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Foreword

As doctors, we often get only fleeting snapshots in time of our patients’ lives. They arrive in our clinics, emergency wards, and operating rooms at the culmination of the most important physical and emotional journey of their lives. They are sick, vulnerable, and suddenly reduced to a blurry mess of lab values, imaging results, and diagnoses. It can be disorienting and humbling for the patients and their families.

Understandably, the physician’s focus is on the immediate threat and how best to deal with it. Still, we rarely get a full appreciation of the incredible story and background that brought the patient to us in the first place. The fact is, we can diagnose our patient as ill, but do not fully appreciate why or how it happened. This is a missing link in the practice of medicine that my colleague Oren Liebermann brilliantly uncovers with The Insulin Express. He provides an incredible backstory to the germination of his own malady. It is true that we know more than ever about the physical impact of diabetes, but Oren wants us to know the emotional toll, as well.

As I started to read The Insulin Express, I devoured the clues about the beginning symptoms of his illness. With a journalist’s diligence, no detail was too small or unimportant. It was his fastidious journaling throughout a year of triumphs and letdowns which provided the exhilarating spine to his book. As he was trekking through Nepal and climbing toward Annapurna Base Camp, I felt like I was right there with him—concerned for his welfare and wondering why he shed 45 pounds, leaving him continuously exhausted. I could peer up the final 300 steps he needed to climb, even as his body was literally breaking down and devouring itself. I silently urged him to turn back, but cheered at the photo of his success, his blood soaked with sugar.

If you have diabetes, or face any sort of challenge, The Insulin Express is the dose of inspiration you need to be reminded of what is possible.

It is not too often that a writer with the candor, biting sarcasm, and narrative style of Oren Lieberman writes a book so deeply personal. At first, The Insulin Express is a sweeping travelogue of a man who was born to travel and who sacrifices a great deal to do so. Oren writes with the irreverence and brisk pace of the world traveler he set out to be. Again, striking details are never omitted, but there is a relentless nature to his narrative, as he candidly shares his entry into the world of journalism and the resulting trials along the way. It is about relationships with friends, colleagues, and new loves.

It is also, however, an anatomy of an illness that leaves him with the option of possibly dying in a dusty, remote Nepalese clinic, or coming out the other side stronger and more inspired than before. We will all have challenges in our lives; even the most blessed among us. It is not the challenge upon which we will reflect in our later years, however, but how we behaved in the face of those obstacles. And, for that, Oren has valuable lessons to share with all his readers.

“Deep within all of us lies the truth.” This is the note I scribbled halfway through the book. On some subconscious level, Oren likely knew what was happening deep within his body even if his brain, like all of ours, is wired for denial. And in there lies one of the lessons. The stories of our patients, chock full of details, provide not only a wonderful narrative, but also critical insights into ourselves—if we just take the time to share and listen.

—Dr. Sanjay Gupta, Chief Medical Correspondent for CNN


Preface

I had always wanted to write a book. I never quite knew what book it was that I would write, but that seemed less important than the actual intent to write it. The story would sort itself out once I put pen to paper. (When I was in fourth grade, I wrote the first four pages of a novel. It was one of the longest things I had ever written. I showed it to my dad, who pointed out that it had a lot of curse words. I was writing an adult novel, I reasoned, and adults curse.)

Suffice it to say this is certainly not the book I thought I would write. I had always dreamt of writing a book about my life as a test pilot. I hate to break it to my younger self, but this is not that book.

When we started traveling, I had a vague notion that I wanted to write a book about the trip. What I couldn’t figure out was why my story was compelling. On Valentine’s Day 2014, the day I was officially diagnosed with diabetes, I got my answer.

Since then, I have vowed to spend every Valentine’s Day overseas as a way of reminding myself—and my disease—who’s in charge here.

This is my life, just as certainly as your life is your own, and I will not have my decisions dictated to me by diabetes. I hope you find similar inspiration somewhere within these pages.


Chapter 1

June 13, 2011

31°47’05.8”N 35°12’57.0”E

Jerusalem

The Aussies are drunk again.

For a fourth straight night, they consume an ungodly amount of alcohol—mostly beer, but occasionally they mix in something more potent for variety, perhaps a vodka or licorice arak. They are waging war on their livers, attacking with wave upon wave of alcoholic beverage. Since we’re in Jerusalem, I can only assume this is a holy war, though what deity they fight for or what set of beliefs they proselytize I have not yet divined. They drink with the fervor and fanaticism of Crusaders, except instead of trying to rid the Middle East of one particular religious group or another, they are trying to vanquish the alcohol supply here.

Based on what I remember of Mrs. Bejda’s tenth grade biology class, their livers are bound to give up at some point. They must, anatomically speaking, suffer alcohol poisoning eventually. But I see no signs of such mortal weakness. They drink with a swagger and confidence that is uniquely Australian, confident that tomorrow will come no matter what conglomeration of drinks they imbibe.

Nico seems to be the ringleader. Tall and brunette, she is incredibly fun and, somehow, in very good shape. Her sinewy arms and legs remind me of an Olympic high jumper armed with a trigger-happy smile. She has trained her body to metabolize grain alcohol into pure muscle, a trick I remind myself to learn. Nico’s fitness hides her age—she could be anywhere between twenty-five and forty—old enough to have built up a resistance to the deleterious effects of alcohol, yet young enough to ignore them (though I suspect she is closer to our late twenties). She is gregariously loud and laughs between frequent sips of booze. My fiancée, Cassie, and I like her instantly.

Sim—short for Simeon—is her partner in crime. Also tall and lean, but much quieter and more laid-back. He sports cropped dirty blond hair and a boyishly short beard. Nothing bothers him. I suspect he is a good surfer, no matter what his blood-alcohol content. He stays with Nico on every drink. Claire, the final member of Team Aussie on this night, is shorter, quieter, and perhaps inwardly confident that there is a limit to how much one should drink in a night and maybe we crossed that limit a few hours back, somewhere between the third beer and fourth shot.

The three Australians have been traveling for months, working their way across parts of Asia and the Middle East.

“We smashed Jordan,” says Nico, laughing.

“Yeah, definitely,” Sim agrees.

“Absolutely smashed Jordan.”

“Smashed?” I ask, quite sure that no one has taken an oversized sledgehammer or other such destructive device to the Hashemite Kingdom in recent days. Now that I am on vacation, I have no reason to keep up with the news, but I feel like that one would’ve come to my attention.

“Oh, right, sorry,” Nico says. “Smashing is getting really pissed somewhere. Really, really drunk. We smashed Jordan.” She and Sim lapse into giggles, as if remembering a covert first kiss or an embarrassing secret.

“I thought Jordan didn’t have any alcohol.”

“It doesn’t. We found a place that let us drink in a back room with no windows so no one could see us.”

I don’t whistle in appreciation of their commitment to finding booze, but I should. There are no limits to how far they will go to drink. Their daily routine is like clockwork. I could set my watch by the time they wake up hungover, find breakfast, hydrate, then get back to drinking. The only variable in their day that I observe is the time they pass out at night. I suspect even this can be reduced to a quantifiable formula through the calculus of alcoholic absorption into the bloodstream based on what they drink, how fast they drink it, and how long they wait in between drinks. Most nights the answers are beer, fast, and not at all.

They don’t bother with the tediousness of seeing the sites of Jerusalem. Who cares about the site where Jesus was betrayed if you can check out the pub where Judas drank afterward? The Western Wall and the Dome of the Rock, a mere fifteen-minute walk from our hostel, mean far less to them than Carlsberg and Maccabi beer. The Church of the Holy Sepulchre, the City of David—these are all insignificant. You can read about them later in a tour book or see them online. With today’s broadband speed and accessibility, you can have a high-resolution image of these sites or an HD video on your smartphone in seconds. Besides, the holy sites aren’t going anywhere. The beer is. They have drunk their way through half the world, and now they are steadily working on the other half.

I am impressed. I have never seen such single-minded determination to do one thing and one thing alone, even when surrounded with so many other options. When Sir Edmund Hillary was climbing Everest for the first time, all he could really do was go up. When Neil Armstrong was on his way to the moon, he had no choice but to proceed. Here the Aussies have a whole country full of things they’ve never seen or done, and yet they focus the sum of their not inconsiderable energies on the imbibing of distilled and fermented spirits. Their BAC must be somewhere north of completely shitfaced, but here they are, cackling and chatting their way through another half-liter of sub-par Israeli beer.

The peer pressure is enormous, even if completely unintentional. They don’t need me to drink with them, but I join the fun and drink anyway, knowing full well they are seasoned veterans at this, while I wallow in my newly discovered amateur status.

Once I tried to keep up with a friend of mine who could easily hold down more booze than I could. Mitch was a high school friend whom I hadn’t seen since long before we both turned twenty-one. He always outweighed me by a good forty pounds, and at our friend’s wedding I learned exactly how much he could outdrink me too. The groom found me twenty minutes later, lying face up on a sidewalk next to a puddle of my evacuated stomach contents. When Cassie came looking for me, he jovially informed her that he had called me a cab. Cassie was livid, first at my sorry state, and second at the fact that my state forced the groom to call me a cab. Any mention that I was being tried twice for the same crime and that constitutional amendments have, for centuries, prohibited double jeopardy would’ve earned me a swift and severe ass-kicking. I kept my mouth shut and accepted the verbal lacerations as fair punishment.

Maybe it wouldn’t have been so bad if I hadn’t screwed up so colossally the next morning. We had an early flight back home. I dropped Cassie off at check-in, then went to return our rental car. In that ten-minute difference, she made the flight and I didn’t. I somehow found a way to feel worse than my hangover. To top it off, the entire groom’s family was on my flight, and they knew exactly what had happened.

I push those fleeting thoughts aside as I keep up with the Aussies. One must never think of the past while halfway through an all-night drinking session.

In between rounds of whatever alcohol happens to be the cheapest at the moment, I begin to pick up some Australian. Theoretically, they speak English Down Under, but to my American ears, they speak a dialect of English that uses enough new words and phrases to qualify as its own language.

“You piked last night,” Nico yells at Sim.

“I did not pike!” Sim retorts.

“Yes, you did, you piker.”

“I am not a piker!”

“What the hell is piking?” I manage to interject.

I learn that piking is calling it a night early, or worse, not going out at all. Pikers are “tired” or “sleepy” or “want to stay in”—all very anti-Down Under concepts from what I can tell. Peer pressure and a steady barrage of insults are the best weapons against piking. “You better not fucking pike!” or “You piker! You piked last night too!” are all good sentences to keep on standby to ward off even the merest thought of piking.

I dare not pike.

Not even when I have a damn good reason to pike. Cassie and I signed up for a tour of Masada, Ein Gedi, and the Dead Sea that leaves at 3 a.m. so we can climb the snake path to Masada before sunrise.

For us, this vacation is a bit of a celebration—I proposed to Cassie two weeks ago on the morning of her graduation from graduate school—and we’re trying to pack in as much sightseeing as possible between trips to visit my family. Cassie was more than a bit surprised to see a ring in the small box in which I had promised to put earrings, and I was more than a bit relieved to finally unweave the web of very delicate lies I had spun to cover both my repeated trips to New York City’s diamond district and the gaping hole in my savings account.

This is Cassie’s inaugural journey to Israel, which makes it her first time meeting my cousins, since only my immediate family emigrated to the States. One side of my family greets her with open arms, eager to meet an upcoming addition to the Liebermann clan. The other side spends three hours trying to convince me to call off the engagement simply because Cassie isn’t Jewish. The conversation is distinctly one-sided, partly because I know that arguing won’t change anyone’s opinion, but mostly because I don’t speak Hebrew well enough to explain to them the lunacy of their own position. Yet I understand it just fine.

They cite texts written more than a few millennia ago and spout scripture they insist be interpreted literally and without the slightest taint of modernity. Their attempts to dissuade me from attending my own upcoming nuptials involve phrases like “silent Holocaust,” which is apparently the theoretical murder of future Jewish children by marrying outside the faith, and they compare my love for Cassie to my love for ice pops, since, according to their strict Orthodox ethos, a relationship with a goy can’t contain real emotion. I allow the conversation to last three hours only because that’s how long I can ignore their incessant psychobabble while I try to remember the days when I enjoyed their company.

After we rid ourselves of their fundamentalist monologues, we get back to exploring the country where I spent my earliest years. We booked the Masada excursion months ago, and we’ve been looking forward to it as one of the highlights of our trip.

Surprisingly, the Aussies have decided to venture out and explore a bit, taking a short break from the only activity in which they have shown an active and unyielding interest. They have signed up for the same tour. The drive to Masada will take about an hour, not nearly long enough to catch up on the sleep that we are so willfully sacrificing in the name of Dionysus. This fact stumbles across our subconscious, but we push it down into the darkest recesses of our id for a few more drinks.

We give in to some combination of exhaustion and intoxication late in the evening. Leaving the last shreds of our sobriety at the bar behind us, we head to bed, letting our circadian rhythms figure out what to do with the few hours of sleep we will get before a day in the desert sun.

We stumble onto the tourist bus a few hours later, all of us groggy and perhaps a bit hungover. More than a bit. The streets of Jerusalem are still dark as we make our way into the Negev desert. The bus rumbles to a stop at Masada, and we begin climbing the winding path up the side of the plateau to the ancient Roman fortress on top.

Once again, I am impressed. Our new friends are awesome. They probably have no future and can’t remember the past, but they are awesome. They are the very definition of living in the present. Nico, Claire, and Sim fly up the trail as if they are well-rested and hydrated. They are neither, but that doesn’t stop them. A forty-five-minute hike takes them twenty-five minutes. If I didn’t know better, I would swear they borrowed jet-powered skates from Wile E. Coyote.

We watch sunrise from the top of Masada as the first rays of light hit the Dead Sea. It is an awesome place to take in the dawn. Deserts are generally not considered particularly beautiful places, but the Negev absolutely is. The barren plateaus and jagged rock formations stretch into the distance, revealing a harsh landscape that makes survival a challenge for every living creature, including the recently inebriated. The sun inches its way up the desert sky, laboriously pushing its way through the morning haze in waves of red and orange. The sky is ablaze, and its reflection off the crystal-clear waters of the Dead Sea leaves us staring at the bands of light as they grow brighter and deeper.

Moments after we see the sun, we feel its heat. The temperature skyrockets after sunrise. Beads of sweat make their way from my exposed head down my face and into my eyes, before they are collected in a sopping mess in my increasingly wet shirt. We soon make our way off the exposed mound of King Herod’s ancient city to find shade and water.

Our bus takes us to Ein Gedi, an oasis in the middle of the desert, and then to the Dead Sea. All the while, the sun beats down on us. Waves of heat feel like physical weights on our backs. The desert sun in the midst of summer is at full force, the firecracker explosion of its heat directed right at us.

On our way back to Jerusalem, red spots appear on Cassie’s arms, as if a colony of ravenous fire ants had scrambled over her skin and bit her all over. Cassie fights the urge to scratch. Whatever it is, scratching won’t help. The spots spread to her back as the apparently invisible fire ants keep attacking. To me, it looks a bit like poison ivy, but I know that’s impossible since there is no poison ivy anywhere near us—not in Israel and certainly not in the Negev desert. Our best guess is that it’s the sun. Too much exposure, and Cassie’s body is not handling it well. The hives cover a growing part of her back, neck, and arms.

Two things are immediately apparent. We need some kind of medication. And we’re going to have to pike.

We rummage through our makeshift first aid kit, imagining what Cassie would look like if we covered all of the spots with bandages. No amount of opening, searching, and closing our little kit will change the fact that we don’t have serious allergy medication.

We venture across the hall to the hostel dorm room the Aussies share.

“Hey guys, we can’t go out tonight,” I say to Nico as she merrily opens the door. “Cassie broke out in hives, and they’re not going away.”

Nico studies the spots for a second, squinting just a bit. She appears to be engaged in active thought, something I had not seen from the Aussies yet. I think she’s trying to work out which insults to hurl at us to convince us to come out.

You can’t pike on us tonight!

How dare you fucking pike?!?

Pikey McPikerson!!

All of these are very real possibilities.

“Wait one second,” Nico says, ducking back into her room.

She comes back with an enormous plastic bag of prescription-strength medicine. Along with the usual suspects of Tylenol and Advil are some potent allergy medications, antibiotics, and upset stomach pills. For a moment, I feel like we’ve stumbled onto some Australian drug smuggling ring, which would explain the happiness and the penchant for drink, but I dismiss that explanation as somewhat too cynical.

“Here, you should try some of this,” she says, handing Cassie some incredibly strong allergy pills that most people don’t exactly come by easily, especially not in a foreign country halfway around the world when you’ve been on the road for six months.

“Take one of these,” Nico says. “And you can keep the rest. Don’t worry, I have tons more.”

Cassie rotates the pills in her hand. She hesitates for a moment. “How do you have all these medicines?”

“Oh, we’re all doctors.”

Something clicks in this moment. Here I am, on a vacation that’s barely longer than a week, trying to cram in a month’s worth of family visits, trips, tourist attractions, and relaxation. I hopped on a flight right after I got off work last Monday, and I will get back to work a few hours before the morning meeting on Thursday. I will return more exhausted than when I left. Up until ten seconds ago, that was the only way I knew how to travel. In my six years working in television news, I never had more than two weeks off, and I worked every single holiday. I knew people took gap years, but I always thought that was only for college students.

Yet these three Aussies are having the time of their lives, and they have very serious and very demanding careers back home. I was never willing to accept or explore the idea that I could travel long-term. I blindly believed that my trips were limited to one- or two-week excursions, racing to a destination, working as hard as possible to squeeze in as much fun as possible, then racing home to get back to my job. And I believed that because everyone else seemed to believe it.

In pursuing the American Dream, we had not dreamed. A split-level house, 1.7 kids, a suburban school. I certainly had a fun job and was enjoying the daily grind that comprises, then defines, a person’s daily existence, and I could’ve kept doing it. Nobody would’ve questioned me. Except me. I found a glaring contradiction in the midst of my routine: in making a living, I had failed to make a life. The nine-to-five determined the five-to-nine, when it should be the other way around, not just for us, but for everyone.

The last ten years had followed a predictable path from which I had barely strayed. High school to college to grad school to first job to second job … Sure, I tried to make my life a little less formulaic. But it still seemed very by-the-book. Only it was a book I had read too many times.

Some people seek nothing more than a quiet, simple life with annual vacations to Florida or California or some other beach destination, and there’s absolutely nothing wrong with that if that’s what you want. But that’s not for me. And not for Cassie. The world is too big, and we had seen too little of it.

I look back on this moment as the genesis of our journey. Without those Australians, I would never have gotten the idea to travel the world, and even if I had had the idea, I certainly would’ve dismissed it as impossible. It would take me another two years to plan my trip with Cassie, who would by then be my wife despite the objections of certain members of my extended family. But in that short exchange on a random night in Jerusalem, I find inspiration.

And if this moment is inspiration, ten months later I find urgency.


Chapter 2

April 17, 2012

39°57’01.5”N 75°10’02.6”W

Philadelphia, PA, USA

The company at lunch is better than the food. I eat out with one of my best friends, Josh, on a random Tuesday in Philadelphia’s Center City. We choose a place that looks decent and sit outside on a beautiful April afternoon. The meal isn’t good enough to remember, and the conversation covers work, life, and my upcoming wedding, still five months away. All very normal stuff for us, and I have no reason to believe this week, or even this day, will be any different.

Josh has to work tonight, but my work schedule gives me Tuesdays and Wednesdays off. We go our separate ways, and I am sure I will meet him for a drink near our office on Wednesday night. He doesn’t drink, instead opting to smoke an abundance of cigarettes, one pack a day, which sounds awful until you realize he used to smoke two packs a day, making for a commendable 50 percent improvement. One pack suddenly sounds like a good deal! But he hasn’t had a drink in five years, so he sips soda while I take care of the beer.

Twenty-four hours later, our mutual friends blow up my phone with texts and calls.

Brigid: “What happened to Josh? Is he okay?”

Bill: “Is he in the hospital?”

Jen: “Have you seen him today?”

Brigid/Bill/Jen: “Did he really have a stroke?”

If there were coffee in my mouth, I would have spit it out. But there is no coffee, so I choke on air.

“Wait, what?! A stroke?”

“Yeah, his mom posted on Facebook that he had a stroke.”

I had nothing to do all day, so checking my email and Facebook were not top priorities. I had been content to relax and play the old-school Sega Genesis that, combined with my original Nintendo Entertainment System, make up the only video games I am willing to own and play. Now I have a very pressing need to figure out what the hell is going on.

“Okay, let me see what I can find out. I’ll let you know.”

There’s no way, I think. Josh is thirty-one years old, an age that I am quite confident is far too young for a stroke, not that I really know anything about medicine or neuroscience. But I’m a reporter, and I have a reporter’s intuition. Now that intuition, which often functions like an encyclopedia of overly confident guesswork, assures me this is true.

Work confirms Josh is out. His father had called to let them know he wouldn’t be in. Josh hasn’t called out sick since he started work two years ago, with the exception of one day a couple of weeks ago when he, in fact, wasn’t sick. We had spent the whole day hanging out.

Very quickly, it becomes obvious that whatever has happened is pretty damn serious. Josh hates hospitals as much as I hate nursing homes, having watched my grandmother die in one, so he wouldn’t allow anyone to take him there unless it were absolutely dire. Still, I can’t believe it’s a stroke.

I’m at the hospital fifteen minutes later, where I meet my assistant news director, John, who comes over immediately. The hospital is five blocks from my apartment, and at that particular moment, I have no idea how many times I will be making that walk over the next few months.

John is as perplexed as I am. “They’re running tests,” he says, his brow furrowing in concern above his horn-rimmed glasses.

“Was it really a stroke?”

“Yes.”

I call our friend Jen and immediately tell her to get in the car. Josh needs to see her. More importantly, Josh needs her by his side, and she has a three-hour drive from Salisbury. They aren’t dating, but they’ve been great friends for a long time, and they are both integral parts of each other’s support system. Josh will need all the support he can get, tonight and every night for a long time.

When I am finally allowed to see Josh, everything hits home. He has a breathing tube in his throat, an IV in his arm, a catheter where catheters go (which the nurse tells me about), and enough monitoring equipment to let out a steady symphony of bings and beeps. It isn’t quite Beethoven, but if it’s helping, I don’t care what it sounds like.

Josh is in and out of a morphine-induced sleep. A white hospital sheet covers his body. His face is swollen from the bleeding, and when the throbbing in his head becomes too much to handle, he arches his whole back, clenches every muscle in his arms and hands, and grunts in excruciating pain. It is awful to watch, but by Josh’s side, I watch it again and again. I notice he always twists to his right when the pain gets really bad, and I notice that his right leg isn’t moving. The stroke attacked the right side of his body. His has no control over his right leg and barely more than that over his right arm.

The doctor brings over a twisted piece of metal that looks almost like a tuning fork and uses it to test Josh’s nerves and sense of touch. His left foot and hand respond quickly. His right hand responds, but only after the doctor puts pressure on his palm. His right leg feels next to nothing. The doctor has to use almost all of her strength to dig the instrument into the bottom of Josh’s foot before he reacts.

Among Josh, the doctor, and the nurse, we begin to learn what happened.

Josh is showering before his night shift at work, blasting “Tiny Dancer” by Elton John on his iPhone.

Josh loves the classics—he is a huge Beatles fan—and he always props up his iPhone on the shelf near his shower so he can listen to music as he goes through his daily routine to get ready for work. Today, his choice is Elton John.

He has already powered through “Levon” when “Tiny Dancer” comes on. Elton John’s song about the stylish, sexy women of 1970s California is building toward its first chorus two and a half minutes into the song. Josh adds his own off-key harmony to John’s stirring vocals.

The stroke hits mid-lyric and levels Josh with the force of a gunshot to the temple. He hits the floor a second later. He is able to force himself to his feet. It will be the last time Josh stands up straight for weeks.

Josh steps out of the shower and collapses again. His right leg isn’t responding. He tries to dial 911, but his motor skills are deteriorating too quickly, and he has already forgotten his passcode.

Thankfully, some programmer at Apple decided to add an emergency call feature to the iPhone that doesn’t require you to log in. That small feature saves Josh’s life. He can’t say much, but he repeats his address and says he had a stroke. And he says this over and over again.

Two thoughts cross Josh’s mind in the moments before his world goes dark. First, these may be his final minutes on earth. And second, in what could potentially be his final minutes, he is soaking wet, stark naked, and blasting Elton John as loud as his iPhone speakers will allow. This is going to make for one hell of a story for the paramedics. Then it’s lights out. He doesn’t remember anything else from April 2012.

The paramedics break down the door and rush him to the hospital. I arrive two hours later, when I finally get word of what happened.

We wait for hours, then we wait some more. Answers aren’t exactly easy to find here. And I don’t mean they’re not easy to find in this hospital. I mean answers aren’t easy to come by when you’re dealing with brain injuries. For every question we ask, and there are many in those first days, we receive a series of answers that each include some degree of guesswork.

The doctor shows us the first CT scans of the stroke. Josh bled 55 to 65 cc’s in his brain; 100 cc is the point of no return; doctors say it’s nearly impossible for a patient to survive after that. Josh came dangerously close.

“The next twenty-four hours are critical,” the neurosurgeon says, stating the obvious. What he doesn’t say is that the twenty-four hours after that are critical, and the twenty-four hours after that, and so on and so forth. There is no chance to relax in these first few days, and I am by Josh’s bedside as much as work will allow.

I have never believed life has any inclination to be fair. But this—this occurrence, this event, this medical phenomenon—seems way too far over to the other side of the spectrum to be possible. Josh is a veteran, a bronze star recipient, a hero for his service, some might say. A son, a brother, a cousin, an uncle. Above all else, he is a good person (his falsely calling out sick and a few other minor infractions notwithstanding). And here he is, teetering on the precipice of this delicate edge we call life. The slightest push in one direction, and he will be fine. The slightest push in the other …

There are signs of hope, and some come almost immediately. I try to make some jokes to lighten the mood a bit when friends come to visit on the first night.

“At least we have conclusive proof that Josh has a brain.”

Josh opens his eyes and looks right at me. He is with us, and so is his sense of humor.

Jen arrives shortly before midnight. We stay at Josh’s side until 6 a.m., politely ignoring the nurse’s insistence that visiting hours are over until we realize that even we have to sleep at some point, and that the waiting room with its off-white fluorescent lighting and poorly padded chairs will not suffice for either of us. Nurses check with Josh every hour, making sure his condition doesn’t worsen. He is not allowed to get any real sleep, and this irritates him almost as much as the catheter securely taped to his dick.

When they remove the breathing tube from Josh’s throat, they begin asking him questions to check his grasp on reality.

“What’s your name?”

“Josh Crompton.”

“Where do you live?”

“Philadelphia.”

“What year is it?” asks the nurse.

Josh’s eyes move under his closed eyelids. “1974.” And then, realizing he may be ever so slightly off, he says, “Don’t you fucking judge me.” Josh is back. I can’t help but smile.

Josh doesn’t remember much of those first two weeks; he is so loaded up with painkillers. It’s probably best that he forgot them. But he doesn’t even remember saying his signature line, which he repeats every time I see him.

I enter, squeeze his right hand, and ask, “Hey brother, how’s it going?”

Josh murmurs a few words, then gets really pissed off and shouts, “And I can’t get any God damn answers around here,” before slamming his left fist into the pillow for added emphasis. He always pauses between God and damn, to let the Almighty know this question is directed partly at the nursing staff and partly at Him. And he always slams his left fist into the pillow.

Cassie and I laugh every time we hear it, and it becomes our catch phrase when we visit Josh. We all enjoy yelling, “Can you get any God damn answers around here?” so we can trigger Josh’s inevitable response.

“I can’t get any God damn answers around here,” he screams, as if it’s the first time he’s saying it. Little do I know it is the first time he’s saying it, no matter how many times he’s said it before. Between the blood in his brain and the painkillers in his system, his short-term memory is shot. He never remembers saying his signature line, not while he’s in the hospital, and not after he leaves.

Josh’s doctors predict he won’t walk again. As a way of giving them the middle finger, Josh starts walking soon after he gets to rehab. His right ankle is still shaky, but he is doing great. And he stops smoking.

Somewhere in the middle of all this—camped by Josh’s bedside at night, listening to the hum of the medical machinery surrounding me, or watching Josh try to walk as he balances on a shopping cart, or seeing Josh struggle as he tries to make basic connections in an occupational therapy workbook—I can’t help but think about how fragile and fleeting life can be.

One afternoon we’re eating lunch together. The next afternoon, Josh is in the hospital struggling to survive. We’ve been great friends ever since 2006, when he walked into my bureau at WBOC in Dover, Delaware, and handed me his résumé. I remember how much he reeked of smoke, and how much his résumé reeked of smoke, and how much I had never realized that a single piece of paper could actually reek that much of anything without the generous application of scratch-and-sniff stickers. We became friends almost immediately, even living together for a year before I moved to a new job. We shared an apartment and, before he stopped drinking, more than a few beers together. And now, though our friendship hasn’t changed at all, our lives have changed dramatically.

I come to one conclusion. It is time to travel.

I have no way of knowing right now how much my life will parallel Josh’s, that once we begin our adventure, I will be only months away from my own life-threatening medical trauma. My life will, much like Josh’s at this particular moment, descend into medical chaos—a diagnosis that will come out of nowhere and affect every moment of my existence. Only in my case, it happens halfway around the world.

Cassie and I get married a few months later. Josh asks to speak at our wedding, and his speech brings me to tears. I still can’t watch the video of the speech without crying. All he does is say thank you, yet it’s one of the most emotional speeches I’ve ever heard.

After the wedding, Cassie and I began planning the trip. The future contains only promise, and we revel in our own sense of temporary immortality.


Chapter 3

August 29, 2013
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Lansdowne, PA, USA

My last day at work passes with the same fluid routine as the approximately 2,085 other days of work I have clocked over the last eight years. I go to the morning meeting, I am assigned a story, I have six hours to put my story together, I am live on-air during the 5 p.m. or 6 p.m. news. Often both.

In the back of my mind, I keep on standby the two lines I must have ready at all times. “Live in (today’s location), Oren Liebermann, CBS 3 Eyewitness News” and “I’m sorry, we’re experiencing technical difficulties at this moment.” One I use all the time; the other is always there in case the proverbial shit meets the whirling fan in the midst of a live broadcast, which happens more often than it should, at least according to the latest poll of viral YouTube videos.

As a television news reporter, my days become a matter of rote repetition—that is, barring any severe weather. The tiniest whiff of a thunderstorm and we are wall-to-wall with breaking weather coverage. If a branch falls down and blocks even the smallest sliver of a remote dirt road, we find that branch, zoom in tight to make it look enormous, and find someone nearby who says the thunder sounded like a freight train. After a few years in news, even weather becomes a simple function of reiteration.

“I’m standing here at the corner of (fill in street names), where it’s been raining since (fill in time). Neighbors here lost power at (fill in another time). We’ve seen flooded streets along the way, like (fill in more street names). The rain has turned roads into rivers, and the wind has really kicked up these last couple of hours.”

Then my station will cut to another reporter who says the same thing in different words, since the weather at point A is, by meteorological rules and empirical evidence, almost the exact same weather at a point B, which is less than twenty miles from point A. String together a few of these reporters and you suddenly have a newscast. Then wait fifteen minutes, go back to the first reporter who is standing in weather that looks awfully similar to the weather from fifteen minutes ago, and repeat the cycle.

Most days, especially in Philadelphia, we cover crime. Or we cover the effects of crime, or someone’s attempt to fix the city’s crime problem, or the mayor’s latest initiative to fight crime, or how much crime has gone up since the mayor’s latest initiative to fight it. I try to make my stories more personal, but even crime begins to feel like déjà vu.

“(Mother’s name) will never see her son again. (Son’s name) was killed when police say someone shot the (fill in age)-year-old in the back at (fill in time).”

On this day though, there is no crime, or at least no major violent crime, which means it’s one of three or four good days a year in the Philly metro. Just someone stealing football supplies from Lansdowne County’s Penn Wood High School locker room a few months after another student—although possibly the same student—torched the same school before finals. My cameraman and I knock out quick interviews with the coach and assistant coach, grab a statement from police, shoot a few quick shots of the football field, and call it a day.

I’ve enjoyed nearly every moment of my three years here. Even if TV news is in trouble as a business, in large part because of mobile and the Web, it is one hell of a fun industry to work in. No two days are alike. Though the weeks share a cognitive similarity and my mind goes through the same process every time I write a script, each day is at least geographically and socially different. I see new places and meet new people all the time.

I’m generally nowhere near my bosses, and I get along great with all the cameramen, which is essential considering how much time we spend together in live trucks and how much beer we drink both on and off the clock.

We’ve been through Hurricane Irene, Superstorm Sandy, the Jerry Sandusky sex scandal, the Catholic Church sex scandal, the Basement of Horrors sex scandal, and hundreds of other stories—a disturbing number of them sex scandals, but not nearly as many as the number of shootings—that I don’t particularly care to remember. Some stories are easy to put together, others are a royal pain in the ass.

My goal every day is the same: enjoy lunch. During summer, my goal is slightly more complex. Do a story at the beach … and enjoy lunch. Most days, I am successful at least on the latter part.

Initially, I signed on for two years, then re-upped for one more year when Cassie landed a great promotion at her job and we decided to hold off on traveling for a year so we could save more money. After three years in Philly, I can tell you the best place to get a sandwich (Koch’s Deli), the best place to get a drink (Prohibition Taproom), the best ice cream (Franklin Fountain), and all sorts of other superlative locations in the City of Brotherly Love. Philadelphia has stopped feeling like a location and started feeling like home. Reporting is no longer my job. It is my career.

I fell into TV news in much the same way dinosaurs fell into vast pits of hot tar. It was unintentional and, once the process began, inescapable. All I wanted to be growing up was a pilot. Specifically a fighter pilot, though any type of pilot would have been just fine. My dad would have none of it, and he sent me to study business in college. Seems like a wise move, right? A young Jewish boy goes into business. What could possibly go wrong?!

In 2001, I was watching the NBA playoffs, having just discovered that sports can be fun to both watch and play. (You’ll have to forgive me. I was on the debate team in high school, so sports weren’t exactly my thing. I went to debate camp—twice.) I instantly decided that I was a diehard Sacramento Kings fan and that I hated the Lakers, never mind that I had never been to LA or Sacramento and had only stepped foot on Californian soil once.

Some time later, while watching a Kings game, I had the epiphany that inadvertently set my life on a path it would follow for the next decade. I say epiphany only to give this moment some weight. In reality, I just had a hunch of something that sounded like fun, and I decided to follow the thought—one that might be most accurately described as a brain fart—to its logical conclusion.

My epiphany was that I was going to do the radio play-by-play for the Sacramento Kings. No one was going to talk me out of this. It was my destiny. Except for one problem: I had no idea how to go about doing the play-by-play for the Sacramento Kings, let alone any sports team in any sport.

I called up an FM station back home, WRAT 95.9 The Rat, and landed a summer internship in the promotions department. My job description was basically to wear a station T-shirt and hit on girls, which was pretty difficult for me since I was painfully shy then. Halfway through the summer, one of the DJs, Steve Hook, sat me down while we were both working at a Lakewood Blueclaws game. The afternoon broadcast had just wrapped up, and he was sitting in the open door of our truck smoking a cigarette, probably after consuming between one and six beers since the station was running a promo series with the recently released Sam Adams Light.

“What the hell are you doing here, kid?” I’m not sure he knew my name then (or now). He also had no idea how much this short conversation would affect my life.

I summoned up all the courage I could find and said in my most manly voice, “I’m going to do the play-by-play for the Sacramento Kings.” I’m sure it sounded as idiotic then as it does in your head now.

“Hmm.” He paused. “Then here’s what ya do.” His advice came between puffs of cigarettes, as if even the shortest respite from vaporized nicotine would take the signature rasp out of his voice. “Go back to school. Call up the local AM station and do whatever it takes to get on-air. Whatever ya gotta do.” His deep, gravelly voice was perfect for radio, and I can still hear him saying those words.True to my word, I went back to my third year of college at the University of Virginia and called up WINA 1070 AM in Charlottesville, VA. I showed up for my interview in a suit, and I have never been more overdressed. I was lucky. The sports director wanted to expand the station’s sports coverage, and he was looking for free labor, which I was more than happy to provide.

“We’ll bring you along slowly,” he said. “First, we’ll have you shadow our sports guys as they go out on stories, then you’ll voice your own pieces that don’t air, and eventually, you’ll do your own stories. You’ll be ready in a few months. Probably three.”

Steve Hook was right. I was on my way. I didn’t quite know where I was headed, but I was definitely going there.

Five days later, my sports director called me.

“Do you want to do live updates from our high school football show?” My training was over before it began. I would give a pregame, halftime, and postgame update from high school football games. To most people, especially those who attended high school football games or paid any attention to major American sports leagues, this wouldn’t have been a big challenge. Except I did neither of those. I never went to a single Ocean Township High School Spartans football game and I never paid any attention to the NHL, MLB, NASCAR, MLS, NFL, or any other league, with the recent exception of the NBA.

I was terrified, but I wasn’t going to pass up the opportunity. I had no idea whether I would succeed or crash and burn, but it was definitely going to be one of those extremes. There would be no middle ground here.

That game on a random Friday night was the first time I was ever on-air. It was the beginning of what would become my career. And it was absolutely dreadful. I mean God-awful in the truest sense of the Lord’s name. If the Almighty had tuned into that particular broadcast, he probably would’ve struck me down with a lightning bolt or sent Moses to afflict me with plagues 1, 3, 5 to 7 inclusive, and 9.

Yet, for some unfathomable reason, I was asked to do it again the next week. Somehow, I had found a way to crash and burn while succeeding.

For the next two years, I covered all sorts of high school and college sports. If you’ve ever wondered what kind of radio wannabe does the high school junior varsity girls’ field hockey updates, you have your answer. I worked my way up to covering college football and basketball, which, at least to me, felt like the big leagues. I decided it was time to get better. I signed up for graduate school at Syracuse University, the academic mecca of broadcast journalism. I was determined to follow in the footsteps of Bob Costas, Mike Tirico, and Kevin Maher. And that lasted for all of one week.

At the time, Syracuse’s program focused on news. They viewed sports as a side project that some of the men in the program pursued in their spare time. On the first day of class, my professor gave me a basic news test. I failed. Miserably. I couldn’t even name the three network anchors, who were Dan Rather, Peter Jennings, and Tom Brokaw. But my professor was not one to sugarcoat anything.

“You don’t want to do sports radio. You don’t know shit about sports, and you don’t want to work in radio.”

“So what should I do?”

“You’re going to do TV news.”

“But why? I don’t know anything about TV or news.”

“You’ll figure it out.”

That’s all it took. I abandoned the epiphany I had in college and focused on TV news. At a Syracuse recruiting day, a small station from Salisbury, Maryland, came up to meet some of the prospective reporters. I signed up for the first interview spot of the morning, and after a few trips to Salisbury to meet the managers and see the newsroom, I landed my first job in TV news.

I spent two years at my first job, working the night shift out of the bureau in Dover, Delaware, a city that sextuples in size during NASCAR races. I was only two hours south of the upper middle class suburban town where I grew up, yet I felt like I was somewhere in the middle of Alabama, especially when hordes of race fans invaded the miniscule metropolis with their cases of Miller Lite and wads of chewing tobacco. Josh was one of the cameramen here—his stroke would come years later, long after we left the station.

Two significant things happened at my first job. First, I earned my pilot’s license on March 14, 2007. I had wanted to be a pilot for as long as I could remember. I built model airplanes as a kid and read every book I could about flying. I knew what every instrument in a cockpit did long before I was ever allowed to climb into one. Although I consider this to be one of the most important days of my life, it is almost completely irrelevant to the rest of this story. Almost.

The second significant thing that happened in Dover was that I was kicked out of my job. I asked my managers if I could get out of my two-year contract early so I could find my next job and move up in the world, since I aspired to greater heights than making $26,000 in Delaware, a state so insignificant it couldn’t come up with anything more recent than “The First State” to put on its license plates (they had to go back to the signing of the Declaration of Independence to find a noteworthy event in the state’s history). My managers agreed to let me go. I was free to leave as soon as I found my second job. But less than a month later they announced a new hire.

Some girl named Cassandra Kramer. She was a Temple University graduate. And she would work the night shift at Dover. They had hired my replacement.

I was being forced out.

I was furious. I was so pissed off that day I forgot my camera on a shoot and had to go back to the station to get it. I vowed I would never do anything to help this new reporter. She could learn for herself how to deal with the managers, how to find stories, how to report breaking news, who she had to know, and all of the other nuances and tricks that make a reporter’s job easier. She was dead to me.

We got married five years later.

One month after Cassie took over my shift at my first station, I took my second job in Norfolk, Virginia. It was the perfect place to be for an eager young reporter. We had great cameramen, awesome managers, and it was a fun city. I spent three years there before it was time to move on.

By this time, Cassie had left TV news and was finishing up her graduate degree at the University of Delaware. She had had a passion for teaching English as a second language ever since she spent a summer in Ecuador while in college, and that’s what she studied for her master’s degree. She landed a job teaching in Philadelphia, and thanks to Josh’s help (he was, by now, working on the assignment desk at the CBS affiliate in Philly), I got a job reporting there. Cassie and I moved in together, and I proposed on the morning of her graduation, having called in sick to ensure that I wouldn’t be late to the commencement ceremonies. I wish I had some great, romantic story of how I proposed or a YouTube video that went viral to which I could point you, but I just wrapped the ring as her graduation gift and gave it to her over breakfast. Nothing goes together like coffee and diamonds.

After two years in Philadelphia, we wed near her parents’ home in Macungie, a town that was virtually unknown until a local couple stole a cop car in New Jersey a few months before our wedding, led a wild police chase across the Ben Franklin Bridge into Pennsylvania, stole another cop car while police were busy stopping the first cop car, led a second wild police chase, and finally got caught.

Right before our wedding, I signed a one-year extension in Philadelphia. Cassie and I weren’t yet sure if we were traveling, but we were planning our trip and saving for it as if it were a sure thing.

We stopped going out to eat, stopped buying new clothes, stopped going on weekend trips, and stopped spending money on anything we considered luxurious or unnecessary. We even scaled back on our wine consumption.

By April 2013, we were committed. Over the next few months, we sold off as much of our furniture as we could. We put her car up for sale and donated my car, since there was no way anyone would pay money for a 2001 Toyota Camry with 260,000 miles on it and an eclectic array of dings and scratches. As we sold everything we deemed unnecessary, we bought all sorts of things that were suddenly very necessary in the process of trading one life for another. We swapped our living room for a backpack, our cars for hiking shoes, our kitchen for a water filtration bottle, our suits for dry-fit shirts and pants, and our medicine cabinet for a portable first-aid kit. We drastically downsized our lives. In the end, everything we could still call our own fit into a seven-by-ten storage space, and there was plenty of room to spare.

We were ready for our trip. We banked $17,000 from our wedding and $23,000 more over the year, leaving us a tidy $40,000 in our savings account. I just had to get through the last few months of work. Some live shots, a bit of breaking news, a smattering of crime stories, and storms to cover. No big deal.

Then I nearly forced us to cancel the trip.
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