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Foreword












More than once over the years Marlon said, “I want you to write something, Georgie, sit down and write a book.”


	“I’m not sure what I’d write about, Mar,” I’d respond. 
            

	“Write about anything, write about something you know.”



	I didn’t write that book about something I know, I wrote this one about somebody I know. I didn’t discuss the book with Marlon, I planned to give it to him when it was
 finished. I planned that he would write a foreword. 
            


	In early 2004, when I realized Marlon’s condition was not likely to improve, I began to assemble the book in earnest.
 I thought that when he died, along with the cascade of praise and superlatives
 that would be showered on him, there should be a personal book about Marlon, a
 book by someone who knew him well. 
            

	It would be a daunting task to capture the iridescence of Marlon, to see life
 through the prism of his mind, but I thought I should attempt it. I began an
 odyssey into the past. As I traveled there, I saw our sails between the waves,
 heard our boyish, bawdy laughter, remembered somber times when we were both
 seized with anxiety, two birds flying over the dark sea, no land in sight. I
 revisited the cities—of the earth and the mind—where Marlon and I spent time. I relived the abuse we perpetrated on our
 friendship and the grandeur we often added to it. We shared parties, gave
 support through our marriages, grieved over our children, let each other inside
 where no one else ever was allowed. We sailed under full topgallants, not
 noticing time. 
            

	I have noticed it now. 

	There is one last thing to say. When Marlon and I first became friends, he was
 deeply interested in how important it was to me to be right. It was important;
 I’d gone to military school and been in the navy and learned that if you took a
 position on something, you’d better be able to support it. But Marlon wasn’t talking about that; he was peering into the emotional side of me, seeing that
 I felt insecure and possibly unmanned if something I said turned out to be
 wrong. 
            

	His idea was to be naked, absolutely present to whatever emotion came—fear, humiliation, insecurity, anything. If I felt fear, be truthful about it;
 if I felt humiliation, allow it to be there, don’t mask it. 
            

	That teaching from Marlon has proved to be a gift of the highest value. In this
 book I have tried to be faithful to Marlon’s way, I have tried to see us naked, to describe both of us as we are. 
            




























Sometimes when we walked in the gloaming, other times when we were charged with
 anger, but ubiquitously, persistently, Marlon and I talked about our fathers.
 Only rarely did our mothers come into our conversations. And yet, as I look
 back on the paths our lives followed, I see how much our direction, our
 questings, were shaped by our mothers. 
            

	With every passing day I sense more deeply my mother’s hand on my life. Marlon’s mother was too often lost to him, too often in an alcoholic mist outside his
 reach, but her maternal force was in him. 
            

	Though physically Marlon took much from the confused, gnarly man who was his
 father, that man was plainly not the source of Marlon’s talent. I believe the source was his mother. 
            

	So I dedicate this book to two redoubtable women, Dorothy and Mabel, actresses
 both, gentle women both. A salute to the girls [who] were in their twenties
 when they gave birth to us, a wave of gratitude for the humor and love of
 laughter they bestowed on us. I know Marlon would join me in saying, “Take a bow, Mom, your son is grateful to you.”






I was directing Marlon in a scene in The Ugly American and he was not delivering the performance we both wanted, both knew he was
 capable of. We had done six takes, and when I said, “Cut,” after the seventh, he still had not succeeded. 
            


	“I know what you want,” Marlon said. “I don’t know what’s keeping me from getting it.”


	He paused for a long moment then looked up. “You know what it is, I just don’t want to do it the way it’s ever been done before.”


	That was Marlon to the core. Where most actors would be trying to excel at
 playing a scene the conventional way, the way it had so often been played
 before, he would be searching in another dell of human life, wanting to be
 original, astonishing. 
            


	I thought at the moment he said those words they should be a rallying cry for
 all actors and artists. It seems to me now that the words say every bit as much
 about Marlon’s life as they do about his art.
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What Are Kings...













February 16, 2004: Marlon is an old man. I both laugh and weep as I write the
 sentence. Marlon old? Marlon Brando old? It can’t be true. It is, though; he’s eighty. But it isn’t the number of years that’s significant, Marlon could still be youthful. It’s how the years have treated him and how he has treated them. And he isn’t old to me, we still fire the jokes and puns back and forth, still kid and prod
 each other, still rail at what’s loathsome on television, still read our favorite poems aloud. ‘The Ballad of William Sycamore’by Stephen Vincent Benét is a perennial. 
            


	But age is here. Today, when I walk down the hall to Marlon’s bedroom, on the polished teak that has supported my shoes through so many
 crossings, I hear it, faintly at first, then more certainly as I near the
 entrance—the hiss of the oxygen tank. 
            

	When I cross into the bedroom–sitting area, it’s quiet, there is an unaccustomed stillness, I am in the whereabouts of an old
 man. The appurtenances of illness—bottles of pills, boxes of medications, syringes, lotions and lubricants—fill the surface of the bedside table and tell a story of infirmity. And in his
 bed Marlon’s mien is that of a man who is not well. 
            


	It is midday, I have driven from Palm Springs. Marlon and I will have lunch,
 talk for a while, then I’ll put my things in the guesthouse down below the swimming pool while he rests.
 At some point I will discuss with him the project he began three years ago that
 he first called Master Class then later Lying for a Living. Marlon meant it to be a top-secret, clandestine endeavor, but, of course, news of it soon landed in the press. He
 brought a group of actors together, some completely unknown, others established
 stars—Nick Nolte, Robin Williams, Whoopi Goldberg, Sean Penn, Leonardo DiCaprio, Jon
 Voight, Michael Jackson (who pursued him wanting to learn how to act). Marlon
 instructed them in the use of improvisation in acting, then had them perform
 improvisations. He hired the controversial English director Tony Kaye to record
 the sessions on DVD and almost immediately had a falling-out with him and fired
 him. 
            


	He believes the project will bring him scores of millions of dollars. I believe
 there can be money in what Marlon has to teach about acting, but the madness
 that prevails when he controls the business side as well as the creative side
 of a project will likely prevent his work from reaching the audience it might. 
            

	His theme is that acting is lying and that this notion should first be brought
 to the attention of politicians. 
            

	“Politicians lie all the time, that’s their principal occupation, but they don’t do it well. I can teach them how to lie with style,” he says. 
            

	After the material had been assembled, Marlon asked me to look at it. We then
 had a protracted discussion about the DVDs and he asked me to take over the
 whole enterprise, the legal structure, editing the footage into a saleable
 package, creating and executing the marketing and sales campaign. Also, he
 wanted me to appear with him on the DVD and lead him into a wide-ranging
 discussion of the kind we have so often. Finally, he wanted me to appear alone
 talking about him as man and actor. 
            

	I am anxious that this project be completed; I feel it is essential that Marlon
 not leave this planet without, in some form, having set down his view of acting—what acting is and how the art should be approached and rendered. 
            

	We agreed on what my responsibilities would be, specifically the duties listed
 above, then, as happened so often and so amusingly with us, we did not agree on
 what I should be paid. That brought a schism. After I thought about it, I told
 Marlon that at this point in life what was important was our friendship, I’d do the job as his friend, without compensation. It’s critical, I said, that we build on what’s been recorded and create a Brando legacy. 
            




“Good to see you, Georgie.” Marlon gestures at me. “Look good. Feeling strong?”


	“Ready to run the four-forty, Mar, what about you?”


	“Not bad, when I get out of bed I roll my oxygen tank around like a beach ball,
 that’s good exercise. What do you want for lunch?”


	Angela, the sweet thirty-four-year-old Filipina, who began as Marlon’s maid a few years ago and now takes care of all of the details of his life, is
 nearby and looking at me with a smile. Her sister stands alongside to assist. 
            

	“Anything, Mar, I’m easy, maybe just some Rosicrucian fennel cakes.”


	“I don’t know if we have those,” Angela says ingenuously. 
            

	“He’s bullshitting,” Marlon tells her with a laugh, but he has to build on the idea. “You like them sautéed, right, shredded camel dung on top?”


	“These days I’m leaning to walrus phlegm, for tartness.”


	“He’ll have what I’m having.” Marlon nods to Angela. 
            

	“Mr. Brando is having tuna salad, is that what you’d like?” She smiles at me. “We’ve got other choices.”


	“Tuna salad.” Marlon looks up at her. “He’s not able to say it, but he wants tuna salad.”


	Angela smiles again. “What would you like to drink?”


	“Whatever Marlon thinks goes best with fennel cakes.”


	“Iced tea,” he says to Angela. “We’ll both have iced tea.”


	Angela leaves. 

	In this house on Mulholland Drive, which overlooks Beverly Hills on one side
 and the San Fernando Valley on the other, and in which Marlon has lived for
 over forty years, we are in our customary positions—Marlon in bed, I in the chair facing him. Less than a year ago Marlon, who is
 five-ten, weighed in excess of three hundred and fifty pounds. In the past, he’d made forays into dieting, mostly without conviction, but eleven months ago,
 when he was having trouble breathing because all that weight had been pressing
 on his heart, lungs, and central organs for decades, the word from his doctors
 was an imperative. You must lose weight, Marlon, this condition can kill you. 
            

	He began a diet mostly, it seemed to me, of his own creation. That was the
 genuine Marlon, he would not do it the conventional way, he abhorred the
 expected, the predictable—in acting, in social behavior, in politics, in everything. So when it came to
 dieting, the activity in which eighty percent of America is involved, he
 shunned the known ways. 
            

	Like a medieval alchemist, he pulled the granules of facts to his tabletop,
 pored over them, peered at them, held them up to the light, rubbed them on his
 sleeve, then sat back and contemplated how he would synthesize them. Where the
 alchemist emerged with a new formula for making gold, Marlon returned from his
 sequestration with a new orthodoxy for losing weight. 
            

	His regimen called mainly for assorted greens with lemon juice accompaniment,
 and, alone on a plate, a bit of fish that had been cooked in some
 nonbutter-nonoil-non-anything-that-would-make-it-taste-good way. The diet was
 both effective and a torture to his body, he lost his appetite completely, he
 couldn’t eat. In too short a time he shed sixty-five or seventy pounds. He was weak,
 his muscle tone was nearly gone, his loosened flesh yielded to the pull of
 gravity. 
            

	“How’s Stretch?” Marlon asks. 
            

	He’s talking about my son, Graves, who’s eighteen and a freshman at the University of Georgia. He’s six-five. 
            

	“Excellent, but all too quickly, Mar, he’s a grown-up. I’ve switched from parent to adviser.”


	“Wonderful kid.”


	“He left a cavity when he went off. What about you, Mar, anything I can do to be
 helpful?”


	“Nothing, Georgie, Angela takes care of everything. Your coming up, spending a
 little time, is plenty.”


	“I’m full of energy, let me know.”


	“You’re full of energy and I’m full of piss,” he says. He pulls the sheet and blanket back, turns on his right side, fits his
 dick into a flasklike receptacle, and pees. He either doesn’t want to or doesn’t have the energy to walk to the bathroom and stand for the long time it would
 take to empty his bladder. 
            





Bright sunlight strikes my eyes and a video of another time runs in my mind. It’s 1955, after Marlon won an Oscar for On the Waterfront and a few months after Marlon and I first met. Cloris Leachman, to whom I was
 then married, Rita Moreno, and Marlon and I are at the beach together. Marlon’s thunder rolls through the movie industry, he’s the most formidable star ever, so going to a public beach is a mad idea. Even
 so, we’ve come to Santa Monica, where I played two-man volleyball all through college.
 If Marlon is recognized there will be a mass swarming, but we’ve decided to chance it. We’ve walked up the beach to where the crowd is sparse and he and I can toss a
 football. We throw short, tight spirals then long, arching passes so the other
 has to dive into the waves to catch the ball. It’s the first time Marlon and I have been together out of civilian clothes, the
 first time we’ve gotten a look at each other’s athletic abilities. We are both skilled. Guys who have been involved in sports
 all their lives find out about one another early. We’re showing our best stuff, pump, fake, then throw in the other direction, run a
 slant pattern, and make the diving catch. 
            


	Of that day I remember most how Marlon looked. I’ve been around athletes all my life and seen a lot of well-trained bodies. I don’t think I’ve ever seen one quite like Marlon’s. He was finely developed everywhere, abdomen flat and etched, legs powerful
 and in symmetry. Upper body strongly muscled, well defined. Yet, with that
 heavy musculature, he ran, feinted, and cut with forest-animal swiftness. 
            

	I remembered how I’d hoped, as the years went by and Marlon became heavier, that he would drop the
 weight and come back to that extraordinary physical form, that he’d saunter among us again with the old éclat, the rake’s smile, the sex, that giant acting engine revving inside him. He could have
 done it; back then Marlon could outlast anyone or anything. But as he became
 more and more a power in the industry and could have just about anyone or
 anything he wanted, his self-discipline, and the sense that sometime he would
 need it, began to diminish. 
            




Today the young man with the glorious body is in bed here, drained, tired, weak
 from his coughing. Oxygen cords lie at the base of each nostril. His principal
 problem is idiopul­monary syndrome, which means, he has told me, a hardening in the bottom of the
 lungs, cause unknown. It’s the illness his sister Franny died from ten years ago. 
            

	As we talk, Marlon’s thoughts are quick and his instant associations sparkle, but his thinking
 avenues have narrowed. Bias and black-and-white judgments are his mental
 helmsmen now. Most of all, suspicion, that slithering snake that has always
 lived inside him, is untethered, and, like Cardinal Richelieu bending to his
 sovereign’s ear, guides Marlon’s behavior with everyone he meets. 
            

	He begins to discourse on a recurrent theme. “I’ve found my way to peace, Georgie, at last; I’m not judgmental anymore, I’ve learned to accept others as they are. I understand Titty”—his sister Jocelyn—“got no more conflict there, and I understand that ex-wives have to be ex-wives,
 okay, let them do what they have to do. And the friends I felt betrayed me, I
 don’t resent them anymore, thank God I’ve come to this maturity.” We sit silently a moment and he slips into a familiar rant—about his former maid-turned-lover and mother of his three youngest known
 children, now aged fourteen, twelve, and nine. “Christina tried to sue me for a hundred million dollars, pathetic, she gets some
 asshole greedy lawyer, they try to get me into court …”


	And quickly we are off the Buddha-like acceptance of the shortcomings of
 others. 
            

	“I read about it,” I say. “Is the suit going anywhere?”


	“It’s bullshit, they wound up getting nothing.” Another pause. “This guy wants to run day tours from Tahiti over to Tetiaroa.”


	“Sounds like a good idea.”


	“Sure it’s a good idea, it’s my idea, I started it years ago, but the operation fell apart, it needs to be
 better organized, this guy’s got the boats to bring the people over.”


	“Good, that would give you a new revenue source. Is he established, do you know
 him?”


	“He wants too much money,” Marlon says, “too big a slice, he wants to own the operation.”


	“That could be good, you get so much a head and have no responsibilities, you
 wouldn’t have to worry about insurance, maintenance, all that.”


	“We’ll see. But the guy’s always going to want too much, I see him coming.” Marlon frowns. “He’s not going to get anywhere trying to fuck with me.”


	“You ought to get your lawyer into it, see if he can work out a deal,” I offer. “Those day tours could fade some of your overhead.”


	Marlon takes a long breath. “I’ll keep talking to the guy, wait till he hangs himself.”


	When Marlon became a movie star of such titanic proportions, the suspicion that
 was native to him swelled. Everybody wants something from a movie star—an autograph, money, to be his agent, to be his friend, to be his lover. It’s all massively insincere, so at that point in Marlon’s life, deep, wholesale suspicion of every person that came his way was not only
 justified but required. That intense suspicion has been with him ever since. 
            


	There are three pills laid out on the bedside table; he picks them up, tosses
 them into his mouth, and with a swallow of water sends them down. I ask myself
 if I am watching Marlon come to the end of his life. Over the past weeks we’ve talked about his cures and therapies, that there are hopeful signs, he can
 get by with less oxygen, but we haven’t drilled down into the core of the subject, we haven’t talked about whether he’s dying. We will, soon. After a lifetime of sharing thoughts on every subject,
 we will not shrink from this one. I laugh inwardly that Marlon so hates being
 predictable that he might will himself to live to be a hundred and eight. Then there’s the simple randomness of life, which says it’s by no means certain he’ll die before I do. Death has often been a subject we’ve sat with; the deaths of his mother and father, his daughter, my two sons. We
 have walked deep into the cavern.  
            





One night, ages ago, on that tiny little speck that troubles the surface of the
 South Pacific, Marlon’s atoll, Tetiaroa, we talked about death. 
            

	Tetiaroa lies forty miles off Tahiti. It is part of the Tuamotu Archipelago in
 French Polynesia. A ring-shaped coral reef that encloses a lagoon, Marlon’s atoll is about a mile in diameter. In a letter to me in 1966 he wrote: 
            




Dear George, 


Got in last night, tired and tense from trying to be grown-up. I’ve been traveling far and near, in and around the islands under the wind trying
 to find land and a way to live that allows me to be simpler than these recent
 years and circumstances have allowed. I bought a 50-foot yacht, a motor sailer,
 $26,000, and am closing a deal on a coral atoll for $200,000, thirteen islands
 in all so the fat’s in the fire now.






The sand-covered coral masses in the lagoon rise only a few feet above the
 water. Vessels cannot enter because of the coral reef. But the entirety of
 ocean life flows through, from sixteen-foot sharks to tiny mollusks. Marlon is
 intimate with this life. He’ll lie down next to a column of hermit crabs that are laboriously carrying bits
 of driftwood along the shore, study them intently, then begin to imitate them. 
            

	Marlon has spent long hours in the ruins of the huts of the Polynesians who
 once lived and danced here; he knows that like them he’ll soon be gone. Leaving what?  
            

	The thought absorbs him. He doesn’t own Tetiaroa, he says, he has it on loan. He’s preserved the atoll in its natural state and he’d like his children to be moved by Tetiaroa’s sacredness as he is, and to keep it sacred after he’s gone. They don’t seem to share his interest. He is sometimes preoccupied with what will happen
 after his death. He doesn’t like to think about it, but occa­sionally we do discuss the fate of the atoll. 
            

	He hasn’t been to Tetiaroa in several years. First, the parents of Dag Drollet, the
 young man Marlon’s son Christian killed in Marlon’s house, have sued Marlon as being partly responsible for their son’s death. It would be dangerous for Marlon to go back and face that charge. Then
 his daughter Cheyenne committed suicide in Tahiti; that shattered him, and he
 has been unable to stand on the place where it happened. 
            

	On Tetiaroa you live in a thatch-topped bungalow called a fare, no blankets, no
 air-conditioning—the trade winds play through it day and night. You wear shorts or a sarong, swim
 in the lagoon, snorkel, read, rest, join whoever else is there for dinner. 
            

	Lie on your back at night and the pageant you see is limitless, no hills or
 skyline intrude, there is nothing man-made or noisy near you, there is no other
 light. There is only the feel of soft wind and in the distance faint booms from
 the ocean butting against the coral reef. The stars in that dark immensity are
 vivid and close. An odd sensation comes: you feel you are not still, you are in
 motion, a traveler through this starry vitality. You understand Stonehenge and
 druids, shamans creating ceremonies, erecting obelisks, Mayans making human
 sacrifices because some response had to be made to this infinitude, some shout
 had to come up from us to it. You understand why we invent constellations, the
 Big Dipper, the Little Dipper, Orion and his dog, the Seven Sisters. It’s to find friendliness out there, to believe this extravaganza of planets and
 muons and black holes and quarks in some way has an interest in us, that it
 somehow understands the importance of our teeny planet in a backwater solar
 system whose creatures assault one another to give their lives significance. 
            

	When you are alone on the atoll at night, the door in you swings out to the
 universe and through it enter the thoughts you meant someday to spend time with
 but which, for most of your life, have lain covered over in your everyday. Who
 are you? What should you do while you live? 
            

	Marlon offers you this place in which to feel, to imagine and wonder. No
 peyote, no dope, but mind-altering, yes. He gives you the galaxies out there
 and the hermit crabs at your feet; somewhere in between is your place. You have
 the opportunity to think about your place, perhaps to find it. You have the
 opportunity to stop for a real conversation with that creature you encounter so
 often on Tetiaroa—yourself. 
            

	One night as we lay side by side looking up, we got on the subject of death. 
            

	“Fuck death,” Marlon has just said. “I’m not afraid of it.” And at that moment when death seems such a distant concept, I’m sure he isn’t. The picture in my mind is that when Marlon sees death approaching, that
 ferocious curiosity in him will rise up to meet it. He will want to hold death’s face as it descends toward him, want to know more even as he hears the final
 fluttering of his heart. 
            

	“Out here in the middle of the ocean, it’s hard to believe that death is important, even that life is,” I say. 
            

	“Of course it’s not important,” Marlon responds. “If both of us died tonight, would there be one less ripple in the lagoon, would
 the trade winds pause, would one blue-footed booby run and tell the others? It’s frightening to people that their lives have no importance, so they invent
 some. Put your kids through college, write a will, protect the environment, be
 on time for your Elks meetings. And when it’s all done be sure not to notice that not one iota of it mattered. Look out
 there.” He gestures to the night sky. “You can see how indifferent the universe is to anything we do, whether it’s helping an old lady across the street or blowing off an atom bomb … our life is meaningless yet we’re scared to death of death.”


	“I remember how scary it was when I first got the concept of death,” I say. “I was four, my sister and two friends and I were playing in front of our
 apartment building in Lynn, Massachusetts. One of them said the old man on the
 fourth floor had died. The black car parked near us was going to take him away.”


	“What is died?” I asked. 
            

	“Died is death, you get very sick and you have bandages all over and they take
 you away.”


	“Where?” I asked. 

	“I don’t know, somewhere.”


	“Will the old man come back?” I was beginning to be frightened. 
            

	“‘No, you don’t ever come back.”


	“The information fit with graceful horror into my fear that I wasn’t secured to anybody. Now came this menace, at some point in life I’d be taken away by strangers.”


	“Gets back to not having a father,” Marlon says. “That’s where those feelings come from. Nobody gave you security.”


	“Every once in a while I get a glimpse of how different my life would have been
 if I’d had a father.”


	“It wouldn’t have solved anything, you’d have had other problems,” Marlon replies. “I had a father and I felt almost nothing but anger toward him, sometimes I hated
 him.”


	“I see why you were angry at your father, but I don’t think you realize he had a great value just because he was there. Even if you
 hated him he was the North Pole.”


	“He wasn’t a pole, he wasn’t anything. You’ve got this ideal picture of a father, a two-year-old’s picture. Look what happened when you finally met your father, he didn’t give you anything. You should have shot him.”





There is grace in the small pageant I’m watching. The women are attending to Marlon’s needs, ordering the objects on the night table, straightening the bedclothes,
 administering pills, locating the TV remote—it’s normal, it’s the cosseting we supply to the one going down the road to death. But when
 death comes, when this bed is no longer Marlon’s sanctuary but has become his catafalque, this version of normalcy will end
 swiftly. The aftermath will not be as any of us imagined. Grief in its pure
 form, heavy, somber, laden with dark mysteries, will fill our living space. 
            

	Marlon is talking now about a letter I sent to him thirty-five years ago. “I memorized that letter, Georgie, I can’t tell you how much pleasure I’ve gotten from it, I laugh out loud every time I read it … so often I pull it out and look at it again.”



	His mind roams to other times, where we were, with whom we were, how we laughed
 with them and about them. He recalls Rupert Stillworth-Manley, who was one of
 our liaison officers at the United Nations when we were doing the research that
 led to the making of The Ugly American. Stillworth-Manley was middle-aged, a traditional and typical English civil
 servant with the classic facial gymnastics. He raised his upper lip frequently
 to reveal a record-breaking case of gum recession and a tangle of teeth; he
 affected a stutter and showed a fawning enthusiasm for any ideas suggested by
 his superiors. He bathed too infrequently and somehow Marlon conveys that in
 the imitation he is doing here and now. 
            


	“Well, you could, you know,” Marlon says as Stillworth-Manley, “just, just, just turn it round, start at India and work your way east to the
 Philippines, I mean, why, why not, jolly good thinking it-it-it seems to me.”


	“Can you imagine having teeth like that?” Marlon says. “Only the British don’t know that teeth are part of cosmetics.” He pauses thoughtfully. “Do you think Stillworth-Manley could have been married? How would he get to it?”


	“Angela, dear.” He’s Stillworth-Manley again. “I do think I love you, I feel so strongly for you.”


	“But, Rupert,” Marlon continues as Angela, “your … I can hardly say the word, your teeth, good God, who could sit across from that
 dental hell every night?”


	“But, dearest, couldn’t I kiss you to-to-to show how much I love you?”


	“Rupert, not in this life can I forgive you for putting that picture in my mind.”


	Stillworth-Manley may be dead by now, no matter, he is back for a brilliant
 reprise in Marlon’s bedroom. 
            

	“Remember that night we drove up the coast and that guy tried to bust us,” Marlon says after a pause. 
            

	“Like it was yesterday,” I say, and it is true. 
            

	“Jesus, we were on fire in those days, was there any subject we didn’t cover?”


	It was one of those nights in our early years when there wasn’t enough time to say all we wanted to tell each other—about politics, acting, love, the electric power in eels, medical advances,
 robotics, neurotics, psychotics. 
            


	We’d had dinner at a restaurant in the valley then driven up the coast beyond
 Oxnard. I don’t remember why but Marlon was driving a rented sedan. At around midnight we were
 back in Santa Monica but still not talked out, so Marlon turned into one of the
 parking lots along the beach. He pulled out to the edge where we could see the
 surf, and killed the lights and the engine. He was telling me how he’d gotten his nose broken while he was starring in A Streetcar Named Desire on Broadway. 


	“This stagehand, Eddie, nice kid, good friend, he and I both liked to box, so we’d spar around between acts. It got pretty animated sometimes and this one night
 I ducked his jab and was about to land an uppercut when I walked right into a
 follow-up punch.”


	A black-and-white prowl car turned into the lot. It hesitated as the cop
 surveyed the area. The car turned our way. It was at Marlon’s back, he didn’t see it. It pulled up behind us. Now Marlon was aware of the headlights. 
            

	“Cop,” I said. 

	Marlon went on talking with no variation in speed, no adjustment in body
 position. “There’s blood everywhere, I’m a gushing fountain, and it’s in the middle of the performance, so they have to see if I can possibly do the
 last act. They laid me down with my feet up to try to stop the bleeding.”


	The cop got out of his car with his long silver flashlight and began the
 measured stroll to us. He shone the light in our back window as he walked.
 Marlon didn’t react. The policeman was at his door, he shone the flashlight on the back of
 Marlon’s head. Again Marlon didn’t respond. 
            

	“They stuffed cotton up my nose and I don’t know what else, somehow I get through the act. Right after the curtain, the
 producer, Cheryl Crawford, Ernie the stage manager, the investors, everybody
 rushed me to the hospital.”


	The cop shone the flashlight on me. I didn’t react. He didn’t like that, the atmosphere was starting to be menacing. Caparisoned in its red
 and blue lights, its badges, bullets, and black clothes, Authority had arrived.
 This was its territory; it made the rules and it enforced them.  
            

	Marlon would introduce a different perspective. He doesn’t know your rules, and if he does he doesn’t give a shit about them. And that goes whether you’re the president, the prime minister, or a policeman in a prowl car. 
            

	The cop shone the light on Marlon again. Marlon’s back was to the cop, he was facing me and talking to me. 
            

	“I’d been doing the show for a year straight and I really needed some time off, so
 at the hospital I did my best acting as a guy who was losing the power of
 speech from a broken nose, ‘Oh God, my nose, I can’t breathe …’”


	The cop was pissed, people were supposed to be intimidated by the flashlight.
 But not this guy. The cop rapped on Marlon’s window. Marlon didn’t move. 
            

	The officer’s face knit, he was finding neither anger nor contrition. He knew anger, the
 guys he rousted in the middle of a hump, and he knew contrition, the ashen ones
 who believed that knowledge of every sin they’d ever committed was in this cop’s hands. He rapped again, hard. 
            

	“Let’s get that window rolled down.”


	Without turning, Marlon reached across his body with his right hand and pushed
 the electric window lever. His window descended. A quarter of an inch. 
            

	Naked insolence—stick your flashlight up your ass. 
            

	The cop had two choices, both of them loaded with humiliation—he could yell through the window or put his face up and talk through the crack.
 He took the second option, moved up, and talked through the crack. 
            

	“Let’s get a look at your license in there.”


	His eyes were above the window so he whipped his head down to see. It was part
 Kafka, part Molière, in under a minute, without saying a word, Marlon had this man playing a
 nutty version of Simon Says. Marlon took his license out of his wallet and slid
 it up the window to the crack. He used the tips of his fingers to push it
 through. The officer made a claw on the other side to grasp it. He shone his
 flashlight on the license and the name bounced to his eyes, Marlon Brando. A
 Stan Laurel smile broke out. 
            

	“Mr. Brando. Marlon Brando?”



	There was a higher note in his voice as he metamorphosed from alpha male to
 movie-star fan. Hey, this wasn’t just a movie star, this was the movie star, the huge one, the mysterious guy. The cop put the license in front
 of the flashlight again. The name was there. He held the license out to the
 window to return it. Marlon was nerveless, as unimpressed with the cop’s amity as with his hostility. He lowered the window and took the license. The
 cop leaned forward, 
            


	“Didn’t mean to disturb you, Mr. Brando. But if we see two males in a parked car, our
 orders are to check it out.” 


	“What are you checking out?”


	“Homosexual conduct. I’ll give my wife a laugh when I tell her I asked Zapata if he was involved in
 homosexual conduct. No ticket, Mr. Brando, but it will be big news at the
 station if I get your autograph.” He held out his citation pad and a pen. “Would you mind?”


	“Okay.”



	“Seen all your pictures, in Zapata! you looked more Mexican than Rodriguez who has got the locker next to me.”



	“What do you do if you find two males having sex?” Marlon asked. 
            

	“Depends. If they’re way out of line or if they get rough, we run them in.”


	“Fags get rough sometimes?” He had written his name and was adding curlicues. 
            

	“Better believe it. I had to call for backup once.”


	“The fags scare you?”


	“No, I don’t get scared, just you want to let them know they’re not going to break the law, the law’s going to break them. If they resist arrest on top of it, well, it can get a
 little rugged for them.”


	“Okay, Officer, thanks for the information. Tell Rodriguez hi for me,” Marlon said. He handed the pad back then rolled up the window. The cop was
 dismissed. 
            

	“Keep making those movies, Mr. Brando, we’ll all be watching.” The cop walked back to his car. 
            

	Marlon knew that sooner or later they—whoever “they” happened to be—would discover he was Marlon Brando and that would make his behavior, almost any
 behavior, acceptable. But even without his celebrity Marlon would confront
 authority believing that he was smarter, had higher octane fuel, greater
 commitment. He could outact them and dominate. 
            

	The police car backed up, turned left, its headlights sweeping through our
 interior, and drove away. We talked about how heterosexual couples up and down
 the beach could be fucking like stoats and all they’d get was a rebuke or a dirty comment. Two fornicating males would be brought in
 and worked on. 
            

	“Ever do fruity?” Marlon said. 
            

	“No. I have nothing against it, I just don’t get the urge about another guy. You?”


	“No. Around the theater there are always guys hitting on you, but I never got
 into anything,” Marlon said. “There was talk, they talked about Wally Cox and me.”


	“There’s talk about you and me.”


	“Yeah, the assholes that write the gossip columns want it to be true. The press
 says anything that sells newspapers, they don’t give a shit, they know you won’t sue, it would just call attention to the allegation. And if one out of fifty
 does sue, they’re insured. That’s why I don’t read any of it, I never respond to it.”


	“So it’s okay for us to kiss in public?”


	“Sure, holding each other’s butts.”


	We chuckled. Then just sat looking at the ocean. 
            

	“There was this girl who had been on several of the last pictures I made,” Marlon said, “loves to fuck, great fuck, handles on her ass. We do it in the trailer, on the
 roof, my house, her house. She’s married. One night I was at her house, I’m in the saddle, and her husband comes in the front door. I’m pulling up my drawers and waddling to the window like a guy in a French farce
 hoping the husband doesn’t want to fight. But he’s real pleasant when he comes in, Señor Brando, happy to meet you, so good to have you in our house.”


	I laughed, not just at the perfection of the accent, but at the whole Mexican
 scene Marlon was creating. I’d always think when he started one of these improvisations that there should be
 an audience, this was his finest acting, it’s too good for just one person to be seeing. 
            


	“I’m not sure how to take this mi casa es su casa shit, there’s sex smells everywhere from me and his Rose of the Rancho, and that makes me a
 little tight with the smiling back. But he’s frisky, he’s rutting around and smiling and asking if I want anything—because he’s not concerned about wifey, what he wants, you see, is to suck my cock. And my
 Spanish Rose is standing there with a smile saying yes, sí, sí, Marlon, is good.”



	“I hope you told him you didn’t know him well enough.”


	“It was surreal, you can’t just say thanks but no thanks. I just sort of whinnied and headed out.”


	“So you and Juanito are going to make it a regular Friday-night thing?”


	“It’s not Juanito, it’s … I don’t even know what his name is.”


	“At Black-Foxe, my military school,” I tell him, “there was this huge, fat kid. He always had sex books with pictures. He’d come into your room during study hours at night and let you read them. But he
 had to stay. You’d start looking at these naked girls and he’d put his hand on your dick. You’d whack it away. He’d put it back. You’d yank it off again and crack it hard. The whole thing would get faster and
 faster like a tinikling dance in the Philippines. And you’d look up and there was this puffed and purple face. That was a stopper. I’d close the book and give it to him. He would be shaking to have some kind of
 sex but he’d get up and go, he kept his dignity. It was kind of farcical and kind of
 tragic, in all that heat not one word was said between us.”


	“If you said anything to him it would mean you were sharing something with him,” Marlon said as he looked out at the darkened ocean. 
            

	“Probably so.”


	“Amazing how mental sex is,” Marlon said. “It’s the idea that makes something sexually powerful.”


	“Yeah, the fantasies about what might be.”



	“And what mustn’t be.” Marlon responded. “I remember reading in Margaret Mead’s book Coming of Age in Samoa about all their sexual taboos. You’re not supposed to have sexual thoughts about your second cousin, so naturally
 all you can think about is throwing a leg over your second cousin. What kind of
 fantasies do you suppose that cop has?”



	“Probably real mundane ones,” I said. “Two badgers bit­ing his balls.”


	“Yeah,” Marlon added, “a zebra kissing him on the mouth.” 


	“A little sexual frou-frou, Saran Wrap tied on his ears,” from me. 
            

	Chuckling, quiet. 


	“It’s crazy what people like you for,” Marlon said. “They think that’s you on the screen. That cop would like to be riding around on a motorcycle
 giving people shit the way I did in The Wild One. Ah, he’s probably okay, but take away his flashlight and his nightstick and he’s nobody.”



	“Yes. ‘For what are kings when regiment is gone?’” I said. 
            

	“Shakespeare?” Marlon asked. 
            


	“Christopher Marlowe. Edward II.”




“Who says it?” Marlon wanted to know. 
            


	“The king,” I respond. “He’s fled London, his army’s gone, and only two of his retinue are left. He knows it’s near the end. ‘But what are kings when regiment is gone,’” he says, “‘but perfect shadows in a sunshine day.’”


	“How come you know a line from a Christopher Marlowe play?”


	“I heard it, I thought it was beautiful, I wanted to remember it.”


	“But how come those things stick with you, George? Everybody wants to remember
 things, most people have trouble remembering their kids’ birthdays.”


	“I don’t get any credit, Mar, I didn’t write it, I just remembered it.”


	“No, you don’t get any credit, your brain is an anteater you don’t have control of, it sniffs up information and whistles it into some filing
 box.”


	I laughed. “I think I remember things,” I said, “because when I was a kid a lot of the time I didn’t understand what was going on. If I remembered everything I’d be better prepared for whatever was coming next time.”


	“Yeah, fear is the best motivator. What was it again?”


	“‘But what are kings, when regiment is gone?’”


	“Jesus, perfect,” Marlon said. 
            




For lunch, Marlon wanted to move into the living room. He got out of bed and we
 made the slow trek with the oxygen cylinder rolling behind us. As a matter of
 habit we sat opposite each other on the sofas in his living room, he at the far
 right end of his, I in the middle of mine. On the end table next to him is his
 phone with the many buttons on it. Punching them in different combinations he
 can talk to Angela wherever she is in the house. He can also, without being
 detected, monitor any phone conversation in the house. Everyone who works there
 knows this, so even the most trusted launder their conversations. Also on the
 end table is his CD player and two small speakers. He has stored a potpourri of
 selections from Nat King Cole favorites to Poulenc piano pieces. They play
 quietly in the background. 
            

	I am at peace, I have been part of so many talks and meetings and parties and
 dinners in this room. From my beginning days in the movie business, through
 meetings where directors were trying to lure Marlon into their projects,
 through unbearable moments after my son had died from drugs, and later, after
 Marlon’s son killed his half sister’s boyfriend, through all that happens in any forty-eight-year span, so much of
 it did we talk about here. This house, this room, are utterly familiar to me. 
            

	There is a fireplace on the wall to my left, his right, toward which the sofas
 are oriented, there is a wide, dark-wood coffee table between them. A vase,
 sometimes two, holds flowers that Angela has picked and arranged. 
            

	Marlon’s two huge dogs are lying on the floor; Franny, a mastiff named for Marlon’s sister, weighs, I would guess, over a hundred pounds, as does Sonny, a
 rottweiler. He is big and black with brown trim and a ballbearing-hard head.
 Angela has brought our lunch and set it on the coffee table. This is a cue for
 the dogs, they rise to participate. I am the guest, the target, I will offer
 least resistance, so they come to me, pushing in between the sofa and the
 coffee table. Franny comes first, Sonny tries to squeeze in beside her, but
 there isn’t room, so he hangs back, his head above her withers. 
            

	Sonny has a little jocularity in him, he brings a playfulness to this food
 pursuit. Not Franny, the drool starts from under her dewlaps and she peers at
 me with mirthless eyes. “You and I are going to share what’s on that plate,” her expression says, “s’get some of it moving my way.” She edges in closer, the black dewlaps and the dolorous eyes are over my thigh.
 She pushes her big head into my stomach. “That stuff on the table, s’go.”


	I take a piece of something off the plate and put it under her mouth. There is
 a spike in the room’s sound level as her saliva-soaked mandibles pull apart and she hauls the morsel
 into her maw. You can put anything into that glopping machinery, items that are
 totally noncanine, olives with pits in them, asparagus, éclairs, escargots, all will be masticated then sucked down. The sopping sounds
 are punctuated by a snare drum rimshot as something hard is broken by her jaws. 
            

	The sounds from Franny slow, then cease. Her spatula tongue tours her upper lip
 then goes back inside, her mouth is open. “That was good, ready for more.” She shoves her head into my belly again. “S’go, champ, hook it up.”


	The immensity of her body, her head, her eating apparatus, her indifference to
 the texture or taste of what goes into her mouth, make me laugh. Franny doesn’t share the fun, she pushes forward, dripping saliva on my pant leg. “Forget the giggling, more.”


	Marlon has watched the interlude intently, any behavior, animal or human,
 absorbs him. He coughs. He puts his right hand, made into a soft fist, in front
 of his mouth and rocks to prepare his body for the second cough that is coming.
 It arrives, a two-stroke bark. “Barrh-herm.” He takes a deeper breath to prepare for the next wave of coughing. It’s of Olympic quality, faster, higher, stronger. 
            

	“Ach, God.” He coughs twice more. Nothing comes up, the pulmonary exertion has not improved
 his condition. He is wearing a cotton kimono, blue and white, loosely tied with
 an obi. The twisting and repositioning during the coughing have caused the
 kimono to open and I now have a good view of his belly and jockey shorts. 
            

	“If I lean back it makes me cough,” he says. But it seems to me the cough comes when it will, unrelated to how he
 is sitting. To avoid other coughs he has leaned forward, his elbows are resting
 on his thighs. Behind his arms the girdle of fat that surrounds his pectorals
 is visible; beneath that, outward and downward, flows his belly. 
            

	Because he’s leaning forward he has to peer upward to see me, this brings wrinkles to his
 forehead. Facing me is an old man, nose and mouth pushed closer together, hair
 gray and straggly. The cough comes again; we wait it out. The spasm holds
 through three, four, five more coughs, neither of us can avoid noticing. 
            

	“Mar,” I say, “with all the advances in medicine, isn’t there a suppressant that would stop what’s making you cough? You don’t bring anything up, there doesn’t seem to be an infec­tion, so the cough seems to have no function, couldn’t it just be suppressed?”


	“There’s scar tissue in the bottom of both lungs. They don’t know what causes it. I have an idiopathic pulmonary syndrome, meaning there’s something wrong but they don’t know what it is.” He paused. “It’s what Franny died of.”


	“So it could be genetic.”


	“Probably is. But they know a lot more today than they did when she died. It’ll get better. And if it doesn’t, fuck it, I’m not afraid, it can come anytime.”





He is leery of the people he has to talk to and that he doesn’t want to talk to, weary from the money he has to make to keep his world
 functioning.  
            

	He isn’t going to die right away, but now it is thinkable that one morning he might not
 wake up, or one day he might be seized with a coughing fit that he can’t stop, he’d be on the floor like an upside-down insect trying to roll over and get his
 breath. And unable to. 
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