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“Can I tell you something weird?”





“Can I tell you something weird?” he asked. This probably isn’t a valid question, because one can never say no to such an inquiry. But this is what he asked me.


“Of course,” I said in response. “Always.”


“Okay, well … great. That’s great.”


He collected his thoughts for fourteen seconds.


“Something is happening to me,” he said. “I keep thinking about something that happened to me a long time ago. Years ago. Like, this thing happened to me in eighth fucking grade. This is a situation I hadn’t even thought about for probably ten or fifteen years. But then I saw a documentary that reexamined the Challenger explosion, and this particular event had happened around that same time. And what’s disturbing is that—now—I find myself thinking about this particular afternoon constantly. I have dreams about it. Every time I get drunk or stoned, I inevitably find myself sitting in a dark room, replaying the sequence of the events in my mind, over and over again. And the details I remember from this 1986 afternoon are unfathomably intense. Nothing is missing and nothing is muddled. And I’m starting to believe—and this, I suppose, is the weird part—that maybe this day was the most important day of my entire life, and that everything significant about my personality was created on this one particular afternoon. I’m starting to suspect that this memory is not merely about a certain day of my life; this memory is about the day, if you get my meaning.”


“I think I do,” I said. “Obviously, I’m intrigued.”


“I thought you would be,” he replied. “In fact, that’s why I specifically wanted to talk to you about this problem. Because the story itself isn’t amazing. It’s not like my best friend died on this particular day. It’s not like a wolf showed up at my school and mauled a bunch of teachers. It’s not a sad story, and it’s not even a funny story. It’s about a junior-high basketball game.”


“A junior-high basketball game.”


“Yes.”


“The most important day in your life was a junior-high basketball game.”


“Yes.”


“And you’re realizing this now, as a thirty-three-year-old chemical engineer with two children.”


“Yes.”


I attempted to arch my eyebrows to suggest skepticism, but the sentiment did not translate.


“Obviously, this story isn’t really about basketball,” he said. “I suppose it’s kind of about basketball, because I was playing a basketball game on this particular afternoon. However, I have a feeling that the game itself is secondary.”


“It always is,” I said.


“Exactly. So, here’s the situation: when I was in eighth grade, our basketball team was kind of terrible. You only play a ten-game schedule when you’re in eighth grade, and we lost four of our first six games, a few of them by wide margins. I was probably the best player on the team, and I sucked. We were bad. We knew we were bad. And on the specific afternoon I’m recalling, we were playing the Fairmount Pheasants. We had played Fairmount in the first game of the year, and they beat us by twenty-two points. Fairmount only had three hundred people in their whole goddamn town, but they had the best eighth-grade basketball team in rural southeast North Dakota that winter.”


“That’s tremendous,” I said.


“They had a power forward named Tyler RaGoose. He was the single most unstoppable Pheasant. He was wiry and swarthy and strong, and he almost had a mustache; every great eighth-grade basketball player almost has a mustache. The rumor was that he could dunk a volleyball and that he had already fucked two girls, one of whom was a sophomore. It seemed plausible. They also had a precocious, flashy seventh grader who played point guard—I think his name was Trevor Monroe. He was one of those kids who was just naturally good at everything: he played point guard in the winter, shortstop in the summer, and quarterback in the fall. I’m not sure if Fairmount had a golf course, but I assume he was the best chipper in town if they did. They had this guy named Kenwood Dotzenrod who always looked sleepy, but he could get fouled whenever he felt like it. That was his gift—he knew how to get fouled. Do you remember Adrian Dantley? That stoic dude who played for the Utah Jazz and the Detroit Pistons with a really powerful ass? Kenwood Dotzenrod was like a white, thirteen-year-old Adrian Dantley. It seemed like he shot twelve free throws every night. These were just perfect, flawless Pheasants. And it’s hard to understand how that happened, because—once those kids got into high school—Fairmount defined mediocrity. They were never better than a .500 club. But as junior-high kids, they were a potato sack full of wolverines. They were going to humiliate us, and everybody in my school seemed to know this.


“Because we were junior-high kids, the game started right after school. It was scheduled for 4:15 P.M. That school day was interminable. I was wearing a gray acrylic sweater and cargo pants, because our coach didn’t let us wear jeans on game days. It was a different era, I suppose—no rap music. I remember walking around the school in those idiotic cargo pants, eating corndogs at lunch, pretending to care about earth science, and just longing for 4:15. Because I had this irrefutable, unexplainable premonition that we were going to play great that day. I didn’t think we would necessarily win, because Fairmount was better and they had the mustache dude, and we were lazy, underfed losers. But I still had a vague sense that we would not humiliate ourselves. We would execute and hustle, and the game would be close. This feeling was almost spiritual. And I was not the kind of kid who looked on the bright side of anything; I was never optimistic about any element of my eighth-grade life. But something made me certain that good things were on the horizon. We started warming up for the game at 3:55, and I can recall standing in the lay-up line and looking at the Pheasants at the other end of the court. Half of their team had spiky rat-tail haircuts, which was the style of the time. It was a different era, I suppose—Don Johnson and David Lee Roth defined masculinity. The gym felt especially hot and especially dry. I couldn’t make myself sweat. I remember thinking, Our school needs a humidifier. Our cheerleaders weren’t even paying attention to us. They were probably looking at Tyler RaGoose’s potential mustache.”


“So did your team play well?” I asked. “Was your intuition correct?”


“Fuck, yeah,” he responded immediately. “We couldn’t have played any better than we did. I mean, remember: we were junior-high kids. We were just little guys—half our squad weighed less than one hundred pounds. I still didn’t have pubic hair. But we played like basketball geniuses. Fairmount scored on the first possession of the game, we scored on the second possession, and it just went back and forth like that for the entire first half. Nobody on either team seemed to miss. Do you recall when Villanova upset Georgetown in the 1985 NCAA championship game? It was like we were all possessed by the spirit of Villanova. This was unlike any junior-high game I’ve ever witnessed, before or since. It was better than half of the shit they show on ESPN2. That Trevor Monroe kid—this spiky-haired little elf who was maybe five feet tall—knocked down three twenty-one-foot jump shots in a row. My memories of this are all so goddamn vivid. It actually freaks me out, because I barely remember anything else from that winter; I barely remember anything else from that entire school year. But I somehow recall that the score was 35 to 33 in Fairmount’s favor with ten seconds left in the first half, and somebody from our team dribbled the ball off his own foot. Trevor Monroe rushed the rock up the court and threw a blind bounce pass to a kid named Billy Barnaby in the right corner; Barnaby was a 4.00 student, and he was probably the only fourteen-year-old boy in Fairmount who actively liked poetry. Girls felt safe around him—he looked like Topher Grace. I jumped in his direction, but Barnaby threw in a fadeaway jumper at the buzzer, pushing Fairmount’s halftime lead to four points. When the rock nestled in the net, Barnaby awkwardly clapped his hands and sprinted into the visitors’ locker room with one fist in the air. It was like he had just blown up a federal building with the White Panthers. It was intense.


“Now, the second half was more like a standard junior-high basketball game. There was less scoring, and we behaved like normal eighth graders. Players would fuck up on occasion. But every possession was still akin to the Bataan death march. I don’t think I have ever wanted anything as much as I wanted to win that game. I mean, what else in my life did I care about? I was fourteen. What else mattered to me? Nothing. There was nothing I cared about as much as playing basketball against other eighth graders. I had no perspective. I suppose I liked my bedroom, and I liked girls who owned Def Leppard cassettes, and I liked being Catholic. I liked eating gravy. But this game felt considerably more important than all of those things. If I were to play in a Super Bowl or the World Series tomorrow night, it wouldn’t feel as monumental as this event felt twenty years ago. I could not comprehend any valuable existence beyond this specific basketball game; my eighth-grade worldview was profoundly telescopic. I suspect this depth of emotion can only happen when you’re that particular age.”


“And I assume this realization is what you were referring to earlier,” I said. “I assume this realization is why that afternoon was the most important afternoon of your life: it was the cognition of your deepest desire.”


“No,” he said. “That’s not it. That’s not even close. The thing is, it started to look like this game was going to go into overtime. It was 48 to 48. Fairmount had the ball, and the semi-mustachioed RaGoose drove the baseline and scored with maybe twenty seconds remaining. We could not contain his machismo. So now we were behind, 50 to 48. Still, I believed we would somehow tie things up. I was certain we would score; for the whole game, we had always managed to score when we truly needed to score. But this time, we didn’t. We turned it over. We were trying to feed our post player, and the ball ricocheted off his paw. So now the Pheasants had the ball with a two-point lead, and I had to intentionally foul Kenwood Dotzenrod with five seconds remaining. It was the only way to stop the clock. It was an act of desperation. I was desperate. It was the most desperate thing I’ve ever done.”


“So … you lost,” I said. “And I gather that this must be one of those stories about dealing with heartache: this was when you realized that losing can be more meaningful than winning.”


“No,” he said. “We ended up winning this game. Kenwood Dotzenrod missed his free throw. He shot a line drive at the front of the iron and the ball bounced straight into my hands; I called time-out while I was catching it. Our coach designed a play that didn’t work, but that aforementioned post player—Cubby Jones, a semi-fundamentalist Christian who’s now a high-school math teacher—got fouled at midcourt with one second remaining. One of the lesser Pheasants stupidly went for the steal—remember, we were just eighth graders. We were all stupid. So now Cubby Jones had to make both of these free throws with one second on the clock, which is an insane amount of pressure to put on a fourteen-year-old named Cubby. But he rattled in the first shot and swished the second, and the game went into overtime. And—not to brag or anything, because this is just what happened—I ended up hitting a sixteen-foot jump shot at the buzzer at the end of OT. We won 56 to 54. It was the greatest night of my life, at least up to that point. So I suppose I am technically the hero of this particular anecdote.”


We both finished our beverages.


“Curious,” I said. “Don’t take this the wrong way, but I’m a little disappointed. This story is far more conventional than I anticipated. I would never have assumed that the biggest moment of your existence would be making a jump shot before you had pubic hair. To be frank, this is kind of a rip-off. You’ve made dozens of confessions that were far more consequential than this.”


“But I still haven’t told you the part that I remember most,” he said. “Winning the game, making the shot … I remember those things, yes. They made me happy at the time. They are positive memories. But the moment I remember more than any other—the moment that is more than just a nostalgic imprint—is the feeling that came after desperately fouling Kenwood Dotzenrod. Because when that happened, I was certain we had lost. Everything felt hopeless. It seemed unlikely that Kenwood would miss, implausible that we would get a reasonable opportunity to score if such a miss occurred, and impossible that such an opportunity would result in any degree of success. And I had invested so much energy into the previous twenty-three minutes and fifty-five seconds of this eighth-grade basketball game. I had—at some point, probably late in the third quarter—unconsciously decided that losing this game would be no different than being alone forever. It would be the same as being buried alive. Everything else became trivial. So when I desperately slapped Kenwood Dotzenrod on the wrist and I heard the referee’s whistle, I felt the life drain from my blood. My bones softened. I felt this … this … this kind of predepression. Like, I knew I couldn’t be depressed yet, because the game was still in progress. I still had to try to win, because that is what you do whenever you play any game. You try to win. You aren’t allowed to give up, even philosophically. I still had to pretend that those final five seconds had meaning, and I could not outwardly express fear or sadness or disappointment. But I instantly knew how terrible I would feel when I went to bed that evening. I could visualize my future sadness. And because I was an eighth-grader—because I had no fucking perspective on anything—I assumed this would bother me for the rest of my life. It seemed like something that would never go away. So I stood on the edge of the free-throw lane, tugging on the bottom of my shorts, vocally reminding my teammates to box out, mentally preparing myself for a sadness that would last forever.”


“Interesting,” I said. “It seems that you are describing how it feels to be doomed.”


“Yes!”


“And this sense of doom is why an eighth-grade basketball game remains the most important moment of your life?”


“Maybe,” he said. “Actually, yes.”


“But you weren’t doomed,” I said. “You won the game. That one guy, the white Adrian Dantley … what was his name again?”


“Kenwood Dotzenrod.”


“Right. Kenwood Dotzenrod did, in fact, miss. Your team did, in fact, get an opportunity to score, and Cubby Jones did, in fact, make his free throws. You were never doomed. And even if this scenario had ended differently—even if Kenwood Dotzenrod had made one of his free throws, or if Cubby had missed one of his—your adolescent sadness would have been fleeting. You would have been sad for a week, or a month, or maybe even a year. But those things fade. This is just something specific that you happen to remember, and—because you seem to be actively dwelling upon its alleged significance—you unconsciously re-create all the other details you’ve forgotten. That’s why it seems so vivid: you’re making it vivid, just by talking about it. I mean, come on: everybody has a basketball game they remember, or a girl they kissed during Pretty in Pink, or some alcoholic cousin who died in a hunting accident. Or whatever. You know what I mean? It all seems so arbitrary, and—at least in this case—completely backward. You’re disturbed about something meaningless that worked out exactly the way you wanted. It’s not just that I don’t understand what this metaphor signifies; I honestly don’t know if this story involves any metaphor at all. Where is the conflict? What is the problem? I mean, you said it yourself: technically, you are the hero of this story.”


“Yes,” he said in response. “Technically, I am. But isn’t that always the problem?”
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SOUTHERN-FRIED SEX KITTEN







Britney Spears is the most famous person I’ve ever interviewed. She was also the weirdest. I assume this is not a coincidence.


The main thing I remember about this interview is that I spent (what seemed like) twelve thousand years waiting for her photo shoot to end. There was minor chaos during the shoot, because—at the last minute—Britney decided she did not want to be photographed pantless, and that specific pantless image was (in truth) the main reason Esquire wanted to do a story on her. They needed a pantless Britney on the cover of their magazine. Her refusal created an intense dichotomy among her handlers: Britney’s family members didn’t want her to do anything overtly sexy, but her publicity team (whom she later fired) only wanted her to do things that were overtly sexy. She eventually agreed with her publicist. The singular upside to the photo shoot was the cookies; someone was responsible for providing Britney with warm chocolate chip cookies at all times, and they were fucking awesome.


After I spent my time with Spears, people kept asking me, “What is she really like?” My answer was usually, “I don’t know, and I don’t think she does, either.” And that’s not sarcasm; I honestly believe Britney Spears was so insulated from the public (and so exhaustively governed by the people trying to control her image) that she became unable to differentiate between (a) the person who was famous and (b) the person she actually was. I suspect this is why she kept making so many strange decisions in the wake of this interview (i.e., getting married in Las Vegas to someone she barely liked, wearing T-shirts that said things like “MILF in Training,” constantly being photographed barefoot in public, etc.). Her management team directed so much emphasis toward turning her into an unsophisticated semi-redneck that she now has no idea what is normal and what is marketing. I suppose her life is exciting, but I suspect it’s a pretty terrible way to live; I don’t think she has any idea what’s really happening to her.


That said, I did notice that her Southern accent always seemed to mysteriously disappear whenever she became annoyed with my questions. Maybe she’s the blond Machiavelli.


Because the photos that ran with this story were pretty hot, Esquire cut about seven hundred words out of my profile to create more space for the pictures. This is the original draft.





BENDING SPOONS


WITH BRITNEY SPEARS


(NOVEMBER 2003)


Twenty feet away from me, Britney Spears is pantless. Her sculpted hair makes her look like Marilyn Monroe on a date with DiMaggio, assuming they’re going to Manhattan’s finest pantless restaurant. She’s wearing a sweater that probably costs more than my parents’ house, and her white heels add five inches to her five-foot-four pantless frame. Oh, and did I mention she’s pantless? She’s not wearing any pants.


This is a hard detail to ignore.


This is a hard detail to ignore because the number of men who have seen a pantless Britney belong to a highly select fraternity: it’s Justin Timberlake, her gynecologist, the photographer who’s doing this particular photo shoot, and (maybe) the frontman for a fourth-rate rap-metal outfit from Jacksonville, Florida. That’s more or less everybody. And—perhaps stupidly—I actually thought I was about to rush this semi-pathetic frat; I honestly believed the reason I was invited to this Manhattan photo shoot was to glimpse Britney’s vagina and write about its cultural significance. Somehow, that seemed like the only logical explanation as to why Britney’s naked ass was being unleashed on the cover of this magazine; this whole affair must be an aggressive, self-conscious reinvention. I mean, why else would I have been invited here? Why else would Spears have just released the (ahem) “news” that she lost her virginity at the age of eighteen (a story that surfaced only thirty-six hours before this very photo session)? Isn’t this how the modern media operates? Isn’t everything wholly overt?


Actually, no.


Britney’s secret garden will not be seen this afternoon, or at least not seen by me. All her pictures are ultimately shot behind a fifteen-foot-high opaque partition, and nary a heterosexual man is allowed behind its wall. Apparently, the reason I am here is to be reminded that the essence of Britney Spears’s rawest sexuality is something I will never see, even though I know it’s there. This is why I am a metaphor for America, and this is also why Britney Spears is a metaphor for the American Dream. Culturally, there is nothing more trenchant than the fact that Britney Spears will never give it up, even though she already has.


Over the next ninety minutes, I will sit on a couch next to an ostensibly fully clothed Britney and ask her a battery of questions. She will not really answer any of them. Interviewing Britney Spears is like conducting a deposition hearing with Bill Clinton: regardless of the evidence, she does not waiver. “Why do you dress so provocatively?” I ask. She says she doesn’t dress provocatively. “But look what you’re wearing right now,” I say, and I have a point, because I ask this while looking at three inches of her inner thigh, her entire abdomen, and enough cleavage to choke a musk ox. “This is just a shirt and a skirt,” she responds. I ask her questions about her iconography, and she acts as though she has no idea what the word iconography even means. It is not that Britney Spears denies that she is a sexual icon, or that she disagrees with the assertion that she embodies the “madonna/whore” dichotomy more than any human in history, or that she feels her success says nothing about what our society fantasizes about. She doesn’t disagree with any of that stuff, because she swears she  has never even thought about it. Not even once. When I ask her to theorize about why American men are so fascinated with the concept of the wet-hot virgin, she legitimately acts as if it is the first time anyone has ever brought that query to her attention.


“That’s just a weird question,” she says. “I don’t even want to think about that. That’s strange, and I don’t think about things like that, and I don’t want to think about things like that. Why should I? I don’t have to deal with those people. I’m concerned with the kids out there. I’m concerned with the next generation of people. I’m not worried about some guy who’s a perv and wants to meet a freaking virgin.”


And suddenly, something becomes painfully clear: either Britney Spears is the least self-aware person I’ve ever met, or she’s way, way savvier than I shall ever be.


Or maybe both.




*





Britney smells excellent. She smells like fruit (kiwi in particular). Like many celebrities, she seems smaller in real life than she appears on television, but Spears also looks a little harder—sometimes brittle, sometimes fragile. As I ask her questions, I can tell she isn’t comfortable (at one point she gets up and walks away, but stops after five steps and returns to apologize). And the more I badger her, the more I find myself feeling sorry for dragging her through this process. For whatever the reason, I really want to love this person.


Compared to the depletion of the ozone layer or the war in Liberia, I concede that the existence of Britney Spears is light-years beyond trivial. But if you’re remotely interested in the cylinders that drive pop culture, it’s hard to overestimate her significance. She is not so much a person as she is an idea, and the idea is this: you can want everything, so long as you get nothing. The Western world has always been fixated with the eroticism of purity; that was how Brooke Shields sold Calvin Kleins, and that was how Annette Funicello sold the beach. But no one has ever packaged that schism like Britney Spears. She is the naughtiest good girl of all time. However, this philosophical chasm is not what makes her important; the chasm merely makes her rich. What makes Spears different is her abject unwillingness to recognize that this paradox exists at all. She never winks, she never cracks, and she never relents from her abject naïveté.


I realize this does not seem possible; it did not seem possible to me, either. But this is the crux of her genius. Over and over and over again, I interrogate Spears about the motivations behind her career arc, starting with the first video she ever made, “… Baby One More Time.” Arguably the last transcendent clip MTV ever aired, the sexual overtones of “… Baby One More Time” seem almost stupidly symbolic. Yet when I tell this to Britney, she finds the suggestion ridiculous.


“I was wearing a freaking Catholic school girl’s outfit!” she exclaims, which is (of course) exactly why everyone else in the universe views it as the hyperdriven exploitation of an unabashed taboo. But there is no subtext in Britney World. “I was just dancing and doing what I love. To me, that’s truly sexy. In so many videos these days, you see girls with their bras on, and they’re just hoochie mamas. Men don’t like that! Well, maybe some men do—the kind of men I’m not attracted to. But real people just want to see someone having a good time. They want to see someone shine.”


This is what makes Britney so different: she refuses to deconstruct herself. That falls in stark contrast with the previous generation of blond icons, most notably Madonna (who makes it clear that she controls every extension of her existence) and Pam Anderson (who refuses to take her own Barbie Doll bombast seriously). Madonna would never claim an outfit was merely “a skirt and a shirt.” Pam would never deny that her stardom is founded on strangers wanting to sleep with her. Both of those women know exactly what they’re doing, and they want you to realize that, too. But Spears wants everything to look like an accident, and this is crucial. If Britney were to forfeit anything—if she were to even casually admit that she occasionally uses her body as a commercial weapon—all of this would be over. She would immediately become like everybody else. But this will never happen. What keeps Britney perfect—what makes Britney perfect—is that she can produce a video where people lick the sweat off her body (as they did in 2001’s “I’m a Slave 4 U”) and still effortlessly insist the song has no relationship to sex whatsoever. (“It’s just about being a slave to the music,” she tells me.) On the day of our interview, Britney took another photograph for this magazine wearing only panties and pearls, and she pulled down the elastic of her underwear with her thumbs; if she would have pulled two inches more, Esquire would have become Hustler. But that reality does not affect her reality, which is that this picture has nothing to do with sex.




Britney: Haven’t you ever seen girls on the covers of magazines before? Did you see the J-Lo cover? She was wearing a bikini. Did you see the cover with Cameron Diaz on it?


CK: Yes I did. And why do you think those women did those photo shoots?


Britney: Because it’s the freaking cover of Esquire magazine! Why not? You get to look beautiful. It’s not that deep.


CK: So why exactly do you think the magazine puts women like that on its cover?


Britney: I don’t know. Maybe because those people are pretty and appealing, and they work their asses off, and they believe in themselves.


CK: Do you honestly believe that?


Britney: Well, some people might say it’s just to make money off of them and to sell magazines. But another reason—a better reason, and the one I choose—is that they do it to inspire people.





Britney is like the little kid who freaks out Keanu Reeves in The Matrix: You say you want to bend a spoon? Well, the first thing you need to realize is that there is no spoon.




• • •





I’m not supposed to ask Britney about Justin Timberlake. This rule is made very clear to me the moment I arrive at the photo shoot. Granted, everyone knows that Spears and the former ’N Sync member used to live together, and everyone knows about their breakup, and everyone knows they (evidently) had sex when Spears was eighteen. But her handlers still request that I don’t ask any questions about their relationship. When I eventually ask Spears about this anyway, her response is extraordinarily innocuous. “The bottom line—and I hate talking about this, but whatever—is that we were both too young to be that serious with each other.” However, she does say that the alleged postbreakup “dance-off” at the L.A. club Lounge never happened, and she admits that she and Justin don’t speak anymore, even though she considers him a “creative genius.”


Viewed retrospectively, there’s no doubt the Justin-Britney romance helped Timberlake’s career more than hers—especially since Spears always insisted she was a virgin, even when they were living together. Optimistic thirteen-year-old girls could imagine Justin as the ultimate gentleman, perfectly content to keep his paws to himself while the foxiest girl on the planet sat around the house in her underwear, sucking on Popsicles and telling him to wait until she was ready. They were, in a sense, Virgin Royalty: super-rich, über-clean pop stars who epitomized just how wonderful teenage Americans could still be.


This is why it was so jarring to hear Fred Durst on The Howard Stern Show in February, graphically discussing his alleged sexual dalliances with Spears. Her encounter with the Limp Bizkit vocalist—regardless of its truth—publicly cemented Spears’s fall from grace; Durst is universally perceived as rock’s sleaziest baboon. Yet the moment Britney “explains” what happened, the gravity of the situation deflates. Here again, Spears’s persona becomes weirdly Clintonesque: deny, deny, deny … and then classify everything as old news.


“That was my fault for hanging out with people like that,” she says of Durst. “Fred was a very great guy. He was a nice guy. And at the time he was trying to come on to me, I wasn’t in the right frame of mind to have a relationship with anybody. So maybe I did hurt his ego, and [going on the radio] was his way of dealing with that. But I learned my lesson. And at the time, I was kind of confused, because my tour had just ended. Me and my girlfriends went out one night, and I was feeling like a free bird. But I really don’t want to talk about this.”


I have no idea what those last two statements are supposed to mean; either she obviously slept with him, or she obviously didn’t. The odds are 50–50. And this is a balance Britney either (a) consciously strives for, or (b) sustains without even trying. Cliché as it may sound, she is truly all things to all people: a twelve-year-old girl thinks she’s a hero; that girl’s older brother thinks she’s a stripper; that older brother’s girlfriend thinks she’s an example of why women hate themselves; that girlfriend’s father secretly wishes his own twelve-year-old daughter would invite Britney over for a slumber party. As long as she never dictates her character—as long as Spears never overtly says “This is who I am”—everyone gets to inject their own meaning. Subconsciously, we all get to rebrand Britney Spears.


“The public knows when someone is being honest,” she says. “The people know what’s real. This might be a weird analogy, but it’s like watching Friends on the TV. You just get what those people are talking about. It’s funny to you, and you’re drawn into them.”


Here again, we see the brilliance of Britney: on the surface, this statement is insane. Anyone who watches Friends would never argue it’s successful because of its authenticity, nor would it seem like those characters have conversations that reflect any kind of tangible normalcy.1 But every single week, twenty million people watch Friends. They see something in Chandler Bing and Phoebe Buffay that makes them happy. And what those twenty million people see is something that Britney sees—and perhaps Britney understands—in a way that most of us do not.


“Had I not went into music,” she tells me, “I probably would have gone to college and became a schoolteacher. That was my dream, because I love kids. Either that, or an entertainment lawyer.” For a moment, I think this is a joke. But it’s not a joke. But it’s brilliant. Schoolteacher, entertainment lawyer, pop star, African warlord—what’s the fucking difference? “I’m famous,” she concedes, “but I’m not famous like freaking Brad Pitt or Jennifer Aniston. But in my weird little head, I just think we’re all here to inspire each other. We’re all equal. We just bounce off of each other and show the world what we can do.”


Logic would suggest that Spears’s upcoming fourth album will be a reinvention, and that she will try to attract a more mature audience (much like Christina Aguilera did with her album Dirrty and a freshly conceived “Gothic Hooker” image). Britney says nay. “Actually, the record label wanted me to do certain kinds of songs, and I was like, ‘Look, if you want me to be some kind of sex thing, that’s not me.’ I will never do that. I’m still doing what I love to do.”


So that settles it. Don’t be fooled by the photos that accompany this story, true believers: Britney Spears is not going to become “some kind of sex thing.” She is still the person you want to imagine. She always will be. And she is making that decision; you are not.


“I was just talking about sexuality with my makeup artist,” she tells me a mere ten minutes into our conversation, “and I was explaining to her that—when I was thirteen years old—I used to walk around my house completely naked. And my dad would say, ‘Britney, put some clothes on, we have people over.’ My family just always walked around the house naked. We were earthy people. I’ve never been ashamed of my body. We were very free people.”


True. And I’m sure this has no freaking significance whatsoever.




1. In retrospect, I might be wrong on this point. I think the evolution of Friends over its ten seasons makes my argument seem reasonable, because—after about 1998—the show had completely transgressed into a vehicle for the on-screen personalities of its six stars. By its conclusion, none of the characters on Friends seemed even semi-real and all the dialogue sounded like skit comedy. But when the program was conceived in 1994, most of the action was built around relatively plausible problems; I recall one episode from the second season where three of the characters (Chandler, Ross, and Monica) had decent jobs while the other three were essentially unemployed, and that economic disparity created a class issue among people who normally perceived themselves as peers (and which manifested itself through a Hootie and the Blowfish concert). This is a common problem for young people who enter the job market immediately after college, as many of their collegiate friends are left eating ramen noodles while they earn actual money. This, I suppose, would suggest that Friends did illustrate “authenticity” and “normalcy.” Britney is like Max Weber.






















(THIS HAPPENED IN) OCTOBER







U2 is the most self-aware rock band in history. This generally works to their advantage.


There are myriad reasons why U2 has been successful, but the quality I found most relevant was the depth of their inwardly focused consciousness. They are not an inauthentic band, but they are also not an organic band; nothing about U2 is accidental. ABC sports broadcaster Al Michaels likes to tell an anecdote about Howard Cosell: Michaels claims he once watched Cosell break up a fistfight between a couple of anonymous thugs. After it was over, Michaels asked Cosell how he found the guts to get involved in a random street brawl between two hyperaggressive maniacs, both of whom could have killed him. “I know who I am,” Cosell said in response. Bono is the same way; Bono knows who he is.


What Bono can see (and what so many other groups tend to miss) is the relationship between capitalism and freedom. U2 never had to worry about Island Records interfering with their musical vision because the band understands a very basic equation: as long as they make everyone money, they will be allowed to do whatever they want. It’s assumed that any time an entity becomes corporate, that entity loses its autonomy; this was not the case with U2. As U2 grew larger and larger, they actually became more free. When I met them in fall of 2004, they had a limitless kind of autonomy that surpassed any indie band on any independent label. I’ve never met a rock group more satisfied with the condition of their career.


Because Bono always behaves like he’s being filmed for a documentary, he gave me bushels of material. I think I was able to type this entire piece in less than an hour. However, the rest of the experience sucked. Dublin was cold and wet, and the pubs were filled with American tourists who didn’t understand how to be drunk in public. All my friends at SPIN told me that I would love Ireland and that complete  strangers would want to make conversation at every bar I stumbled into; this only happened once, and the guy turned out to be a Norwegian white supremacist. I had one good meal, and it was at a Hard Rock Cafe. I should never go anywhere.





MYSTERIOUS DAYS


(DECEMBER 2004)


“The job of art is to chase away ugliness,” Bono tells me as he twists the ignition key of his Maserati Quattroporte. “So let’s start with the roads. Cars are so ugly. America is supposedly the country that brought us the love of the automobile, yet they haven’t produced a beautiful car in decades. Americans used to make feminine cars with a sense of humor, but now it’s all SUVs. The Germans kind of picked up the slack for a while, but the Italians ultimately were the ones that took them on. But the Italians pick such arrogant names. Do you know what Quattroporte means? Four-door. It means four-door.”


Bono laughs, and I pretend to understand why this is funny. I’m not sure why an expository word like quattroporte would seem pretentious, but I certainly can’t disagree with his core argument: this is not an ugly car. This is, in fact, the nicest automobile I’ve ever touched; I’ve never even had a dream that included a vehicle like this. Sitting in the passenger seat is like being inside a spaceship. I have just spent the last two hours interviewing Bono about the new U2 album, How to Dismantle an Atomic Bomb, their tenth career album and their first release in over four years. He is about to drive me back to the Clarence Hotel in Dublin’s Temple Bar area, a hotel that Bono co-owns with guitarist the Edge (and which includes a restaurant where Bono plans to have supper with an eighty-two-year-old Irish painter). Our conversation (conducted on the ground floor of U2’s headquarters and recording studio) touched on numerous questions, some about music but mostly about politics and celebrity and the meaning of freedom. However, there is only one question about U2 that actually matters, and I’m still trying to figure it out while this four-door Maserati backs out of the studio’s garage: is Bono for real, or is Bono full of shit?


We begin driving away from the studio, a faceless two-story building nestled along the canal in Dublin’s most relentlessly industrial neighborhood. Suddenly, Bono—who is wearing sunglasses to spite the darkness—spots four teenagers sitting on a bench in the dark, huddled next to some U2 graffiti and bundled in sweaters (it’s fifty degrees outside, but it feels colder). Two of the girls are from Belgium, one girl is from Austria, and one guy is Irish. They have been sitting there for seven hours, hoping to see anything that vaguely resembles a transcendent rock band. “I’m going to talk to these kids,” Bono says as he stops the Maserati and jumps out. I can see him signing autographs in the rearview mirror. This strikes me as quaint, and I begin jotting down the event in my notebook. But then Bono opens the trunk and throws the teenagers’ bags inside. Suddenly, there are four pale kids climbing into the backseat of this car. I guess we’re lucky this is a Quattroporte.


“We’re gonna give these kids a ride,” says Bono. I look over my right shoulder at the girl from Austria, and I am able to see what it looks like when someone’s mind is blown out of her skull; I can almost see her brains and blood splattered across the rear window. The car takes off; Bono drives recklessly, accelerating and braking at random intervals. “Do you want to hear the new album?” he asks the glassy-eyed teenagers. This was over a month before How to Dismantle an Atomic Bomb would be released. They say yes. Bono punches up track four, “Love and Peace or Else.” He hits the play button, and it’s loud; it sounds like someone dropping the throttle on a Harrier jump jet. Bono starts singing along, harmonizing with himself. He’s playing air drums while he drives. The music changes, and he exclaims, “This is the Gary Glitter part!” The music changes again. “This is the Brian Wilson moment!” The teenagers aren’t even talking; they’re just kind of looking at one another, almost like they’re afraid this is some Celtic version of Punk’d. One of the kids specifically asks to hear “Miracle Drug,” which makes Bono nervous; he is worried that the album may have leaked to the Internet. But he plays it anyway, still singing along, and he turns the volume even higher when we get to the lyrics “Freedom has a scent / Like the top of a newborn baby’s head.” He calls these two lines the best on the album. This behavior is incredibly charming, and a little embarrassing, and amazingly weird. But we eventually get to the hotel, and Bono drives up on the sidewalk. He unloads the kids’ bags, and they walk away like zombies. The two of us amble into the Clarence. We shake hands in the lobby, and then Bono disappears into the restaurant to meet some aging painter I’ve never heard of. And I find myself thinking, Did this really just happen? Am I supposed to believe he does this kind of thing all the time, even when he doesn’t have a reporter in the front seat of his car? And does that even matter? Was that car ride the greatest moment in those four kids’ lives? Was this whole thing a specific performance, or is Bono’s entire life a performance? And if your entire life is a performance, does that make everything you do inherently authentic? Is this guy for real, or is this guy completely full of shit?


Which is kind of how our conversation had started two hours ago.




*





Two hours before I sat in his Maserati with some freaked-out Belgian teenagers, Bono and I began our dialogue about rock ’n’ roll by discussing a computer company. I had already interviewed bassist Adam Clayton two days before, and he was fine (he was smart and sarcastic, and he has very large hands). I had interviewed the Edge earlier that afternoon, and he was equally fine (serious and soft-spoken and wearing that stupid skullcap). I’ll talk to drummer Larry Mullen next week over the telephone, and he will be likewise affable. They are all quotable people, and—within the context of the band—they are all equally important. Their longtime producer Brian Eno once said U2 was “the only real group” he’d ever met, because their music is so dependent on the interlocking, democratic nature of the songwriting. But from a cultural perspective—from the perspective of someone who is interested in what U2 is supposed to mean—Bono is pretty much the whole band. He’s probably the least musical member of U2, but he talks more than the other three members combined—I have never met anyone who likes being interviewed more than Bono.1 He can talk about anything. And the first thing he talks about is the kind of thing rock singers rarely talk about; the first thing he talks about is Steve Jobs.


“The company that best exemplifies the marriage of technology and pop culture is Apple,” Bono says as he paces the floor. “They understand music. They like music. They like the art object. The iPod is probably the greatest pop object since the electric guitar. We—as a band—feel strongly about the iPod. We—as a band—talked about the idea for an iPod years ago. We—as a band—are fans of Apple.”


We are in a room with a telephone. Bono points to the telephone.


“We have just now—ten minutes ago—made a partnership with Apple, right on that very phone,” he continues. “We want to work with them. The Edge wants to work with their scientists. We want to play with their design team. We want to be in their commercial. We will do a commercial with Apple for our album, and no money will change hands—which is important, because we have been offered boatloads of money from many other people. But we will make an Apple commercial that’s as good as any video. And next year, you will be able to go to a U2 show and download the concert onto your iPod. We’re going to make a digital box set, where you can get every U2 album and every U2 B-side and every U2 lyric, all at once. We want to do this because we like their company. It’s art, commerce, and technology colliding.”


It strikes me that Bono is talking about Apple the same way he talks about Rwandan genocide. He is nothing if not charismatic; if he worked in advertising, we would probably say he has a strong “force of personality.” But it also feels a little odd to hear the leader of a rock band talking about how awesome it’s going to be to make a commercial for a computer company. I ask him if this partnership will require some kind of compromise, or if this move could somehow bring U2’s credibility into question.


“I’m very fond of Steve [Jobs] personally,” he responds. “I’m a fan of his company. And you know, we already operate within this kind of corporate structure. We’ve all been whining about how white rock ’n’ roll has its head in the sand on a lot of these issues and how hip-hop has a much more honest approach. Russell Simmons laughs at all those middle-class college kids who are preoccupied with the fear of selling out. I’ve never been afraid of commerce. I’ve never been afraid of people who run music companies. There is this cliché that artists are pure and businesspeople can’t be trusted. Well, in my life I’ve met a lot of artists who were real assholes, and I’ve met a lot of businessmen who walk their dogs. So these things aren’t true. We need new thinking.”


“New thinking” is one of Bono’s critical buzzwords: he wants the world to think differently about many, many things. He wants people to realize the war against AIDS is much more significant than the war against Iraq. He wants American taxpayers to believe that forgiving third world nations of their debt is more beneficial to the world than forcing them to pay it back. These are the causes he has embraced, and not without success; Bono is the most tangibly successful rock ’n’ roll activist of all time (he’s certainly the only rock star who has been taken seriously by United Nations Secretary General Kofi Annan, ultra-right-wing North Carolina senator Jesse Helms, and former U.S. Treasury Secretary Paul O’Neill). This is the man who prompted Time magazine to rhetorically ask whether or not he could “save the world.” So when one considers how much power Bono actually wields, and when one considers the state of the planet, and when one considers that U2 is metaphorically using words like dismantle and bomb in the context of an album title, one might assume that this U2 album will be the most overtly political album of 2004.


Which it is not.


How to Dismantle an Atomic Bomb is not political at all; it’s a wholly personal album, and many of the songs were inspired by the death of Bono’s father, Bob Hewson, who succumbed to cancer in August 2001. The songwriting process worked as it normally does for the band: the Edge brought in guitar demos, the band collaborated on the sonic skeletons and turned them into U2 songs, and Bono added the lyrics at the end. And though Bono fully intended these songs to be political, it just didn’t happen.


“When we make a record, it’s not a contrived process,” explains the Edge in his signature monotone. “It’s not like we sit down and say, ‘We’re going to write about this.’ I don’t think any of us thought, Let’s make a political record. But we certainly thought that was going to be part of it. I am a little bit surprised that it’s so personal. I was expecting it to be a little more political, but it hasn’t gone that way.”


What’s most interesting about Edge’s sentiment is how hard the band openly worked toward that goal. The album’s first single, “Vertigo” (which oddly resembles the Supremes’ “You Keep Me Hanging On”) was originally titled “Native Son,” and every single lyric was different; originally, it was completely a political track. But it felt forced; this was not a rebel song. What Bono ultimately realized is that you cannot be political just because other people assume it’s your job. No matter how many times he appears on The O’Reilly Factor, he’s still more of an artist than a politician.


“I write feelings, not thoughts,” Bono says while lying on a leather couch, the caricature of a therapy patient. “Feelings are much stronger than thoughts. We are all led by instinct, and our intellect catches up later.2 This album proves that point. I would have certainly preferred to take on the issues that I deal with politically, but what came out of me were the other things in my life I wasn’t tending to: my family, the hypocrisy of my own heart, and my father’s death. I mean, why aren’t I spending more time with my kids? Why am I trying to save other people’s kids instead? How can I sing about love when I’m never at home? There are a lot of things that need to be addressed in the world. But those other things just came pouring out of me.”




*





By the time you read this, the United States either has the same president it had a few weeks ago or it has a new president who is taller. That was not the case when I spoke to U2; during the week of our interviews, it was still September. Not surprisingly, we talked about the impending election (even less surprising, the Irish are far more interested in America than Americans are interested in Ireland). The Edge was open about his support for John Kerry, but Bono—supremely aware that he will have to work with whomever wins—remained staunchly nonpartisan. “I have forsaken my ability to talk about this issue,” he said, and I find it hilarious that he actually used the word forsaken. For the past twenty-five years, countless people have referred to Bono as “messianic.” Now he actually talks like Jesus.


Bono’s nonpartisanship has been the catalyst for everything he and his band have accomplished; it’s why he can work with legitimate political figures in a meaningful way, and it’s why U2 can become business partners with Apple without giving up on rock ’n’ roll. But it does raise a paradox: the reason U2 were (arguably) the most important band of the 1980s was because audiences felt they always took a side. What makes “Sunday Bloody Sunday” a powerful song is that something seemed to be at stake, even if you had no idea what happened in Northern Ireland during the winter of 1972. If anything, U2 seemed to care about things too much; there was no middle of the road on the drive toward Joshua Tree. And somewhat surprisingly, the band now expresses mild sheepishness about the 1980s, even though that era made them famous.


“If you had to reduce U2 down to the waving of the white flag, which is a moment from the War tour, that would be the worst thing,” says Clayton when I ask what he hopes U2 will not be remembered for in fifty years. “At the time, I think it was in the spirit of the performance. But we weren’t very ironic people back then. We were pretty serious people, and we didn’t see that we could have been a little more subtle about things like that. But, hey, as mistakes go, that’s probably not a bad one.”


Part of that revisionism might have to do with age; U2 have now moved into the ever-expanding idiom of Rock Bands Who Could Have Plausibly Fathered the People Who Now Buy Most of Their Albums (Bono is forty-four; Edge, forty-three; Clayton, forty-four; Mullen, forty-two). Their ironic distance also seems to be a product of the 1997 Pop album and its subsequent Pop-Mart tour, two projects that largely failed. “I think what happened with that record was this fusion of electronica and the club world, which was not foreign to us,” says Clayton. “But what we should have focused on were tracks that were going to be radio friendly. We presented tracks that sounded—in a European context—absolutely appropriate to what we’d hear on the radio. That whole record did a lot better in Europe. But American programmers wouldn’t play it. I think that was where we kind of screwed up.”


Still, the decision to tour with a giant lemon was important; it was the point where U2’s aesthetic changed completely. And this is still happening today: they are actively trying not to be self-aware, which (by definition) is completely impossible. But they’re still trying.


“I don’t think anyone who’s famous didn’t want to be famous,” says Bono, which might be true for everybody but is certainly true for him. “The people who hide in the shadows and cover their heads with their coats when they’re being photographed by the paparazzi probably think being famous is more important than it actually is, and—in a way—probably need fame more than anyone else. I’ve gotten to the stage where I almost forget I’m in a rock band, which was never the case in the 1980s. And that was annoying, because that wasn’t sexy. Self-consciousness is never sexy. I mean, I’ve watched myself being interviewed on TV, and I just think to myself, What an asshole.”




*





While I am in Dublin, Larry Mullen is in New York; when I return to New York, Larry Mullen returns to Dublin. For the past nine years, Mullen has been racked with back pain he credits to having never been taught how to play drums; because he sits behind the kit incorrectly, and because he holds his sticks incorrectly, and because he basically just “enjoys hitting things,” his spine has paid the price. He missed our scheduled initial conversation because he had to get medical treatment in the States. One of the things Bono casually mentioned in our interview was that Mullen is “incapable of lying,” an interesting quality to employ when describing a coworker. When Mullen telephones a week later, I describe the situation with Bono and his Maserati and the teenagers, and I ask if this was a constructed event or a guileless occurrence.


“Well, it would be very easy for me to just say, ‘Yes, it was guileless,’ because how would you ever know if I was lying?” Mullen says. “But the truth is that Bono really does do stuff like that all the time. He really has this insatiable urge to be all things to all people, even when we try to stop him. Now, does he act differently today than he did twenty-five years ago? Of course. But he has always had this desire to be everything. Bono thinks rock ’n’ roll is so shallow, in a way. He has always enjoyed the trappings of fame, but he feels this urge to balance it with something more substantial. He really is a walking contradiction. It’s always all or nothing with him. There is almost nothing in the middle.”


Like the other members of U2, Mullen—who technically founded the band by pinning a “musicians wanted” note on a school bulletin board as a fifteen-year-old—has slowly come to recognize just how bizarre his life has been. Like most bands, the 1979 incarnation of U2 had impossible dreams: they wanted to become famous, and they wanted to be on the radio constantly. They wanted to change the cultural climate. They wanted to be the Beatles and the Stones of their generation. But unlike 99.9 percent of fledgling rock bands, all of that pretty much happened.


“I think Bono probably did have a clear goal,” says Mullen. “But I was fifteen when we started playing. I was just enjoying the experience. And we had to work harder than most bands, because we couldn’t play and we didn’t understand songwriting at all. The truth is that we all had dreams, and we all wanted to be transcendent, but I don’t think anyone really believed any of that would happen.”


But here’s the thing: I think Bono did believe all that would happen. And even if he didn’t believe it, he’s certainly spent a lot of time thinking about it, because it seems like he’s thought about everything. At one point, we talked about the Pixies, one of roughly eighteen thousand artists Bono claims to adore. One of the things Bono loves about the Pixies was that they “invented something.” I ask Bono if he thinks U2 invented anything. His answer is like Bill Clinton’s speech after the 1995 Oklahoma City bombing3—it’s somehow completely natural and completely rehearsed (at the exact same time).


“Oh yeah,” Bono says, and—as he talks—I can vaguely hear the Edge playing the intro to “I Will Follow” through the walls of the studio. “I wouldn’t be holding my head up this high if I didn’t think that. If I can use the analogy of the spectrum, I think there are certain colors we absolutely own—certain sounds, certain emotions. We can write songs about God and have them right next to songs about girls. I think we weave God, sex, and politics together in a way that’s very unusual in white music. And I’m not saying this is a reason that someone should like our music, or that it proves we’re great—but I do think that can be said with some objectivity. I hope that doesn’t sound arrogant.”


Well, it sort of does. But arrogance doesn’t matter if you’re right.




1. This, however, is a little deceptive: I just received a copy of Bono: In Conversation with Michka Assayas. The book is essentially a one-person oral history; it’s a transcript of several dialogues between Bono and Assayas, a French journalist and longtime U2 fanatic. Many of the seemingly off-the-cuff remarks Bono made to me in October of 2004 were identical to things he said to Assayas during an interview they’d conducted two years earlier, all the way down to the specific words Bono stressed for emphasis. Like I said, nothing about U2 is accidental. But—then again—Assayas and I asked a lot of the same questions; I suppose it would actually be more troubling if he had said things that were completely different.


2. This sentence is probably the best description of U2’s career I’ve ever heard.


3. You may have noticed that this is the second time I’ve compared a musician’s oratory style to that of Bill Clinton’s. I made a similar analogy between Clinton and Britney Spears (although for very different reasons).






















CALL ME “LIZARD KING.” NO … REALLY. I INSIST.







When I was leaving Val Kilmer’s ranch house, he gave me a present. He found a two-page poem he had written about a melancholy farmer, and he ripped it out of the book it was in (in 1988, Val apparently published a book of free-verse poetry called My Edens After Burns). He taped the two pages of poetry onto a piece of cardboard and autographed it, which I did not ask him to do. “This is my gift to you,” he said. I still possess this gift. Whenever I stumble across those two pages, I reread Val Kilmer’s poem. Its theme is somewhat murky. In fact, I can’t even tell if the writing is decent or terrible; I’ve asked four other people to analyze its merits, and the jury remain polarized. But this is what I will always wonder: Why did Val Kilmer give me this poem? Why didn’t he just give me the entire book? Was Kilmer trying to tell me something?


The man did not lack confidence.





CRAZY THINGS SEEM NORMAL,


NORMAL THINGS SEEM CRAZY


(JULY 2005)


“I just like looking at them,” Val Kilmer tells me as we stare at his bison. “I liked looking at them when I was a kid, and I like looking at them now.” The two buffalo are behind a fence, twenty-five feet away. A 1,500-pound bull stares back at us, bored and tired; he stomps his right hoof, turns 180 degrees, and defecates in our general direction. “Obviously, we are not seeing these particular buffalo at their most noble of moments,” Kilmer adds, “but I still like looking at them. Maybe it has something to do with the fact that I’m part Cherokee. There was such a relationship between the buffalo and the American Indian—the Indians would eat them, live inside their pelts, use every part of the body. There was almost no separation between the people and the animal.”


Val Kilmer tells me he used to own a dozen buffalo, but now he’s down to two. Val says he named one of these remaining two ungulates James Brown, because it likes to spin around in circles and looks like the kind of beast who might beat up his wife. I have been talking to Kilmer for approximately three minutes; it’s 5:20 P.M. on April Fool’s Day. Twenty-four hours ago, I was preparing to fly to Los Angeles to interview Kilmer on the Sunset Strip; this was because Val was supposedly leaving for Switzerland (for four months) on April 3. Late last night, these plans changed entirely: suddenly, Val was not going to be in L.A. Instead, I was instructed to fly to New Mexico, where someone would pick me up at the Albuquerque airport and drive me to his 6,000-acre ranch. However, when I arrived in Albuquerque this afternoon, I received a voicemail on my cell phone; I was now told to rent a car and drive to the ranch myself. Curiously, his ranch is not outside Albuquerque (which I assumed would be the case, particularly since Val himself suggested I fly into the Albuquerque airport). His ranch is actually outside of Santa Fe, which is seventy-three miles away. He’s also no longer going to Switzerland; now he’s going to London.


The drive to Santa Fe on I-25 is mildly Zen: there are public road signs that say “Gusty Winds May Exist.” This seems more like lazy philosophy than travel advice. When I arrive in New Mexico’s capital city, I discover that Kilmer’s ranch is still another thirty minutes away, and the directions on how to arrive there are a little confusing; it takes at least forty-five minutes before I find the gate to his estate. The gate is closed. There is no one around for miles, the sky is huge, and my cell phone no longer works; this, I suppose, is where the buffalo roam (and where roaming rates apply). I locate an intercom phone outside the green steel gate, but most of the numbers don’t work. When an anonymous male voice finally responds to my desperate pleas for service, he is terse. “Who are you meeting?” the voice mechanically barks. “What is this regarding?” I tell him I am a reporter, and that I am there to find Val Kilmer, and that Mr. Kilmer knows I am coming. There is a pause, and then he says something I don’t really understand: “Someone will meet you at the bridge!” The gate swings open automatically, and I drive through its opening. I expect the main residence to be near the entrance, but it is not; I drive at least two miles on a gravel road. Eventually, I cross a wooden bridge and park the vehicle. I see a man driving toward me on a camouflaged ATV four-wheeler. The man looks like a cross between Jeff Bridges and Thomas Haden Church, which means that this is the man I am looking for. He parks next to my rental car; I roll down the window. He is smiling, and his teeth are huge. I find myself staring at them.


“Welcome to the West,” the teeth say. “I’m Val Kilmer. Would you like to see the buffalo?”




*





“I’ve never been that comfortable talking about myself, or about acting,” the forty-five-year-old Kilmer says. It’s 7:00 P.M. We are now sitting in his lodge, which is more rustic than I anticipated. We are surrounded by unfinished wood and books about trout fishing, and an African kudu head hangs from the wall. There seem to be a lot of hoofed animals on this ranch, and many of them are dead. Kilmer’s friendly ranch hand (a fortyish woman named Pam Sawyer) has just given me a plateful of Mexican food I never really wanted, so Val is eating it for me. He is explaining why he almost never gives interviews and why he doesn’t like talking about himself, presumably because I am interviewing him and he is about to talk about himself for the next four hours. “For quite a while, I thought that it didn’t really matter if I defended myself [to journalists], so a lot of things kind of snowballed when I didn’t rebuke them. And I mainly didn’t do a lot of interviews because they’re hard, and I was sort of super-concerned. When you’re young, you’re always concerned about how you’re being seen and how you’re being criticized.”


I have not come to New Mexico to criticize Val Kilmer. However, he seems almost disturbingly certain of that fact, which is partially why he invited me here. Several months ago, I wrote a column where I made a passing reference about Kilmer being “Advanced.”1 What this means is that I find Kilmer’s persona compelling, and that I think he makes choices other actors would never consider, and that he is probably my favorite working actor. This is all true. However, Kilmer took this column to mean that I am his biggest fan on the planet, and that he can trust me entirely, and that I am among his closest friends. From the moment we look at his buffalo, he is completely relaxed and cooperative; he immediately introduces me to his children, Mercedes (age thirteen) and Jack (age ten). They live with their British mother (Kilmer’s ex-wife Joanne Whalley, his costar from Willow) in Los Angeles, but they apparently spend a great chunk of time on this ranch; they love it here, despite the fact that it doesn’t have a decent television. Along with the bison, the farmstead includes horses, a dog, two cats, and (as of this afternoon) five baby chickens, one of which will be eaten by a cat before the night is over. The Kilmer clan is animal crazy; the house smells like a veterinarian’s office. Jack is predominantly consumed with the chicks in the kitchen and the trampoline in the backyard. Mercedes is an artist and a John Lennon fan; she seems a little too smart to be thirteen. When I ask her what her favorite Val Kilmer movie is, she says, “Oh, probably Batman Forever, but only because it seems like it was secretly made by Andrew Lloyd Webber.”


For the first forty-five minutes I am there, the five of us—Kilmer, his two kids, Pam the ranch hand, and myself—occupy the main room of the ranch house and try to make casual conversation, which is kind of like making conversation with friendly strangers in a wooden airport. Mercedes has a lot of questions about why Kilmer is “Advanced,” and Val mentions how much he enjoys repeating the word Advanced over and over and over again. He tells me about an Afterschool Special he made in 1983 called One Too Many, where he played a teenage alcoholic alongside Mare Winningham (his first teenage girlfriend) and Michelle Pfeiffer (a woman he would later write poetry for). I mention that he seems to play a lot of roles where he’s a drug-addled drunk, and he agrees that this is true. In fact, before I got here, I unconsciously assumed Val would be a drug-addled drunk during this interview, since every story I’ve ever heard about Kilmer implies that he’s completely crazy; he supposedly burned a cameraman with a cigarette on the set of The Island of Dr. Moreau. There are a few directors (most notably Joel Schumacher) who continue to paint him as the most egocentric, unreasonable human in Hollywood. As far as I can tell, this cannot possibly be accurate. If I had to describe Kilmer’s personality in one word (and if I couldn’t use the word Advanced), I would have to employ the least incendiary of all potential modifiers: Val Kilmer is nice. The worst thing I could say about him is that he’s kind of a name-dropper; beyond that, he seems like an affable fellow with a good sense of humor, and he is totally not fucked up.


But he is weird.


He’s weird in ways that are expected, and he’s weird in ways that are not. I anticipated that he might seem a little odd when we talked about the art of acting, mostly because (a) Kilmer is a Method actor, and (b) all Method actors are insane. However, I did not realize how much insanity this process truly required. That started to become clear when I asked him about The Doors and Wonderland, two movies where Kilmer portrays self-destructive drug addicts with an acute degree of realism; there is a scene late in Wonderland where he wordlessly (and desperately) waits for someone to offer him cocaine in a manner that seems painfully authentic. I ask if he ever went through a drug phase for real. He says no. He says he’s never freebased cocaine in his life; he was simply interested in “exploring acting,” but that he understands the mind-set of addiction. The conversation evolves into a meditation on the emotional toll that acting takes on the artist. To get a more specific example, I ask him about the “toll” that he felt while making the 1993 Western Tombstone. He begins telling me about things that tangibly happened to Doc Holliday. I say, “No, no, you must have misunderstood me—I want to know about the toll it took on you.” He says, “I know, I’m talking about those feelings.” And this is the conversation that follows:




CK: You mean you think you literally had the same experience as Doc Holliday?


Kilmer: Oh, sure. It’s not like I believed that I actually shot somebody, but I absolutely know what it feels like to pull the trigger and take someone’s life.


CK: So you’re saying you understand how it feels to shoot someone as much as a person who has actually committed a murder?


Kilmer: I understand it more. It’s an actor’s job. A guy who’s lived through the horror of Vietnam has not spent his life preparing his mind for it. Most of these guys were borderline criminal or poor, and that’s why they got sent to Vietnam. It was all the poor, wretched kids who got beat up by their dads, guys that didn’t get on the football team, guys who couldn’t finagle a scholarship. They didn’t have the emotional equipment to handle that experience. But this is what an actor trains to do. So—standing onstage—I can more effectively represent that kid in Vietnam than a guy who was there.


CK: I don’t question that you can more effectively represent that experience, but that’s not the same thing. If you were talking to someone who’s in prison for murder, and the guy said, “Man, it really fucks you up to kill another person,” do you think you could reasonably say, “I completely know what you’re talking about”?
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