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The Pinball Machine


Dear Reader,


I have a crush on you.


I know that might sound strange, or forward, but it’s the truth.


“You get crushes on everything, Val,” my ex-wife, Joanne, once told me in her proper English manner. “You have a crush on your organic garden.”


She was right. And to bring up this crush on you is not to woo you—although that may be a bonus—but to share the sound of this small swell in my heart. Your company brings me hope. To envision such a connection between reader and writer may be a fantasy, but it’s one I cannot resist. It energizes me. I have felt this Love coming from the world over lately. I have felt this Love from you. Let’s call it unity. “Let’s call it eloquence.” (That’s a line from my one-man show, Citizen Twain, that I wrote and have been touring for the last five years.) Thank you.


I’ve been drawn to this buzz as long as I can remember. The beauty of the universe. I let muses, whether people, animals, or places, infuse my life with wonder and mystery. Though I will warn you, with this ever-sparkly north star, it can be hard at times to distinguish sanctity from temptation. In the words of St. Augustine, “Give me chastity and continence, but not yet.” Muses or angels have rescued me countless times, and my own inner puckishness has not only defined my art, it has helped me stay alive. I have had from an early age the gift of healing.


You will see this book takes twists and turns. Welcome to the pinball machine of my mind. Here, authenticity lives with eccentricity. A delicious diet, if a bit unsteady. My poems, my puns, my spiritual side trips, and the names of friends, both famous and infamous, dropped along the way—I can’t stop myself. I can’t help myself. So come along. It’s dangerous, but indulge me. We will travel with lightning speed because I’ve led a lightning-speed life. Let’s begin with one of these muses.


Cher.


Former girlfriend.


Forever friend.


Funniest woman I ever met. A consummate artist who displays the attributes of a child, teenager, and sagacious adult, all at once.


Once Cher works her way inside your head and heart, she never leaves. For her true friends, her steadfast love and loyalty never die. We met a lifetime earlier at a time when she was a luminous icon and I was still standing on the sidelines. We had a wild ride, running around the world, and though we’d eventually veer off in different directions, our spirits stayed united.


So when a few years ago I discovered a lump in my throat that turned out to be cancer, Cher couldn’t have been more caring. Like millions of other Americans I had been affected by the financial crisis in 2008. I’d been forced to sell my home in New Mexico and rented an aerie cottage on the Malibu coast. But after my ongoing challenges with breathing, she suggested I stay in her guesthouse.


As dedicated followers of Architectural Digest know, she commands a Venetian palazzo in Malibu. Only Cher has the chutzpah to re-create the glory of the Italian Renaissance in Southern California. The most unnerving European monarch would deem her guest quarters quite acceptable. I accepted.


Cher has a knack for finding poetry and truth. She is a blazingly fast thinker and just the best company. We cover everything from politics to poetry. Poetry always calms my soul, consuming it and creating it. One morning, I had been reading Baudelaire’s The Flowers of Evil and listening to the waves crash. I was in love with the line “The inaccessible blue of spiritual heavens,” from the poem “Spiritual Dawn.”


I had been awake since dawn. Cher invited me up to the grand patio for lunch. The ocean was imbued with a strange blue. Cher was chatty. I was relaxed. Cher dipped out for afternoon errands. Night fell, and I fell asleep. Suddenly I awoke vomiting blood that covered the bed like a scene out of The Godfather. I prayed immediately, then called 911. Then alerted my hostess.


Cher stepped in and stepped up and stilled my spirits. And yet even in my grave condition, I saw her scanning the paramedic, who was Gregory Peck drop-dead handsome. Only in Hollywood, right? Despite the fact that I was covered in blood, I caught her eye and bounced my brows like Groucho Marx. Hubba hubba. Cher was bashful to be busted but then couldn’t help laughing out loud at the audacity. Here we were, joking about beauty and desire, while I looked like a stunt man from Tarantino’s Reservoir Dogs and, yes, while my life seemed to be in mortal danger. I thought, You’ll have this guy by the stroke of midnight. We have telepathy, and she opened her iconic mouth, but words failed her. A rarity. We laughed out loud before they finished with my vitals and shut me up with an oxygen mask.


It was a step along the path of gnarly throat challenges, my tongue swollen with blocked lymph passages, ultimately resulting in two tracheotomies and more than one Godfather moment. The cancer miraculously healed much faster than any of the doctors predicted. It has taken time, and taken a toll.


I begin with this memory in part to explain my current condition, as so many have expressed concern and natural curiosity. The thing is, when I speak now, I sound like Marlon Brando after a couple of bottles of tequila. It isn’t a frog in my throat. More like a buffalo. It is difficult for others to understand what I am saying. My healing is steady, but so far, slow.


Speaking, once my joy and lifeblood, has become an hourly struggle. The instrument over which I had complete mastery is now out of my control. I know the simple action of trusting and affirming Love is not just a healing balm but a primary healing source. It’s not a complicated or esoteric practice. We all know what Love can do. Sometimes one must be defiant about the material picture. I’m living proof.


I’m clear that this mind bending is a necessary part of my enlightenment. The more my puffed-up ego is deflated, the lighter I become. Some days I am weighed down. Some days I pray and listen. Some days I am light as air.


Others, not so much. I am a storyteller who has been deprived of his primary tool. So I’ve focused on listening and am so grateful for the habits of prayer and the ability to trust in its healing that I’ve developed since childhood. Stay calm and carry on. I am weighed down with worry and physical pain. Clearly I’m vain, but I’m workin’ on it, baby, I’m workin’ on it. In fact, I’ve never met anyone who has worked so hard on their vanity. LOL.


I write for relief. I write for healing. I write to view the past more clearly and place myself firmly in the center of Love. I want to get my story out as quickly as possible, but mostly I write because it feels good to share with the world what the world has shared with me.


I write from my perch immersed in the mysterious Hollywood Hills. My stylish little sanctuary was built in 1923, the year my father was born dirt-poor in the dusty panhandle of Texas. My home is overstuffed with artifacts, piles of books and tabletops of talismans from my distant past: turquoise from New Mexico, rare arrowheads, a sterling silver buckle branded with the logo of my family ranch, and hand axes from secret African anthropological sites. I look out the window and see the hills of Hollywood turn from blue to misty gold. On starlit nights I hear melodious sounds wafting through the air from fancy neighbors’ parties. This shelter was birthed in the golden age of filmmaking. I am a grateful disciple of that original vision. I am also a man on a mission.


The mission is healing, and though I have admitted my vanity, I will do my best to steer this mission from vanity to honesty. Honesty is born of pure Love. Love is the divine healer, but to get to pure Love, I have no choice but to follow the path bravely forged by Dante. I have to go through the inferno.


The distance between heaven and hell is the difference between faith and doubt. I have no doubt, for example, that my recent illness shut down professional opportunities that were really not opportunities at all. The universe’s rejection is the universe’s protection. I have faith that the shift in my physicality is crucial to the growth in my spirituality. When one sense weakens, another grows strong. I have more time to play in the metaphysical forests. That leaves me with the task of writing death-defying stories. This hole in my throat, this fat tongue that impedes my speech, this fury I’m feeling, only fuels my commitment to a long-form blues that otherwise might be called an autobiography. Like the old singer said, you sing the blues to lose the blues.


The blues are never right unless they’re raw. The blues are never right unless they also express joy. For joy at overcoming unforeseen obstacles is reason for celebration. This celebratory blues song will cover the full range of my life. Three acts do not apply. Make it ten acts. Make it twenty. Make it whatever it takes to illuminate a life that leads to understanding. I’m excited to revisit that life, excited to try to make sense out of this rapturous nonsense, and even more excited to do so in my naked now. I quote from the Christian Science hymn “Shepherd, Show Me How to Go” by Mary Baker Eddy, “I will listen for thy voice, lest my footsteps stray / I will follow and rejoice, all the rugged way.”


Like all true stories, mine includes extreme chiaroscuro, dazzling light and wrenching darkness. But light leads the way. Light might be my one defining motive and the essence of my character, and my early years were simply flooded with it.








PROGRESS PROVES THE INFINITE





I’m saying what we’re praying and how it’s neighboring delight


To spend an eternity in this hour holding hands throughout the night


Never needing to check for relevance


(Our proof is what we pay for)


We dance across the cosmos


Reflecting purity and purpose from Pulpit and Press


I salute you brothers and sisters


Whose progress


Proves


The Infinite


—Hollywood, California, 2019










Happy Trails to You, Roy Rogers and Charles Manson


I was born on the last day of 1959. The final breath of a stultifying decade and then the intoxicating swirl of the sixties. I am the middle son of Eugene Kilmer and Gladys Swanette Ekstadt. My older brother, Mark; my younger brother, Wesley.


I was born a mutt—playful, rambunctious, ready to run in absolutely any direction, except the one I was told. Swedish. Irish. Mongolian. Scottish. German. My father always told us our grandmother was Cherokee. Like my origins, I was hopelessly and happily confused. Eugene was an ambitious man born in the ambitious state of Texas. He sold aerospace parts, fuses, and later real estate. He had a small head but broad shoulders. Gladys was beautiful, quixotic. They navigated together from Moline, Illinois, through the lands of the Navajo and the wilderness of New Mexico to sunbaked Chatsworth, California, the primary landscape of my halcyon years. Chatsworth, the least glamorous corner of Los Angeles, sits at the northern border of the San Fernando Valley at the foot of an imposing mountain range. The smoggy suburban sprawl contains a number of anonymous industrial parks where my father found a cheap, giant warehouse to store the materials of his various endeavors, under the umbrella of Liberty Engineering, after The Statue of. These were the days before Chatsworth, Canoga Park, and Winnetka became the porn industry mecca of the world.


When I was born, we lived on the beach in Playa del Rey until our whole block was mowed down by the city to make a runway at LAX. Today whenever you fly off into the wild blue yonder, you can see the checkerboard of asphalt that was once my home.


I have memories from before I could speak. I remember brushing my fingers along the bars of my crib. I was plotting my first escape. Once, during an earthquake, a California norm, I crawled beneath our Formica-top kitchen table and felt the rumbling of the earth beneath me. Earthquakes have always excited me, and I remember peeking over the table wondering if the fog would be wiped clean by a giant tidal wave. Seismic shaking, my first encounter with primitive rock and roll. I liked that motion, liked looking through the window with its unobstructed ocean view, liked the mysterious arrival of that heavy fog that made the outside world disappear.
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At home in Playa del Rey with older brother, Mark (foreground)





My father was always on his way out the door. Where was he going? And to do what? When I was old enough to ask our eternally smiley nanny, Lulabell, she and my mother both responded in unison, “He’s an engineer.” “What train?” Oh, how they laughed. I still wonder what train he was on. It was this puzzle of predictably mysterious movement. And then the painful aura of November 22, 1963, when I was three, watching Dad and Mom face the little black-and-white box as Jackie Kennedy stood by, dressed in a suit stained by blood. Something darkened in me because I saw that Dad was shattered. I didn’t want a shattered father. I wanted him whole, present, affectionate, loving. I still want that. I still want something that sometimes feels like I can never have, except in spirit.


To many, it would seem as though I grew up wealthy. My father was an operator whose businesses blossomed in ways no one understood but him. He was always ahead of his time, sometimes to a fault. Except for with fashion. Whew. When Dad’s blossoms ultimately wilted, I was a young adult. One reason we were always thought to have more means than we did was my father’s unfailing generosity. I don’t believe I ever sat at a table my father didn’t pay for. He fully, even lavishly, financed the first man of color in his business, in direct competition with him, as he worked harder than any man he had met and felt strongly he should be supported at a time when there were virtually no black men in the entire region he lived and worked.


As a kid, I was blessed by an overabundance of energy (unless you were a teacher of mine; then you needed the patience of Job). My mother used to make us bologna sandwiches, kiss us on the head, and wave as we took off on our one-speed Schwinns, often not to come back until after dark. Our legs were so blown out with fatigue by the time we returned, we’d have to walk our bikes up the dirt road, just parallel to Roy Rogers and Dale Evans, one thousand yards from our home. They owned all the property around us, and what they didn’t own belonged to one of their closest friends, a man who lost everything and hanged himself in one of the barns. Imagine. What a place to grow up!


We moved from Playa del Rey to Chatsworth, trekking from sand and sea to the golden hot tumbleweeds and oak trees, where the leaves prick you like tarantulas and rattlesnakes and wild peacocks lull you to sleep, along with the fragrance of eucalyptus.


The peacocks are still there. At first they were the treasures of a local rancher who had a weekend rodeo with famed farrier Wilford Brimley. He loved that I knew that about him and he was damn hard to impress. Also that I knew some of the Turtles’ original rodeo circuit cowboys. Look ’em up. We made it just under the wire, like I did with the death of film. I was aware of the death of the cowboy right before my baby eyes.


In the Valley, I was a wild thing. I climbed sandstone boulders at great velocity with zero fear. My skin grew back rougher and more resilient each month. I’d scrape it bare with my older brother, who was even stronger than me. He was unreal. When we would catch pickup games in the black community in Palm Springs, it made me so proud that my brother would be chosen in the first couple rounds, as he could slam-dunk almost every time. He was six foot two. Barely. What a pair of springs he had. Such a natural talent, I used to beg him when we were in college to take up dancing. He had that crazy knack for being able to copy movement almost instantly. I could do it with character movement but never in sports. Instead I’d catch toads and create homes for them by bashing holes in the tops of apricot cans. I was ever exploring, ever running. Then we got into engines, riding dune buggies and motorcycles for hours in the baking sun. And my father put us on his lap and let us drive the Cadillac, whose hood seemed like it was halfway home, it was so long.


From our home in Chatsworth, it took at least ninety minutes to get anywhere or do anything. My father was a dreamer full of dichotomies, both arrogant and humble. He was raised in the New Mexico wilderness on trout they caught from the river that ran through their campsite, plus whatever my grandfather shot for food. Beyond that it was cornmeal, grits, beef jerky, Spam, and pinto beans. Once my mother was so frustrated trying to change his prison-lifer palette that she fed him just that for three days straight, pinto beans and Spam. She says he never said a word.


My father was mysterious, too. An only child, LA-citywide math and spelling champ with a singular mix of weakness and strength. As an adult he was starved for excitement; my mother yearned to please him but was often exhausted by the time he got home. He had grown up in the wilderness, where energy meant survival. But my mother was distracted and often detached, from all of us. Her husband was alarmed by the fact that she never bothered to track her children. We could have been anywhere. Once my little brother was lost so long we called the cops. I found him sleeping peacefully under the seat we had had dinner in, in the kitchen. He had enormous energy as well, but had simply hit the wall.


I think it may have been as simple as she knew my father was cheating on her and couldn’t handle it and had only her Christian Science practitioner to confide in and to guide her. My folks were never partners. And one of my father’s great disparities was his dual and simultaneous stinginess and generosity. He would buy a Cadillac we couldn’t yet afford but not let my mom buy curtains for the living room. Our home was only ever half furnished because of this Ebenezer Scrooge side of him. So weird.


I remember when rock and roll hit us and hit us hard. Dad, not being a lover of any music he hadn’t learned around a campfire and so limited to about eight songs, wouldn’t let us buy more than one record a week between the three of us at the height of rock’s steamrolling, earth-soaking prowess. How could we decide between the latest Beatles record and the latest hard-rock experimental Jimi Hendrix experience, or the latest Sly and the Family Stone masterpiece, or Stevie Wonder? Oh, what perfect hell. And this, again, was when my father was making stacks.
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Mom in the 1950s





The lack of such structure made it tempting to run away. I once did, when we were still living at the beach. I was three when I asked Mom to show me how to capture butterflies and moths and make the holes in the tin tops to the glass jars we stored fruit in from our couple of trees. But Mom, giggling with a girlfriend on the phone, paid me no mind. I was crushed and decided to leave once and for all. Mom didn’t even notice when I grabbed my GI Joe backpack and tiny plastic tent and indignantly announced that I was never returning home. If she wanted to see my new digs, I’d be living under the tree in the empty lot next door. Still on the phone, she only half-heard my gallant farewell speech. I was burning with anger.


The adventure was arduous, about thirty feet away, and the day scalding hot. The lot was covered in sand. Twenty yards… I was uncomfortable and bored. For a few minutes, I rested, watching a caravan of crawling caterpillars. Then, with the smell of Mom’s insanely delicious melty chocolate chip cookies wafting through the air, I nearly caved, before I swore to stand my ground, and made it another ten yards to the middle of the sandy lot. For ten minutes. Then twenty. Then thirty. Then… enough. The ol’ “make me come home ’cause of chocolate cookie smell” was one thing, but the thought of Mom’s bologna sandwiches with mayonnaise oozing through the crevices of squishy Wonder Bread…


I ran home and felt like I had just docked from New Zealand. But I feigned indifference. She hadn’t even noticed I’d gone. The silly story marks a theme that’s followed me through life, this dialectic of wandering and grounding, of sacrifice and indulgence, of wonder and bread.


I’ve run in and out of insanely intense romantic relationships. I’ve been known to walk through the snow for miles to see a girl or fly across the world at a moment’s notice to sit under the African sun with a woman who I knew would—and did—change my molecular makeup. Perhaps like any kid who grew up in the San Fernando Valley, I saw the world happening somewhere else. Not somewhere over the rainbow, no, just somewhere over the Santa Monica Mountains, somewhere over Mulholland Drive. There was a mighty snobbery to the Hollywood geography.


There were only three types of territory. You had to live in Beverly Hills or the Hollywood Hills, or if you were super wild and renegade but still had to have the recognition of stardom or success, you made the trek in from Malibu. Or maybe the real jewels were those tentacles like the Palisades or Holmby Hills, little pockets of opulence. Opulence is a thirty-foot fence made of ancient trees, planted tight as a wicker imprisonment, keeping the paparazzi out, away from the superstar sunbathing in the back as if she were in the south of France or the hills of Tuscany, the rocky slopes of Greece or the Spanish rancheros of the Southwest, all jammed together in a madhouse of hard-earned purchased taste, French nouveau riche next to a super-modern Case Study House. Then there was always the “old money” of Pasadena, which in California terms meant about thirty-eight years old. Then there was the bastion of smarty-pants like Marlon and Warren and Jack and Coppola, who just didn’t bother deciding who to please and lived on top of everyone on Mulholland Drive. The older smart real estate mogul actors lived near what was really their own private airport at Burbank, and were like the genius businessman Bob Hope, who owned thousands of acres all over greater Los Angeles. I could feel all this secret wealth swarming around, dusted up into the twister from The Wizard of Oz. The studios and the largest backlots were in the Valley as well. I passed Warner Ranch every morning on my way to school. Berkeley Hall on Swall Drive. Boy, I knew it was somewhere else. Even though cowboy superstar Roy Rogers was right next door, he hardly represented what my little heart intuitively understood was deep, soulful acting. Talent, class. My father’s idea of success seemed to be a numbers game. He didn’t give a whit what his home or its contents looked like, or pleasing our mother with the normal gifts a hardworking housewife who was being cheated on received, like diamonds and pearls and new cars and clothes. And what do you do with those things in the complete isolation of Chatsworth? We were in the witness protection program of culture. Although this great show of absence in parenting from our folks also can rightly be seen as glorious trust that we were okay out on a grand trip of discovery, every day of our eternal summer vacation and after school and the weekends. They created in us all or allowed us all to flourish as ourselves, without a single syllable of judgment. I am eternally grateful for this outstanding gift of self-reliance. I see it now in my own children and am very proud they know the difference as well. Being smothered creatively is some kind of terrible crime our youth suffer from today, being locked into the “rules” of apps and games and the weird madness of control that’s clearly out of control these days about our true natures, which are 100 percent evaluated in terms of being a consumer. Well that’s no fun at all. Not really. It’s somewhere else.


I had to get to that somewhere else. I’ve always had a starving, stealthy spirit. I want to get up and out. Even back then I wanted to scream my declaration of freedom, though I was painfully shy.


Mom’s three sons were born within a period of four years, and I was the apple of her eye. I was told that when Mom gave birth to us, without painkillers or other drugs—you know, the way babies have been born since the dawn of time—she did so without a sound.


Mother was very beautiful, likened often to that greatest of natural talents in film Ingrid Bergman, also Swedish. She was at once a strong woman with strong weaknesses. She had her dark side and seemed to be burdened by aspects of life she was rarely able to convey to my big brother, Mark, and me. She and my father shared an understanding of Christian Science, whose underlying premise has an illuminating simplicity: Always turn from the material to the spiritual. From hate to Love. When Love is spelled with a capital L, as I will do often here, it means the Father/Mother Love, the God of All in all. Free of the burden of doctrine that held hell and damnation over the heads of its constituents, Christian Science, founded in 1879 by Mary Baker Eddy, provided comfort to my parents. I inherited their faith through hard-fought experimentation and proof.
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Christian Science founder Mary Baker Eddy





I’ve held fast to that faith throughout life, even though my parents never really taught us the practice of it. I recognize, respect, and revere all systems of sacred belief that embrace a golden rule of nonjudgment. Christian Science is simply a modern application of ancient Christianity found in the New Testament. It professes the ethos of unrelenting Love and reasserts the lost element of healing largely left out of almost all Christian faiths today, for some reason. Over time, its power transformed from the unconscious to the conscious in my mind. Seems kind of important and useful to me, being able to heal yourself. As a kid, I felt it brewing. As an adult, it has come to full flower. It’s a subtle religion by nature, as its main tenets are prayer, study, and solitary, interior acts of tenderness. That doesn’t mean I haven’t led a frenzied life. That frenzy is still alive and well. It does mean, though, that I have never lost my faith to what seems to me is a kind of materialism that leads nowhere, nowhere of value anyway. Never met a super wealthy person where money obviated any of the basic challenges of finding happiness in the material world. “Money can’t buy me love.”


My mother’s aloofness made me want to please her even more, and she was unique in that she never exploited unconditional Love, as mothers sometimes do. Her Love was an invisible golden thread, something I couldn’t always sense, but we were close in the psychic realm. Sometimes she suffered from migraines that I was aware of even across the country when I had moved to New York to study acting and she to a new life with a new husband, Bill, the love of her life, in Wickenburg, Arizona. Other times I could see her riding her horse on the wind and it looked like she was flying. Whenever I called her with these sort of visions, they were inevitably true. She was arty but also conservative, and she grew more so with time.


For both Mom and Dad, life in the Valley was monotonous. A couple times a year, they beat back the boredom by laboring over elaborate themed parties at the house. One night, our home was transformed into Monte Carlo’s most sophisticated casino. I snuck out of my tiny bed. I may have even stuffed the bed with pillows, gettin’ the idea from some movie. I spent the night sandwiched in between an itchy wall that scratched right through my flannel PJs and our floral sofa, looking up at the wild transformation of our normally unadorned living room. It was full-on midsixties orange Day-Glo, with cardboard cutouts everywhere. Pin the tail on the go-go dancer. Young moms were letting their hair down, housewives rocking out in their miniskirts, and aerospace engineers letting their long lapels hang low. Everywhere I looked the topography was red, yellow, and leather. I swooned at the dancing, bedazzled by the makeshift costumes, until I was captured and scolded.


We lived next door to Roy Rogers and too close for comfort to Charles Manson. We used to go to Spahn Ranch, where they all lived. It was the closest place to rent a horse for a trail ride. The guy who put me on his horse was Donald “Shorty” Shea, who worked at Spahn Ranch. He was killed by members of the Manson family a few weeks after the Tate-LaBianca murders, though his body wasn’t discovered until 1977. I never saw Manson himself but clearly remember the panic that ran rampant when the grisly murders made international news. It happened when I was eight, but by then the Love vibe, projected by Mom and Dad in different ways, protected us from fear. Whatever deficiencies my parents possessed, they adored their boys.


Roy Rogers was a happier story, mostly. When his ranch went up for sale, Dad bought it and moved us in. When the world’s most famous cowboy was still living there, I’d sneak over and peek through the windows of their great room. Inside were Bullet, the German shepherd, and Trigger, Roy’s beloved trick horse and invaluable costar, perched on two hind legs. Both animals were quite dead but professionally taxidermied. We couldn’t help but worry whether, when his wife, Dale Evans, died, he might stuff her and place her in the kitchen holding a plate of chocolate chip cookies. Fortunately, Dale outlived Roy. Terrible joke, but I was eight. Imagine going to sleep knowing that one neighbor had hanged himself and the other had stuffed two of his three costars.


These hills were home to hundreds of Westerns. Landscapes of imaginary freedom where make-believe cowboys fought fake battles and won real fame and glory. Our local wandering hobo, begging with a paper coffee cup, sang old country tunes. They say your hometown shapes you, and that was mine. The shape had a heroic bent. The lore of heroism, even though it was heroism fashioned by Hollywood, was hidden in the hills above our ranch, etched into the sandstone boulders of Chatsworth, and written on the Santa Ana winds, as Joan Didion describes in her brilliant essay collection on her early times in LA, Slouching Towards Bethlehem—the title coming from that powerful poem by W. B. Yeats.


We lived a much more holistic lifestyle than we realized. Orange groves, avocado trees, and hand-churned butter from down the street.
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Roy Rogers with a stuffed Trigger, 1974





We boys were sent to Berkeley Hall, a Christian Science school. And though my father’s relationship to spirit was not salient, I drank in the mystery of faith. As early as I can remember, I curated this notion of an all-loving force, a messiah both male and female. In coming years, I would eventually tear through the Bible, the Bhagavad Gita, and the Qur’an, searching for either a new faith or proof that what I was born into was a true solid foundation to build a life on. But I kept coming back to the love of Love, the most reliable rule that I ever knew. I also kept coming back to Mrs. Eddy, who was so egalitarian in her Love that she spent a year writing God with exclusively feminine pronouns. The next year she reverted; her publisher must have realized the world wasn’t ready for a female God. She reasoned that we have much more cause to consider God feminine than masculine, as the leading qualities of Love, empathy, compassion can be more easily found in a woman than a man or a feminine makeup than masculine. I’ve always found women infinitely more interesting than men. Perhaps that’s why we’ve always gotten along so well. I have never suffered the illusion there was any winning with a woman. We are big oafy elephants in the room and they are butterflies. And it takes so long for an elephant to get to asking a question of relevance to a butterfly. Thanks for being so patient, ladies. We’re trying to catch up, we really are…










Grandpa Kilmer’s Grave in Truth or Consequences


I was a feral wanderer, yearning for lightness. I searched for something strange yet wholly comforting. Reading came quickly. The first poem of my heart was written by a distant cousin who had died in 1918. It turned out to be a famous verse because of its profound simplicity. I read Joyce Kilmer’s “Trees” out loud to my second-grade class.




I think that I shall never see


A poem lovely as a tree.


A tree whose hungry mouth is prest


Against the earth’s sweet flowing breast;


A tree that looks at God all day,


And lifts her leafy arms to pray;


A tree that may in Summer wear


A nest of robins in her hair;


Upon whose bosom snow has lain;


Who intimately lives with rain.


Poems are made by fools like me,


But only God can make a tree.





Kilmer was a devout Catholic and his spiritual nature is reflected in the piece. He was a war hero who sacrificed his life defending democracy during World War I in France, which made his poem all the more easier to be chosen as the first piece representing the genre of writing when our textbooks became nationalized across the USA.


As much as I’ve strived to infuse meaning into the poems and plays I’ve written throughout my life, the fully blossomed tree is the ultimate book, poem, and play. When in A Midsummer Night’s Dream Puck tells his king, “Lord, what fools these mortals be!” I believe Shakespeare had himself in mind. The Bard knew that art is essentially artifice—lovely artifice, enchanting artifice, but artifice nonetheless. There’s absolutely nothing artificial about a tree.


When Shakespeare offers his most salient beliefs about how to find value in this life, he suggests through Hamlet that it is the actor’s charge “to hold the mirror up to nature… to show the very age and body of its time, its form and pressure.” The actor’s job, in other words, is to show us who we really are, and as a smarter man than me has noted, if we don’t learn from history we are destined to repeat it. The experience of acting Shakespeare makes clear, throughout his impossibly diverse attempts to clarify and elucidate our souls to us, that we’ve got the best, most condensed shot at understanding the truth of our very spirit through a display or reflection of actions that reveal our habits and folly as well as our nobility and higher strivings. Although he’s a haughty one, that ol’ Bill, he’s a naughty one.


I came to learn that Mark Twain had wisdom not unlike Shakespeare’s. He understood that, like everyone, he fell into foolery. He also saw how artificial language could be. So he changed up the language and made it real. More than a couple of scholars say that’s the start of gutbucket American lit. I didn’t know all that when, as a kid, I first met Huckleberry Finn. All I knew was that I loved his story. First time I read it, I was in what felt like an enchanted forest of pine trees. Leaves fell gracefully on my shoulders; mosquitoes nibbled at my ankles. I was Huck. Jim was my playmate. Together we floated on the raft, the Mississippi holding us aloft. Fleeing the civilized world, scorned by polite society, speaking an intoxicating patois that had my head reeling, I joined Huck and Jim on every one of their crazy adventures. Twain struck a visceral chord, perhaps a lifetime’s worth of chords. He railed against divisions of race, class, and age. He was coarse and brilliant and funny and irreverent and honest and, as someone who deserted the Confederate army two weeks after joining, a famous coward. I came to love all these contradictions.


Grandma, a true American, was a character out of Twain. She was down-home and funky. Dad instilled within me a small fear of his mother’s empty coffee can that stood next to her feet. “Never look inside that can,” he warned. And of course, I couldn’t resist. Curiosity over fear.


I must have been three when I approached that forbidden can. Grandma couldn’t stop sucking on her corncob pipe. Beyond smoking like a chimney, she was hooked on snuff. She pinched finely ground tobacco and snorted it right up the schnoz. She also chewed tobacco. Her spittoon was the forbidden coffee can at the foot of her rocker. When I took the plunge and breathed in that dank, brackish, murky muddle of old tobacco chew and sinewy saliva, my stomach churned.


Churning, yearning to bring back memories like Grandma’s scar. They say every scar tells a story. I’d stare at the scar that sat on her right shoulder—it’s one of my first memories—and wonder how it came about. Dad told the tale. His father, whom I never knew, was a prospector. He lived till one hundred. Amazingly, he was sixty when Dad was born. I never asked, but I presume Grandma had to be many more than ten years younger than her husband. A gold prospector, Grandpa Thomas explored, drilled, and excavated mineral deposits.


He died in Hot Springs, New Mexico—later renamed Truth or Consequences after Ralph Edwards, host of a radio game show by that name, promised to broadcast an episode from any town that changed its name to that of the show.


The legend of my grandparents’ past loomed large in my imagination. The camp where they prospected was attacked by Native Americans. An arrow was shot into Grandma’s shoulder, a tomahawk smashed into Grandpa’s skull. Grandma, with the help of a local Mexican, managed to get him in the back of their wagon, hitch the horse and mule, and ride through the wilderness until she found a doctor, who put a metal plate in her husband’s head. Winters used to drive him crazy as the plate was always cold.



[image: Image]

Grandpa Kilmer outside his cabin in New Mexico





When I was still a preteen, Dad took me to what had been the cabin my grandfather built on Zuni land, now a national park in New Mexico, where I stared at a hummingbird. Soon the bird was joined by another. And then another. And then another, until there were at least a hundred hummingbirds flying overhead. I felt as though I had conjured them. I knew that one day, like Grandpa, I would live in the New Mexican wilderness.


Grandpa was also a mountain man. Think The Treasure of the Sierra Madre. He lived on beans and berries. Grandma eventually gave up on him and moved to Los Angeles, but Grandpa was always coming to LA and stealing my dad back to the mountains to help him with his prospecting. Eventually my concerned grandmother would hide Dad rather than have her ex-husband drag him back into the wilderness. The danger of freezing to death was real. My father eventually confronted Grandpa. He liked school and was good at it. From what I gathered, this was such an alien idea to my grandfather. He could find no good reason to have that kind of mind around him in the wilderness. Besides, he was getting old. And feeding a young giant was expensive. My father was six foot three by his third year in high school.


When in the sixties I visited Pueblo Park Campground at the northern edge of the Blue Range Wilderness, the cabin my grandfather built was still standing, with arrowheads, pottery shards, and stray bits of turquoise strewn about in the leaves and grass. Dad never tired of telling the story about facing a bear in the woods. It was only a cub, but then again, so was my dad. He screamed and ran like the wind. He couldn’t get the little bear off his mind. Grandpa had gone off on a trip, and Dad felt an obligation to protect his mother. He imagined the cub growing up to become a killer grizzly. He took it as his duty to get that bear before the bear came back to get him. Screwing up his courage, he grabbed his dad’s rifle from the closet when Grandma wasn’t looking and went searching for the creature. He had been gone for hours when Grandma grew alarmed. She could easily track him because a single line in the dirt marked the path along which he’d dragged the rifle, too heavy for his small frame. When his mother found him, he had fallen asleep under a ponderosa pine, cuddling the rifle like a teddy. I love imagining my father, so ferocious in his later life, as a sweet little boy lost in the woods, dreaming heroic dreams of slaying beasts and becoming a man.


More Kilmer lore: Grandpa Thomas delivering his mule to a man whose horse had died, risking his own work and life by giving away this animal but adhering to the sacred code that in the wilds everyone is connected and responsible for one another. You do whatever your neighbor needs at whatever cost to you—a bit more than just bringing over a pie when you move in, which isn’t even practiced anymore in society. It’s a beautiful way of living. I have both offered and received this remarkable kindness from people for all the decades I have lived in the New Mexico wilderness. You are valued by what you do, not who you are or how many cars or backhoes you own.
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