to sort through distressing situations, most of the time my perspective turns dark and nihilistic. I become overwhelmed and resentful at the world. I get stuck wandering around inside my head, which (sadly for me) happens to be a really bad neighborhood to get lost in. The anger and anxiety increase to an unbearable fever pitch until finally the light bulb goes off in my thick skull: You idiot! Why don’t you ask someone for help or search for a better example to follow?


Maybe you’re reading this and thinking, “What a total loser this guy is—why did I buy this book?” You’ve got it all figured out, and you feel your life is perfectly under control. Everything is exactly the way you want it to be, and you’re never, ever scared or confused. You never make poor decisions, so you don’t need outside perspectives to help you figure things out. Congratulations! You must be very pleased with yourself! Regrettably, this also almost certainly means that you’re an insufferable and highly delusional asshole who will eventually die alone and unloved, so I hope isolation is your cup of tea. As for me, the older I get, the more I realize that I’m totally clueless about the vast majority of things. This continually comes as a big relief because it’s utterly exhausting trying to have all the answers and be “right” all the time. So I’m going to keep asking others for advice and searching anywhere I can for better examples to follow, hoping for the best.


Modern-day life is complex, to put it mildly: we walk through the world under constant assault by a never-ending digital stream of dogmatic opinions, envy-inducing advertisements, and doomsday news items. This incessant barrage of for-profit information, often delivered straight into our hands by addictively designed mobile devices, is enough to induce anger, fear, and confusion in anyone. But with the exception of our very real ability to render the planet incapable of sustaining human life in relatively short order, history shows that all the problems we face today are exactly the same ones ancient civilizations confronted—they’ve just been given a facelift and electronically amplified in our consciousness to a ridiculous level. This noise in our heads can become overwhelming, but when we consciously pause, step back, and broaden our perspective by looking at the experiences of those who have gone before us, we see that life has always been complex, yet somehow it continues on unabated.


Since we first banded together for protection in tribes, humanity has faced the inherent difficulties of existing in complex social groups (i.e., two or more people). Although we cannot eliminate these difficulties—once again, life is complex and always has been—we can lessen our confusion about our problems by consciously searching for a wider, experience-based perspective. With the proper perspective, we can determine what actually matters in life and what is inconsequential, thereby saving a ton of mental, physical, and emotional energy. When we are not so exhausted by endless worry over a ton of trivial bullshit, we can instead clearly and calmly face issues of true gravity without losing our minds. We do not have to buy into the many, many lightweight for-profit lies society is selling that keep us anxious and prisoner to the status quo—we can choose to decide for ourselves what our lives should look like, what our standard of happiness or “success” is.


Life is hard, but it used to be a lot harder. When we get honest with ourselves about ourselves and our present-day reality, we are forced to stop lying and complaining about how tough our cushy modern lives are. Countless people everywhere have endured much, much worse and under far more difficult circumstances. We must remember that and learn from these people and their examples. If we do not, then we deserve all the misery we heap on ourselves like the spoiled children that we are.


To strive for a rational, healthy perspective on life without blissfully ignoring reality or being consumed by anger and nihilism—this is the struggle, the war inside my head. I may not know much, but I know enough to look outside myself for better examples to follow while I attempt to fight the good fight. This book is about some of the people and experiences that have provided me those examples.















Chapter One



THE DUKE


Let me tell you your future: if you read one more sentence of this book, you are going to die.


Of course, it doesn’t matter whether or not you read another sentence, you are still going to die. Even if you hated this book’s introduction so much that you never even read this far—you cursed aloud over the money you just wasted, doused this thing in lighter fluid, grabbed a book of matches, and now these unread words are currently drifting into the heavens on a cloud of ash and smoke—you’re still going to die. It’s way too late to do anything about it now; in fact, it’s always been too late. You were doomed from the second you emerged bloody and screeching from your mother’s womb. You—yes, I’m talking to you—are going to cease to exist. No more hopes and dreams and walks on the beach and whatever your favorite dessert is. No more you. Bye-bye life.


Finis.


Don’t feel bad—it’s going to happen to everyone, including me. In fact, I might already be dead by the time you read this. Although I know with absolute certainty that I am going to die, I have zero clue when it is going to happen—my guess is probably within fifty years, but that is mere speculation. Theoretically, I could last at least as long as my grandmother, who made it to one hundred years old, or I could have a heart attack and die five minutes from now. The timing of the whole thing is a rather convenient mystery, so I’m not going to stress over it. I only know that it’s coming, and there’s nothing I can do to stop it. (By the way, if I am dead when you read this, just know that I got a big kick thinking about the creepy feeling some of y’all are experiencing as I speak to you right now from beyond the grave—spooky! Ain’t reading and writing cool?)


Death is the great leveler, coming for us all regardless of how much power, money, or fame we achieve in our lifetimes. As the great Stoic philosopher-king Marcus Aurelius put it: “Alexander the Great and his mule driver both died and the same thing happened to both. They were absorbed alike into the life force of the world or dissolved alike into atoms.” Death is the one immutable fact of all our lives—the good news about death is that we will all be perfectly dead. In fact, being dead is the only thing each and every single one of us is guaranteed to get exactly right. One day, each of us will stop breathing, and no one not-breathes better than anyone else. If you’re harboring delusions of superiority, this is probably going to come as a real bummer and rude shock to your swollen ego, because no matter how hard you’ve worked to get ahead of everyone else, in death you’re going to be just the same as everyone else. The nerds, geeks, and losers you picked on in high school. All those mindless schmucks at work who just didn’t have what it takes to get where you are. That filthy bum you pass on the street corner every afternoon as you drive your Mercedes home from the gym. Even the neighbor’s dog that bit you decades ago when you wouldn’t stop pulling its tail—you’re going to wind up exactly like them. Everyone is perfectly equal in death, and in the end, you’re no better than a piece of roadkill rotting beside the highway. So come down off your high horse there, buster, and stop being such an atrocious jerk to your waitress.


Conversely, if you’ve spent your entire life thus far feeling lesser-than, like a terminal screwup, like you’ll never ever ever get anything right, this should come as great news. The president of the United States, the pope, the richest bazillionaire on earth, the person you had a crush on in ninth grade who publicly humiliated you when you finally got up the nerve to ask them out—none of those people will be dead any better than you. For your grand finale, you will succeed effortlessly and brilliantly at attaining the exact same level of deadness as the most respected and revered humans in all history. It’s literally impossible to screw up being dead. Death is life’s participation trophy. Congratulations, we’re all winners in the end!


If we know with absolute certainty that we are going to die, then why have humans always worried about it so much? It’s not like we can do anything about it. I think it’s the surrounding uncertainty accompanying death that bothers most people, the peripheral aspects that remain forever, maddeningly, obtuse. When will it happen? Will it hurt? What will happen after? Furthermore, if you’re like me and have spent your life reading a bunch of hero-filled classical mythology and modern literature in which the main character always dies steely-eyed, with grim resolve, while doing the right thing in the face of insurmountable odds, you have to add: Will I embarrass myself? Please, God, don’t let me go out looking like a little bitch. (Yes, I worry about that.)


Death is the great boogeyman, the unknowable absolute, the ultimate unstoppable uncertainty. In the face of this uncertainty, many people (myself included) find comfort in the belief that when they die they will continue on in some form, traveling eternally through some sort of afterlife. Some people (particularly those of the fundamentalist-religion persuasion) present a belief in their particular brand of afterlife as an ironclad certainty—but they are fooling themselves, because let’s face it, no one knows what happens when we die. An old story from Zen Buddhism illustrates this perfectly: A monk asks a Zen master, “What happens when you die?” The Zen master replies, “I have no idea.” The irate monk says, “What do you mean you have no idea? Aren’t you supposed to be a Zen master?” The Zen master replies, “Yes, but I’ve never been a dead Zen master.” Even those with “near-death experiences” (being clinically dead for a short time, then revived) have no definitive answer about what happens—some report floating outside of themselves, many report being drawn to some sort of light, some recall blackness, and others do not recall anything at all. Plus, all the people telling these stories are alive when they tell them, so what do they actually know about being dead?


I hope I carry on in some way, and I believe that I will, but I just can’t say for certain. If there is no afterlife and every aspect of this thing I call “me” simply vanishes, then I don’t suppose my nonexistent self will be too bummed about being wrong.


To be perfectly clear, those who emphatically insist that there is nothing after we die annoy me just as equally as those who insist that they know exactly what the afterlife is. “When you die, that’s it. There is no scientific evidence of an afterlife, you superstitious buffoons,” says the oh-so-self-satisfied supposedly rational modern person. Although it is irrefutable that there is no scientific evidence for the existence of an afterlife, there’s no scientific evidence against it either—there is simply no evidence, period. Nobody knows, no matter which dogmatic tool they reach for to hammer home their belief. It’s like stating with great conviction: “I will not sneeze on the second Tuesday of March, two years from now,” and then attempting to back up that statement with either religion or science—both are equally useless in this case. First, you have no idea whether you will make it to Tuesday next week, much less a Tuesday in March two years from now. And supposing that you do live that long, even if in the interim you constantly pray to whatever deity you wish or study the science of sneezing under the most famous otorhinolaryngologist in the world… immediately after 11:59 p.m. on that fateful Monday night, all bets are off. You may or may not be holding a box of tissues and struggling mightily to hold back a sneeze (don’t do that, by the way—you can rip your larynx).


My friend Carlos loves to say, “Life is full of uncertainty!” He usually says this whenever something goes abysmally wrong during one of our surfing trip adventures in South America. This drives me crazy, because many times it would be far more accurate to say, “Carlos’s wildly careening lack of proper planning is full of uncertainty!” but at the root, he’s absolutely correct. And in an era when all the knowledge in the world is available at the click of a button, humans seem to be growing less and less capable of dealing with uncertainty. This is a big problem because no matter how much knowledge we accrue, life is, well, it’s full of uncertainty. People always want answers (and today they are used to getting them immediately), but sometimes there is no answer. The only answer we have about death is that it’s coming for us all, and you can bet every penny in your bank account on that—not that you could collect on that bet when you win.


As I get older, I think about my mortality more and more. I always used to joke that everyone was going to die except my own cockroach self, but as I head into my fifties and the aches and pains get worse every year, it’s becoming very apparent that this much-abused body of mine ain’t gonna last forever. And that’s okay—after the insane way I lived my life for so long, I realize that the game is now in overtime. Honestly, the drugs and alcohol should have killed me decades ago, so I try to view every day aboveground as a bonus. When I think about dying (which I am absolutely in no hurry to do), there are many, many unpleasant ways of meeting my end that I definitely do not wish to experience. And I do get panicky from time to time when I begin to dwell on the fact that I may not get to accomplish certain things I want to do during my time on earth or visit places I’ve dreamed of going or say all the things I want to say through music, writing, and photography—my ego wants to leave behind a well-rounded body of work for posterity, preferably one that is filed away in some immaculately maintained Ivy League university’s climate-controlled archive. But the idea of being dead itself doesn’t scare me. Why should it? It’s inevitable, so I might as well accept it. In the interim, I want to make the most of what time I have left so that when my time comes, hopefully I will die peacefully, with dignity and grateful acceptance. That sort of death seems good enough for me today.


But that’s easy enough for me to say right now, with the unknowable future stretching forth and no idea of when I will expire. My future is a blank slate, one that I intellectually recognize as having a finite end, but right now I’m still (theoretically) a good way away from that end. Therefore, I can’t even begin to truly comprehend it with any sort of clarity at all. My death is not immediate enough to seem real to me (although I know that can change any second), so I can’t really be bothered to worry much about the timing of its arrival. For now, I’ve accepted the fact that worrying about dying doesn’t change a thing (in fact, it only makes it worse and might actually make it happen sooner), so I might as well enjoy my life in this moment and handle death when it gets a bit closer.


Some people attempt to deal with mortality by pretending that death won’t happen to them, by denying the truth until the bitter end and their last panicked, wasted breaths. I’ve heard deathbed stories about these kinds of people directly from my doctor and nurse friends who watched their demise. It’s an ugly, pathetic way to die, and I don’t want to go out like that—so I refuse to ignore the fact that the Reaper is already sharpening his scythe to collect my head. But either way, whether we meditate on death daily like a samurai preparing for battle or push the idea as far from our minds as possible, statistically it’s not something most of us will deal with until we are much older.


But what if something happened that forced you to face your own death a lot sooner than you thought you would have to? What if you were made aware with 100 percent certainty that you were going to die, and die soon? That your time on earth was swiftly coming to an end, and that there was absolutely nothing you could do about it? How would you handle it? I like to think I would come to a place of acceptance, enjoy what time I had left, tie up some loose ends, and die with serenity in my heart, but honestly, I do not know. I haven’t been in that situation yet, so I can’t say if I would meet that romantic ideal.


But I do know for a fact that it is possible to handle impending death with courage. I knew someone who was thrust into that terrifying situation. Although I had the pleasure of his friendship for only a brief time, I learned a lot about strength and dignity from watching this man. This is how he handled it.


His name was Wayne Ford, and he was The Duke.


On October 30, 2012, I was in Phoenix, Arizona. My band, lamb of god, was starting a tour and that night was the first gig of the run. The first night of any tour is always a mess, prone to all sorts of equipment malfunctions, guest list disasters, and the generally neurotic on-edge vibe that comes with not having played in front of an audience for a few months. In addition, I had been released on bail from a Czech prison just three months earlier, and my future as a free man was extremely uncertain. (If you want to know that whole story, I tell it in detail in my previous book, Dark Days.) With a possible five- to ten-year prison sentence in a foreign country hanging over my head, getting onstage to entertain a few thousand people was the very last thing I felt like doing—inside, I was a mess, to put it lightly. But all the lawyers and transcontinental airfares involved in securing my release had been very, very expensive, so it was time for me to get up and sing for my multiple attorneys’ suppers.


Concertgoers do not fork over their hard-earned money to watch someone teetering on the edge of a nervous breakdown; they buy tickets to lose themselves in the music and forget their troubles for an hour or two. If you’re a true professional (and I am), your own problems are entirely irrelevant for as long as you are onstage, especially as a frontman. It’s your job to ensure that everyone is having a good time, and even if your own life is completely falling to pieces—the audience can never know that. My life was in an extremely scary place at that time, but I knew I had to push that out of my mind every single night of the tour and show the fans a good time. That evening before our set, I was standing around backstage, wheels spinning in my head. I was wondering how in the hell I was going to hold it together long enough to get through a seven-week tour when a young man came up to me and introduced himself as Adam.


“Hey, man, I hate to bother you, but my friend Wayne Ford is a huge fan—he’s in the audience tonight. He got diagnosed with leukemia not too long ago, and he wanted you to have this.” Adam handed me a T-shirt with the words FUCK CANCER printed on it. “Will you give him a shout-out, man? He’s got a hard fight ahead of him, and he could use the encouragement.”


“Of course,” I said, then asked Adam for his friend’s name again. As preoccupied as I was, I’d need a reminder—so, in permanent marker I wrote WAYNE FORD in big block letters on my hand, going over each character several times to make sure his name wouldn’t sweat off during our set. Adam thanked me and left.


Onstage later that night, I dedicated the song “Ruin” to Wayne, saying, “This one goes out to Mister Wayne Ford—fuck cancer, motherfucker! You’re gonna beat this thing!” Not the most delicate way to encourage someone fighting for their life, but lamb of god fans are generally not fragile, delicate people. Wayne would certainly prove that in the years to come.


Despite all the worries crashing around in my head, lamb of god had a great show that evening—it felt good to be onstage again, doing what we had done so many times before. It also felt great to shout Wayne out, to hear the crowd of thousands roar after I said his name, to know that together we had concentrated our mighty, indomitable human spirit en masse and were directing that energy toward him for the coming fight. Whenever I am lucky enough to help orchestrate moments like this as a frontman, I do not take them for granted. It is a very special part of my life as a musician, and it’s very humbling. Even though this sort of thing takes so little effort on my part, I know that it means something to people. I feel a great swell of love for everyone who joins their voice with mine because these moments of grand unity can make a real difference in someone’s life. Trying to help someone else who is going through a difficult time, even if it’s just dedicating a song to a person I’ve never met, also gets me out of my own head.


After the show was over and the gear was being loaded out, I walked to our tour bus. The vast concrete oven that is Phoenix had released most of the brutal heat it had soaked up that day, and the temperature had dipped to a very pleasant seventy-something degrees. As usual, a group of fans by the tour buses waited for autographs. I was signing concert tickets and posing for photos when a handsome shaved-headed young man with piercing dark brown eyes behind horn-rimmed glasses introduced himself as Wayne Ford. I asked Wayne to hang out a few minutes until I was done so that we could chat. After the last ticket was signed and the last blurry cell phone photo taken, I stepped away from the line of fans, bringing Wayne and his wife, Courtney, with me.


“Thanks so much for the shout-out,” Wayne said. “I had zero idea that was going to happen—that was awesome.”


“No problem, dude,” I said. And standing on the sidewalk, we began to talk about the cancer he had been diagnosed with in March 2010. Leukemia had already hit close to home for my band—our sweetheart of a merch girl, Evie Carrano, had died in 2008 a mere week after being diagnosed with the disease. As well, our friend Adam “Nergal” Darski, singer of the Polish metal band Behemoth, had just undergone a bone marrow transplant to treat the disease—thankfully, he had made a full recovery, but it was touch and go for a while there.


I told Wayne and Courtney that after Evie died, I had learned a bit about leukemia, its treatment, and in the process had signed up for Be The Match, an American bone marrow transplant registry (the National Marrow Donor Program, also known as NMDP). Bone marrow types are much more specific than blood types, and a patient’s likelihood of finding a matching bone marrow donor ranges from 29 percent to 79 percent, depending on ethnic background. The number of folks registered as bone marrow donors is woefully insufficient, and leukemia patients die every year for lack of matching donors who can provide healthy blood-forming cells. We talked about the need for more donors, took a photo together, then I wished Wayne good luck before climbing on the tour bus and heading to Los Angeles for the next gig.


“What a nice dude,” I thought as we pulled away. “I hope he beats it.”


Almost three years later, in January 2015, lamb of god was writing and recording our album VII: Sturm und Drang. One afternoon I read an email our publicist had forwarded me from a dude named Sammy. “Hey dude, I don’t know if you even remember, but a few years ago in Phoenix you got a T-shirt from my friend Wayne Ford who has leukemia. He fought it hard for five years, but the treatments aren’t working anymore—Wayne’s not gonna make it, man. He’s decided to go home and spend his last days with family instead of in some hospital bed. I know it’s a lot to ask, but do you think you could get the whole band together and maybe say hello on the phone or something?”


I clearly remembered my conversation with Wayne and replied to Sammy immediately. Regrettably, it was impossible to get the entire band together for a call—I was in Virginia finalizing lyrics and they were in California recording the instrumental tracks for our new album. However, I was certainly willing to talk to Wayne if Sammy could put us in touch. Sammy sent me Wayne’s info, and I emailed him and suggested we set up a video chat—I thought that would be more personable than a phone call. We made plans to talk via Skype in a few days, and I went back to working on lyrics.


But very shortly after making these plans, I became exceedingly nervous. The weight of what I had agreed to do settled in swiftly, and self-doubt reared its ugly head. This was a very serious situation, and I felt like an impulsive moron for even reaching out to Wayne. A fan of my band was facing his own imminent demise. What could I possibly say that would be of any use to this dying man? I was just a singer in a stupid heavy metal band, not a psychiatrist or a grief counselor. Was I supposed to do my little frontman song and dance, maybe tell him a few funny war stories from tour and hope for a laugh? Wayne was dying, not having a birthday party at a comedy club. I became full of fear: fear that I would offend Wayne, fear that I would say something that would make him feel even worse about his situation, maybe even upset him to the point where it would deteriorate his already poor health. For a day or two, this fear overwhelmed me until I realized that (just as with virtually all cases of fear I experience) I was really just thinking about myself. I was obsessing over my own emotions, my feelings of discomfort, my desire to not look bad or stupid or ineffective.


Me, me, me—that’s what I was really thinking about, not a dying man.


So I put those self-centered thoughts on pause for a moment, pondered deeply how to not screw this up, and finally did what I should have done in the first place: I called my dad for advice. Unlike me, my father has extensive experience with grief counseling, and he confirmed what I already intuitively knew: it was not my job, in this instance, to try to “fix” the situation or be an entertainer or even make Wayne feel better. I just needed to be a human being and talk to this man. Although I had questions I wanted to ask Wayne, things I hoped we would talk about, I knew the right thing to do was to talk about whatever Wayne wanted to discuss, whether it was cancer, my band, politics, or what we were having for dinner that evening. I would let Wayne steer the ship. I would not ignore the fact that he was dying or foolishly pretend that everything was okay and that he would somehow get better. I would not make some ham-fisted effort to cheer him up—that would be selfish, a lame attempt to make me feel better in an uncomfortable situation. Most importantly, I decided I would shut my big mouth and just listen to the man. If I were the one dying, that is what I would want, just someone to hear what I was saying, whatever that may be.


After I talked to my dad, I called my rabbi to get a second opinion. No, I am not Jewish, but my buddy Michael “Stick” Shefrin is, and as a rabbi, he too had experience with grief counseling. Plus, as we say down south: “Every good redneck needs a rabbi.” (Okay, okay, so we don’t say that down south, but it’s true.) Rabbi Stick gave me the same advice: just listen. Even at the end of our lives, the search for connection, for understanding, continues. Connection and understanding occur only when people listen to each other. Wayne had listened to me screaming for years. Now it was my turn to be the audience and open my ears.


I was still very nervous when I hit the video call button on my laptop, but the second Wayne’s face popped up on my computer screen I relaxed. A huge smile spread across his face as soon as he saw me. Wayne’s head was still as bald as when I had met him years ago, but now that the poisonous chemo was no longer coursing through his veins, a bushy red beard framed his jaw. Seeing him grinning at me looking like some bespectacled Viking who had somehow gotten sidetracked in Arizona immediately put me at ease, and I felt my own smile automatically stretching across my own bespectacled face. Science tells us that smiling is literally contagious—it also triggers automatic chemical reactions in our brain that produce serotonin and dopamine, leading to an elevated mood. For all my nervousness, we were off to a good start.


And just how does one start a conversation with a dying man?


“What’s up, duuuude?” I said.


“Hey, man, what’s up,” Wayne replied.


Just like that. Like any other normal conversation I would have with a friend I ran into on a street corner. And that was the tenor of all our communications going forward from there—startlingly normal. Most modern-day conversations start with some version of the following question: “How are you doing today?” (In my case, “What’s up, duuuude?”) This is just an automatic pleasantry, a colloquialism used to open conversation, not an actual inquiry into someone’s current emotional/physical/mental/financial state. (But I know better than to use that greeting with some people as they will immediately proceed to actually tell me in great misery-filled detail about the latest banal tragedy that has consumed their perpetually angst-ridden existence.) And although I did not want to beat Wayne over the head with the obvious fact that he was dying, I did want to give him the opportunity to speak about the elephant in the room if he wished. So the next question I asked was, “How are you feeling, man?”


“How are you feeling?” is a very different question from “What’s happening, bro?” especially in the context of a conversation with someone who will be leaving the earth soon. I had many questions I wanted to ask Wayne—“Are you scared?” “What are your spiritual beliefs?” “What do you think will happen after you die?” just to name a few. But I had thought deeply about how to broach the inescapable subject of his death, and asking him how he was feeling seemed the most respectful way to let him open that door if he wanted to. I am a pragmatic (if rather clumsy) man, so if someone in my life is having a problem, my instinct is to immediately try to help them figure out how to fix that problem. Being present, just sitting and listening to someone discuss a hardship they are going through, is much harder for me than trying to help them find a solution to their difficulty. My racing monkey mind screams, “Figure it out! Figure it out!” because I am uncomfortable in sad and painful situations, and I want to change the circumstances so that the problems will go away (this, by the way, has led to many of what can only be characterized as unfortunate conversations with various women I have dated over the years—sometimes you just need to shut up and listen, dummy). But Wayne had a problem I was powerless to help solve, no matter how much I thought about it. Making myself feel better wasn’t the object here—I was there to be present for a fan of my band during one of his last days, to discuss whatever he wanted to discuss, to hear whatever he wanted to say. Although I could not pretend to truly grasp what Wayne was going through, my job was to display as much empathy as possible. Empathy requires attentive listening, so I shut my mouth and listened.


“I’m feeling okay today, man,” Wayne replied calmly. Then, in that same even, measured tone he began to tell me about what he was going through.


We discussed his cancer openly and how hard he had fought it for the past five years. For a long time, Wayne had been living in the brutal war zone that is a human body undergoing chemotherapy, and he was tired of it. He told me he was tired of not being at home for the holidays, having spent the previous three Christmases in the hospital—in fact, less than a month earlier, just two days before Christmas, doctors in the hospital had told him he was dying. He told me he was tired of not being able to eat what he wanted for years now because of the cancer treatment’s dietary restrictions. He told me he was tired of the way the treatments had disrupted virtually every aspect of his life, of the physical, mental, and emotional roller-coaster ride that is chemotherapy. And he told me of a possible clinical trial that maybe, maybe could have prolonged his life a bit but that he wasn’t interested in participating—Wayne was tired of hospitals and treatments. He was just tired, and I could not blame him.


But in that all-pervasive weariness of his body and soul, Wayne had made a decision. He had taken back control of his destiny, wrestling it from the same cruel hands of fate that had delivered the cancer into his bloodstream. With the same fierce self-determination that he had used to fight the cancer, Wayne had decided how he would spend the end of his days. He would live out the rest of his life as he wished, not at the mercy of doctors and hospitals, not even at the terrible whims of leukemia. And so he told me he planned to simply enjoy whatever time he had left. He told me what a relief it was to have a decent meal of his choice whenever he wanted. He told me how nice it was to be at home, not stuck in some hospital with chemicals running through his veins. He told me how he was taking natural cannabis oil for his pain instead of pharmaceutical opiates. He told me that what he most wanted to do was spend what time he had left with his wife, his family, and his friends—and that was exactly what he was doing.


Wayne knew the cancer would end his life, but he would be damned if it would decide how he would live it anymore.


Not once during our conversation did Wayne complain of the unfairness of his situation, nor did he bemoan his fate or burst into tears—he didn’t seem to be that sort of guy (and I knew this to be true after further conversations with him, his wife, and his family). Instead, he appeared quite stoic about the whole thing, and I mean that both in the commonly understood modern usage of that word as a calm, uncomplaining manner in the face of adversity and in the deeper philosophical manner from which the term is derived. Historically, members of the Stoic school of philosophy have made it one of their foremost goals to clearly perceive and understand what is within their control and what is not. Then, in accordance with that understanding, they strive to act on only what is within their realm of influence and not let the rest bother them much. To use the ancient Greek terminology, Wayne possessed katalêpsis, a clear perception of what was not in his control (the fact that he was going to die soon) and what was (the way he lived and handled that impending death). He then employed prohairesis (reasoned choice and free will) to live and die on his own terms, as he saw fit, in his own home and surrounded by his loved ones.


It only seems natural that at the end of a long life, most elderly people seem to settle into a place of acceptance of their mortality. They understand that they will die soon, and many prepare to meet their end calmly and with a full heart, grateful for the long life and many experiences they have had. I have witnessed this manner of transition with my own two eyes, and it is something, indeed, to behold. But Wayne was still a young man, and I found his stoic demeanor utterly remarkable. We tend to picture philosophers as wise, old bearded men, puttering about in some simple seaside dwelling and occasionally uttering profound bits of wisdom. Ironically, because of his impending mortality, at age thirty-three Wayne had become the finest living, breathing embodiment of ancient philosophy I had ever seen, or have since, some seven years after his death. Surely, he had to have moments when he shed tears walking the black dog of depression, feeling helpless and terrified in the face of what was coming—he would not have been a human being otherwise. But I never saw those moments. This was a deeply dignified man, a real warrior who showed me what true strength looked like. In the short time I knew him, Wayne’s manner during his final days had a profound impact on me, one that lasts to this day.


During our talk, I asked Wayne whether he had any questions for me, and I believe we briefly discussed what my band had been up to lately. But mostly I remember asking him a few questions and then listening to his answers—unlike my own loudmouthed self, Wayne was what I would call a reserved man, but he did not hesitate to share openly when asked.


I cannot explain what it feels like to have a dying stranger give you a few of their remaining moments on earth. To this day, when I think about what our conversation truly meant in practical terms, I become overwhelmed and tear up. My band’s music meant something to Wayne, and so I understood it must have been neat for him to talk to me; after all I am first and foremost a music fan, one who has been lucky enough to have the pleasure of conversation with members of my favorite bands, and I treasure those talks. But our time here on earth is our only true possession, and it comes in a very finite supply. Wayne’s supply was swiftly running dry, and his willingness to share some of it with me displayed an astounding generosity of spirit. I honestly don’t think Wayne understood what sharing his time meant to me—I know I didn’t at first. But I do now. It was a gift of the highest magnitude. When someone’s life is coming to an end and they spend time with you, don’t take a single second of it for granted.


They are giving you a piece of the only thing they have left.


As I recall, we talked for about an hour, then at the end of our conversation we exchanged telephone numbers. “Holler at me anytime, man,” I said, and we promised to keep in touch. Over the next few weeks, we did just that, mostly via text message. Every now and then I would text Wayne to ask how he was doing, and he did the same. During this time, my band finished recording the music for our new album, and I flew to California to track vocals. Wayne’s friends and family were throwing a goodbye party for him, and I remember joking with him about jumping out of the airplane as I passed over Arizona, crashing the party via parachute. And I would have loved to have gone to that party, but I had a recording schedule to meet. Tracking vocals for a lamb of god album is one of my least favorite parts of being in our band—I hate singing along to music in headphones instead of music blasting from amps onstage; there is none of the live-show energy that I get onstage from my bandmates and our audience, the already constant ringing in my ears gets even louder, and I develop a perpetual headache from screaming all day that lasts until I’m done recording the album. The worst comes at night when I lie down to sleep—in my head, I hear my own voice, endlessly repeating fragments of lyrics I recorded that day, sometimes just a single word. It’s like having a doppelgänger who also happens to be the world’s most annoying roommate, one who never, ever shuts up while you’re trying to crash after a long day at work, one you can’t kick out or run away from because he is you.


As the recording sessions went on and I slid deeper and deeper into the neurotic, irritable, self-loathing mind frame that is my natural state of being while making an album, one morning Wayne texted me to see how I was doing.


“This fucking record is making me crazy,” I wrote. “I think I would rather chew glass than go back into that goddamned studio today.”


“Wow,” he replied. “Must be tough to be you. You need a tissue?”


Holy CRAP, I thought as I burst into hysterical laughter. This bald-ass ginger motherfucker is talking shit! Immediately, my opinion of Wayne rocketed up several notches, and from that point on, we engaged in a bit of mutual ball-busting here and there. If I am friends with a person, I feel compelled to pick on them every now and then, just to remind them that I care. If I don’t like you, I just won’t address you at all. Why would I? It’s an utter waste of time, like arguing politics with people online or trying to explain to a teenager why 90 percent of the stuff they worry about doesn’t matter. And by this point, Wayne and I had become friends, so we talked a little shit. Busting balls is a fine art, one I love practicing with my family and friends, and Wayne gave as good as he got. I was impressed that someone in his situation still had such a sharp wit—I mean, what are you gonna say when a dude who’s about to check out lights you up and tells you to stop being such a pussy? It’s hard to think of a witty comeback to that one.


Well done, bro, well done.


One afternoon as Wayne and I were texting in between takes, I asked him if he wanted me to video-conference him into the studio so he could check out some vocal sessions. Aside from guest vocalists and the occasional photographer, no one comes to the studio while I am tracking—not my bandmates, not our management, not anyone. Usually, the singer goes last when making a record, and I’ve learned through hard experience that it’s a process most successfully undertaken with minimal distractions. I have never understood musicians who bring an entourage into the studio; I am there to work, not party. Would an accountant invite ten of his non-accountant buddies to sit around the cubicle all day smoking weed, drinking beer, and giving their opinions on how he should calculate deductions for the taxes of his firm’s biggest client? No, he would not, and for the same reason I like to be left the fuck alone when I am recording. But for obvious reasons, Wayne was an exception—plus, he was just a super mellow guy. So we talked a little about the record, then Wayne watched me track for a while. He got to hear how some of the new lamb of god tunes would sound with vocals before anyone else, including my bandmates. It felt nice to share that creative process with him, just a small experience I could give him that none of our other fans will ever have.


After I turned off our video chat, Josh, my producer, looked over at me and said, “Whoa. That was heavy—you guys just seemed so normal.” Once again, that was how our conversations were: normal. I didn’t constantly bring up the fact that he was dying, but I didn’t ignore it and pretend that he was going to live forever, either. Wayne didn’t need either of those things, so I tried to adjust my perspective to what had become his “normal” reality—if he seemed to be accepting it with grace, then I damn sure could try to do the same.


One of the last messages Wayne sent me spoke of how he was heading into a diner with his wife and was about to “destroy some food”—it made me so damn happy to read that. Wayne was going to enjoy something that he had been denied for years, something so important to our happiness as humans but that most of us take for granted: a good meal of our own choice. I remember grinning like a crazy man, pumping my fist into the air as I read those words—YEAH, BRO! FUCK SHIT UP, MAN! GO! GO! GO! I screamed in my mind. Wayne messaged me one more time after that asking what I was up to, but I was busy recording and got distracted. I’ll hit him up later, I thought, then promptly forgot to do so. The only regret I have (and it is a real one) when I think about our brief friendship is not replying to that text message immediately because I never heard from him again.


Shortly after his last message, I received an email letting me know that on February 3, 2015, Wayne had died. Wayne left this world peacefully, at home with his beloved wife by his side. He was just thirty-three years old. I was sad to know he was gone, but happy he was finally out of pain. He had fought as hard as he could for five long years—the man deserved some peace.


Earlier, when I was in the studio, I had an idea of something I could do for Wayne, a small gift I could give him. On our video chat, I asked him if there was anything he wanted to say to the world, any particular words he wanted to be remembered by. My idea was to record him saying those words over the phone, and then I would layer them into a tune on the album or work his words into a lyric. That way, a part of him would be immortalized in song, and “immortalized” quite literally—I am a firm believer in science, and as such I believe in the law of conservation of energy, also known as the first law of thermodynamics. Albert Einstein famously summarized this principle by stating, “Energy cannot be created or destroyed; it can only be changed from one form to another.” Music is composed of sound waves, which move through solids, liquids, and gases, thereby causing objects and substances to vibrate. (This is how we hear—sound waves vibrate our eardrums, and the brain processes the vibrations via the auditory nerve.) Those sound waves are called kinetic mechanical energy. In short, music is an externally and purposefully organized collection of kinetic energy (the energy of motion), and because energy can neither be created nor destroyed, music is, in a very real way, eternal. From the moment of their creation (or rather organization, I should say), songs travel endlessly outward through the universe, ever moving and changing form as they pass through the cosmos. I do not know what will happen after my bandmates and I are dead, but I do know that our music will exist as some form of energy forever. I thought maybe Wayne would like to be a part of that eternal creative expression.


“That’s really cool. Let me think about it, man,” he’d said, but he never got back to me. I don’t know whether he ran out of time before he decided what he wanted to say or just didn’t feel like it. I’m sure he had weightier matters on his mind than being on a heavy metal record. Regardless, after he died I still wanted to honor him in some way. I felt that this level-headed, collected man who had become my friend, all the while staring down his own death, should be remembered through the music of the band that he loved. Seeing how calm Wayne remained at the end of his life was (for lack of a better term) inspirational—he provided me with a living example of how to leave this world with courage, dignity, and grace. I owed him something for that, so I decided to write a song for him.


By that time, most of the songs on the album already had lyrics written for them, but there was one that was completely blank: “The Duke.” As I sat down to work on it, I decided to write the lyrics in a first-person narrative style, speaking in Wayne’s voice. It was impossible for me to step into his shoes, to truly know what he had gone through, but I did my best to use my feeble understanding of Wayne’s perspective as I wrote. I was honoring him in my way by letting what I knew of his character speak through my pen. Shortly after Wayne’s death, I had a conversation with Courtney, his recently widowed wife. Courtney was very generous with me as we talked about her husband, recalling his bravery and composure at the end of his days. She shared some very personal things about his very final moments and things he had said to her leading up to them. I won’t betray her trust by going into details about that private conversation, but I will say some of the lyrics for “The Duke” arose from things Courtney told me during that phone call. Other words came from things Wayne had said to me, and some came from my own head. I was quite emotional as I recorded the vocals, and I worked hard with Josh to get it right. The song felt important to me. It still does.


Before I get around to putting lyrics and vocals to our music, the guys in my band come up with the most hilarious and ridiculous working titles for the songs they are working on (“Elephant Sex,” “Chicken Chicano Dinner,” “Mark Bunster’s Bunker Buster,” “The Corbin Bernsen,” and “The Fudgsicle Dental Dam,” to name a few of my favorites from over the years). At one point, the song I was writing for Wayne was called “The Hazardous Duke Nukem,” but somewhere along the way the guys had shortened it to “The Duke.” After the vocals were done, I settled on “Immortalis” as a real title, but after a conversation with Wayne’s father, Frank, I decided to stick with the abbreviated working title the guys had landed on months before I had reconnected with Wayne. I talked to Frank about the song, and when I mentioned the working title, he laughed out loud. He was a big John Wayne fan; in fact, he had named his son after the actor. Wayne’s namesake also just happened to be referred to famously as… The Duke. Synchronicity at work.


After I was finished recording, the band began the process of sequencing the album, and for various reasons we decided not to release “The Duke” as an album track. I was perfectly fine with that. I thought the song, and the story behind it, would get more attention if it was released on its own. And I absolutely wanted the song to get a lot of attention, for more than one reason. As I sat with the tune, I began to feel that the song had the potential to do better than just being a shout-out to a departed fan. Perhaps we could raise some money to help out cancer patients or to fund researchers looking for a cure for leukemia. I reached out to Wayne’s widow and his family to get their opinion on this—it was important that they be aware of and approve anything we did with this song. The Fords are as fine a group of people as you will meet and were happy we were trying to do some good in Wayne’s honor. His mother, Londi, named a few different organizations she liked, one being the Leukemia and Lymphoma Society. With that in mind, I asked 5B, lamb of god’s management company, to help us figure out the best way to raise money with the song.


In lieu of attempting the almost impossible task of explaining the bewildering, constantly changing, and insanely Byzantine reality that is the modern-day music industry, I will simply say this: except for a very small percentage of actual superstars, making money from the sale of music these days is pretty much impossible. We would have to sell millions of copies of The Duke EP before we ever recouped the recording budget our label had advanced, much less saw a penny of profit to donate to charity. Another way I like to explain my career is this: although my job title on tax forms is “professional musician,” I am actually a glorified traveling black T-shirt salesman. In other words, kids: merchandise is where the money is. Knowing that, 5B proposed that we do a charity auction campaign with Propeller, an organization that works with artists to help raise funds for nonprofits and charitable causes. For The Duke campaign, we made limited-edition T-shirts. As well, my bandmates donated signed guitars and drum equipment. I donated signed copies of my book Dark Days, handwritten lyrics to “The Duke,” and my gold record plaque for our album Ashes of the Wake. At the time, it was our first (and only) gold record, but I felt like it would do a lot better in a charity auction than in its current location in a cardboard box at the bottom of my cluttered closet. Plus, it would go to a fan, and I wouldn’t have had a gold record in the first place without fans like Wayne. It felt very full circle to pack up that record and ship it off to be raffled.


On November 18, 2016, lamb of god released “The Duke” as part of a five-song EP of the same name. At the end of the Propeller auction campaign around the EP’s release, we sent a check for $13,364 to the Leukemia and Lymphoma Society in honor of Wayne Ford and the memory of our merch girl Evie Carrano. Although that might not seem like much compared to the millions of dollars a massively famous musician, like, let’s say, Bruce Springsteen, has raised for charitable causes… this is lamb of god, not Led Zeppelin. Plus, it’s $13k more than they had before, and I was proud of my band—everyone, no matter what their supposed level of status or “success,” has the ability to help others. The opportunities are endless. All you have to do is care and be willing to try.


There was one other thing I wanted to accomplish with “The Duke”: a way to help leukemia patients that wouldn’t cost people a single penny. As I did press around the release of the EP and the Propeller campaign, I always made sure to mention the bone marrow registry, Be The Match. Wayne and I had discussed Be The Match when we first met in Phoenix. He was gone now, but that didn’t mean his story couldn’t help save someone else’s life. So I spoke a lot about Be The Match, the urgent need for more registered potential bone marrow donors, and how easy, painless, and free it was to register. All you have to do is go to www.bethematch.org, sign up, and they will send you everything you need, absolutely free.


So, what are you waiting for? Seriously, put this book down right now and do it—you might just save someone’s life.


Conversations with Wayne (and further talks with his wife and family after his death) established that he was a pretty private dude, a quiet and humble man. He wasn’t a big attention seeker, but in his final days he opened up and talked more about his disease. He knew that his death could help bring awareness to leukemia, the need for both bone marrow donors and research funding to find a cure for this terrible disease. If Wayne were still alive, I have no doubt that he would be annoyed by all the attention I tried to draw to him with The Duke EP release—he definitely would have busted my chops good for harshing his mellow. But right before the release, his wife reassured me that he would have understood why I was doing it, to try to help people, and that “he would be so honored to have not died in vain.”


And Wayne didn’t die in vain—we did raise money to help fight leukemia, and we did raise awareness in his name. That has already happened, and perhaps sharing his story again here might give someone else a few more years on earth, years that Wayne himself was denied—who knows? I can only use the tools at my disposal to try to help others to the best of my ability, then hope for the best. My music is one of those tools, and I need the guys in my band to help me make that tool. This book is another tool, one I have to fabricate myself. But Wayne gifted me the most important tool for this particular job, merely by speaking with me—he gave me his story. Stories have power if we use them well.


We are all going to die. Wayne showed me how to die well and to make the most of the time I have left. When my end comes, I will be grateful if I go out with half the dignity of that young man. Wayne wasn’t some character in a best-selling thriller or Hollywood action movie; he was a regular dude, a thirty-three-year-old fan of my band from Phoenix, Arizona. But I learned a lot from him in the short time I got to be his friend. He showed me a perspective I hadn’t seen before, and I will never forget him.


All hail The Duke.
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