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PRAISE FOR MY BEST FRIEND IS A WOOKIEE: A MEMOIR 

“I know I’m not the first person to ponder why Star Wars was such a touchstone in many people’s lives. But I think what George Lucas did in creating a ‘used universe’ was make the fantastic and unimaginable accessible and relatable.

What Tony Pacitti has done with this book is kind of the same thing. In recounting his personal life journey and love affair with this not-always-loved film series, I believe he has found a commonality that we can all relate to. He has made the geeky accessible. For whom among us has not felt like an outsider at one time or another, or known the bliss and pain of falling in and out of love, or of going down paths in our life we knew we should not have?

This book will speak to many more people than Tony may realize because like Star Wars, it is an experience that has been shared by millions.”

— Kevin Rubio, Writer/Director of TROOPS 

“Tony Pacitti’s My Best Friend Is a Wookiee is a hyperdrive tour through Star Wars fandom that’s more fun than shooting womp rats in Beggar’s Canyon. But it’s also a comical, tender, no-punches-pulled coming-of-age memoir. We see a painfully shy kid slowly trying out the Jedi-like powers of adulthood and using the trans-formative Force (and forces) of the Star Wars universe to get him there. A heartbreaking work of staggering geekiness.”

— Ethan Gilsdorf, Author of Fantasy Freaks and Gaming Geeks: An Epic Quest for Reality Among Role Players, Online Gamers, and Other Dwellers of Imaginary Realms 

“Tony’s journey starts in the safe haven of a childhood with the secret knowledge that The Empire Strikes Back is the greatest movie of all time, to a middle-school experience with the Special Editions, learning about midi-chlorians in high school, and finally reacting to the love of new, younger fans as an adult. Through bitter tears and explosive accomplishments, Tony reconnects us all with our youth in an intimate and powerful way. He uses hilarious language that’s rich in nerd-minutiae with references firing off like Death Star quad-turbo-laser-cannons. But just like the drama of a favorite fantasy story settling into its place of ultimate importance in our own lives, this story is real and at times painful. When it’s all said and done, we, the readers, find ourselves much like Chewbacca himself standing restrained next to the heartbroken who says, ‘I love you’ to a movie series. And, of course, the inevitable reply will come: ‘I know.’”

— Scott Hinze, Host, Co-Creator of Fanboy Radio 

“My Best Friend Is a Wookiee is the candid story of Tony’s love affair with George Lucas’s space opera. The movies were escape and consolation for a bullied, lonely kid in a new neighborhood; they helped him find companionship with other fans, inspired his creativity, and gave him something to cling to during the turbulence of puberty and junior high.

Tony’s experiences aren’t sugarcoated. He shows us that real-world ‘rebels’ are often deadbeat stoners; that sticking to your own beliefs can make you a loner; and that normal teenagers are neither pure-hearted heroes nor dark-side villains. Bullies can become friends, and nice guys can break hearts. But Tony’s closing words carry a sense of generosity and the start of wisdom, and it’s clear that Star Wars helped him get there.”

— Will Brooker, Director of Research in Film and Television, Kingston University; Author of Using the Force: Creativity, Community and Star Wars Fans 


To Mom and Dad.

This is all your fault. . . . I mean that in a good way.


Author’s Note: The situations and characters in this book are all based off my memory of actual events. In some cases, names and traits have been changed and composite characters have been created. Otherwise this is my life, as I recall it, as a fanboy.


PROLOGUE 

In the summer of 2008 I was in the final stages of recovering from the Star Wars prequels. Over the years I had become one of those curmudgeonly, old fanboys who sat at his computer in his underpants raving like a madman whenever he heard news about a Star Wars spinoff or new DVD edition. I’d yell at these things the way your grandfather yells about how loud your music is or how much better life was before snowplows. For me, there had only ever been the three original Star Wars films, but for a while they seemed to be long gone. My memory of them was overshadowed by Episode I, II, and III and George Lucas’s commitment to reimagining the movies I grew up with by way of digital wizardry.

Meanwhile, the films that had filled me with so much wonder, hope, and creative inspiration as a boy, the movies that had comforted me when I felt so afraid of trying to be the person I wanted to be, were still out there. But I had become  so blinded by my disappointment that that special kind of cinematic lightning hadn’t struck twice, I had been unable to see that.

Gradually I was able to make peace with my hatred of the prequels and move on. Old wounds were healing and the scars weren’t nearly as bad as I had expected. So imagine my surprise when, seemingly out of the blue, a new Star Wars movie was set to drop out of hyperspace into a theater near me.

When The Clone Wars movie — which was in fact a pilot for the soon-to-air animated TV series — came out, my initial response was one of sheer horror and confusion. It was as if my dead best friend was suddenly reanimated and starving for brains, and was shuffling mindlessly down my driveway. I already had my worries about the upcoming show, but movies and television shows were apples and oranges. I was gearing up for The Clone Wars TV series with cautious curiosity, but buying tickets for the movie? That felt like someone was asking me to point out my would-be murderer in a lineup. I didn’t know if I could stand Star Wars on the big screen again. At the same time, I began to suspect that facing the new movie could be empowering. If I faced up to it, I could tell it that what was done was done, that it couldn’t hurt me anymore. It could do nothing to change how important the movies were to me. Either way, if I was going to face it, I needed some help.

One of my coworkers had a ten-year-old son named Marc. The boy was a full-fledged, all-out, balls-to-the-wall Star Wars nut. It was a fact he wore proudly on his sleeve: his mother had even brought him in to work one Halloween in a homemade Boba Fett costume. I was beyond impressed, and after a trip home to my parents’ house, I returned with a stack of my old Star Wars novels, a gift from a once-bitter, old fanboy to a bright-eyed, young daydreamer. I saw a lot of my younger self  in Marc. Just as I once had, Marc firmly believed that any Star Wars was good Star Wars.

I asked Marc’s mother if the two of them would join me in what was sure to be ninety minutes of nonstop neon explosions, where the fun would be inversely proportional to the product placement. My mind was pretty much made up before I even saw the previews, but just below my jaded surface was a secret agenda: to be reminded how it felt to see Star Wars through the fresh eyes of a kid whose every waking thoughts were of Wookiees and lightsabers.
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When I arrived at their house, Marc ran out the door to greet me in the driveway.

“I’m watching Episode III,” he informed me, and then with a spooky voice and ten wiggly fingers, he intoned, “Reveeeenge of the Sith!”

I walked inside and plopped down on their couch, cringing through the banter between Yoda and the Emperor. Marc sat next to me, but he may as well have been billions of miles away, completely swept up in the action on the screen. He loved this movie as unequivocally as I loved The Empire Strikes Back.

“You know they used a puppet Yoda in the first one,” he told me, referring to Yoda’s scenes in The Phantom Menace.

“Oh yeah?” I replied, trying hard and failing miserably to swallow the bile rising in my throat and mirror his enthusiasm.

“They used computers for all the other ones.”

There was a pause as he watched Yoda draw his lightsaber.

“Yeah,” he continued, “computer Yoda is so much better.”

The notion that a digitized Yoda could ever be better than Frank Oz with his hand up the business end of a Muppet was  exactly the kind of thing that got my Underoos all in a knot. As far as Marc was concerned, the new trilogy trumped the old one. Maybe I had misjudged the situation. What if instead of helping me remember how great it was to be a kid experiencing Star Wars for the first time, I just ended up beating him up and leaving him bleeding to death in a Dumpster somewhere? I guess I could always plead the Forgotten Amendment, which our forefathers included in the Secret Constitution, which clearly states that any act of Star Wars–related aggression committed against a minor is automatically dismissed if the minor willingly confesses to preferring CGI Yoda to Puppet Yoda. (Don’t look too closely into that legal argument.)
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We wolfed down a quick lunch before the movie, and I picked Marc’s brain about all things Star Wars. We talked about Anakin’s transformation from hero to Darth Vader, an important narrative arc that I felt had been rushed but Marc praised. After hearing his thoughts on Yoda I had expected this, but he surprised me when we started talking about the parallel love stories in each trilogy. He agreed that Han and Leia’s relationship was far more compelling than the one between Anakin and Padmé.

“That was sickening,” he told me, though it was probably because Anakin and Padmé’s was a bit more mushy. Ten-year-old boys don’t do mushy.

We discussed Star Wars’ alien sidekicks Jar Jar and Chew-bacca. Though Marc conceded that Chewie was the cooler sidekick, he continued to defy all of my expectations with wild, bogus claims like using a puppet for Yoda was cheesier than anything Jar Jar Binks ever did, ever.

“Dude, you’re kidding, right?” I asked — no, I begged.

“No way. I like him,” he insisted. “He’s blundering and innocent. He totally lightens the mood of intergalactic war.”

Noticing the clock, I decided to wrap up the debate with something more specific — the Clone Wars. A major conflict that had been an integral part of the Star Wars mythology since the very first film, the Clone Wars themselves had been all but passed over in the last three installments. It was a struggle that fans had been dying to see since a hologram of Carrie Fisher had mentioned it in 1977. For Marc this made perfect sense. He thought that Anakin’s personal character arc and his involvement in the Clone Wars would have gotten in the way of one another, so this, a film and then a companion animated series, seemed like the best way to show the war itself.

“Huh. You know what, Marc, I never thought of that.”

“Yeah, no kidding!”

“Shuddup!”

As we walked into the theater, a very small, and very irritating, part of me started to panic. Looking around, I expected spikes to erupt from behind the posters and concession menus like an unused booby trap George Lucas had kicked around from the Temple of Doom days. When I approached the girl working the ticket booth, I waited for her to whisper, “Turn back! Turn back now before it’s too late! Nothing but evil awaits you in auditorium six, third down on your left!” With paranoia starting to take hold, I nervously turned to Marc and asked him what he was expecting to get out of our impending ordeal.

“Comedy,” he said. “Definitely some comedy. I mean, just look at the way it’s animated!”

Marc wasn’t too far off. The movie had a lot of what a kid his age would call great comedy. Things got silly right off the bat,  when the bad guys kidnapped Jabba the Hutt’s baby son. Then we met Anakin’s new Padawan, Ahsoka, a smart-mouthed brat who seemed as if her personality was developed in focus-group hell. The two of them fight a lot of droids — who for whatever reason are all wise-cracking, sub-incompetent goofballs — save the baby Hutt, run around and generally get nothing done. The silliest part of the whole thing, however, was Jabba’s uncle, Ziro the Hutt, who struck me as equal parts Oogie Boogie from The Nightmare Before Christmas and Nathan Lane’s character from The Birdcage.

The movie jumped from one battle scene to another, and Marc’s eyes flicked back and forth, soaking in every digitally rendered nanosecond of what he was clearly enjoying the ever-living crap out of. He leaned in for the quiet parts and waited patiently to be tossed back into his seat when an explosion rocked out of the sound system.

While Marc immersed himself completely in the experience, I was overassessing everything. This isn’t my Star Wars, I thought. No way in hell would I have bought into this when I was his age.

We walked back to the car after the movie ended and I silently went over it again and again, feeling neither the hatred I had been expecting nor the pleasure I had been hoping for. Marc, on the other hand, hopped from one foot to another, all jacked up on having just done an hour-and-a-half-long line of eye-cocaine, and regaled us with a recap of what we had just watched as if we hadn’t been there with him. He pantomimed lightsaber duels and recited his favorite droid one-liners. Then he looked up, a little out of breath, and a big toothy grin stretched wide across his round face.

“So. What did you think?” I asked.

“That. Was. Awesome.” This wasn’t an opinion, said his tone, but a fact. “That was a Star Wars movie.”

Maybe he’ll read this when he’s my age and try to take those words back. Or maybe he won’t. By all rights, the Ewoks are pretty lame, but I don’t enjoy Return of the Jedi any less. They get a pass on my grown-up sensibilities because of my childhood attachment to them. I always sort of knew this, but it wasn’t until I sat down with Marc, who spoke to me on behalf of a generation who had been raised on this new brand of Star Wars, that I was really willing to admit that.

Watching and talking about Star Wars with Marc didn’t do exactly what I had hoped it would. I didn’t suddenly find myself in love with the new movies, but I found something when I saw his face erupt with pure, unbridled joy because of what was happening on the screen in front of us. In his eyes I saw a spark, a glimmer of something that this big, weird, wonderful world of make-believe stirred inside him. It’s the same spark you would have seen in my eyes sixteen years earlier, back in the summer of ’92, when I had my first look at a galaxy far, far away. . . .


EPISODE I

A FANBOY IS
 BORN 


CHAPTER 1

SAGA GENESIS 

IT WAS THE PERFECT DAY to get socked in the face with clumps of wet dirt. The ambush ended as quickly as it started, a flashflood of dirty projectiles and savage war cries from my hidden assailants. Slowly, with my head down and my tail between my legs, I walked home, picking clumps of mud out of my hair and wiping tears from my cheeks. What little self-esteem I’d had was shattered on the corner of my street like shards of a broken mirror, reflecting the laughing, loose-tooth faces of the jerks who had pelted me with filth. I was seven years old, living in a new house in a new town, and had just been introduced to the rest of the guys in my neighborhood by way of elementary-school guerilla tactics. The friends I had were a half-hour car ride away. Given our inability to see each other and the fickle minds of seven-year-olds, they felt as tangible as imaginary friends.

I have always worn my emotions on my sleeve, and that day was no exception. I may as well have been wearing a T-shirt with a picture of me getting kicked in the nuts while simultaneously getting a wedgie, having my lunch money stolen, and having my heart ripped out through my mouth. Mom knew that no “Things will get better” talk, no matter how inspirational the accompanying music, was going to fix what had happened that afternoon. Her boy needed some real cheering up.

In the bathroom, while she helped clean the crud off my face with a towel fresh out of the dryer, she looked at me with eyes that always seemed to smile and asked the question: “Have you seen Star Wars yet?”

My love affair with the galaxy far, far away was to begin with the second Star Wars movie, The Empire Strikes Back. Mom dug a videotape out of a box jammed full of tapes with movies and cartoons that had been recorded from TV. According to the peeling, orange Kodak label on the spine of the tape, this one was a sci-fi double feature my Dad had bootlegged from HBO, with Empire playing second to David Lynch’s Dune. As Mom fast-forwarded to the spot where she thought Empire should start, she cracked open the ironing board, looking to kill a couple of birds with one stone while she watched the movie with me.

The tape was snowy and the sound a bit warbled at the tail end of Dune’s credits, where it segued less than gracefully into the HBO logo from the late 1980s.

“The following film is rated PG,” the tape declared in a generic male American voice. The rating didn’t mean anything to me, but as the required bits of boilerplate legalese — rating, content, closed captioning — were rattled off, I became very eager about what I was about to see. I knew Star Wars by reputation only and couldn’t tell you a thing about it at the time. All  I knew was that in a moment I was going to experience something monumental. Something very important. It was just a feeling I had, something deep in my gut.

 When that epic Twentieth Century Fox drumroll began, it snapped me to attention. The machine-gun drumming of sticks and mallets hammered away the shame I was feeling about that afternoon’s ambush and demanded that I turn myself over completely to what was about to play out on the television. One screen faded to another, from the Fox logo to a black title card with Slimer green letters that read “Lucasfilm, Ltd.” The screen faded again, taking the sound with it, and for the first time in my life I was conscious of seeing the words “A long time ago in a galaxy far, far away. . . .” It was a moment that felt like several lifetimes.

I hung on that moment, soaking in the image of those words and permanently burning them into my retinas. When I blink, those blue letters still flash against the darkness on the back of my eyelids. When the lights go out, those words are plastered over the void. They chilled me down to the marrow and had me leaning off the couch cushion, begging for more after getting so little. Those few words were perfect in my seven-year-old eyes. They promised so much. Hinted at amazing feats. Such good. Such evil. With so little, an entire galaxy was opened up for me to explore. Star Wars had me at “hello.”

Suddenly that brief yet seemingly infinite silence was devastated by a blazing sonic assault. The opening fanfare from the London Symphony Orchestra hit me square in the face, shoving me hard into my seat. If seeing the words “A long time ago in a galaxy far, far away . . .” was a first kiss, then hearing that first chord of the Star Wars theme was my cherry getting popped. Scratch that — this was bigger, more important than a  sex metaphor could ever possibly illustrate. My life was beginning again that day. It was a rebirth.

As the trumpets roared across space and the words “Star Wars” rocketed into view, I felt like I was exploding out of the womb and into a world that I had always sensed around me as I’d gestated for seven years. The title, The Empire Strikes Back, soared up into view, followed by a text scroll that alluded to things that were intimidating and foreign yet strangely familiar. Death Star. Freedom fighters. Luke Skywalker. Darth Vader. These words stood out to me like masked doctors looking down at my squirming, goo-coated newborn body. Darth Vader was the only name that rang any sort of bell. When I read it, an image flashed into my head of a toothbrush my aunt had given me with an evil-looking, black-clad space man on it. It was a toothbrush I had once kept at my grandparents’ house. “Dark Radar,” I had called him, the words Darth and Vader having no meaning at that time in my young lexicon. Maybe that toothbrush had been a sign, a marker on a road that was meant to lead me to this point. I would go into the bathroom just to take that toothbrush out of its holder and look at him. Vader’s evil image, looming like death itself, stared back at me through those darkened helmet lenses.

“Brush your teeth or else!” Or else what?

For two hours I sat fixated on the TV. My parents were Trekkies, so I had grown up watching a new episode of Star Trek: The Next Generation every Sunday and syndicated reruns most afternoons. Sci-fi techno-babble was plentiful, but the action was limited. No matter what the stakes were, no matter how perfect the Romulan or Borg plot seemed to be, the crew of the Enterprise always came out on top, thanks to Hollywood science and some good ol’ moral fiber.

Empire was something else altogether. This was a world where science and magic came head to head. There were no illusions of peace or any safe havens aboard glamorous starships. There were no glamorous starships. X-Wings and the Millennium Falcon were the sci-fi versions of old hot rods and beat-around trucks. In this place, hope and annihilation were spoken within the same breath. Trust couldn’t be taken for granted. Nothing was a sure thing. Heroes were always on the run, scraping by on anything they could get their hands on, while the bad guys had limitless resources to find them and smoke them out. This, kids, was a whole new ballgame.

Before he could even do anything in the movie, this Luke guy, whom I was meeting for the first time, was mauled by some nasty-looking space yeti. I couldn’t have been more scared. This was the Luke the text scroll was talking about, and he was down for the count just two minutes in! Then Han told everyone he was leaving, and Leia started yelling at him. So far all the good guys were either unconscious or pissed off at each other. This was the antithesis of anything I had ever seen on Star Trek and went against what I had come to understand as basic movie logic. There was conflict, real human struggle, going on here. And robots! And that big hairy guy who looked like a real alien and not just a guy with latex skull-ridges slapped onto his forehead and some prop snaggleteeth in his mouth.

Starting with the second in a three-movie series, I felt overwhelmed by a history I knew nothing about. The characters’ relationships were already established, the villains’ motives were unclear, and I was bombarded with images I struggled to understand. When the Rebel snowspeeders were systematically blown out of the sky by the Empire’s awesome, mechanical quadrupeds, I panicked. Why, I asked myself, are the good guys losing so soon? I looked over to my mom for a sign, some sort of  indication as to why this was happening. She was locked onto the action on the screen, her focus daring me to keep watching. Her ironing never faltered.

Things didn’t let up. This was just the first act, and as the movie moved on from the Battle of Hoth, the momentum built and the stakes kept rising. As the Millennium Falcon ducked and weaved its way through asteroids, narrowly avoiding certain destruction at the hands of space rocks, with the Empire in hot pursuit, I gnawed my nails to the bone. Nothing, and I mean nothing, was cooler than seeing that hunk of junk outclass those TIE fighters, luring them face first into asteroid after asteroid, or Han deducing that they were parked in the belly of a giant space slug. I sat there in my living room, watching this tiny ship fly up out of a crater, only to have this giant thing pop out and try to snap its jaws down on it. It was clearly a case of, “Well, our heroes dodged that bullet, how can we shake things up and put them back into the Empire’s crosshairs? A space slug, that’s how!” And it worked! It was just one item on a newly formed, rapidly growing grocery list of the coolest things I’d ever seen.

Yoda brought with him a much-needed sense of levity to the harrowing spectacle that had preceded Luke’s arrival on Dagobah. The film so far had been a montage of pushing the good guys down and kicking them while they were there. A little green man with a funny voice and a Dennis the Menace sort of knack for irritating people was a nice break. Man, I thought, I bet Yoda’s gonna be like a kung fu master and this is totally the goofy, comic relief sidekick. Wrong. They were one and the same, and like Luke, I bought into Yoda’s cover —  hook, line, and sinker. When Yoda switched from goofball to guru, I couldn’t believe it. Everything that movie threw at me was a curveball, and I kept swinging. The challenge to get a  hit was addictive, but I’d never connect with a pitch. Even a sure thing like Han’s friend Lando proved to be just one of countless twists in the exhausting, curving road of The Empire Strikes Back.

But none of the twists compared to the climax of Luke and Vader’s epic confrontation. Lightsabers clashed with that classic electric nails-on-a-chalkboard screech. Vader fought dirty, using his mastery of the Force to throw anything in his sight at Luke, knocking him off his guard, off his feet, and through plate glass. Here was a villain who threw the rule book out the window. He was evil incarnate, and nothing would stop him from completing his wicked crusade. Though Luke seemed outmatched, he never gave up. Maybe this was it. Maybe after all of that struggling the movie would remember that good will always triumph over evil. I knew that that’s what would happen. Then Luke’s hand got hacked off, and we both made the painful discovery that Darth Vader, yes Dark Radar himself, was his father. I wanted to scream. I wanted to cry out just like Luke did.

After a relentless two hours, the heroes, minus Han, managed to escape with their tails between their legs. For the first time since the movie had started, I took pause to think about my own defeat earlier that afternoon. Like the Rebels, I’d found myself outnumbered by a larger group of jerks who seemed to have all the resources necessary to make my life a hell for no particular reason. I didn’t ask them to throw dirt at me. I didn’t even know who they were. They were a faceless enemy. They didn’t even have the decency to send their Darth Vader out to intimidate me first.

As the movie ended, I felt drained. Watching Luke and Leia stare out the medical ship’s window as the Falcon flew away, with that sad music playing as the defeated Rebel fleet  floated solemnly through space, was almost too much to handle. Nothing good happened to the people it normally happened to. Nothing. It was the first instance I could recall of a movie ending on such a real, sour note, and I absolutely loved it.

Without knowing it, I had become a participant in the lives of these characters, a soldier for the Rebel Alliance. They were as real to me as they were fantasy. Han was a bastard —  sarcastic, cocky, shortsighted — but there was a hero under all those scoundrelly layers. He was flawed, which was something I had never noticed or wanted from my movie heroes before. Leia was as far from a damsel in distress as she could possibly be, but ultimately — and despite her best efforts to the contrary — she fell victim to her own love for a pirate. Luke Skywalker, true-blue hero of the day that he was, was in the middle of a crisis of faith. These three characters were faced with the most daunting challenges of their lives, and many of those challenges came from within. I came for the lasers and the spaceships, but I stayed for the deep, personal struggle that these characters were dealing with. But don’t get me wrong, the lasers and spaceships have always been a plus.

What really hit the movie home for me was that, despite all they’d gone through, they still clung to hope. Though one of them was gone, he could still be saved if his friends played their cards right. The rest of them, bloodied, bruised, and scared, lived to fight another day. That meant something to me. I know now that they would come out on top in the next one, but at the time their futures felt completely up in the air. In all the movies I had ever seen, the hero would hit that point somewhere in the middle of the film, when there was still time for him to save the day. But in Empire there was no time left. The three of us — Luke, Leia, and I — had to wait for the sequel  to take up arms one more time against the forces of evil. But they had not given up; you see it when they look out into space. You hear it in Lando’s voice when he leaves with Chewbacca to track down Han. They all have hope.

So there I was, a seven-year-old boy in a new house in a new town, being terrorized by the older kids in the neighborhood and fearing to death the mere thought of a new school. I didn’t know any of the rules that any of the people in this strange new place lived by. I had no Obi-Wan or Yoda to lead me through it. I was flying blind, having a crisis of faith in myself that would last for the next decade and change. All I had was this new house to hide in and this new movie full of wonderful things to keep me company. To give me hope.

I don’t know how many times I watched that worn-out tape over the course of the next few months, but it never got much of a rest. At one point, I thought I could smell the film sizzling in the plastic shell. I wished I had a giant Wookiee for a best friend to keep the bullies at bay. I’d go to the grocery store with my mom and wave my hand in front of the automatic doors, opening them hands-free like a real Jedi. Driving with my dad, I’d pretend that the cars in front of us on 95 North were asteroids, the ones behind us were TIE fighters, and that his beat-up, funky-smelling ’87 Ford Ranger was a beat-up, funky-smelling YT-1300 light freighter called the Millennium Falcon. John Williams’s music filled my head throughout the day, and if you asked me at any point between that fateful day and the end of the sixth grade, I’d tell you that the person I most wanted to be when I grew up was the man who had just given me this glorious gift of wonder and adventure: George Lucas.


CHAPTER 2 

LIFE BEFORE
 STAR WARS 

THERE IS A LEGEND IN our family that says my folks took me to see a triple-header of the Star Wars trilogy at a drive-in. I was six months old at the time, so it wasn’t really a formal introduction for me as much as it was a revisiting for my parents. At that point, the summer of ’85, Return of the Jedi was just over two years old, and there I was, six months out of the womb and only capable of processing things like hunger, pain, and joy on the most basic levels and only operating in two modes: screaming and not screaming. For a while I thought that maybe this family story was just some urban myth thought up to explain the one obsession I’ve ever really had. But Mom and Dad confirmed it. I sat there in a sweaty little Toyota while my parents sat back, watched, and — gross — probably made out during Star Wars.

It would seem that fate brought me together with Luke, Han, and Leia on that hot summer’s eve in the dawn of my life. Like a lump of Play-Doh, and probably just as squishy, I was ripe for the molding. It is quite possible that as that night went on, as the lasers fired, the lightsabers blazed, and the Force surrounded us, my DNA was rewritten, replacing the occasional A, G, and T with a 3, P, and O. It was there. It has always been there, a part of me, even before I knew it. I was like Luke in A New Hope— his destiny as the greatest Jedi of all time was written even when he hadn’t ever heard of the Force. My destiny lay with these movies.
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