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For Mom and Dad and for every gangster-poet out there still chasing the dawn






“Courage is grace under pressure.”

—ERNEST HEMINGWAY

“Dave’s not here.”

—CHEECH & CHONG








CHAPTER 1

On September 3, 1965, in New York City, at 10:58 p.m., I was born dead.

We’re talking toe-tag, meat-wagon fukken dead. The delivering doctor had already sprung into code blue-baby, umbilical-strangulation 1960s ass-whoop action.

My poor mom Janet had to watch the thrashing while mired somewhere between “Don’t stop!” and “He’s had enough!”

My father Martin Sheen, a career Catholic—or Cathaholic, as I like to say—was rosary-wringing, eulogy-crafting (a short one, no doubt), and already demanding they wrangle a nearby priest to read the baby his last rites.

Primed for his first close-up in the scene, Irwin Shaybone, OB-GYN, dramatically spun toward my Dad. Like a flaming arrow from his Hippocratic bow sizzling through wafts of incense and dread, his words claimed the room: “You do your job and I’ll do mine!”

And did he ever.

The man beat on me like I owed him money. My parents silently watched and waited, hoping beyond hope to finally detect the initial sputtercoughcry that has signaled new life since the dawn of time.

And sputtercoughcry I finally did. (Sort of.) The way my parents describe my awakening bore no resemblance to the straining warm-up of a car engine on a frigid morning. It was more like a bucket of water to the face of a vagrant in a drunk tank.

As a direct result of the doctor’s heroics, my parents proudly bestowed upon me the middle name of Irwin. Carlos Irwin Estevez. Gotta admit, I’m a fan of letting a child grow up a bit and, once they’re able to flush the toilet, be granted a vote in the middle-name department. Never has there been a more obvious candidate than mine. “Irwin?” Are you kidding me? Hey Mom, Dad, you had two choices, not fifty. Because even as Carlos evolved into Charlie, and Estevez made way for Sheen, it’s the undeniable clunk factor of Irwin that you can smell all the way down the hall. (Charles Shaybone is about as PB&J as it gets.)

Fuck it: Irwin saved my life. Or at least kick-started it. Literally.

The whole born-dead event has had its hooks in me for a very long time. Insomuch as being fascinated by my odd arrival, I’m equally tormented by its shadow. Okay, tormented is a bit dramatic. Bewildered more foots the bill, tip included.

The umbilical cord is a lifeline. A time-tested conduit for delicately adjusted three-squares-a-day mom-chow. It’s been difficult coming to terms with that lifeline morphing into a hangman’s noose in minute one. The very same tube that kept my body perfectly alive for roughly nine months was viciously restricting the switcheroo moment where air, food, and speech need to be quickly rerouted.

This many years later, I remain convinced that my childhood stutter—the one that still haunts the adult me—is inextricably linked to that New York hospital accidental crime scene, otherwise referred to as my birthday.

Is this merely a folktale I insist on embracing, at times even worshipping? The facts are the facts—how I choose to interpret or deconstruct them falls squarely on me. At some point we’re all victims of our childhoods. How often we choose to go back there and lend an ear to those whispers is some serious wheat/chaff fuckery.






CHAPTER 2

Memories are tricky. To clarify: One’s recollection and the actual event never seem to wind up on the same road trip.

Early life memories can be the thickest fog to cut through. I can never decide if an image came from the moment itself or from a badly creased photograph I glanced in a grainy album from the ’80s. As I said, tricky.



I was two years old, still living in New York, and headed to my first surgery. As a colorful distraction, my parents decked me out head to toe in a very stylish Roy Rogers cowboy ensemble. Mini Stetson, boots, spurs, and two chrome Colt .45 cap guns. Surgery be damned, those cattle rustlers and horse thieves were no match for this gunslinger.

Gotta back up the covered wagon a bit.

Six months earlier, I had developed a dramatic reaction to people staring at me. If I noticed someone so much as glancing in my direction, at the top of my lungs, no location spared, I would bloody-murder scream, “STOP STARING AT MEEEEE!!!”

Bummer for all of us, because I was a pretty handsome child.

It’s prophetic that I had such disdain for those ocular invasions and ultimately became one of the most stared-at people of all time.

My parents’ attempts to uncover the cause of this sudden distemper produced zero results. Some shit just shows up one day and decides to stick around. (Kinda like people.)

A couple months into my chronic outbursts, a new twist crashed the pathology party: My hand would shoot down into my pants, grab my balls, and wrangle that part of my crotch. The louder I yelled, the tighter my grip. (Yeah, I still scream, I still grab my balls, just not both at the same time and never in public. Progress.)

It was a therapist friend of Mom’s who witnessed the performance one night and after putting two and two together; she recommended that I be checked for a hernia. The strain and force of the screams had apparently torn a gap somewhere below the gun belt. A few days later I was dressed to the nines for my gunfight at the O.K. Corral. The surgery was a success—and somehow the staring tantrums pulled up stakes and moseyed on out of town.



I have no recollection of the story I just shared. It’s a piecemeal arrangement of dinner chatter and parental reminisce. The kind of nights you didn’t want to end, sandwiched by the days you always knew would.

My “memory” comes from a single photograph that I am convinced I glanced at in a grainy album back in the ’80s. In my mind, it’s me in the cowboy costume, staring perfectly and evenly into the eyes of the camera. I’m still searching for the actual photo, but right now I’m content with the memory of it.






CHAPTER 3

My Dad left Dayton, Ohio, in 1959, on a Greyhound bus with fifty dollars in his pocket and a one-way ticket to New York City. He won a statewide speech contest and used that dough to pursue his dream of becoming an actor. He didn’t just idolize James Dean, he was determined to pick up where he left off.

To activate this mission, prior to skipping town Dad intentionally failed an entrance exam to a local junior college. A broken promise by design to his father, where apparently they “shook” on some deal that involved higher education. Pop still wears the crown for the worst score in the history of that institution. His father, Francisco Estevez, whom he adored and whom I never had the pleasure of truly knowing, worked at the NCR (National Cash Register) factory for nearly fifty years. He was a Spanish immigrant and spoke very little English (if any). He met Dad’s mom, Mary-Ann Phelan, at a local dance for the newly naturalized. She’d arrived on a ship from Ireland searching for a better anything. The two of them hit it off, got married, and then proceeded to have ten children, nine boys and a girl. In what was an Uncle Circus growing up, my sturdy Aunt Carmen was the lion tamer.

Dad’s mom died when he was eleven and his pop never remarried. A measure of sorrow for a child I cannot begin to envision or pretend to grasp.

I think as a result, Dad has been on lifelong expeditions to the dual homelands of his parents to unearth who they were and what they stood for, either through living relatives or the stories and memories they both left behind. His quest is beautiful and heroic and ongoing. Some may call it chasing phantoms; I choose to call it becoming whole.

Around the same time that Dad was planning his great escape, my Mom was drawing up similar plans to flee that state as well. Not with him, mind you, as their paths were still yet to cross. Can’t really say what was up with Ohio at the time, but a trend seemed afoot.

Janet Templeton had her bags packed and her sights set on anywhere but Cleveland. With a food-service job awaiting her in Provincetown, Mass., for the summer of 1960, and a scholarship to the Art Institute of Boston in her pocket, Mom was a few bus transfers away from her calling as an artist. Yet on the morning of enrollment day at the prestigious institute, Mom did an about-face, declined the scholarship, and hopped on another bus, this time to the Big Apple. The allure of New York’s burgeoning, eclectic art scene was all too exciting for her to ignore.

Before long she was working as a dental assistant by day and moonlighting at an art gallery in SoHo by night. The first friend she made at the gallery was a nice chap named Jim.

Just across town, months earlier, Dad was holding down the position of usher at a movie theater, with Al Pacino as his wingman. Yes, that Al Pacino. Imagine those two leading you through the dark picture house with red-cone flashlights and bad matching coats?

Dad was fortunate enough to land a few plays during this time but not fortunate enough to afford his own apartment. A gracious stagehand on one of those plays offered him his couch until Dad could pony up for his own dwelling. His name was Jim—he worked at the art gallery, with Mom.

My parents had left Ohio in search of a better life. In a constellation of chance and fate, they wound up in a city of 7.7 million people and, separate from each other, befriended the same man, their unwitting Cupid.

Thank you, Jim: you did a lot of good.

Following a few klutzy first dates where Dad’s small talk at the diner was getting smaller, he sensed he was on borrowed time with Mom’s affection. He was mid-run in an off-Broadway production, The Connection, and yearned to get Janet away from the gallery to see him in action on show night.

The tense one-act drama, bringing him his first taste of critical praise, had his confidence exactly where it needed to be. Dad devoted his entire performance to Mom’s front-row seat. When he saw her face in the standing ovation at closing curtain, Dad knew in that moment he’d no longer be alone in this life.

Years later he’d describe her reaction that night as truly mesmerized, hypnotized even. Mom’s retelling, perhaps not quite as fantastical. (Downplay it all you want, Mom, here we all are sixty-four years later.) In a matter of a few months, they were playfully carving up the streets of Manhattan together, Mom already pregnant with my eldest sibling, Emilio. The relationship wasn’t without its challenges. Mom had to hit pause on her dream of becoming a legitimate artist, while selflessly going all in so Dad could remain one.

Many sacrifices on both sides, money scarce, jobs infrequent.

It’s the reason Dad has a focus and a drive that can’t be taught. I have to believe that his unspoken credo of “no matter what” was established during those lean times. He has that true moxie you can’t quite pin down or put words to—but it’s there, and it’s real. Mom has it, too—she just fixes everything when no one’s watching.

My parents were married on December 23, 1961, at St. Stephen’s Catholic church on East 28th Street in Manhattan. Mom gave birth to Emilio at the New York Lying-In Hospital on May 12, 1962. The math is pretty simple: Emilio attended his first wedding before he attended his first birth.

My folks were doing their trial-and-error best. The learning-as-they-went approach, constantly adding to a list of the things they didn’t want the next child to endure. I guess hospitals made that list, as my brother Ramon was born at home in August of 1963—more specifically, in an apartment on Staten Island. The midwife called in sick that night and it came down to Dad and four members of New York’s “Bravest” to safely welcome Ramon. (Man, to have been a fly on that lath-and-plaster wall.)

The origin of Ramon stemmed from Pop’s real name, Ramon Antonio Gerard Estevez. (Those Spanish Catholics went full word salad in the names department.) Amazing initials and a monogram party waiting to erupt, with R.A.G.E. begging to find its way onto every cuff and briefcase within reach—items that Pop never reached for.

When Dad arrived in New York in 1959, he was quietly and awkwardly informed around the campus that he’d have a better shot at his goals with a less Hispanic-sounding name. He’d recently met a casting director named Martin and as a kid was a fan of the televangelist Bishop Fulton J. Sheen. Mashup complete—the name Martin Sheen was here to stay.

Not being entirely comfortable with his nom de fake, and not wanting to purge his heritage, Pop decided his children needed to carry the Spanish flag instead.

Good luck making your way through Malibu in the early ’70s as Emilio, Ramon, and Carlos. Oh kool, you’re here to fix the fence. Our sister Renée slid past that checkpoint, as her name leans in many different directions.

Maybe it’s true that we don’t choose our family. Maybe it’s also true that we do choose (most of the time) the size of our family. With everything going on in their lives back then, it made perfect sense for them to call it quits as a four-pack. I’m really glad that they didn’t.

1964 was going to be a pivotal one for Dad. His final year of folly, before he had to deal with his biggest creative challenge yet: me.






CHAPTER 4

The Subject Was Roses is a Pulitzer Prize–winning play written by Frank D. Gilroy in 1964. Okay, that’s as Wiki as I’m going. It turned into a really big deal for Pop. The play had three cast members in total: Dad was flanked by Jack Albertson and Irene Dailey—their energies in perfect harmony as they took Broadway hostage and sallied forth as the toasts of the town. Sold-out performances night after night, awards on the horizon. Well, awards for Jack and Frank, not Pop. No big deal—Dad always claimed that he was never acting with awards in mind or to earn a “prize.” (Much further down the road when he did start racking them up, I know deep down it had to feel pretty snazzy.)

The only sour note in the Roses bouquet took place on a cool summer eve in 1967, when Dad’s father Francisco attended a performance. It would mark the first time that his pop would experience his work as an actor. Fighting through a whirlwind of nerves and self-doubt, Dad brought the goods, leaving all in attendance awestruck. All except one—the most important audience member of the night. Before Dad had a chance to speak to his pop after the show, Francisco spotted a poster in the lobby with Dad’s fancy new American name. He left the theater without saying a word. Dad was crushed. The weight of an entire country’s heritage poured over Ramon Antonio Gerard Estevez like the liquid fire of La Palma. When it comes to their kids, leave it to parents to fuck things up in a way no other being in the galaxy can eclipse. I can only hope they had a chance to put some of that lava back in the volcano before Francisco’s very sad and sudden death in 1974.



Roses had a solid run for a few years and occupied five different theaters during that span. It also propelled Dad into a much broader conversation, one that involved television and film. The auditions became frequent, and the jobs started to pop. Over the next year or two, Dad worked on a lineup of classic TV shows that included Flipper, Mission: Impossible, Hawaii Five-0, Mannix, Ironside, Columbo, and a show called Mongo’s Back in Town. (I wasn’t aware he left.)

That was also when the travel began, not just for Dad but for the entire gang as well. That entire gang now included my sister Renée, who finally joined our ranks in 1967. Important to note: She was also delivered by Dr. Shaybone, and just like me, was denied awesome-middle-name status. No idea how she wound up with Pilar. I’ll make sure to raise it at the next family mixer.

The Estevez-Sheen six-pack was on the move, making our way through bus and train stations and airports galore. Our dear pal Gary Morgan would always say we were the most civilized group of gypsies he’d ever known. (And that dood joined the circus when he was twelve, so his was an expert observation for sure.)



On January 12, 1969, the Estevez-Sheen troupe was on the big move. Dad’s next film, Catch-22, was gearing up, and—win, lose, or draw—very soon it was Mexico or bust.

His tradition of taking the whole family with him for the entire duration of a shoot began in Guaymas, Mexico. From the very beginning, Dad was insistent to the various studios that this provision was not negotiable. It became the marrow my family relied on for stability during those exotic globe-trotting years. If the extra travel costs were ever nicked from Dad’s salary, I’m sure he didn’t care. Dad grew up so poor, matching socks as an adult felt like the High Life. Woven in and around the TV jobs, this was his second film in two years—very soon he’d need a bigger sock drawer.

The production set us up in a humble dwelling near the beach on the Sonoran coast. My only memory from Guaymas took place in one room and involved three questions.

Each morning I’d make my entrance into the room—a kitchen-dining-breakfast catchall—with thumb in mouth and trusty blue blanket dragged behind me. I’d approach Mom as she was prepping the various a.m. needs and wants.

The Three Questions:


	“What day is it?”



“It’s Thursday, Carlos.” Her reply always the correct one.


	“Where ARE we?”



“We’re in Mexico, sweetie.”


	“When are we GOING HOME?!”



The O part of home, drawn out like a saxophone player’s final blow to close a raucous night. It woke the whole house, it woke the dead, this was a four-month shoot. At face value, those three questions had reasonable and truthful answers. To the asker, any response brought nothing but terror and tears.

My parents were deeply concerned. The same kid that had just put them through hell with the stare-scare phase, and now this? Mom had three other children to care for, and Dad had a job to finish. From my own experience as a father of five, it’s a solid truth that a bustling life doesn’t always afford the needed pauses to satisfy every child’s wishes at the exact moment they arise.

Even if somehow I could sit down with my four-year-old self and offer some insights or advice, what would those even be? How would they sound or feel, how would they land, if at all?

Those three pressing salient questions, artlessly posed in that Sonoran kitchen, still reverberate and pry to this day. A cat to my door, left in the rain.



When are we going home? Turns out we weren’t.

The only “home” I had known to that point was a walk-up on 86th and Columbus—the scattered details that begin to shape the idea of home, long before a child has all the puzzle pieces to define it: shared bedrooms, borrowed furniture, tough but fair love.

My next concept of home sat mysteriously on the other side of a train’s whistle screaming us to a grinding halt from Mexico. Our Gypsy Express had arrived in the City of Angels.






CHAPTER 5

The house my parents rented on South Castello Avenue in West LA sat a birdie putt from Pico Boulevard. A modest single-story with a couple of lawns, front and back. One street over was Roxbury Drive, the first hint you were well within range of the gaudy opulence of Beverly Hills. To travel east past Roxbury meant traveling south into your pocketbook. No accident that our humble cottage sat just inside that border town, discretely apart from the well-heeled denizens.

Dad never favored the overt or the obvious. He was much more at home in just that—a home. Trying to picture him in a mansion would be like trying to picture Bob Dylan singing metal—some shit just doesn’t fit. I get that. I’ve come to believe the more glitz and doubloonery you rely on for identity, the more unidentified one remains. (Took me a while, and the lesson was really pricey.)

Getting acclimated to Los Angeles following New York was a lot easier for us than if it had been the other way around. As a kid, the best way to gather a feel for your surroundings is to gauge how your parents respond to them. Mine seemed a lot more relaxed as soon as we got there. The decision to relocate was a great call. Soon as Mom learned to drive, it would be even better.



The City That Never Sleeps also never drives. Having traded subways for highways, Mom took it upon herself to Yellow Pages that shit and courageously slide behind the wheel. Pop was in Italy with my two brothers shooting the final scenes of Catch-22, leaving Mom to deal with me and Renée by herself. With no extra dough for a sitter, Mom had to plop the two of us in the back seat of the driving lessons.

With LA’s four thousand square miles spread out before her (think Delaware and Rhode Island combined), Mom took to those streets. She did her best to tune out the nonstop rabid fights between her two children just over her shoulder. The driving instructor chain-smoked his way through every lesson. No idea how she pulled it off—six weeks later she aced her road test and was the proud recipient of her California driver’s license. At the age of thirty.

Her newfound freedom now an ignition-twist away, she decided to brave the late-summer heat and follow a real estate lead she plucked from the LA Times Homes section. My parents were on the hunt for a more affordable rental. Mom noticed in that same section, the farther away from the city and up the coast you went, the less expensive the properties became. Impossible to imagine now that traveling north on the Pacific Coast Highway could lead to anything cheaper.

Mom’s first stop was in the Pacific Palisades and the landlord seemed pleasant enough. Yet upon hearing it would be a family of six living there, she 86’d the deal, citing fears that the septic system couldn’t keep up with a brood that size. Essentially telling Mom that our family was showing up with too much actual shit to live there. Crazy to think how this trajectory-bending moment in our lives came down to an underground waste-pot praying for less Charmin.

Mom had circled another listing much farther up the highway, one that had a ton of land and sat toward the northern end of Malibu. More importantly, it fell within our budget. The rent was four hundred dollars. (That’s what I used to spend as an adult on cigarettes every month—when I was trying to cut down.)

She toured the second rental courtesy of its owner, Dr. Marwah, a dentist known for working on Liz Taylor and Muhammad Ali. The house was much bigger than the Castello digs, ranch-style and surrounded by rolling acres of unkempt land with very little attention to curb appeal. (Didn’t matter, I suppose, as there wasn’t any curb nearby to appeal to.) Mom thanked the good doctor and told him he’d have an answer shortly. She rushed back to West LA to share the exciting news about the Malibu house with Pop. He wasn’t as excited—their current mid-city location and its proximity to all the studios was a convenience he didn’t want to give up.

A week later Charles Manson sent his crew of brainwashed demons up to Cielo Drive to viciously murder six people. The very next night they struck again, at the wrong address. My parents took these tragic events as a serious sign to pack up the gang and head north. Shortly after my fourth birthday, we did just that.

The Chumash referred to it as “the surf sounds loudly.” Other native tribes claim mali and wu as “where the mountains meet the sea.” We just went with what the fukken Beach Boys called it: Malibu. That wonderful place became my home for a very long time.

Finally.






CHAPTER 6

Birthdays for me growing up signaled two things: the end of summer and the beginning of a school year. A double gut-punch I could never curry any favor from. Summer felt like a fifteen-minute montage, whereas school dragged out like front row at the opera. I turned six at our Malibu rental, a place we nicknamed the Marwah Ranch. I was finally on the doorstep of mandatory attendance at an actual school for the first time in my life. (Some tutoring on Dad’s sets here and there that mostly amounted to crayons and glue.)

First grade is when my sentence was officially set to commence. I’d be doing a twelve-year stretch. None of it shaved off for good behavior. The crime I was found guilty of? Being a kid with intent to grow up.

My Uncle Mike, one of Dad’s fifty brothers, was helping him deliver me as promised to Juan Cabrillo Elementary to begin my term. It sat just minutes up the road, tucked in a few hundred yards from the PCH. Dad walked me out to the car, secured me in the rear seat, and went back inside to check on Uncle Mike.

The car was running, and I was alone. They were taking their time for some reason. Maybe the final touches on a brown-bag lunch, or a to-go cup of that week’s organic coffee. Whatever the delay, it gave me enough time to rummage through my favorite invisible accessory, the scheme-pouch.

Dad and Mike finally emerged from the house and must have thought I was ducked down in the back seat as a prank or stealing a quick nap before the big day. They peered deeper into the vehicle. No sign of me. Dad went back into the house while Mike checked the garage. No child to be found. He and Dad drifted back to the idling station wagon to call a play in the huddle:

“You go around the left side of the house, I’ll take the right, and we’ll see if we can flush him out,” Dad told him.

“He can’t have gone too far,” Mike replied as he ambled off in search of me. Mike had a fake leg, so his amble was a bit more involved than your average uncle. It was 1971 and prosthetics were still bulbous and creaky. Mike’s looked like he fleeced it from a mannequin graveyard. Truth be told, it was an anchor with toes, but it was Uncle Mike’s anchor and, more times than not, he was ours.

Dad hadn’t quite completed his half of the perimeter when Mike called out from unseen yonder, “Any luck, brother?” A Dad voice from not near Mike calling back, “I got shit.”

I was in the dark, the actual dark—on the floor of a makeshift woodshed, at the exact rear of the house. Dusty spiderwebs and pill bugs, my hands wrapped tightly around a cold, dense object. I could hear them. Some words an inch away, others from the moon. Could they hear me?

Mike’s heavy leg gravel-scraped to a stop just outside my bunker.

Dad’s youthful strides galloped in to join him.

“How the hell did we miss this?” Mike asked.

They each pulled open the swinging wooden doors, suicide-style like Kennedy’s Lincoln.

The blinding sunlight flooded the tight space, disrobing my conceal. Shovels and old brooms, a dead forest behind and around me. Knees gathered to my chest, shaky hands clutching a pitted red brick, tears painting dirt canals down to my chin.

I can remember the two of them staring at me, trying to piece it all together. The hiding I’m sure made sense, but a brick? Knowing full well who my pursuers would be, why on earth did I feel the desperate need for a crude weapon? Was my big move gonna involve braining Pop and my favorite uncle? And then what—head for the hills and live off the land?

They disarmed me, dusted me off, and led me back to the waiting car.

As Mike buckled me in, he shared a story about his first day of school as a kid—since they couldn’t afford bricks he told me he was clutching a can of beans instead. True or not, it lightened the mood and put the school-fear back in the tube.

Dad and Mike handed me off at the classroom to a nice lady with large hair. Many introductions to faceless kids, various workstations pointed out. The adults were satisfied, at ease even. Goodbyes traded, the day had a shot.

When I discovered neither Dad nor Mike would be stickin’ around, I proceeded to lose my bricklaying mind. The only way to restore order was for Dad to stay behind while Mike drove around the block once or twice. (They assumed a few minutes would put out the fire.) Mike could have driven to San Francisco and back and it wouldn’t have made a difference. Dad was stuck.

This played out in similar forms for the next couple of years. Not every day, usually strewn across the first few weeks at that year’s new school.

Change for me was a toe-dip into the unknown. Gators, eels, strangers. This was gonna take some time and patience, the two areas my parents had to be running low on (or out of). They had their hands full with me on this front much in the same way mine were full with that brick. In hindsight, I’ve come to realize that brick wasn’t a weapon—it was a symbol.



One year after moving into the Marwah Ranch, we were handed our walking papers. The celebrity dentist must have raised the rent or insisted my parents go halfsies with him on a new septic tank. Whatever the beef, our welcome had timed out and it was clear to all we needed to locate a new spot. We moved across the highway to another rental house. This one on Birdview Avenue, a quiet street on the northern stretch of a community called Point Dume. Before it was fashionable to memorize your address in case you got lost or kidnapped, I had the new one down pat:

“Seven-Two

One-Two

Bird-View

Avenue

Mal-ih-Bu.”

My first poem.

It was a single-story, not so many bedrooms, fewer baths, very far from beyond. The house didn’t come with any furniture. We didn’t come with any furniture either. Pretty lean times over there on Birdshit Avenue. Emilio recently reminded me that all four of us slept in sleeping bags on the floor in the same room—for a year.

When I wasn’t “camping” at the new house, I was attending a new school: Carden Elementary, a franchise chain with its roots in the 1930s. They set one up in Malibu and parked it out of sight near the top of a canyon.

The architect of the school’s maverick approach to learning was Mae Carden, and phonics was her game. A dressed-up concept based on the introduction of images, connected to sounds, to then form words inspired by perception. (Hey Mae, we have that already; it’s called television.)

I had only been there a week when my parents were already being summoned to have a sit-down with the top dog. (Not Mae, she was long retired by then and counting her war bonds.)

The issue at hand was my refusal to stand for the Pledge of Allegiance. My chief complaint was the God part. Didn’t seem fair that I wasn’t given a choice. (Maybe He and I spend a little time before I’m forced to go all in.)

Always the brilliant mediator, Dad showed up to douse the flames. They reached a compromise where I didn’t have to stand, and if I did, I didn’t need to recite the pledge. Problem solved, the waters calm again for me to continue a peaceful tread in the stillwater pond of phonics.

I do remember actually enjoying a few things about Carden, but I also remember suddenly not being there anymore. My time at Phonics Tech was cut short when Dad took the whole gang to Colorado; the primary location for his career-turning film Badlands. The shoot covered nearly three months and after his character went on a crispy date with the electric chair—Dad wrapped the future classic and the Gypsy Express rumbled its way back to Malibu.

The timing of Badlands overlapped in such a way with the school year—I wasn’t able to pick back up where I left off and resume my curriculum. Scholastic consistency was always a moving target.

In an effort to prevent the disjointed prospect of me repeating second grade, Mom found an alternative “home school” just across the highway and not far from the Marwah ranch. When she dropped me off for day one at the newest new school, she was less than impressed but didn’t wanna judge the book by its cover. Years later, and in her own words; Mom has no problem titling that book: Patchouli Hippies with Dirty Feet.

I stuck it out for two weeks, but after school on that fourteenth day, Mom had caught a vibe that something had me firmly in its grip. She kept trying to pull it out of me and I couldn’t get from feelings to words.

Someone on their staff (or with staph) had set up an 8mm projector. I was expecting to see some boring nature-themed flick with whales or lions. It was anything but. When Mom asked me to describe the film they played for us, I carefully eked out, “It was a giant bulldozer pushing hundreds of naked skinny dead people into a huge hole in the ground.” (Half a century later, I can still see it in high-def.)

Mom knew instantly what this was. She was horrified. Dad was brought up to speed, and in a flash the car keys were ripped from countertop—those dolts had bought themselves a livid Martin Sheen. All sales final. A room with no doors.

Why on earth was an elementary school (alternative or not) showing a classroom full of seven-year-olds vintage stock news footage of the Holocaust? (The pledge at Carden was an issue, but this isn’t?) A well-thought-out lecture with context would have been too much at that age, and these thoughtless clods chose silent film to deliver the lesson. It was as if the clickety drone of the cheap projector was spitting out the missing audio from the treads on the bulldozer.

A line had been crossed. My Pop let ’em know what was what.

The dippy hippy school of morons was a wrap.

The child was on the move. Again.






CHAPTER 7

Right before my eighth birthday, my folks were finally able to purchase their first home. I was thrilled for them, I was thrilled for us. The day the lease expired, we loaded up the station wagon with the scant belongings from Birdview, setting sail for a home we could finally claim as ours. No more power-hungry landlords or wimpy plumbing anxious to see us go. This joyful domestic chapter was unfolding beautifully, a mere two streets away. We could have walked our stuff to the new place.

It was a modest four-bedroom single-story, offset and complemented by a mammoth wide-open backyard. Ahead of those grounds being overrun with forts or play sets (and a host of many other family hobbies), it was the sacred space where I discovered my love for baseball. Long before I joined a team, I’d spend the entire day throwing that perfect sphere hard and far. When I wasn’t using my arm, I was using my glove, tracking the endless fly balls Dad or Uncle Mike would hit to me from just outside the kitchen door. There was as much time to play as there was to dream, and that’s really what baseball is all about: the dreams it inspires. I was hooked. My first drug.



My parents knew it was time for the traditional approach at the public school a few blocks away from the new house, Point Dume Elementary. It lived on the corner of Grayfox and Fernhill, two streets that sat mid-loaf in the geographic breadbox of Point Dume. “The Point,” as it’s known, is a rural promontory between the PCH and the Pacific Ocean, with a mile-long cliffside ridge surrounding its beach side. If you lived on the Point, you could walk to the school.

With a month lost into the tie-dye sewer, I showed up late to the Point Dume academic party. I had to assimilate much quicker than the day-one kids in my class. I wanted to fit in but not stand out.

I needed to make a friend or two who would show me the ropes and have my back. I spotted that hope almost immediately in a small group I could tell had a history together. They wound up being the foursome of Chris Penn, Miles C., and the Heath twins (names you’ll come to know, as their stories peppered my road to adulthood). They took me under their collective wing and dulled the edge of my biggest fear: anything new. It was a huge box to check in this fresh arena.

Now I just had to do my part.



A few weeks after my arrival, I was confident the hardest challenge of the transition was behind me. Turning that fantastic four into the fantastic five was a big reason for the relief I was feeling. I had a solid crew, and they had me.

The class had just returned from a forty-minute lunch break. Our third-grade teacher, Mrs. Haynes, gradually reclaiming order. Her pleasant voice the shiny spoon to a wineglass pre-toast at a banquet. She was a kind and patient lady somewhere in her early thirties. We weren’t necessarily a rowdy flock, we just knew the stuff outside those walls had a much better chance of capturing and holding our attention. Some of that stuff being the girls, three in particular: Anne, Debbie, and Quintana. Removed from a sterile classroom, I could behold that trio from various perspectives and in much more flattering light. For all of us.

With ten minutes left before the final bell, Mrs. Haynes posed a question to the entire class. I knew the answer right away. Silence. No one taking a stab at it. I waited. No hands. Really? Anyone? Mine finally shot up. Mrs. H smiled and pointed to me. Most of the class swung their attention my way.

I opened my mouth to say the answer; no words came out.

Okay, minor hitch, let’s regroup, reload, breathe, we can do this.

Second attempt: no dice.

Beads of sweat where they’d never gathered.

The taste of panic in a mouth too dry.

The word was stuck in my throat and in my mind simultaneously.

The air or vibrations needed across the vocal cords to kick-start a letter, or the syllable of its initial sound, were detained. Adding to the confusion, I could still see the word. Like it was floating, levitating near my eyes. (Phonics, anyone?)

I faked a cough, fidget-tussled my hair, and tried a third time. Nothing. Fuck.

I was locked up with a double-pulse, spreading a shame-fire.

How can this be? During kickball, I could speak, yell, and laugh.

Why now can’t I wrap speech around a basic word, a simple sound?

Was I dying? Is this the first sign? When the laughter and catcalls erupted, I wished I was dying. What about the girls? How would I ever face them again, good lighting or not?

Saved by the bell took on an entirely different meaning for me.

The class filed out, averting any eye contact, my crew included.

Mrs. Haynes tried to tell me I was going to be okay and not to focus on it too much—reassuring me that a temporary stutter was very common in children coming to a new school, and not to overthink it. If that were true, how come I’d never seen it before with anyone else? Terrific gal but her pep talk was pepless.

I made it to the side exit on Grayfox. The Heaths were there and so was Chris. I could tell they didn’t really want to ask, and even if I was willing to volunteer something, I had no idea what the hell to say about it or even if I’d be able to.

The following morning, barely picking at a slice of seven-grain, I tried to make sense of the senseless. Knowing what I knew about the details of my original birthday, I began to build my flimsy case. The words were cut off in the exact spot where I was cut off from life. So, why now, after all these years? The two had to be intermingled in some form of biopsychology (a label I’d learn much later on in life). At the time all I had to go on was, “throat-bone’s connected to the wh-wh-wh-wut the fuck bone.”

When I spoke of gators, eels, and strangers, I had no way of knowing that list was incomplete. That “toe-dip” moving forward would now include a nasty fucker I came to know as the Stutter-Ghoul.






CHAPTER 8

The very first Super 8 film camera I got my hands on was a silent Movexoom 2000 during our time in Ireland in the spring of 1972. It was a surprise gift from our folks right when we got there. Pop was filming a TV movie called The Catholics (I know, I know) in County Cork, home of the Blarney Stone. We were gonna be there for a spell, two months if not longer, and they saw the camera as a creative tool for us kids to capture the lush countryside of the sister bookend to Dad’s ancestry. I’m sure they were also praying it would become a useful distraction so Dad could work in peace, and Mom could claw back a stitch of her day, here and there. That camera was a dingy silver box with three buttons and half-a-knob to go along with a shitty fixed lens—and we loved it.

The first press of my eye to the viewfinder was startling; I couldn’t believe how dark the magic box made the world appear. Emilio reached over and pulled off the lens cap. Good start, Carlos. I didn’t hear the end of that one for a while.

Filming nature assignments or touristy crap was nixed right off the bat. This wasn’t gonna be some plotless documentary-style nonsense to screen later for a room full of yawning relatives. We went straight to the meat and potatoes: the dramatic, violent fiction our Dad was portraying. After seeing it firsthand on so many of his sets, we wrapped our cinematic arms and hearts around that specific theme.

Emilio elbowed his way to the front of the line as our director and cinematographer. Without any sound to ruin, he’d give us the basic shape of a scene, then talk or yell us through the rest of it as it came to him while rolling. The bullish takeover didn’t speak as much to an early filmic prowess as it did to Emilio’s habit of seizing instant control with anything new. Ramon and I fell in line and followed his lead—one minute, in front of the camera as his actors; the next, behind it as the crew, documenting Emilio’s earliest theatrical stylings as well.

By the end of the first day, the camera was being passed around and handed off like a baton. The only way to wind up on camera was to give up control of it, which created an opportunity to learn from both sides of the lens all at once.

Our prop department consisted of anything that was handy on the day. Whatever we lacked in fancy accessories we more than made up for with invention and passion. If we had a mop and a diaper, our baddie would become the murderous, incontinent janitor. We were trying our best to mimic Dad’s profession: making the fake stuff seem real, while doing so fearlessly.

Eight weeks later, The Catholics was a wrap and we were headed back Stateside.

We couldn’t wait. Our films had only just begun.



Back on the home front, our pilot light became a blowtorch. The Super 8 passion from the Emerald Isle turned our Malibu home into a beehive of ambitious fictional pursuits. What began with me and Emilio filming each other crashing bikes in slow motion soon blossomed into a neighborhood gathering spot for our friends to join the magic Bactine party. The films commandeered both yards, front and back. Emilio’s older friends set the bar for intimidating stunts that my younger group had to live up to. When not testing the limits of our bikes, we were filming each other jumping off the roof into cardboard boxes, trying our best to live up to the heroics of a Six Million Dollar Man. It was scary as hell but the filmed pain was worth it.

Chris Penn became a central figure around this time.

We were a unique medley. Yin and yang with no room in the overhead bins. It’s almost impossible to entwine two more divergent personalities. I’m a Virgo. Fastidious, linear in preparation and execution. Chris was a Slobittarius. You knew what he’d eaten the night before by just looking at his hair the following morning.

The stuff we did share was a galvanic love of film, a mischievous curiosity for the ladies, and a deep-seated hatred of the three schools we attended together for nine years. We knew right away that we were brothers from a different sire. From the beginning of our friendship in third grade and all the way through high school, my second dwelling became Casa Penn (a fifteen-minute walk, or a bike ride in half that time, from my house).

They lived in a ruggedly elegant layout that overlooked the Pacific Ocean from a hilltop perch on the southern branch of Point Dume. His folks were vivid and loving and pugnaciously artistic. Eileen, the Momma Penn, an actress, fairytale-devoted to her life’s love Leo, the Poppa Penn, a film and TV director.

Both of his folks drank a bit and made no bones about it. I remember being curious and a tad jealous at how regal and appointed they made it look. As though the setting was lifted from a Life magazine old-Hollywood sepia spread, the twinkling crystal tumblers, the sipped and savored high-dollar scotch. I wanted so badly to join in, extend my pinkie, and wow the room. I could see clearly, even then, the astute confidence it brought about the instant that special sauce made contact. I was trapped in a belief that they were free and I was not.

Easy child, your time with all of that will come.



Our Super 8 filmic foursome was lean and dedicated. Chris, Steve and Kim Heath, and myself. The Heaths, sturdy and identical twin brothers, lived on the inland side of the PCH, about seven minutes from Point Dume. They would man the grip and electric side of the production. As reliable as a sunrise, those two.

The ideas for our movies weren’t cut from the traditional cloth of page to screen or hatched during a scheduled time in our secret think tank in an unknown cave near Zuma Beach. Our think tanks lived atop our shoulders and were as agile as we were.

The size of our productions relied heavily on how Dad was doing work-wise. The dough we needed for our basic creative ingredients (film, guns, and fake blood) played out as an easier request when he was employed and distracted. Between jobs? It was whatever he could afford, and if a ten-spot or a Jackson was all he could fork over, we were grateful.

We couldn’t wait for the weekends, and when the summer finally arrived, that became our golden window. It was three months of weekends on standby to explore the backlot of the endless Point Dume Studios.

It was during the summer of 1978 when my folks upgraded the battle-tested MX 2000 to a brand-new Elmo Super 8 with sound. The transition was a revelation. We now had our own version of Howard Hughes peeking in on Al Jolson’s Jazz Singer, hearing a theater filled with the actors’ dialogue for the very first time.

We had to learn the basics of cinematography: lighting and editing. We didn’t have the resources to invest in a film-friendly lighting package and lived at the mercy of whatever indoor lights our houses came with.

Exterior filming was just as unforgiving. In a constant losing race with the sun, we took whatever she gave us. Shadows become a problem when assembling outdoor sequences in postproduction. Unless you can disappear them, they never match. Chris would always say, “If my performance is good enough, no one’s gonna care about any of that crap.” He was more than good enough, he was great. And he was right: No one ever said a damn thing about the shadows his talent made disappear.

We tried to keep the camera off the tripod as much as possible, shooting a ton of film in our preferred style of handheld. Not thrilled with how shaky a lot of it was, I tried to build a Steadicam with surgical tubing and a Hula-Hoop—in theory, allowing the camera to “float” in the middle of the plastic ring. Helluva try, but that thing didn’t make it through rehearsal.

So much of the process was very much like a lab. If science is, as they say, “a constantly updated history of corrected mistakes,” so too was the work we were doing from one film experiment to the next.

The postproduction work fell squarely on me and Chris. We wound up deep into many nights in his cramped, junk-filled bedroom, holding tiny strips of film to bare lightbulbs, searching for a crucial edit-point the X-Acto knives and Scotch tape dared to merge. It was an early form of literal cut and paste, where I had to work around the fast food that Chris glopped all over the edit station.

Easily the most exciting and satisfying part of the entire process was when we were finally able to show the finished film to friends and family. Our earliest presentations were projected onto a white sheet taped to the wall in my parents’ bedroom. Mom felt bad for us and showed up one day with a standard sixty-inch retractable screen. That screen would travel between the Penn den and the Sheen family room, unfurled in whatever room was darkest. We never offered anyone popcorn; the films were too short to enjoy it.

After a screening one night in my folks’ living room of a film called Rooftop Killer, my Mom asked why a certain actor had to die so early, and why we didn’t spend more time developing their character. Chris and I lied and said we had in fact filmed those scenes, but the sound was so problematic they had to be cut. Then quickly added, “But how ’bout that head shot, when the white wall got Jackson Pollock’d with his final thoughts? How frikkin’ kool was that?!”

The ooohs and ahhhs from any audience that saw this scene were so consistent, we’d be high-fiving in the back of the dark room and thinking about just where our parents could cram their character development.

PennStevez Films at your service.



Long before Sean Penn dazzled the world with his seismic talent, he was one of our earliest supporters with the Super 8s. Five years our senior, he continuously dared us to stretch our vision, to never settle, to “feel the burn in the muscle on the top floor.”

Sean frequently brought that same passion to our sets, recommending better camera positions and spot-on dialogue changes. Sean was an inspiration, and let’s face it: when he spoke you fukken listened.

To round out this embarrassment of imaginative riches was Michael, the eldest Penn sibling. Michael would go on to become a world-class musician, composer, and platinum-selling performer. When music was needed or missing from one of our projects, a short walk to his door brought forth something that landed between the two Johns: Lennon and Williams.

There was such an abundance of unique talent at both houses, it felt like the perfect blend of late-’60s Laurel Canyon and mid-’70s Stella Adler. It became a “proving ground” that proved every dream is worth chasing.

Chris did Chris in ways never to be retraced. He made us insane; he made us howl with laughter; he made us better. In due season his foibles became weightless. He was a mud-caked diamond. The gem inside always well worth the cleanup.

I’m proud of the work we created and left behind. If Chris were still with us on the journey, I guarantee (after a few cheeseburgers) he’d second that emotion.






CHAPTER 9

I’m not sure how old we were when we started packing our own suitcases. I gotta believe the turning point was when we stopped trying to cram the family dog into Dad’s Samsonite. Our foursome used to make packing lists of all the junk we were convinced we’d need in a place we had never been to before. My lists looked a lot like my fantasy demands at Christmas, which to my parents were more for practicing my penmanship. (Just because I knew how to write “Shrinky Dinks” didn’t mean Santa put ’em in my stocking.)

One item that never needed to be on the register was the Movexoom 2000: That magic box was a given—and went with us everywhere. When Dad announced we’d all be going to Italy for a spell, you can bet within five minutes the MX2K was being carefully wrapped in several of my softest T-shirts (that Mom had picked out for me).

The timing of the trip was incredible; we had just watched a slideshow in Mrs. Jones’s class from her summer in Rome, and the imagery was stunning. As each colorful still kachunked into place through the whir of the Kodak fan, I mighta been looking through her lens, but it felt like I was filming it through mine. When Dad broke the news about the trip, I wasn’t thinking about bringing the dog—I wanted to smuggle Chris and the fukken Heaths instead.



We arrived and got settled in at the nice apartment they’d arranged for us. Dad’s workload on The Cassandra Crossing was a heavy one right off the bat. He’d leave early and come home late, and the only way we could spend any time with him was at the iconic Cinecittà Studios on the outskirts of Rome.

It was fine at first, but after a while we’d get antsy and need to stretch our legs and minds. One of the disadvantages was that we couldn’t film while they were filming. The MX was so goddam loud it could be heard all the way across the massive soundstage. Sucked for me and Emilio because once the deadly virus makes it onto the train, there’s machine-gun fire every other scene and hazmat doods getting ripped to shreds. (It’ll all make sense after you look it up.)

The star of Mrs. Jones’s Roman slideshow was the Coliseum, and by the end of the first week in the ancient city, Mom took all four kids to see it in person. They offered guided tours that held my interest for all of seven minutes, and I could tell that E was just as bored and seeing the place in the same way I was: as a giant amazing set. We hatched a plan that night and were back at the Coliseum the following morning to begin filming.

Our plot concept was pretty basic. Emilio was the American exchange student/photographer who has a chance encounter with a homeless kid (me) in his new “home”—the Coliseum, all the way down to the spooky catacombs. The working title was Rubble Child, a bit on the nose but c’mon, we’re the same outfit that called an assassin film Rooftop Killer and a card-cheating drama Deadly Aces. Why stray from a proven formula? (And no, you can’t look up any of ’em.)

The shoot lasted a few days, and our camera was as loud as it wanted to be. After E’s character finally earned my trust, the plot hit a snag—we couldn’t figure out what to do with a rubble child away from all the rubble. We were running low on ideas and film, at which point the action taking place on Dad’s set was about to get a lot more interesting.

Dad was on Stage Five working with a star-studded cast. Among those stars: Orenthal James Simpson, “O.J.” to friends and family (and mistresses). During a lengthy break between production setups, I got into a heated and surreal game of ping-pong with that same man by his other nickname, The Juice.

The volleys were furious, we were tied at 21-all, it was many hours past my bedtime. O.J. was extremely competitive and clearly didn’t give a fuck that his opponent was a shy ten-year-old child. We had a superstar audience of Dad’s other costars: Ava Gardner, Richard Harris, Sophia Loren, Burt Lancaster, and a very Method Lee Strasberg. Most of the Italian crew had drifted in as well to see what all the commozione was about.

O.J.’s view of me had to have been a tad comical. The table was tall, and I was short. He was playing against a floating head with long hair and a paddle. O.J. was exceptionally vocal, as vainglorious as he was congenial—a brand of “friendly” you’d find on a soap opera. His endless running commentary gave us an early taste of his post-football work in the broadcast booth. Whatever his strategy, the game could not have been more exciting. I was in the match of my life with the greatest athlete on planet earth, and I was two points away from pocketing the most improbable victory ever.

That’s when his paddle changed hands.

The sneaky move was so smooth and subtle, I’m positive it went completely unnoticed by everyone. (They were shooting nights, and most of the stage was pretty sauced by that point, principal cast included.) O.J. saw that I clocked it. He was staring right through me when he made the swap. It was a silent signal telling me in no uncertain terms: Not tonight, kid. He’d given me the underdog-deluxe show I’d unleashed, but the win? Not a chance.

The game ended in unspectacular fashion, those final two points a blur.

His winning shot was a missile that ricocheted off a wardrobe cart twenty feet behind me. Please understand that I’m still describing his ping-pong skills when I say: His right hand was fukken lethal.

The postgame congrats from the actors and crew buoyed my spirits enough to calm my bitter disappointment. A kiss on the cheek from Sophia Loren didn’t hurt either.

O.J. and I shared a secret that night. He knew that I knew, and for whatever reason it stayed right there, between the two of us. The more I thought about it, the more I felt like I was set up. Lured in with the off hand, only to be crushed like a bug when it mattered most. What a tool. Last I checked, Sophia Loren didn’t kiss him that night.



A week later, the film’s producer, Carlo Ponti, and his wife, Sophia Loren, invited the entire cast to their opulent villa for a beautifully prepared shindig. The house was incredible, the food was world-class, the day was amazing. Our hosts were fully engaged and generous with their time to everyone in attendance. Well, actually, all of their chauffeurs who’d delivered the guests were stuck outside in the rain under a shitty catering tent. Dad caught wind of it and made sure the staff brought them coffee and food—per usual, Saint Martin to the fukken rescue.

Toward the end of the party, we were herded into their home theater to watch an American movie that had just been released in the States. A whispered game of telefono spread through the crowd, as many tried to guess what the film might be. Pretty sure I heard Anna Strasberg side-mouth to her husband Lee, “I really hope it’s not one of Carlo’s.”

The screening room, with priceless art on every wall, seated close to thirty people. Carlo introduced the film with three words I’ll never forget: Dog Day Afternoon.

“Oh kool,” I thought, “I love dogs.”

Al Pacino’s performance absolutely floored me. It was as elegant as the masterworks we sat beneath. Not since Dad in Badlands, two years prior, had an actor transported me so completely. The Ponti–Loren movie night was a key moment where I began to muse over what it really took to become an actor.

Dad and Al.

Not too bad for a couple of former ushers who never gave up on the dream.



Shortly after our glorious dog-day at the villa, Dad received a 3 a.m. overseas call from his agent. Dad was being asked to fly from Rome to Los Angeles for a meeting with the brilliant director Francis Ford Coppola. Fresh off of a multi-Oscar takeover at the Academy Awards for Godfather II, Francis was the most celebrated and valued director in the known universe.

The meeting would have to take place at the airport. Francis had a two-hour layover before he needed to board another flight. (They’d met a few years earlier when Dad auditioned for The Godfather. After the difficult screen test, Dad told Francis that Pacino was better for the role. Francis listened.)

Two days later Pop was on a flight to LA. Frustrating delays in customs left them with only fifteen minutes together in the first-class lounge. Francis handed Dad a script, explaining that his lead actor, Harvey Keitel, needed to be replaced. Following whatever could be gleaned in 900 seconds, they thanked each other and said their farewells. Dad headed back to Malibu to read the script that night and stay on the Roman time zone.

He returned to Italy to finish his last week on the film and wait for an answer from Francis.

The call finally came. It was on.

As soon as he wrapped, Dad had to throw a bag together and board a flight to the Philippines. When it landed, he barely had time for a wardrobe fitting and a snack. In the next instant he was sitting in a Huey gunship, documenting the very first frames as Captain Benjamin Willard in the greatest motion picture ever made: Apocalypse Now.

To steal a line from the film, “Get your people back, this is gonna be a big one.”
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