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			We humbly dedicate this book to all of our fellow avenging nerds out there who understand that happiness is a choice, positivity is a superpower, and dreams do in fact come true…

			…but only if you’re tough enough to forgive those who have wronged you, brave enough to hold yourself wholly accountable, and tenacious enough to put in your 10,000 hours. 

			PS: Matt just wanted to add: “Never give up! Never surrender! Keep diggin’…there’s a pony in there somewhere!”

			PPS: Gunnar just wanted to add: “If this book sucks, it’s Matthew’s fault.”

		

	
		
			 

			Disclaimer

			This is story of our lives told as truthfully and completely as we can tell it. But you are hereby warned that this memoir is largely written from the perspectives of two rock stars from more than thirty years ago, before cell phones, the internet, and political correctness. This is just the way it was back then, and the world was better for it. We have tried to re-create events, locales, and conversations from our memories of them, but those memories are hazy and exaggerated because we are blond Gen Xers who only have high school diplomas from the Los Angeles United School District, so good luck with that. Lower your expectations, and you will be just fine. 

			To ensure an honest, unsanitized account, we have included warts and all. Of course, some of these warts belong to other people with fragile egos and attack shysters on speed dial, so in a few cases names and identifying details have been changed to protect the privacy of those individuals. In some cases, however, we chose not to protect the guilty parties (you know who you are), so we name names and deeds. Nothing contained herein is intended to cause harm or distress to any persons living or dead or the living dead (i.e., the entertainment business). There is no malicious intent on our part—that’s not how we roll. 

			Our mom probably wouldn’t be too happy with some things we wrote about her while penning these memoirs, but she should be because we had so much more that we could’ve written about her that’s even worse. However, we chose not to out of love and respect, and we hope she’s finally found peace. 

			Just know in advance that we spent a large amount of time in South New Jersey researching this book with an Italian family that swore like truckers, and it rubbed off on us. So, of course, this work contains foul language, adult terms, blue humor, biting sarcasm, and sexual situations that some pussies may find offensive these days. If that’s you, please grow the fuck up already. 

			If you are mean or if you “cancel” people or their businesses because they don’t think or behave the way you want them to, then you suck… stop reading this immediately, put this book down, put your helmet on, and head directly to the nearest safe space. This book is intended for humans.  

			Finally, we love everyone, even the ones who don’t really deserve it (you know who you are too) because we always were, and still are, really nice guys who don’t want to hurt anybody. 

			Now piss off. And have fun…or don’t.

		

	
		
			Foreword

			I have known Matthew and Gunnar Nelson since before they were born, and I imagine not many people can say that. Let me explain.

			In the fall of 1967, I was in Los Angeles working with their father, Rick Nelson, one of the leading lights of the original rock ’n’ roll era. Rick gave me my first big break in the music industry by hiring me to produce his new album, for which I am eternally grateful. I remember an early meeting at his house in Nichols Canyon going over songs for the project when we were visited by his wife, Kristin, eight-and-a-half months pregnant. She smiled at me, pointed to her stomach, and said, “It’s twins.” A couple of weeks later, at a hospital in Burbank, the boys arrived. The next week in the studio, Rick and I cowrote and recorded an adaptation of an old children’s folk tune and included the names of the twins and their sister, Tracy, in the lyric:

			Up the street, around the square

			Gunnar and Matthew are already there

			[image: ]

			A moment of comradery between Rick and me just prior to The Stone Canyon Band performing live on The Mike Douglas Show, filmed on location on the UCLA campus, circa 1970. Photo credit: Kent McCord.

			Over the next two decades, I had occasional contact with Matt and Gunnar, including an incident that cemented my strong feeling they were destined for a career in music. I think they were about eleven years old when Rick and Kris invited me to dinner, after which we were all treated to a musical performance of Matt (on bass) and Gunnar (on drums), playing along with a recording of Linda Ronstadt’s “Blue Bayou,” in perfect tune and perfect time. I was amazed but not remotely surprised. A few years later, Rick and I sat at the Music Machine, a club in Los Angeles, where they played as The Nelsons. I knew then that it was only a matter of time.

			The following few years would find them calling me here and there for career advice, which I would gladly give. But the most significant call was the one where they asked me to help them with their second album for Geffen Records. They were twenty-six at the time, the same age I was when I produced their father, and coming off a massively successful debut album, After the Rain. I was honored to accept, and we finished the album, called Because They Can, working mostly at my home studio. It was during this period that I really got to know them for the first time as adults and as musical artists.

			And now we have a book, a chronicle of all this time from their unique perspective. You would think that as well as I know them, I would already be aware of most of what they wrote in this book. You’d be mistaken. The narrative here caught me completely by surprise. It’s a brave and unflinching story of two lives that ostensibly were the picture-perfect enactment of the Hollywood Dream but, in reality, were something much more human, more honest, and more revealing. It’s a story that’s both hair-raising and heroic, both humbling and uplifting. It’s a fast-moving tale of what’s really going on behind the scenes and, in the process, completely exposes the myth of nepotistic privilege for what it is and brings much-needed nuance to that myth. And it should be required reading for every young musician, regardless of genre, who is trying to break into the strange labyrinth that is the current music industry.

			I can truly say that I am immensely proud of Matthew and Gunnar Nelson. And I’m positive their Pop would be, too.

			John Boylan

			Los Angeles, California

			May 2025

		

	
		
			Introduction

			For years we’ve threatened to write a book…and for years our fans have asked us to. So why now? Well, that’s a damn good question. 

			As we wrote the words you’re reading, we were a few years away from celebrating our sixtieth birthdays. That’s more than a whole century in twin years. Hell, we never expected to get more than the forty-five years our father got on this planet. This milestone alone is enough to make us realize that, if anything, we are survivors. 

			After a half century of tabloid spin, we guarantee we aren’t remotely who you think we are. If you think we’re trust fund kids who had it easy, or that we’ve lived a charmed life hanging with our celebrity friends drinking champagne and eating caviar, then this will be an eye-opener for you. If you think we had anything (including our music career) given to us, or if you think our family name helped us at all, then you’d be wrong. In fact, it’s quite the opposite. 

			Our family has had to persevere through a century of “fake news” before the phrase was actually coined. It only made us work harder and be more determined in our lives. 

			Yes, our lives have had rough patches, or should we say rough decades, but we’ve had some pretty big wins too. Enough to keep us swinging for the fences to this day. And we’re proud that our souls are intact after decades of navigating the skeeziest business on earth. 

			Our incredible successes have been punctuated by soul-crushing defeats, but we have chosen to look at all the ups and downs as hallmarks of lives well lived. What’s kept us going was, and is, our music—and each other. No matter what. Those two pillars have been the true north in our collective compasses. 

			We’ve also realized along the way that God put us here on earth together because it was going to take two of us watching each other’s back to survive the hands we’ve been dealt. Financial troubles? Check. Heartache? Check. Uncertainty? Check. Devastation? Absolutely. The list goes on. The only difference is that we had to go through our rough patches on the cover of People magazine for all the world to see. Thankfully, we come from a long line of fierce fighters and quick, forward thinkers, because it’s taken all of that and more to get through some of the insane situations life has thrown at us. Time and again we have brushed off the ashes after walking through yet another fire in clown makeup. And we’ve learned to laugh it off. We look at each other and say, “You just can’t write this shit.” 

			And now we are. Funny. 

			Another reason we decided to tell our story now is that people across the country—across the globe, actually—all have the same questions. No matter where we go or who we meet, we hear the same questions over and over:

			“What was it like growing up with Ricky Nelson?” 

			“How do you come up with your songs?” 

			“What is your uncle Mark Harmon really like?” 

			“What’s it like having a twin?” 

			And of course, in reference to our early rock ’n’ roll years, “Dude…what happened to your hair?” 

			We predict that none of our answers will be what you expect, because our story is far from the sanitized façade it appeared to be during our grandparents’ era. Ozzie and Harriet it ain’t. Imagine our shock in learning that when our father died, he only left us with a tarnished name and more than $4 million of his debt. We were just eighteen years old. Then our “sweet Uncle David” stole all 435 episodes of The Adventures of Ozzie and Harriet and left his own brother’s kids (us!) to wither on the vine. 

			Growing up, we also saw the devastating effects of drugs and booze—regularly and in our own parents. Plus, we have endured more than our fair share of toxic family relationships. During our hair band days we survived going bust three times, crippling panic attacks, and the extreme disregard of both our managers and our record label who left us for dead, and with $3 million in debt as a parting gift. Early on we learned that our lives turning upside down was always just a moment away. 

			On the other hand, we had Grandma Harriet as our biggest fan and mentor. It was pretty cool to hear war stories about her years coming up in the biz when people had exceptional talent, paid their dues, and earned the right to be famous. We loved hearing about her days singing at the Cotton Club when she was fifteen, or about her good friends Fred Astaire, Ginger Rogers, and Lucille Ball. Those people were the real deal. Ever since Harriet’s first talks with us, being the real deal has meant everything to us. It’s a matter of personal identity and family pride. 

			A book seemed the best venue to let you know the hard facts of our personal and professional lives, in our own words, and in enough detail to wear out an IRS agent. We’ve worked our asses off, and we’re grateful for every bit of work, because nothing given is ever appreciated. It also helps that, like all entertainers, we’re just a little bit crazy. Well…maybe more than just a little.

			What sane person would ever make it their life’s dream to stand in front of an arena full of strangers and beg to be loved? Would you want to put the best and worst of yourself out there for the entire world to see? There’s got to be something profoundly wrong with us. But we’ve made resilience a welcome old friend. We promise you this: The life we’ve chosen ain’t for everyone, but we’ve loved it so far. Yep, that settles it. We’re crazy. 

			Over the years, we’ve gone to great lengths to keep you in the dark about the not-so-great events in our lives, because that’s what Nelsons do. It’s always been a Nelson’s job to entertain, to help you escape your own problems, to inspire you and make you laugh. It’s also a Nelson’s job to take you away from reality and make you forget you have bills to pay and problems to solve. Making people feel good about themselves, at all costs, is what Nelsons have done for more than a hundred years. We’re honored to carry on the family tradition. 

			Grandma Harriet always said, “Boys, the Nelson family has never been in the entertainment business…we’ve been in the connection business.” Feeling connected with millions of people is worth all we’ve sacrificed. The fact is, we lived abusive, neglected, and troubled childhoods. But in the end, we endured. And you know what? We’ve turned out okay. We’re happy, healthy, and ready to make music for another fifty years. But don’t mistake our pleasantry and positivity for weakness. You’ll never get one over on us. Especially when we’re together. 

			When he’d finally had enough abuse from his critics, our father so brilliantly wrote in his 1972 hit “Garden Party” this classic line: “You can’t please everyone, so you’ve got to please yourself.” We agree. And fifty years after he wrote that classic song, we’re still here as living testaments to the truth of his wisdom. His words still serve us every single day. But our world is a far more disposable, callous, and selfish place than our ancestors walked, so we have had to modify his quote with a more X-rated four-letter expletive in place of the word please, just to make people pay attention. And after the lives we’ve lived, we’re both perfectly okay with that. 

			Today, we’ve both been blessed to know what it’s like to have thriving families of our own. But unlike our ancestors, we’ve got balance in our lives. Plus, there are two of us, God help us all. We’re pleased that you’ve chosen to journey through this book together with us. We hope we surprise you, entertain you, and connect with you. 

			Now sit back, shut up, and read.

			Gunnar and Matthew Nelson

			May 2025

		

	
		
			ACT I

			BEFORE THE RAIN

		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			It’s Only Rock ’n’ Roll…
But I Like It 
(Gunnar)

			We officially got the band together on September 20, 1967. St Joseph’s Hospital, Burbank, California. Third floor. The maternity ward, to be precise. Matt was the first to take the stage at 4:46 p.m. After getting kicked in the head by my big brother for nine months straight (that explains a lot), I followed his lead fifteen minutes later. They say that I was breech with the umbilical cord wrapped around my neck and I almost didn’t make it, which means I was causing problems before I was even born. On the other hand, it also means that Matt was almost a solo act. But at 5:01 p.m. Pacific Standard Time, the Nelson twins sang their first duet together. 

			For identical twins, we were large babies, coming in at almost seven and six pounds, respectively. And we had huge heads. I’m not kidding. We looked like human light bulbs. Poor Mom. She had us naturally too. That might explain some of her resentment. 

			The whole fam damily was there in the waiting room to hear the good news, which was nice…and from the very beginning, no one could tell us apart. That is, except for our sister, Tracy, who was four at the time. When we’d been returned to our bassinettes by the nurses after our first baths two days after we were born, she was inconsolable. Despite the bracelets on our tiny wrists that said the contrary, Tracy was adamant.

			“That is not Matthew! That’s Gunnar. And that is not Gunnar…” she said. 

			Well, you know that rest. The staff tried to ignore her, but honestly, she was going mental. To placate the little girl, they referred to the footprints they’d taken from us the minute we were each born…and sure enough, she was right. Turns out a candy striper had accidentally switched our bracelets when she’d removed them for our baths. I was only one soft-headed volunteer away from going through life as a “Matthew” and he as a “Gunnar”…and, as all who know us can personally attest to, that would have been just flat-out wrong. I’m a Gunnar through and through. 

			[image: ]

			Newborn yours truly and my brother/best friend, sleeping off our hangovers from a nine month kegger in utero. We were big babies by identical twin standards, and our mother was fairly compact in stature. Our Pop’s best friend Kent McCord tells us that our mom’s belly was positively enormous, and would enter a room thirty seconds before she did. Photo credit: Don Nelson.

			From the very beginning, we were inseparable. Not a figure of speech. I mean that literally. As soon as they brought us home, we would cry if we were taken into different rooms. As a matter of fact, they had to push our cribs together so that we could hold hands through the bars and preserve the peace. It was the only way they could get us to quiet down and fall asleep. 

			We’re identical twins—a big difference from fraternal twins, which are more common by ten to one judging by the litters of fraternals folks can have in this in vitro/fertility drug world we live in. If you don’t know the difference, fraternal twins occur when multiple eggs get fertilized. All they share with each other are a birthday, their parentage, and their environment. They’re just normal brothers and sisters who happened to have been womb-mates. 

			But Matt and I split from the same cell, naturally. We have identical DNA. We’re also what’s known as mirror twins—the rarest of ’em all. What that means is when our cell initially split, Matt got one half and I got the other. As a result, he’s a righty and I’m a lefty. Freaky, huh? We’re pretty lucky though. If our cell had split just a week later, we would have been conjoined. That would have been a bummer. Dating would have been a nightmare. It also would have made it really challenging for us to find off-the-rack assless chaps to wear on stage in 1990. 

			But aside from hitting the genetic lottery, Matt and I were fairly normal toddlers. Precocious and loquacious. We started walking and talking early and were both swimming by the time we were six months old. What would one day become our trademark long blond hair had already made its debut by then…and I must say, we were ridiculously cute kids. What they heck happened to us? Oh yeah. Life. 

			I’ve often been asked over the years when I first decided that I wanted to play music for a living. My best and most honest answer is this: I was sitting on an apple crate off to the side of the stage in the wings. The announcer welcomed the crowd and introduced that night’s entertainment. Pop’s Stone Canyon Band started playing the opening strains of “Come on In,” the curtains parted, the crowd went crazy, and Pop walked onstage to take the spotlight front and center. It was truly overwhelming. 

			My adrenaline surged as my father started singing to the audience while the band thundered on. The frenzied crowd was standing, dancing, and clapping along to my father, who was beaming. I knew in that moment, no matter what, I was going to do THAT. THAT is what I wanted to do! For years I’d thought I was about five or six when that moment happened. Talking to my mother about it as a grown adult, she promptly informed me that I was actually two. 

			The year was 1969. Pop was performing at Knott’s Berry Farm in Buena Park, California, at a really cool venue called the Good Times Theater (now appropriately renamed the John Wayne Theater). One thing about that place that a kid would find especially magical (aside from being able to go on the rides all day in between Pop’s four short sets per day) was the fact that this theater had a world-famous “water curtain” placed in front of the normal curtain. The stage manager would press a button, and water would rain down from the ceiling into a trough in front of the stage. There were colored lighting PARs (Parabolic Aluminized Reflectors) in the trough that would project up and into the streaming water, all preprogrammed as a show unto itself. They’d run that water curtain about five minutes before the featured act would hit the stage. Some might consider it gimmicky, but it was especially impressive given the limited technology at that time. In hindsight, Pop was playing there with his band of hippies in the pre–“Garden Party” days…most likely promoting his new album, Rudy the Fifth (which just so happens to be my favorite).

			Those were interesting times for the Nelson family. Pop had taken the opportunity his newfound commercial obscurity and cultural irrelevance afforded him to reinvent himself as a country rocker. His teen idol Top 40 days were a good decade behind him, his record company MCA hated him for the fact that they still had to pay him a million dollars a year guaranteed no matter what (Ozzie was a master negotiator), and so Pop was spending all his time putting his new band together at our house. Well, in our childhood bedroom, where he found it easier to move our cribs out of the way to make room for Pat Shanahan’s drum set when they had rehearsals. Pop was obsessed with his musical vision, so rehearsals were a daily and all-day thing. 

			This was also right about the time that the novelty of having twins had worn off on our mother, who suddenly decided that she wanted to be a fine arts painter. Of course, that meant that she needed Pop to rent her an art studio on La Cienega Boulevard, where she could spend her days (and sometimes nights) painting while he worked up the Stone Canyon Band. Her studio was on the west side of LA—about a half-hour drive from our house on Zorada Drive in the Hollywood Hills. 

			I’d always wondered even as a kid why her studio needed to be so far away from our home when perfectly good spaces were available five minutes down the other side of the hill in Studio City. I learned later that her studio was more of a “stabbin’ cabin” where she’d meet up with the parade of “uncles” she’d introduce us to when Pop was on the road. So, while Pop was bravely (and naively) spreading his creative wings in our nursery at home, his wife/our mother was busy spreading her legs on the other side of town, all in the name of art. 

			From the very beginning I understood that Pop cared way more about his music than he cared about his wife’s incessant drama. I’d say that pretty much summed up the differences in our parents at the time. Thankfully, I identified more with Pop since I was a toddler. So, thank God for Knott’s Berry Farm, the Good Times Theater, the water curtain, and my first memory of being at that fateful vintage Stone Canyon Band show. The watershed first memory moment that connected me to the power and pull of music as a two-year-old. 

			You could say my obsession with music both blessed and cursed me right out of the gate. I never stood a chance. 

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			It’s in Our Blood 
(Gunnar)

			I’ve thought long and hard about how to address one of the most common questions we get from fans: “What do you remember about (insert Nelson family member’s name here)?” 

			For years, I’ve pondered the pros and cons of writing a tell-all book on the family. Lord knows I could, and the devil knows I’ve gotten mad enough at certain family members of mine to come really close to doing it. More times than I’ve got fingers and toes to count. I even have a name for it in my pocket: Who Killed Ozzie and Harriet? Hell, I’d read that book. 

			It would be a juicy one, full of Machiavellian alliances, subterfuge and sabotage, and betrayals fueled by addictions, infidelity, avarice, and jealousy…and all without having to leave our front door. Now, I know that all families have difficulties with their relatives…and anyone who draws breath can vouch for me in saying that doing business with family members can make things doubly difficult. Every family is dysfunctional to a certain degree. But if family dysfunction were an Olympic sport, The Nelsons would sweep the entire podium. However, there’s that pesky commandment about honoring thy mother and father. It’s the most emphasized and specified commandment, so not a lot of gray area with that one. Besides, I’m a proud believer. I struggle with my biblical boundaries, but I haven’t sold my soul—so far. And I’m in the entertainment business, so I think that’s doubly impressive. 

			So…to write that tell-all or not? Ultimately, I’ve decided not to…at least for now. 

			To help myself avoid the temptation of going too far into the weeds on all that stuff, allow me to address each of my most-asked-about kin other than my mom and pop one at a time, keeping focused on what I remember most about each of them. Kind of like a word association or a Rorschach test. You say the name and I just say whatever comes to mind first. There was a lot of good in with the bad as is the case with every human, so it’s only fair that I shed a spotlight on what I perceive are both ends of their spectrums without judgment but with just plain honesty. I’ll reserve the right to take that deep dive into the Nelson family dynasty saga for a future time, if at all. 

			I’ve made the conscious decision that if I must choose how to spend my time and energy, I’d rather it be on holding myself accountable, building my own personal legend by pursuing constantly evolving yet never-ending self-improvement (way to go, Gunnar Robbins!). And don’t worry, though Mom and Pop could have a whole book written just for them, rest assured that they’ll each be getting their own chapter. That said, here goes nothing…

			Ozzie

			Grandpa Ozzie died in 1975 when we were only eight, leaving me only with brief flashes of memories and the feelings they elicit that a child in his single digits can have. Overall, I remember him to be a happy, smiling, loving, and fun man. Boy, did he ever love his family—all of it. Very gentle with his disposition, he made you feel instantly at ease when he walked into the room. He had an effortlessly commanding presence but in a different way than the over-bearing nature of most people who’ve achieved power or status. He never yelled; he never threatened; he never intimidated. Kind of the same vibe as a professional boxer or cage fighter who walks into a local bar full of drunk townies itching for a fight. You’re so adept at being you that nothing and nobody worries you. He was unusually calm and collected, even when the occasion didn’t call for it. How did he manage that? Well, because he lived as much life as ten normal men all at once. 

			Ozzie wrote, produced, directed, and edited and starred in all 435 episodes of The Adventures of Ozzie and Harriet over nearly fifteen years, still the record for the longest-running live-action sitcom in history. What people don’t know is he also did the same for the 460-some odd radio episodes that preceded the family show on television. Keep in mind these radio shows all had different scripts than what he wound up writing for the TV shows. What a stud. 

			Ozzie was a one-man army. A force to be reckoned with. He still holds the record as the youngest Eagle Scout in the Boy Scouts of America in history at age twelve. Anyone out there with a son in the Scouts knows how huge that accomplishment is and why it has never been repeated since they pinned that ribbon on him in 1918. He was invited to represent New Jersey at the very first Boy Scout Jamboree, which was held in Europe just after World War I broke out. The US Scout delegates all traveled to Europe by ship in steerage class, and young Ozzie kept them entertained the whole way there by playing his uke and singing to them on deck. 

			Ozzie’s father died when he was very young. This left his mother responsible for the support and raising of Ozzie, his older brother Alfred, and his younger brother Donald, who had just been born before our great grandfather died. Faced with that unfortunate change in circumstance, a teenaged Ozzie kicked into high gear and started supporting the family by doing many jobs at once. In the morning he delivered newspapers before going to school. In the afternoons he’d coach the Ridgefield Park High School football team, and then he’d jerk sodas and scoop ice cream in the late afternoon at Reed and Coops in Tenafly, New Jersey, where the family resided. He’d do his homework on the train going back and forth from home, work, and school. Then on the weekends, he’d take a different train into Manhattan and play gigs, leading his big band. Rinse and repeat, week after week. 

			In so doing, that human dynamo paid for his younger brother and his mother (our grandmother GiGi, which I only found out recently stood for G.reat G.randma. I know. Blond guy here) without complaint all the way through Don’s upbringing. The capper: He also put Alfred through dental college. This was all before he was old enough to legally have a beer. 

			I love the story about how Grandpa scored his first extended engagement for his big band (the Ozzie Nelson Orchestra) at a premier venue. It was at a place called the Glen Island Casino, which served the tri-state area. It was a prime gig where the biggest names played, from Rudy Vallee to Glenn Miller. As a big promotion, the casino partnered with the top newspaper in Manhattan to run a contest. Essentially, the band that received the most votes from fans in the tri-state area would score a three-month engagement over the summer. Ozzie had P. T. Barnum blood flowing through his veins even then. He had his entire twenty-two-piece orchestra and all of their relatives go out and buy up every single newspaper in every single newsstand in the region. It had the contest application form on the back page. Ozzie and his army filled out every one of them and sent them in before the deadline. And that’s how Ozzie got his band off the ground in a national way. 

			He graduated with a law degree from Rutgers, which was Ivy League at the time. Most people never knew that he was captain and quarterback of the Rutgers football team. He was apparently a great player, but when Grandpa Tom married into the family, he totally fanboyed out on him. Tom and Oz loved talking football together for the rest of their lives. 

			Ozzie’s law degree would serve him well years later as he “aw-shucksed” his way into Hollywood meeting rooms. Before these seasoned executives knew it, he would leave those meetings owning everything, including the kitchen sink. Those suits never knew what hit ’em. There were only two people in the 1950s who owned their own network television shows—Desi Arnaz (with Lucille Ball as his leverage) and Ozzie Nelson. If you’ve ever had to sign a long-form contract and read all of the legalese in it, I’m sure you’ve stumbled upon a very weird paragraph that talks about the scope of your contract covering “all technologies now known and invented in the future, in this universe and any other.” That’s now known as the Ozzie Nelson clause. Yep. He invented that too. In honor of Grandpa and to make sure that my countersigner on any document I’m negotiating with is paying attention, I always add an amendment note to that section: “…except the Crab Nebula” to this day. It’s kind of disheartening that only one person has ever pointed that out to me. 

			Even now, I still run into people who used to work on the set of Ozzie and Harriet for its entire run. They told me that Ozzie was somebody that you wanted to do your best work for. He never ever yelled because he didn’t need to. He inspired rather than instilled fear. He simply commanded respect by his quiet competence. One of the quotes I remember from his autobiography that he lived by was, “Arrogance accompanies incompetence.” The more I travel and the more celebrities I meet at the gigs I play, the more I’ve realized it’s true despite the fact he penned it a century ago. Any time I meet some arrogant dipshit who just placed third on the fifty-eighth season of America’s Got Talent who suddenly thinks they’re a Beatle, I try to let them know that I actually grew up around the real Beatles. And they lived by that Ozzieism. Even when they were on top of the world, they were still super-cool and humble. Well, maybe not John. But three out of four doesn’t suck.

			So, what do I remember personally about Ozzie? Well, I remember that he loved ice cream. So much so that his ice cream scooper is enshrined in the Smithsonian. Not kidding. Every week he used to break the set early on Fridays so the family and the whole crew could race down to Baskin-Robbins before they closed. He’d buy the entire crew a celebratory ice cream before the weekend. 

			Back in the early days of television everything was shown in black and white. The standards of the day held that if you were in a kitchen scene that involved a bowl of ice cream, unless you were on the set of Ozzie and Harriet, that bowl would be full of mashed potatoes. Mashed potatoes didn’t melt under the hot lights. But there was no way on God’s green earth that Ozzie would stand for that on his set. Nope. He took one of the dressing rooms from stage five and had it converted to a walk-in freezer just for the ice cream. What’s not to love about a guy like that? 

			I remember that he loved playing volleyball on Laguna Beach against all the college kids every summer, where he would more than hold his own. I also remember that Ozzie, a former lifeguard in his youth, would swim the entire length of Victoria Beach and back (a five-mile round trip) every day no matter what season it was. I remember that he loved his family above everything else. I remember when he’d constantly get stopped on the street as one of the most famous men in America, and he always treated everyone as an equal and a friend. It didn’t matter who they were. The respect worked both ways as they always acknowledged him as “Mr. Nelson,” never Ozzie—though he’d have welcomed it if they had. I suppose it was difficult for every American who grew up with the show to feel comfortable being on a first-name basis with their surrogate father. I remember his easy laughter and his warm smile. Most of all, I remember his love. I could seriously go on and on and on, but just know this: There is a lot to admire about Ozzie Nelson. He set the bar impossibly high, both personally and professionally. I’m terribly proud of him. I just hope I make him proud too. 

			Harriet

			Before I begin, let me just say that Grandma Harriet loved our long hair. She was a hell of a lot cooler than people gave her credit for. She was literally born in a trunk that was on the road—depending upon the season, either on a circus train or on the vaudeville circuit. Her mother, Hazel, was an identical twin, too, who had an act with her twin called Hazel and Hattie. “Baby Harriet” as they referred to her was ever present during the productions, often carried on stage by her parents and was hooked on the entertainment business from the very beginning. I guess she never stood a chance either. She was singing at the Cotton Club by the age of sixteen and was bringing the house down. I know it’s a little weird for me to say this, but Grandma Harriet was a supreme looker in her day, just like one of her best friends, Lucille Ball. Ironic since what eventually made them both household names was a hit television show for each portraying them as matronly housewives of the era. Would it shock you to know that “America’s Mom” could only make reservations for dinner (her words, not mine)? She used to joke about it, the irony of being Harriet Nelson and still being able to burn water. But she was sharp as a tack, more driven than any ten men of her time, and yet she still retained an incredibly sweet disposition. She sure did love music, and it was wonderful for us to be able to connect with her on that level. She never questioned our obsession with music. She knew what it felt like.

			We were lucky enough to have had Grandma around for all our success with NELSON. She was at the video shoots and was also one of the first people we’d ever play a new song for to get an opinion. I remember her serving me a slice of humble pie when Matt and I were in the middle of making our second album. We were about seven months into the process, going into the recording studio every day and chipping away at the ten songs we were contractually bound to produce. We got up late one morning after sleeping in the guest quarters at the Laguna Beach house, and Grandma was kind enough to fix us breakfast. Fortunately, it was scrambled eggs. With a side of burnt water, of course. 

			She used the opportunity to offer up a pointed question: “Boys, why is it taking so long for you to record this record?” 

			Matt stepped up to answer. “Well, Grandma…because first we have to record the basic tracks and then we have to spend the time to sing all of our vocals and get them just right. Then we have to call in the specialty instrumentalists to add the color we need where it’s needed, and on and on. It’s just the way it is. Why? How long did it take you to make a record back in the day?” 

			“Oh, about two hours,” she said casually.

			“What? How many songs?” she asked. 

			“Hmmm…usually sixteen or so.”

			We felt like a couple of amateurs. Compared to her and Ozzie, she just confirmed it. 

			“Yep. We’d basically roll in to a warehouse somewhere just after playing a show with the big band earlier in the evening,” she said. “We’d cut the whole record live one song at a time…then pack up and move on to the next town and the next night’s show.” She and Ozzie had a number-one hit with that big band in 1935 with a song called “And Then Some.” It was probably recorded in 1.5 seconds. 

			Grandma told me once that Ozzie worked hard to wear her down enough to agree to leave the Cotton Club to sing for his band. Her star was on the rise, much more so than Ozzie at the time. She was starting to appear in major feature films for RKO with her friend Ginger Rogers. She had it all—she could act, she could sing, and she could dance. A triple threat. But she told me and Matt that from the very moment she laid eyes on him, she knew that there was something very special about Ozzie. He was going places, and she knew that she wanted to go there with him. 

			The story goes that when the Ozzie Nelson Orchestra was playing with Harriet as his chanteuse, their banter was natural and hilarious. So much so that over time their comedy bits got longer and longer, and their songs got shorter and shorter. Eventually, they were scouted by Red Skelton, the biggest radio star of the day. Red invited them onto his radio show, and the executives from ABC took notice when the response from the audience was overwhelming. The network offered them their own radio show, and The Adventures of Ozzie and Harriet was born. It featured Ozzie and Harriet and two teenage actors who portrayed seven-year-old David and five-year-old Ricky for the first three years of that radio show. That is until Ricky and Dave came downstairs for the family dinner in three-piece suits and petitioned their father to take over. They did, and they were a hit. 

			When a new technology called television came on the scene, ABC proposed that Ozzie and Harriet make a movie to serve as a pilot to see if they would be embraced by their audience when they were on a visual medium. Here Come the Nelsons was that movie, which starred the entire Nelson family (David and Ricky too) and Rock Hudson. That 1952 movie did well enough for the suits at ABC to give the greenlight for The Adventures of Ozzie and Harriet to get bumped up from a radio show to a television show. Little did they know that their decision would give birth to an American institution. 

			I learned from Grandma that one could be talented and successful and still find balance in their lives by cultivating a beautiful family and home too. But the biggest thing I learned from her was how important it is to be equally yoked to your spouse—(guess I should have paid more attention to that lesson before my first marriage). Like millions of other Americans, I’m just glad that Grandpa Ozzie had clearly met his match when he set eyes on Harriet Hilliard. 

			As I look back on my life, I can honestly say that there aren’t many regrets that remain under my skin. But one of the very few involves Grandma Harriet. The last year before she died, she had a very difficult time. She’d fallen from one of her back stairs at the Laguna house and had broken her hip. I don’t know why it is that when an old person breaks their hip, it usually means that the Grim Reaper comes calling. That also happened in this case. Matt and I would go down to visit her at her house in Laguna that last year while she recovered. I’d been hearing from my aunt Yvonne that Grandma’s mind was slipping, though I’d never seen any evidence of that myself. That is until one lazy summer afternoon when we were sitting on her couch overlooking the panoramic view of gorgeous Laguna Beach. Halfway through our spirited conversation, her eyes glazed over and then came back into focus, and she asked me with all sincerity, “Hello. Who are you?” 

			It absolutely devastated me. Harriet had always been my hero, and now she was fighting to stay present in her own skin. I can honestly say that I could have done a much better job visiting her more frequently from that point on, and I hate myself a little bit for not having the balls to man up and just go down and see her despite the risk of her not recognizing me anymore. If only I could do that all over again. I’m planning on apologizing to her in the next life and hugging her neck forever. 

			Nino

			Grandma Nino was born Elsie Kornbrath. She later changed her stage name to Elyse Knox. Nino was the most wonderful woman I’ve ever met to date and was the woman who really raised me and Matt. She is whom I regard as my real mother. She is the one who taught me how to drive and brought me to the DMV to get my license the minute I turned sixteen, took me to my orthodontist appointments, and never missed a single Little League game. She’s very difficult to describe without my coming across like a Hallmark movie. She was voted the most beautiful woman in the world in 1940 by LIFE magazine. A very successful model and pin-up queen right in the middle of World War II, I like to think that she was personally responsible for legions of young men wanting to get home safely. She also appeared in The Mummy’s Tomb with Lon Chaney. 

			Nino’s love language was food. There was no way you were going to get out of that house without eating enough food for ten men, even if you were five years old. She was a natural-born nurturer and the complete opposite of her eldest daughter, our mother, Kristin. Growing up around and surviving my mom, Kris, was one of the most difficult things I’ve ever had to do. But I’ll tell you what: Having Nino around more than made up for it. She was sweeter than Yoo-Hoo and cooler than Miles Davis. 

			Nino once told me the story about how she and Grandpa Tom met. He was already a big football star and had enlisted in the Army Air Corps when he started courting her. She was living with her mother, Mina, at the time (whom we called “Nana” instead of “Great Grandma”). She was dating a successful photographer then and was one of the most sought-after models of her day. She told me that the phone rang at her house one day. Nana, whose grasp of the English language was rudimentary at best, answered the phone. Though she had emigrated from Austria when she was a little girl, she had only bothered to learn just as much English as she absolutely needed to. So when she told her daughter that a man named “Lonnie Garmin” was on the phone, she told her mother to hang up since she didn’t know anyone by that name. But her gentleman caller was persistent and kept ringing back. Finally, Nino answered the phone to give this stalker a good talking to. She immediately discovered that it was actually Tommy Harmon on the line. Ol’ 98 just wouldn’t take no for an answer. She finally relented, and they started dating…and fortunately for me, they hit it off.

			She also told me how he proposed to her. He knocked on the door, she answered, and he handed her an envelope with a wedding invitation inside. Her wedding. All he said was, “These invitations have already gone out. Be there.” What a romantic, eh? And again, for my sake, she did show up. Thank God. 

			One of my favorite pictures in the world is of Nino standing outside her front door waving to us with a warm smile on her face as we drove away. I’ve long since convinced myself that that’s the way she’s going to look when she’s waiting for me at the pearly gates to welcome me Home. It’s not a stretch that it will come to pass. Fingers crossed. 

			Grandpa Tom

			Grandpa Tom Harmon was a man made of steel for a very different time. His personal story is the stuff of legend and a hell of a lot to live up to. Being raised as the youngest of a whole pack of kids in Gary, Indiana, Tom had to fight for everything he ever got in life—both literally and figuratively. He grew up playing sandlot football in some of the roughest neighborhoods in the world. These were the kind of places where the winning team had to fight their way off the field. He learned quickly, as the youngest and smallest there, that the best way to not get hurt was to not get caught. He got very good at it. He was a four-letter man in high school who still holds Indiana state records in basketball, track, baseball, and football to this day. 

			As Mozart was born to make music, Tom Harmon was born to play sports. One of his many legends was told to me by someone who was there was the day Grandpa Tom tried out for the varsity football team at Horace Mann High School as a cocky fifteen-year-old kid. The school took their football seriously, as it is in many depressed areas when sports success is the only way out of poverty. Every spot on that team was highly coveted. Grandpa Tom showed up as a walk-on on the first day of varsity tryouts as a freshman. The coach tried to turn him away, thinking he was too young. But Grandpa wouldn’t take no for an answer, to the point of becoming belligerent. To teach him a lesson, the coach sent out Grandpa Tom to return kickoffs from the varsity team’s first squad. 

			The story goes that the varsity captain kicked the ball down the field to an awaiting Tom Harmon with the entire starting lineup hot on his heels. Grandpa caught the ball and immediately ran it in for a ninety-yard touchdown. It had to be a fluke, thought the coach. 

			“Run it again!” he said. And run it again they did. Grandpa immediately ran it in for another touchdown, but this time, it was from his own end zone—a 105-yard run. He did it again five more times, always with the same result. That coach and everybody there that day realized they were watching someone truly special. From that day forward, the Horace Mann High School football coach designed his entire program around this superhuman freshman. That decision resulted in three straight undefeated state titles and countless still-unbeaten records courtesy of Tom Harmon. 

			As a high school senior, the biggest decision Grandpa had to make was which full-ride scholarship to choose. Not just between colleges but sports, as he was offered full rides at Division 1 schools for football, basketball, and track. He chose football. After first getting wined and dined by Notre Dame and showing up to find a thousand white shirts at the first practice, he figured that the school really didn’t need him as much as they had led him to believe. He said goodbye to “the Fighting Irish” and instead signed on to become a Michigan Wolverine, making history in the process. 

			Grandpa went on to become one of the very finest and most celebrated college football players in history, winning the Heisman Trophy in 1940 and landing himself on the cover of LIFE magazine. They still hail him to this day in Michigan. At the Big House, his entire uniform, torn to shreds from defenders who couldn’t bring him down, resides in a large glass case at the stadium entrance for all to admire. When they retired his jersey, they even hosted a “Tom Harmon Day” and painted all the fire hydrants in Ann Arbor to look like “Ol 98’s” jersey. 

			Like countless promising young men of the day, the call to arms of World War II put a temporary end to his football stardom. With the ink on his four-year college diploma still drying, he entered the Army Air Corps as Lieutenant Tom Harmon with the goal of becoming a pilot. 

			His plane was downed twice. The first time was in French Guiana as the captain of a military light bomber on its way to his North Africa deployment. The plane hit severe lightning storms and literally fell apart around him. Unfortunately, he was the only one of a crew of five to survive and the last to bail out through the pilot’s escape hatch up front. What was left of his plane was so low to the ground when he bailed out that his chute didn’t have the chance to fully open. He hit the jungle canopy with enough force to kill a normal man, but his years of countless impacts with muscle-bound locomotives trying to kill him made him nearly immune to blunt-force trauma. When he came to in the morning, he realized that he had absolutely no idea where he was, and how far he was from any safe haven. He told me as a child (as an illustration of the importance of faith in one’s life) that something inside him told him to follow his gut in choosing a particular direction, make the decision, and start walking. So he did. 

			The jungle was thick, and his progress was slow and frustrating. For several days he walked, unable to see past the next vine-covered tree three feet away. Up and down endless rolling hills, pausing at the top of each just long enough to climb a tree for a look at what was in the next valley below. Every time hoping to see evidence of human beings—a hut’s rooftop, a campfire, a farmer’s field—anything. As the days rolled on, he got used to disappointment. But on and on he walked, using the sun by day and the stars at night to navigate and keep him moving as best he could in that one direction that voice inside him told him to walk. The rivers he had to traverse were oftentimes so deep that he’d have to hold his breath and sink under the water and use his “football legs” as he called them, to explode off the bottom and gulp each breath of air. It was exhausting. 

			Finally, after traversing across the worst river yet, he had reached the very end of his endurance and was about to give up. Just then, lying there completely spent on the muddy riverbank, saying his final prayers to God to take care of the loved ones he was about to leave behind, he happened to glance down and to his right after a spark of reflected light caught his peripheral vision. It was a Coke bottle. Civilization was near. Moments later, a tribal fisherman in a dugout canoe rounded the river bend. He was saved.

			When Grandpa was debriefed by military brass afterward, he found out just how lucky he was. They told him that if he had walked in any other direction than the one he’d chosen, death would have been certain. That lone fisherman’s camp was the only civilization for hundreds of miles in every direction. And yet there are still some people that deny the existence of God. Amazing. 

			The second time Grandpa’s plane went down was when he was in the China-Burma-India theater, flying P-38 Lightnings with General Claire Lee Chennault’s drafted remnants of what was once the legendary American Volunteer Group, now known as the famous Flying Tigers. After recovering from his telegram home-worthy experience in French Guiana, his superior gave him his choice of aircraft for his next deployment. He picked the Lockheed P-38 Lightning. The plane was feared by the enemy as the “twin-tailed devil,” and Grandpa said he picked it for three reasons: The first was that it was a single-seater. After losing just his crew in French Guiana, he didn’t want to have to write another letter to someone’s mother that her son wouldn’t be coming home ever again. Second, it had two engines…so if the enemy shot one out you still had one left to get yourself home. And third: firepower. With four Browning 50-caliber machine guns and a 20mm cannon, it was as bad-ass as he was. 

			His fighting style against the Japanese Zeros was a source of concern for General Chennault from the very beginning. Grandpa Tom liked to fight the enemy the same way he played football. His technique was called “running the rapids,” where he would turn around and run directly at the very defenders trying to tackle him. Turning the predators into the prey, so to speak. He was fearless about it as he was big, strong, and tough. On the field, he made his defenders pay a price from the very first down. People hated to play against Grandpa. If you came after him, he’d turn the tables on you and hurt you preemptively. 

			From the day he arrived in China, the general warned Grandpa Tom that he couldn’t expect to fight Zeros that way, as they were faster and far more maneuverable than the American P-38 Lightning was. Since there was no way for him to outrun a Zero in a dogfight, running the rapids simply wouldn’t work. It would in fact likely get him killed. As usual, the young pilot was defiant and paid the price for ignoring that wisdom. 

			In one sortie two months after his arrival, his flight of four P-38s was surprised by twenty-one Japanese Zeros. After scoring two kills and one probable, Grandpa was shot down by the last Zero left in the engagement. The last anyone saw of Grandpa, he had bailed out and was under canopy, playing possum as that Zero pilot strafed him again and again as he remained slumped over in his harness. He and his parachute landed in a lake, where he continued to play dead as the Japanese pilot emptied out his machine guns at him until he ran out of ammunition. They were way too far behind enemy lines to mount any sort of rescue or recovery mission, but it wouldn’t have mattered anyway. After hearing the eyewitness accounts, he was declared killed in action. A letter to his parents from the government was even sent home, regretting to inform them of his demise. Since he was a celebrity, the whole world heard about his death over the Voices of America airwaves.

			But one month later, Captain Thomas Dudley Harmon stumbled out of the jungle with 80 percent of his body covered in second- and third-degree burns. He’d used his compass and the silkscreened scarf with a map of China that his fiancée Elyse (our future Grandma Nino) had given him for good luck to navigate his way out of the country. After months of recovery from his burns, Tom married Elyse, who walked down the aisle in a wedding dress made from the very parachute that had saved Grandpa’s life, complete with the bullet holes. 

			Can you believe this guy?!

			After facing the hard truth that his wartime burns had made it impossible for him to play football anymore at the level people had come to expect, Grandpa reset. He put away his Silver Star and identified his silver lining, reinvented himself, and went on to become a successful sportscaster. By the time I formed a relationship with him, he had become the voice of the Los Angeles Raiders during the golden era of that team’s history, featuring great players like Marcus Allen, Matt Millen, Mike Haynes, and Howie Long. He was known for being incredibly precise with his radio descriptions of what was happening on the field. Perhaps he was known even more for being a very stoic man’s man. Just not a whole lot of emotion there, which was quite a contradiction to the way Nelson men carried themselves with their hearts on their sleeves. Grandpa Tom was all about achievement and performance. If he was talking to us, it always seemed to be in a stern tone and the subject matter used as one life lesson or another. 

			I always appreciated him talking to me at all, since he always seemed to be in his office preparing silently for the next broadcast or grumbling while watching golf on the television. He was a golf fanatic and loved his membership at the Bel Air Country Club to no end. For all of his great attributes, he never seemed to want to understand me and Matt or what made us tick. He never could see past the fact that we made music, had earrings, and, in Matt’s case, a blue rattail. Sure, we went to the John Wooden basketball camp, and I even won “Camper of the Year.” I also played free safety and backup quarterback on the state champion Valley Dolphins. I wasn’t a bad little athlete, either, earning letters for football, basketball, and track. But still, none of that seemed to crack his hard-candy shell. 

			Matt and I were all about the music and as such were more comfortable showing our feelings than Grandpa was by a long shot. I’m sure he would have much preferred we went down the sports rabbit hole instead. Better yet if we were obsessed with golf like he was. It wasn’t to be. So, there was that slight disconnect between us there that I just took for granted. All I remember from my entire time growing up was whenever I would say, “Goodbye, Grandpa. I love you,” to him when I left their house, he’d always respond with something stoic like, “Fight ’em!” or “Go get ’em!” Apparently, he was far more afraid of expressing his feelings than fighting the Japanese.

			But about a year and a half before he died in 1990, Grandpa suffered an aortic aneurism. He said that hurt worse than being a human torch in his P-38. This necessitated a quadruple bypass. It was a close one, but he made it. Now dig this: He completely changed after that massive heart attack, and in the best way possible. 

			We were visiting him at his home after he’d just returned from the hospital. When we were leaving, Matt and I called out a combined, “Bye, Grandpa…we love you!” down the hallway toward his office like we had a thousand times before. Matt and I were absolutely stunned into stopping dead in our tracks and staring at each other with mouths open when he replied back for the very first time, “I love you, too!”

			Now, I know that doesn’t seem like a big deal to normal people—especially people who don’t deal with codependency like I do. But if it’s said that a miracle is merely a change in perception, we realized that day that we were truly witnessing a miracle. For the last eighteen months of his life, Grandpa Tom allowed himself to soften around the edges and open his heart. Not only to the two of us, but the rest of his entire family. He was kind and gentle, while maintaining his strength. He’d found balance, and with that, he’d found peace. Finally. It was truly inspiring to me. 

			What I learned from Grandpa Tom was that if you’re not careful, you can waste your life focused on the stuff that doesn’t matter—the ego of it all. The records, the stats, the bragging rights…and miss out on the whole reason why anybody ever does anything: love. And just like Dorothy found out in The Wizard of Oz, it had always been right in front of him and available to him the whole time. 

			National high school records, Heisman Trophy, military awards, the most beautiful bride in the world and their perfect family, and broadcast career aside, his greatest achievement to me—what makes him a true hero in my eyes—was the vulnerability he displayed at the end of his life. He found the wisdom to prioritize reconnecting the right way with the ones he loved, daring to be truly courageous by being tender enough to let us know how he felt. And best of all, he chose to open his heart before it was too late. 

			David

			I wish that I could say that I had better things to say about Uncle David. It’s not that I didn’t want to have a closer relationship with him, nor that I didn’t love him—it’s just that there wasn’t a lot about his character that I agreed with. I’ll just save all those sordid details for another book. Let’s just say that we had a complicated relationship. 

			What’s helped me feel better about him over the years is recognizing that we all have things going on in our lives that no one else knows anything about. I’m sure David secretly struggled with a lot of insecurity throughout his life that sometimes made him feel justified in being “creative” when it came to running the family business. My dad’s manager, Greg, told me that the last time he ever saw David and my Pop together, they were rolling around on the ground fist-fighting like petulant teenagers over some Ozzie and Harriet business weirdness David had just pulled. 

			When he was young, David was handsome enough to be exceptionally good-looking, especially if he were to have come from any other family than ours. But his little brother wound up being Ricky Nelson. Poor David. Can you imagine what it was like for him when his date for the evening showed up at the house, and Ricky Nelson opened the door instead? Harsh. For both David and his date. 

			He was always Harriet’s favorite, though. She always felt sorry for David that Pop overshadowed him in so many ways. So, no matter what shenanigans he pulled when they were both alive, we learned early on that we couldn’t bring our grievances to Harriet. She wouldn’t hear of it. So, we just stayed in our respective corners until he passed in 2011. 

			My mom put it perfectly in her book Out of My Mind: “Ricky was divine. David was not.”

			’Nuff said.

			Uncle Mark

			I’m navigating dangerous ground here. It seems like no matter how many glowing things I’ve said about my uncle Mark over the years, he seemed to take exception to it…so I’ll keep this intentionally brief so that I don’t step on my own wiener: He was my hero when I was a baby, and I wanted to grow up and be just like him. Pop was rarely around, and Mark stepped in to fill the gap, and he was only in junior college at the time. He used to call me and Matt “the Monks” (as in monkeys, because we were total spazzes as kids), and we loved it. Mark is solely responsible for turning me into a bona-fide “car guy” (he sold me the ’53 Chevy pickup I restored in the Pali auto shop). 

			He’s truly a man’s man, and that was also always nice to be around. He’s the most driven guy I’ve ever known. To him, it’s always about character and tenacity. If you want to know what he’s all about, please go look at Coach John Wooden’s “Pyramid of Success,” one of which hangs above his desk even now. Mark’s example of how to concentrate until you see things through is what fueled my fortitude when I was teaching myself how to play guitar in only a year (but for ten hours a day, every day). That was something Mark would do. He’s built himself an empire out of NCIS as both producer and lead actor. No one could deserve success any more than he does. And even though he says that he sees something behind my eyes that scares him just a little bit, I sure do love the guy.

			By the way, his personal cell phone number is highest high-ticket item I offer at our merch booth every night. No takers just yet, but that’s understandable. After all, most people don’t just walk around with a million bucks in their pocket. But never say never—miracles do happen. The way I figure it, it’d be one sale, then good night, Irene—I’m suddenly retired. Just make sure that you call him late at night. He just loves that. And make sure to tell him that Matt sent you. 

		

	
		
			Chapter 3

			I Just Wanna Hit Something 
(Gunnar)

			It had been four long and torturous years for everyone living under the same roof at Zorada Drive since I’d gotten bitten by the music bug. Now, if I were to be 100 percent honest, it wasn’t really Pop front and center playing acoustic guitar and singing lead that fascinated me—it was his drummers. Beginning with founding Stone Canyon Band drummer Pat Shanahan when I was still too young to walk without looking like a two-foot-tall and balding drunken sailor, to ex–Desert Rose Band drummer Steve Duncan, to Mac Davis’ drummer Billy Thomas. It was all those drummers that had me obsessed. So much animalistic energy. And so much gear! 

			You’ve got to remember this was the early ’70s. Epic double-kick-drum surrounded by concert tom Neil Peart–style drum kits. They weren’t just all the rage—they were the norm. And I was all about it. You see, I have this theory that we drummers have so many “real musician” jokes aimed at us because, well, frankly, we make people nervous. Think about it. We’re gluttons for punishment, kinda like the Marines. We’re always the first ones in setting up and the last ones out after tearing down. Every drummer has joyfully transported and single-handedly hoisted more heavy gear than a tenured driver at Mayflower Movers. No matter our age, we’re still five-year-old kids designing, assembling, disassembling, and revamping giant erector sets. We like hitting things. We’re the Peter Pans in an entire industry filled with Peter Pans. You must have something a little off about you to want to be a drummer, especially if you’re old enough to recognize the fact that the lead singer gets way more chicks. I’d put the lead guitarist at a solid 70 percent more. Hell, even the bass player gets 50 percent more chicks than the drummer. Fortunately, I was only six, so stats like that wouldn’t matter to me for at least another year. 

			I’d mentioned that in the four years following my Knotts Berry Farm epiphany, just about everything had been torturous for my family. Well, that’s because ever since, I’d played imaginary drums on everything. Give me five minutes unsupervised in the kitchen, and you’d find me sitting Indian style on the kitchen floor with a couple of wooden salad spoons in hand with every mixing bowl in the cabinet arranged around me in a semicircle from small to large. I had more “toms” than Keith Moon. Good thing, too, since I imagined being on stage in front of a stadium crowd pounding out a legendary drum solo. And I didn’t need anything to play along to. I had the music I accompanied going on in my head on endless loop. I guess that’s marginally better than hearing voices. 

			However, my obsession had my mother worried and our housekeeper annoyed to no end. She not only had to listen to the banging and clanging all day, but I always seemed to have a psychic knack for choosing and using the very bowl or tong she needed to make dinner. The only person who didn’t seemed bugged by it was Pop, who was just grateful that he no longer had to chase me off Pat’s drums in the “music room” every time they took a smoke break. 

			By my sixth birthday, though, it was pretty clear to everyone, including my mom’s shrink, that I loved playing the drums even if I didn’t have any of my own that weren’t made by Fiestaware. 

			So, in anticipation of my and Matt’s sixth birthday, Pop had the grand idea to head down the street to Ventura Boulevard and peruse the only pawn shop in Studio City, which just so happened to have a cheap drum set in the window. This was a truly basic four-piece kit (one kick drum, one tom-tom, one floor tom, and a snare drum). Honestly, it was an imported red-sparkle-wrapped pile of cheap ply crap manufactured in Korea by a company called Tempest Drums. No kidding—they weren’t much better sounding than cardboard boxes. But let me tell ya, when I got home from the Buckley School that day—still wearing my class-made paper and glitter “King for a Day” birthday crown I’d received at school and saw that funk-a-dunk drum set—it might as well have been gold-plated. Twenty-five carat. It was one of the best gifts I’ve ever received. Mom instantly regretted it. 

			Mom had arranged for Steve Duncan to come over and give me my first informal lesson on how everything worked, how to properly hold the sticks and get a 2/4 groove going. I was just trying to figure out how to work the kick drum pedal I couldn’t reach because they’d forgotten to get a drum stool. Hell, a kitchen chair would work just fine. I didn’t care. I was so completely obsessed, I never stopped playing. If I was home from school, I was thrashing on the drums. In my bedroom. In the house that Mom shared with us. Pounding those skins 24/7. See where this is going? 

			After the first three days, Mom came up with the idea of moving my drums out of our bedroom and into the hayloft above our barn, which was a short walk from “the Big House.” That was actually the best idea ever for a lot of reasons. No one interrupted us, we could play as loud as we wanted, and Pop wouldn’t be able to see the records we’d kyped from his music room to jam along to. The move also presented the right opportunity for Matthew to be given his first bass so that we could play music together. Fair is fair, right? You can’t give one twin such an epic gift on their birthday and not even it up with the other twin, can you? That’s just un-American. 

			Brother Matt had three days since our birthday to think about what instrument he wanted to play. Thank God he didn’t say violin, trumpet, or clarinet. Not that there’s anything wrong with those instruments, but we were all about rock ’n’ roll from an early age. Whoa. Now thinking about this, he could have asked for a banjo and screwed us all. But the Lord is a gracious one and put the bass guitar into Matthew’s heart. And shocker—Pop delivered a downsized Fender Musicmaster bass to Matthew as soon as my drums were repatriated to the barn. Thus, we became the youngest and most locked rhythm section to ever come out of the ghetto that is Studio City. Just kidding. That would be Van Nuys. Studio City’s pretty cool. But I’m not kidding about being a brick-laying rhythm section. We were fierce!

			I remember going down to Licorice Pizza Record Store on Ventura Boulevard with my allowance and buying a few of the current singles that I’d heard on WKHJ to play along to in my hay-carpeted beat laboratory. Nick Gilder’s “Hot Child in the City,” The Raspberries’ “Go All The Way,” 10cc’s “The Things We Do for Love,” and The Cars’ “My Best Friend’s Girl.” Notice there’s no blues influence in any of those singles at all—that was just how we rolled. Great melodies. I’ve always been way more of a Beatles guy than a Stones fan. 

			What these singles all had in common aside from certified earworm-status melodies was a solid, simple, driving groove. Absolutely basic drumming present here, but they all drove the point home to me that the very most important ingredient in music is also what’s the most primal: the heartbeat. Without that, you might as well go home. I still feel that way to this day. Lord knows Matthew does too—just ask him. He’s spent his life as one of the world’s finest bass players in my humble opinion. And since I grew up and into my current jam of lead singing lead guitarist with my aggregate 153 percent increase of chicks, Matthew has bemoaned the fact that I can’t be in two places at once on stage. I still get on the drums and groove with Matt any chance I can, and I dig it to no end. So much so that we’re going to put me back there on the drums and play some of his project Red37’s songs live. I’ve always kept that secret fantasy of playing drums on a large stage to a stadium crowd burning since I was the Buddy Rich of kitchen utensils. And life’s short…and getting shorter. It’s time to do this. 

			Regardless, being a drummer for a dozen years as a child before I even picked up a guitar was absolutely instrumental (Ugh. Pun. Sorry!) in shaping me as a guitar player. To this day, I approach my guitar playing as if a guitar is a percussion instrument. I just found out I’m late to that party. Recently I watched Get on Up, a biopic on the life of James Brown. There was a scene where “the Godfather of Soul” was berating his band in rehearsal (yes…and the Pacific is wet and the Grand Canyon is deep). He was imparting to his band that every instrument they were playing—from the trombones to the piano—were all simply DRUMS to him. Drums were everything to James Brown as they’ve always been to me. Keeping time on a log was the very first instrument that primitive man figured out could get them closer to their creator around the campfire. Drums could elevate their spirits. 

			Oh yeah…and it could get them chicks. 

		

	
		
			Chapter 4

			We Had a Completely Normal Childhood 
(Gunnar)

			We had a completely normal childhood. I’m being facetious, of course. 

			On any given day at our house on Zorada Drive during the Laurel Canyon Sound era of the late ’60s, one icon or another was dropping by our place. That homeless guy in the living room with the crazy hair who would never leave? That was Bob Dylan. That “funny voice guy” who lived next door” (we called him “funny voice guy” because we were too young to know what a British accent was)? He also looked like a skinny Jesus and would come over in the morning to have cereal with us before school. Then he’d adjourn himself with our dad into the study to listen to and break down all the guitar solos James Burton played on the early Ricky Nelson records. That was George Harrison! And our babysitter was Mama Cass Elliott from the Mamas & the Papas, for cryin’ out loud. 

			We were hungry for years. 

			Wow. I could hear the uncomfortable groaning all the way from here. Relax. Cass would have thought that joke was hilarious. What on earth happened to all of us Americans? We got so damn sensitive suddenly. No matter what you do these days, you always offend someone. I mean, Don Rickles could never happen these days. Eddie Murphy? Forget it. I honestly don’t know what real comedians do these days—they certainly avoid college campuses like the plague. Just know this: I’m always going to be authentic. At least you’ll always know where I stand. Matty? He might make you guess a little. Underneath it all, just know that I take the responsibility of being a Nelson seriously. And Nelsons love people. So that’s what I do. But if anything I’m saying here offends any of your delicate sensibilities…get over it. On with the show…

			As I was saying, there was always someone famous stopping by. Members of the Eagles, Crosby Stills & Nash, Jackson Browne, Joni Mitchell—all the greats from that era’s Southern California music scene. But it was just a Tuesday to me and Matt when we were babies. Fame means absolutely nothing to a child. Sitting here now as I look back on it, that’s really quite impressive.

			Matthew still brings up the fact that he was the one lucky enough to open our front door to find Linda Ronstadt standing there in a sheer sun dress, looking down on him. He was about five at the time. Now, we’re talking the Hasten Down the Wind period, when she was young, beautiful, and stunning. All Matt can remember is the fact that his “shero” was staring down at him with a huge smile on her cherubic face in that hint of see-through fabric. Best of all: It was a very cold day. That’s so Nelson. 

			Hell, I thought that everyone’s grandparents signed autographs for people until I was four. It was always our normal. When we started going to school, that normal continued as it was a hoity-toity prep school called Buckley in Encino. Everyone’s dad or mom was famous. Our best friends since kindergarten were Jonathan Gilbert (Little House on the Prairie) and Josh Brolin (who’s now freakin’ Thanos in Marvel’s Cinematic Universe). To us, it wasn’t any big deal. Totally normal for us to be out with Mom and Pop and have them bump into someone like Paul Newman and be on a first-name basis already. 

			On the acting side of things back in that day in Hollywood, it seemed to me that there was far more camaraderie than competition. I might be being completely naive about that, but that was my impression as a kid anyway. On the musical side of things, it just seemed to be one big, hairy, and high family. Everyone borrowed players from each other’s bands. Everyone was writing great songs that actually said something. Everyone had an acoustic guitar in their hand. Just being there meant that you could easily pick out, break into, and hold every harmony on the scale to someone’s singing, on command. 

			All that growing up in a “completely normal childhood” did was desensitize me and Matthew to celebrity. No one (except maybe Prince) could make us nervous or insecure. People are just people, right? That’s what we thought—at least until we met Paul McCartney in the flesh. 

			About a year before we met him in person, for a very brief time I was Cat Stevens’s lead guitar player. How’s that for a mind-scrambler? But it’s true. My friend David Spero was managing Cat and had landed me an audition for the position when his career-spanning lead guitarist Alun Davis had decided to retire. I rehearsed his entire catalog for three straight weeks, eighteen hours a day. I got the gig. Stevens (now recording as “Yusuf”) was cutting “Boots and Sand” from his 2009 Roadsinger album. I was called to the recording studio in Nashville because he wanted some background vocals for the song. He had also asked Paul McCartney to sing background. Paul was singing in real-time from his studio in England, and I was singing with him in a Nashville studio. Technology’s amazing. By way of a time delay, we were able to record it together as if we were in the same room on the same mic. This was before teleconferencing apps, so we couldn’t see each other, only hear each other. David leaned into the microphone and said, “Hey, Paul, this is Ricky Nelson’s son, Gunnar Nelson, singing with you.”

			“What…you mean the one with the hair?” he asked.

			Speaking of Sir Paul, we met him backstage at Nashville’s Bridgestone Arena in 2013. Arranged by a manager of ours, this personal one-to-one meeting was exceedingly rare. The secretive atmosphere backstage made me anxious. It takes a lot to make me anxious. The security detail felt like we were about to meet the Pope. We were waiting with several other VIPs who were there to meet Paul, including Reba McEntire, who turned around to me and introduced herself, “Hi! I’m Dolly Parton.” Hilarious. Rascal Flatts was there. So were the Brooks and Dunn guys (Matt and I had raced cars with them before…cool guys). And Simon Kirke from Bad Company was there, among others. But for all the people back there, they only selected a handful of us to meet Paul. 

			They pulled us out of the green room and staged us chosen ones in a line down the hallway outside his dressing room. Paul emerged, and he was fantastic. He scanned the entire line of awaiting stars, locked eyes with Matthew’s, walked right past everybody until he stopped and took Matthew’s face in his hands.

			“My, don’t you look like your daddy!” he said with a sweet smile. Before long we all took a photo together that my friends still don’t believe is real. And who can blame them? The final photo Paul’s people sent us after is so filtered, it makes Paul look like a cardboard standee that belongs in a shopping mall record store. Remember those? 

			We struck up a short conversation about how he was a lifelong fan of Pop’s and was supposed to produce our father’s last record for Capitol Records. He said it hadn’t worked out to his great regret and that he’d even recorded our Pop’s song “Lonesome Town” on his 1999 record Run Devil Run as a tribute. And with that, Matthew and I presented Paul with a present that we had discussed long and hard about giving him—the gold record award plaque for “Lonesome Town.” 
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