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			“All truth passes through three stages: First, it is ridiculed; second, it is violently opposed; third, it is accepted as self-evident.”

			—Arthur Schopenhauer

		

	
		
			INTRODUCTION

			It’s Good Friday 2013, and I’m wondering what’s so “good” about it. It seems that everywhere I go things are falling apart or a mess: wind and rain are turning into superstorms; road rage is an epidemic, maniacs behind the wheel even here in Santa Fe; shootings on freeways in L.A.; emotional terrorism from people in positions of authority in airports. On a daily basis packages are lost, products are defective, repairs never work, workmen don’t show up, computers crash, the cable goes out. Asteroids and meteors fall to Earth, and governments are too paralyzed to help their people or themselves. Everyone talks about money all the time and where to get “a deal.” People answer questions with more questions. New Yorkers plow ahead down the sidewalks or in the streets, not blinking at crippling traffic or noticing the ear-shattering noise of seemingly endless construction. Angelinos build their fences higher and bury their heads deeper. Nobody seems to talk with clarity. I just want to stay at home either in Malibu or Santa Fe. What is happening? Is this daily trauma of a thousand small pecks a wake-up call telling us that we, the human race, may simply have gone too far for a cleanup?

			It’s actually become a bad comedy to me: nothing works. Our once-disciplined work ethic has evaporated, and many people seem to be just waiting for time off so they can indulge in another handful of painkillers. People complain about unemployment, but for the most part, they don’t like what they do anyway.

			Thank goodness that’s not my story. In my line of work, I’ve gotten to be a whole host of other people and I’ve gotten paid pretty well for it. But the truth is I’m not unique. All of us are really a collection of assorted people. Each of us is a myriad of personalities and identities; most of us simply have not caught up to the richness and complexity of who we really are. I am beginning to believe we are our own best entertainment. To paraphrase that wise man named Shakespeare, we are simply actors in our own self-created plays, believing that the fiction that we fancy is real.

			Working in Hollywood, I live in a “what if” world, where there are multiple blue-sky meetings before any project: “What if the leading man is ugly instead of handsome?” “What if he doesn’t die in the end?” “What if we think he’s dead, but he’s not?” Over the years, I’ve noticed that all these what-ifs in my “reel” life have led me to adopt a similarly speculative stance in my “real” life. There’s a lot to be gained from asking yourself, “What if . . .”

			For example, what if, on this Good Friday a couple of thousand years ago, Jesus didn’t die on the Cross, but instead got married, had children, and traveled incognito for the rest of his life? What if Mary Magdalene was the missing mistress in the Last Supper paintings? What kind of impact would that have on the modern-day Church, its teachings, its sense of itself? There have been books bragging about various authors’ research into such matters, and I’ll admit I have read most of them, but not many exploring what such a fact would mean. I subscribe to the saying “One man’s sacrilege is another man’s truth.” I like to think that I’m open to exploring anything, always questioning, trying to live free of preconceptions and blind certainties.

			It’s fun to speculate—it’s an entertainment, and entertainment is my life. I’ve always believed that I owe my talent to my innate curiosity more than anything else. To me, imagination is more sacred and powerful than knowledge. Maybe we have even imagined ourselves into believing we are real when in fact we are a grand illusion dreamed up by some other species. Perhaps Shakespeare was right after all—and I mean literally correct, not metaphorically—when he wrote, “All the world’s a stage, / And all the men and women merely players; / They have their exits and their entrances, [births and deaths] / And one man in his time plays many parts [has many identities] . . .” I know several intelligent scientists who believe it might be possible to prove that the human race and our dramatic shenanigans are actually an extraterrestrial pageant of some kind, with actors (that would be us!) who believe wholeheartedly in their characters’ dramatic story arc—a “reality television” of sorts for the ETs.

			That may be true, but I’m mindful of Stephen Haw­king’s warning: “Be careful of embracing extraterrestrial life, should there be such a thing. Remember what happened to the natives in North America with the arrival of the white man.” That was a pretty bad “scene,” wouldn’t you say?

			Stephen himself is a wonderful example of sophisticated, yet practical, illusion. It seems that he is confined to his wheelchair, incapable of moving anything but his right eye. But I believe he travels and moves about with more brilliance and curiosity than any other living person. I believe he leaves his body and soars in exploration of the cosmos, returning with reports of black holes and otherworldly civilizations.

			I know him because for a time we had the same publisher. We met at parties and formed a friendship. When he’d come to America, I’d host parties for him, inviting people who weren’t exactly part of my usual crowd, but I loved meeting them.

			He has two pictures over his desk at Cambridge University: one of Marilyn Monroe and one of Albert Einstein. He told me (through his electronic chair) that “the curves of the universe are as beautiful as Miss Monroe.” He also told me, and he has said so publicly, that he is certain he is the reincarnation of Sir Isaac Newton. He was born exactly three hundred years after Sir Isaac died, and he holds the Newton Chair at Cambridge.

			Stephen Hawking is both a grand and a simple man. His intellect is without bounds, but it’s his humor and wit that attract me. When he was more agile, I used to watch him gleefully maneuver his “golden” wheelchair around the streets of Cambridge, defying anyone to get in his way. The word spread quickly around the campus that Stephen was on the loose again—Be alert!

			When I was in the United Kingdom shooting Downton Abbey in 2012, I emailed him, and he invited me to lunch, but I received the invitation a day late. I was crestfallen. It made me ask myself whether the speed of a loving thought was faster than the speed of light (186,282.397 miles a second) and if I had missed his invitation because of it. I called him and, through his caretaker, asked him the question. He took a while before he answered via his chair. “The two are not comparable,” he said, making me laugh by giving such a scientific answer to my more “philosophical” question.

			Maybe the truth is that nothing is comparable to anything else, particularly if each of us is our own universe and we create everything around us. That probably sounds like New Age blather, I know. But what if it’s true? I sit and talk with other people, confident in my belief that they are actually there, but what if they are only in my creative daytime dream, just as they might sometimes turn up in my dreams at night? Even more important—what if my night dreams are the expression of my internal yin (female) side, and the daytime dream reality is an expression of my more demonstrative external yang (male) side? What if each of us needs to respect the night and day illusions equally?

			I would have to say the daytime (yang) masculine expression of “reality” is what has reduced the human race to the deterioration we are now experiencing, whereas the nighttime (yin) female reality might have afforded us the opportunity to search with more compassion and keener accuracy for who we are and what we really want. Of one thing I am certain: I create everyone and their behavior in my dreams at night. Why is it so hard to admit we are creating the same thing during the turmoil of our busy days?

			Stephen Hawking has made a career out of studying and reveling in his imaginative journey of the cosmos, using his curiosity as a means to overcome the “seeming reality” of his wheelchair-bound days. I am pleased that such a proof-driven scientist helps me to make my point about self-­created illusion. Stephen is devoid of self-pity and knows he is grander than he might seem. He once said to me, “Those who think I don’t believe in God don’t know me.” He looked up as if to show me he was seeing the “all there is,” and I could imagine him thinking, “It’s much more awe-inspiring than our human definitions of God.” I thought to myself, “What if he sees so much more than any other human being because he isn’t terribly concerned with his physical condition?” Is that the message of his living so long without earthbound priorities?

			Did he “create” the disease that has crippled him in order to learn to be dependent on caregivers and the kindness of strangers so that he could free his entire mind to the pursuit of knowledge? What if he inadvertently chose to set an example of himself to show the rest of us that cosmic travel and universal understanding are available, regardless of one’s physical condition or circumstance? If Jesus chose to die in a state of martyrdom, then Stephen Hawking could just as readily have chosen to live in a dual state of being: visible physical weakness and unseen knowledge and power. What if all reality is an illusion?

			In any case, it’s a good Good Friday whether Jesus died on the Cross or not. He made us believe he died for our sins, and maybe he did. I wonder how he would define our “sins” today. Would he sound like a lefty hippie with New Age beliefs? He certainly was “New Age” in his time. Everything old is new again.

			In the pages that follow, I explore the “what if” way of thinking. I’ve discovered that it has opened up my mind to all sorts of fascinating possibilities. I took events that I believed to be a given and asked myself, “What if . . . ?” I found myself making a whole sequence of subsequent imaginative responses to things I’d taken for granted for years. I changed one historical “fact” and thought about the repercussions that that single difference would have made on all the events that followed.

			I let my mind and imagination run free with the “what if” of it all.

			My father’s favorite speculation was “What if a frog had wings?” His answer: “He wouldn’t bump his ass so much.”

		

	
		
			What if Stephen Hawking could get up and walk? Would the level of his scientific expertise diminish?

			I think it probably would, because he wouldn’t feel the urge to travel in the cosmos so much.

		

	
		
			What if all that we are is simply the result of what we have thought?

		

	
		
			What if our daily life itself is an illusion? Our notion of reality is composed only of what we perceive through our physical senses, or what can be recorded by scientific instruments or is commonly agreed upon by consensus. What if all of that is an illusion? What if our physical identity programs us to perceive reality in a physical way—that is, in a three-dimensional way? We know there are other dimensions, just as we also know there are higher frequencies than the ones we are able to hear with our ears or see with our eyes.

			The truth, as I see it, is that we are multidimensional beings dwelling in many dimensions simultaneously, but we give credence only to what our limited senses impart to us. I believe that our minds influence our physical surroundings because reality is nothing but extended thought anyway. Thought creates form. What we think determines what we experience. Therefore we can change the “reality” of our circumstances by altering our thoughts. I try to remember: thought is the creator of reality.

		

	
		
			What if, as quantum physics says, we change what we see simply by observing it? Is that our true power?

		

	
		
			What if our parents teach us more than they know—and maybe more than they intend?

			My dad was a well-educated teacher who studied for a master’s in psychology and philosophy at Johns Hopkins University. He encouraged young people to think, not just to pass tests. He used to say that the parents were the problem in the educational system because they didn’t encourage their children to think with imagination. (But more than once I heard him proclaim that kids should be put on ice until they were twenty-one!)

			He often piled me, my brother, and our mother into the car and drove us to his friend Mr. Palmer’s store, over which there was an apartment where the Palmers lived. Dad would park, get out of the car, and head to Mr. Palmer’s upstairs living quarters to say hello. The rest of us were left in the car for what seemed like hours at a time but was probably just a few minutes. Sometimes we’d play games with each other, but mostly we learned to observe people passing by—at least I did. Thinking and observing became my entertainment. I never got bored or tired of watching people’s behavior and the way they “acted.” It seemed to me that they were “acting” their real lives. I think that’s why I fell in love with acting as a creative profession. I realized early on that life itself was a kind of chosen performance. But I never enjoyed becoming another character. I enjoyed watching myself enact what I thought others would be entertained by. I never lost myself in a character. The thought of letting myself do that is uncomfortable for me because I would have to be so entirely into myself that I would miss seeing the “show business” of life around me. I’ve never wanted to purposefully lose self-awareness. There’s too much entertaining stuff going on that I’d miss. I wouldn’t give that up to become a character. Observing myself act like someone else is the same feeling I had as I sat waiting for Daddy in the car as a kid, watching people act out their lives. I could feel myself put my whole being in the skin of someone else, but I was still always me, and it was always so satisfying.

			At those times, Mother often fell into a reverie of some sort, almost trancelike, which I noticed was a good escape from boredom if there wasn’t anything interesting to observe for a while. I developed that trait, too. Whenever I’m with someone who truly bores me, I go into a kind of trancelike meditation, trying to “feel” what they are all about, and usually wander off in thought to another time or place.

			I’ve always believed I’ve lived other lives, and some of those lives are as real to me now as they were when I lived them. And I’ve always been comfortable with the notion of other realities and other times coexisting with ours. Einstein and other scientists say that time isn’t linear. It is all happening simultaneously. That would mean that all experience is occurring simultaneously. No wonder we all get a feeling of déjà-vu so often. As though there were many personalities inside us, unconsciously remembering experiences from other “times” and places. What if it is normal simultaneously to feel our children as our parents, and vice versa—a reversal of authority roles, so to speak? What if our children feel that, too, and can’t understand why?

			• • •

My father never wanted me to dare too much. He tried to put an emotional fence around me so that I wouldn’t venture out in the unknown world and be hurt or possibly so attracted to it that I’d leave home for good. But the emotional fence he erected was not high enough to deter me from jumping over it. So the fence would go up, I’d jump over it, and in effect I soon realized he was unconsciously teaching me how to jump!

			But what if his teaching wasn’t entirely unconscious? What if, on some very high level, he knew exactly what he was doing? What if he was schooling me to think with imagination and become a guerrilla traveler, venturing into chaotic, dramatic, sometimes life-threatening situations all over the world so I would understand that the all was so much more than I’d been aware of? I’ve come to believe I was taught to be an avid adventurer by a father who was afraid to leave home and was overcoming his own fears through me.

			What if we actually use our close-knit family members to overcome what we’ve not been able to overcome ourselves? What if my father wanted to spread his own wings—just like that frog—so he wouldn’t bump his ass so much? Maybe, in some ways, he gave me my wings.

		

	
		
			What if common sense is the collection of prejudices acquired by age eighteen?

			—Albert Einstein

		

	
		
			What if families are a form of government we either tolerate or revolt from?

		

	
		
			What if we didn’t have to sleep and dream?

			I’ve always been interested in the reason for sleep. So far, the experts don’t have an answer. We need to rest the body and mind, but sleep scientists can’t actually prove why. The only thing they can prove is that sleep is necessary for the brain to develop cognitive skills, memory, speech, and innovative thinking.

			We know about the stages of sleep: the changes in breathing patterns; the slowing of the heart rate; the delta waves; and the REM (rapid eye movement) sleep, where most dreams occur. During REM sleep, the brain is very active even though we are not conscious. Our bodies are effectively paralyzed, which is said to be nature’s way of preventing us from acting out our dreams.

			Experts tell us that seven to nine hours of sleep each night are necessary for optimum health. Studies suggest that 27 percent of people are getting fewer than six hours of sleep a night. Lack of enough sleep leads to obesity, chemical disorders, mood disorders, hypertension, depression, anxiety, and congestive heart failure. Maybe lack of sleep is what is wrong with the world!

			But what about lack of dreams?

			The Bible mentions dreams and the guidance of dreams and visions nearly eight hundred times. Dreams often provide knowledge and forewarning of catastrophes. In Matthew 1:20, Joseph is informed in a dream that Mary is pregnant with Jesus. In Matthew 2:13–14, Joseph is instructed in a dream to leave Egypt with Mary and Jesus to avoid the wrath of Herod.

			Our ancient ancestors believed that messages from the gods were delivered in the form of dreams. These communications were considered divine guidance, truths that could heal and solve problems and even bring spiritual wealth, happiness, and understanding to the dreamer. Oracles and priests schooled themselves in the interpretation of dreams. Temples were built as centers of dream worship. The healing energies of the temples soon transformed them into hospitals. It was not unusual for the spiritual seeker to experience a revelation and be fully healed of a physical ailment.

			Native Americans believe the Great Spirit delivers to the dreamer visions and guidance for the soul. Dreams can direct us to our true feelings about any aspect of life, from work to love and anything in between. They can warn us of danger or illness, or they can move us in directions we may not have had the courage to explore.

			I have friends who lead completely separate lives in the dream state. A woman friend whose beloved husband died says he visits her every single night in her dreams. Therefore, she is never without him. She has never had to adjust to her loss, because he hasn’t really left.

			Another friend (a man) has lived another entire life in his sleep state for thirty years. In his awake state he is a widower, has three daughters, is retired from the military (he was a colonel), and lives in the desert. In his sleep state he has a wife and children, lives in a forest, and is ten years younger than in his awake state. He tells me his sleep state feels like another time period, and possibly another planet. Every night, he lives inside the dream of his sleep state. He eats with his wife, reads to his children—in a different language, which he understands perfectly. He goes to work, takes walks, and even makes love to his wife. When I ask him if it feels real, he says, “As real as anything here.”

			Is he reliving a past life, or is he living two lives simultaneously, which is perfectly possible, since all time is happening at once?

			Dreams can tell us about our present, our past, our future. We can learn about ourselves through dreams. Our dreams are a connection to the divine.

		

	
		
			What if our subconscious controls our destiny?

		

	
		
			What if the always entertaining Norman Mailer was correct when he argued with me that neurosis is a necessary ingredient in the creation of any kind of art?

			We argued about this many, many times. I fancied myself an artistic actress who was basically quite stable, not suffering from much neurotic impairment and quite happy with my level of artistic expression in many areas. While I would never compare my artistic talent to his, I felt he was using his “necessary” neurosis as an excuse to stay neurotic.

			Over time, I have amended my views slightly. Perhaps his compulsively outrageous passion for the expression of ideas could be described as neurotic. If so, then, along with finding it entertaining, I would not have liked to see it “cured.”

		

	
		
			What if our US Big Pharma system is designed to keep people sick rather than cure them?

			The last study on this released by Harvard Medical School states that 75 percent of the entire US population is on painkillers! The lines at the pharmacy are longer than the unemployment lines. The pain brought on by disease is being treated rather than disease itself. Why? The drugs are there to disguise the symptoms. As long as a disease remains treatable but is not cured, there is money to be made in pharmaceuticals.

			In China the doctors get paid only if the disease is cured. In America the doctors spend most of their spare time educating themselves as to the latest drugs that will help the patient feel better. Education among doctors as to the benefits of a healthy diet and acupuncture and naturopathic medicine is growing but is not really embraced by the American Medical Association. Why not? Because there is not as much money to be made by the pharmaceutical drug pushers or by the doctors themselves, who encourage repeated office visits and a regimen of “feel better” chemicals.

			No wonder criminals have shifted from robbing banks to robbing pharmacies—not for money, but for drugs. If Willie Sutton were alive today, he would have to rewrite his motivation for robbing from “because that’s where the money is” to “because that’s where the ‘feel good’ is.”

			I am not a person who understands the addiction to drugs. I’ve smoked two joints in my life, and each time, I became so hungry I wanted to eat the furniture in the hotel room. I don’t like chemically induced ecstasy. I like ecstasy to be more natural. I also loathe taking antibiotics. I realize they have at times been helpful to me, but they are not a natural cure, and they are becoming ineffective in many cases. I don’t refuse medication on a philosophical basis, but I’d rather face the disease and go right to the root of the problem than treat only the symptoms.

			What if the 75 percent of Americans on painkillers simply don’t want to know what’s actually wrong with them? What if most of our society desires to avoid facing the truth of its existence? What if obesity is an epidemic of comfort food stuffing driven by a desire to avoid recognizing who we have become and how blind we are to it?

			What if the so-called war on drugs were shifted from Mexico to the pharmaceutical system right here at home?
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