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Dedication

JUST A GEEK is dedicated to Anne,

then and now, the other half of my heartbeat.

STILL JUST A GEEK is dedicated to the memory of

Andrew Hackard and his Red Pen of Doom.
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Introduction to

Still Just a Geek

EARLY AUGUST 2004

I am not a morning person, but I am awake at 8:00 a.m., so my dog, Ferris, can get a walk before it’s too hot. This dog means so much to my family and me, we will do anything for her. We do not know that cancer is slowly growing in her belly, and that our time with her, never long enough with any beloved pet, will be cut short in just a few years.

My phone buzzes in my pocket. That’s strange. All my friends know not to call me before ten, and even then they’re probably going to talk to voice mail.

I pull it out of my pocket and look at the tiny, glowing numbers. It’s my manager.

I flip it open, loving, as always, that the motion I’ve made my whole life in my imagination is now a real thing that I do when I answer my phone.

“Hey, what’s up?”

“You’re up early! I was expecting your voice mail.”

“It’s gonna be bullshit degrees today, so I got up early to walk Ferris before it was too hot.”

“Tell Ferris she’s a very good dog.”

“She knows, but I’ll remind her.” I scratch her behind her ears. “Bearris, Chris Black says you’re a very good dog.”

He chuckles and says, “Entertainment Weekly just called! They requested a review copy of your book, and they said they were planning a feature on you!”

“Holy shit! That is amazing!” My book, Just a Geek, has just been published. It’s selling . . . not very well. The indie publisher and I don’t really see eye to eye on the promotion of it. They want to focus hard on the Star Trek audience I believe will already be likely to buy it, and I want to let a wider audience into my world. We both agree the audience I’ve built with my blog and website will absolutely buy it, but this is the only thing we agree on. In retrospect, they were probably right and I was probably wrong, but at this moment, I am frustrated and beginning to feel defeated. Any chance I have to touch mainstream entertainment and its audience is a tremendous opportunity that I will not let go.

“The sooner we get it to them, the better. Do you have any author’s copies at home?”

“I do,” I say. I’m only a block from my house, not even halfway through Ferris’s normal walk, but I’m turning around and heading back to the house.

“Do you think you can drive one down here to me? I’m going to be in their building this afternoon and I can drop it off.”

“I can absolutely do that.” Even then, it was all about the hustle.

I take Ferris home and tell my wife the good news. Then I walk into my living room, where our kids are on the PlayStation, and I tell them the good news.

We are all so excited. This really could be the big break I’ve been waiting for, the big break I’ve been hoping against hope will materialize out of this book.

A quick shower and I grab a book out of my personal supply from the publisher. My face somberly looks back at me from the cover. I wonder if anyone gets the symbolism I was going for when I deliberately put half my face in faint shadow. I wonder if I’ll ever get to talk about that on late-night television. For the first time in a while, I feel like it’s happening for me.

I drop the book with my manager and wait until next week’s EW hits the stands.

“Whiner of the Week” is how they title their review.

It’s accompanied by an illustration of me making a pouty face. Two enormous tears explode from the corners of my eyes.

“In his new book, Just a Geek, Wil Wheaton endlessly laments that he ‘used to be an actor when I was a kid.’”

That’s it. That’s the whole review, if that’s what they want to call it. It’s barely twenty words, an afterthought tucked into the corner of a page that’s filled with fawning mentions of whoever is popular at the moment.

I feel like I’ve been punched in the stomach, like all the wind has been knocked out of me.

I look up at Anne, my wife, who is sitting across the small breakfast table from me. I feel so humiliated and embarrassed. Did this person even read my book? I will search my manuscript for the phrase they used and variants of it. It shows up three or four times—hardly “endlessly.”

Worse than the factual error, is that really all they got out of it? Do they know or even care how much this hurts me?

I take everything personally. I am so insecure, so afraid the things my father has told me my whole life about myself—that I’m unworthy, I’m a fraud, I’m unlovable, nobody really likes me—are all true.

“I’m so sorry,” my wife says. “That’s not true, and you know it’s not true.”

I’m not sure I do know it’s not true, though. (Note that, now, I know it’s not true.)

“I’m never talking to Entertainment Weekly again,” I swear. Five or so years later, I will relish telling them to go fuck themselves when they want me to participate in a special Star Trek issue.

They will try to blame the entire thing on an intern who isn’t there anymore. I tell them maybe that doesn’t make things better the way they think it does. I pass. The issue comes out. Fans love it. I’m not in it. I claim the Pyrrhic victory.

I save the magazine with my “review.” I hope that, someday, I will show them. I will show them all!

Years go by and I don’t show anybody anything, but I keep writing and going on auditions that I never book. I begin to accept that, maybe, I’m not going to be an actor. I begin to accept and admit to myself that it wasn’t my dream, as much as it was my mother’s dream, that she sacrificed my childhood, and our relationship, to pursue.

Then, in 2009, Bill Prady calls me and asks if I’ll play a “delightfully evil version” of myself on his show, The Big Bang Theory.

My life changes in an instant, and for the next ten years, I have a recurring role on the most popular sitcom in America, one of the most popular in the world.

And just as important—to me, at least—I keep writing. Eventually, I start a blog post that turns into a novella that turns into a semiautobiographical novel.

When that novel is as close to finished as I’m ever going to get it, I give it to my literary agent, who shops it.

It is universally rejected. Nobody is even a little bit interested in it. I am devastated. My deepest fears of failure begin to spiral.

But one of the editors is a fan of the book I wrote in 2004, Just a Geek, and he has this idea to revisit and annotate it.

We decide that we’ll call it Still Just a Geek until we can come up with something good . . .

. . . so at this point I’m open to suggestions on a title.

(waits for rimshot or crickets)

In 2020, I opened up Just a Geek for the first time in at least ten years. I was immediately confronted with homophobia and a real gross male gaze, and I was reminded that this voice is mine. It wasn’t a pretty realization, seeing this ugly side of me (and that it was ugliness that I put out into the world, as opposed to the darkness that was inside me, which I kept from the world). To say I was horrified and embarrassed would be an understatement. To say I wasn’t sure I wanted to interact with this side of Past Wil—or, really, most sides of Past Wil—would be a lie. But my editor insisted I needed to show everything and respond to it all.

“I’m going to have a lot of notes,” I warned my editor.

“That’s the idea,” he said.

So I got to work. And . . . it wasn’t great.

Many times during the process, I wanted to quit. I kept coming across material that was embarrassing, poorly written, immature, and worst of all, privileged and myopic. I shared all of this with my editor, my wife, my manager, my literary agent, and anyone else in my orbit who I trusted. “This really ought to be buried and forgotten in that landfill with the E.T. cartridges,” I told them. “Digging it all back up is not going to go well,” I said. They all assured me that confronting and owning that stuff in public, something I’d done privately, was important. I had to confront the parts that still fill me with shame and regret.

Everybody is the hero of their own story, including me. But I am pretty sure that, when the blog posts and website material that inspired Just a Geek were written, I was the villain in someone else’s story, and more than once. I never meant to be, and if I’d been called out, I would have loudly argued that I wasn’t, but that doesn’t excuse it, or make it untrue.

So I stayed with it, and kept working. For a little over a year, I made my way through the thoughts, fears, dreams, insecurities, and pain that defined my life and myself when I was in my twenties. Then I went even further back and revisited the abusive childhood and emotionally neglected adolescence I survived, which helped me understand why I thought homophobia, misogyny, kink-shaming, and the white male privilege underlying all of it was okay.

To be clear: that understanding doesn’t excuse any of it. But before we can change, we have to understand. Still Just a Geek helped me understand that I could be a hurtful person with a lot of anger and hate in his heart. And the thing is, I was completely blind to it. I sincerely believed I was a Good Guy. I was the hero, after all.

I’m going to hold myself accountable later in this text, but right now I’m going to do my best to give the person I was some empathy and compassion. I was doing the best I could do at the time, and it was tough for me to see how “my best” back then wasn’t as good as I thought it was. Annotating Just a Geek made me realize there was a ton of lingering childhood trauma I hadn’t dealt with when I wrote it, trauma that, to this day, still affects me, starting with my mother forcing me to become an actor when I was just seven, effectively ending my childhood; to living and working in a predatory industry with no protection from my parents; to my father emotionally abusing and neglecting me until the day I ended contact with him in 2018.

It was . . . a lot. And it still doesn’t excuse the times I was horrible. But it has helped me understand why. And when I knew why, I could address it, in annotations to the text, as well as in regular sessions with my therapist.

I’m going to be honest: I’m terrified that I didn’t say the right things, take away the right lessons, atone appropriately for the parts of this that are gross. I know that I am not the person I was when I thought it was funny to make a childish, lazy, homophobic, joke. I am not the same person who didn’t even consider that a young woman, doing her job, was worthy of respect and kindness, because she was more useful to my male gaze as a character in a story that isn’t as good as I thought it was. I know I’m not that person, because those things—which are a small but significant part of my origin story—revolted me when I read them for the first time in over a decade. I mean, I physically recoiled from my own book. Those moments, and the privilege and ignorance that fueled them filled me with shame and regret. They still do. But confronting and learning from them allowed me to complete my origin story, as it turns out. It’s another thing I was unaware I needed to do, but, having done it, cannot imagine not doing.

I really hope you get more out of Still Just a Geek than EW got out of its parent volume a long time ago, because I’ve put a lot more into it. That includes the gross parts, which I am learning to accept (without condoning) through the words of the great Bob Ross: “You can’t have light without a little darkness.”

It also includes the parts that I was and am proud of, the parts that I loved revisiting and adding to. Those parts are great. This isn’t all sad, y’all. Some of it is supposed to be funny and maybe even a little inspiring.

If I did it right, we’re going to spend at least a few days together, and our parasocial relationship will be memorialized in song, maybe by Iron Maiden. If I did it wrong . . . no refunds, pal.

Something Something Something to wrap it all up,

Wil Wheaton

Los Angeles, CA

May 23, 2021




Just an

Introduction

Q. Who is Wil Wheaton?

A. Wil Wheaton is an actor. He is also, as you’ll realize once you’ve read this book, a writer. He was famously in Star Trek: The Next Generation and the Rob Reiner film Stand by Me, and much less famously in Roger Avary’s wonderfully peculiar Frankenstein film Mr. Stitch.

Q. Who are you and why are you writing this introduction? Do you know Wil? Were you in Star Trek too?

A. I’m Neil Gaiman. I write stuff, comics—most famously a comic called The Sandman—and screenplays and books.

And no, I’ve never met Wil. We were meant to be guests together at a Linux and sci-fi convention called Penguicon in April 2004, but he wound up missing it entirely because he was on call for a part in a movie. He stayed home and waited, and they didn’t need him after all. This phenomenon will seem less surprising to you after you’ve read this book.

As to why I’m writing this introduction, well, Wil asked me (although that doesn’t always work, and that isn’t why I said yes). The nearest I came to being in Star Trek was once writing an episode of Babylon 5, which isn’t really very near. And even though I pointed out that having an introduction by Patrick Stewart would sell more copies, Wil held firm in his belief that he wanted me to introduce his book. This is because Wil is a geek. If you’re a true geek, I’m pretty much as cool as Patrick Stewart.

And I said yes, because . . .

I completely missed Star Trek: The Next Generation. Maybe I wasn’t watching much TV when it was on, or maybe I was just looking in the wrong direction, and the names of the actors in Stand by Me never made it into my head. So I found out about Wil when I came to live in the U.S., a dozen years ago, and was told that I needed to sign up for GEnie (an online bulletin board) because that was where all the writers I knew hung out and conversed.

So I went to GEnie, and I noticed, in passing, that the Sandman discussion there had been started by one WIL WHEATON under, I believe, the alias of “Roq Lobster,” but I could be wrong. It was long, long ago after all, back in the days when we knew how much faster a 14,400 modem was than the 300 down, 75 up ones we’d been using a few years earlier, back in the days when Spam was only a noxious pinkish-gray lunch meat, back when you could lose an entire afternoon tinkering with your config.sys file in a desperate attempt to make your computer do something the manual was convinced it already did.

Time passed, as it has a habit of doing. In early 2001, I started an online journal, ostensibly because I had a book releasing and I liked the idea of taking people backstage and showing them what happens between an author finishing a book and the book coming out. I’d keep the journal for a few months. That was the plan. Three years later, I’m still keeping it, pretty much daily, and I’m damned if I can tell you why.

I learned about Wil’s journal back then, when I started: he began his around the same time, and he made the mistake of mentioning online that he’d always wanted to play Morpheus in a Sandman movie. Several dozen people helpfully sent me the link.

I started reading Wil’s journal, checking up and checking in every month or so to see what he was doing and how he was doing. Not because he was famous, or semi-famous, or whatever, but because he was interesting, and what he was writing was interesting. The Internet is cruel and harshly Darwinian in that regard. People read what you write if they want to. If you don’t interest them, they go away. Wil’s life is interesting, and he communicates that well. Also, he’s really likable. He’s having too much fun.

Which is, I suppose, why I said yes to writing this introduction. How could I refuse? I’ve never met him, and I like him. I worry about him—or at least, his career—too, a bit. You can’t help it.

This is a book, as you’ll discover, about honesty, about the erasure of image. In an era of people blogging as pseudo-celebrities, this is the story of a celebrity blogging as a person. In Just a Geek, Wil uses his online journal as a place to begin to tell his story—diaries as performance art. This is his account of himself and of growing up (at least partly) in public.

It’s a lot of work, keeping a journal, inviting the world into your head. Sometimes you stay up much too late writing it, and you always reveal more than you planned. That’s the way of it. (Although Just a Geek is a lot more than a fix-up or a “best-of” wilwheaton.net. The journal entries punctuate it, but the story he tells is bigger than that.)

As you read this you’ll learn about life in the shadow of Star Trek; you’ll learn about being an actor, and the jobs that come and the jobs that don’t; you’ll cheer and you’ll care.

Somebody—probably F. Scott Fitzgerald, and a quick Google would confirm that, but I’m typing this late at night, on a plane home, in a thunderstorm, having spent the day in Hollywood, pitching a movie to a terribly literal studio boss and the first actual Hollywood yes-man I’ve ever run into, so you’re on your own on this one—said there are no second acts in American lives. The joy of Just a Geek comes as we watch Wil begin by desperately trying to refute this, in transparent denial of the facts; but then, simply by writing and talking, he creates his own second act. And it’s not the one he was expecting, or the one he was looking for. Much more interestingly and satisfyingly, it’s the one he needed.

And the one we need too.

You’ll see.

Anyway, as we all discover, sooner or later, you’re never just a geek.

Neil Gaiman

Somewhere over America in a Thunderstorm

May 2004*




Note to

Reader


Not that it matters, but most of this is true.

—WILLIAM GOLDMAN, BUTCH CASSIDY AND THE SUNDANCE KID*

Most of the material in this book was originally written for my weblog, (the cool kids call it a “blog”) an almost daily diary that I publish at my website, wilwheaton.net.*

As I went through my archives and pulled out entries to include here, I was strongly tempted to make massive changes to the material. I think I’m a much more competent writer now than I was when I started keeping the blog, and some of the earlier entries make me cringe.

However, I resisted. My evolution as a writer is a big part of this story, and cleaning up the older entries too much would rob you (and me) of some fun.*

I have made small changes: hyperlinks have been removed, and I’ve filled in some details that would not be obvious “offline,” but the fundamental meaning of each entry is unchanged.

It may help the reader to see the conventions I use in this book when I quote weblog entries:




The Date of the Weblog

THE TITLE OF THE ENTRY

The body of the weblog.





All of the entries are still online at wilwheaton.net, organized by date, if you’re the type of person who has to run a mental /usr/bin/diff on everything you see.* Just make sure you pipe the output into a text file. There’s a lot of information in there.* This book chronicles a long journey. It has its peaks and valleys, but I promise it has a happy ending.

I hope you enjoy the ride.

Namaste,

Wil Wheaton

Los Angeles, CA

April 14, 2004*




Introduction

XX XXX XX XXXX XXXX XXX XXXXX XX XXX XX XXX XXXXX XX XXX XXXX XXX XX XXXXX XXXX XXXXXXX XXXX XX XXXXXX*

—THE PIXIES*

THIS MONKEY’S GONE TO HEAVEN*

In July 2003, I was invited to Portland, Oregon, by my friend and fellow O’Reilly author, Randal Schwartz, to attend the release party for his newest book, Learning Perl Objects, References & Modules.* While I was there, I also attended the O’Reilly Open Source Convention and did a signing of my own, at Powell’s Technical Books in downtown Portland.

That’s right. The artist formerly known as Wesley Crusher had written a book and published it himself. The book is called Dancing Barefoot, and it’s five short-but-true essays about my life as a husband, stepfather, and former Star Trek actor.

I was about six steps through the door at Powell’s when the store manager, Amber, approached me.

“We have completely sold out of your book!” She looked concerned.

I took a moment to digest this exceedingly good news. I’d just walked into my very first in-store book signing. I didn’t know what would happen . . . but a sellout never entered my mind.

“That’s the greatest thing I’ve ever heard,” I said, as I took my iBook bag off my shoulder.

PASADENA, THIRTY HOURS EARLIER

I’m packing my bags for the trip to OSCON. My dog, Ferris, lays on the bed, looking at me with her “I see the suitcase, so I know you’re going to be gone” look.

I fold some pants and a few shirts. My wife, Anne, walks into our room. “Are you taking any extra books?” she asks.

“No, I don’t think so. Powell’s already ordered a ton of them. I think I’ll be okay.” I put my folded shirts into my bag.

“You should really take some extras, Wil,” she says.

Ferris sighs and rolls onto her side. The tip of her tail wags against my cat, Sketch.

“I really don’t think there are going to be that many people there. I don’t want to schlep a bunch of books up there and back,” I tell her. “Besides, my bag is full.” She looks into my suitcase. Sketch meows at Ferris and jumps off the bed. “You’re taking two pair of shoes for a thirty-six-hour trip?”

“Well . . . yeah.”

“Why?”

I resist the urge to shout, “I learned it from you, okay?! I learned it by watching you!!” Instead, I say, “Dress shoes for my reading, and Converse for the rest of the time.”*

“If you take your dress shoes out, you can lose your dress pants, too. Just take your jeans and wear your Converse. You can put books in the extra space.”

“But I think I should look nice for—”

“You’re going to a computer convention, dork. You’d be better off wearing your Trogdor shirt.”*

I’ve already packed it, but I don’t tell her. Ferris exhales loudly and stretches out on her back. Our other dog, Riley, walks into our room and sits at Anne’s feet. She looks up, expectantly.*

Anne pets her and says to me, “You’re going to regret it if you get there and you don’t have books for everyone. You’ll feel bad, and you’ll lose sales. Just take a few.”

I’ve learned something in the seven and a half years I’ve known and loved her: she’s always right about this stuff.

“Okay,” I say. Riley thinks I’m talking to her and jumps on the bed. Ferris flips over and snarls at her.

I end up packing an additional forty-seven books.

BACK TO POWELL’S

I put my bag on the counter. “It’s a good thing I listened to my wife!” Amber was visibly relieved when I began pulling small stacks of books out of it.

“This is the biggest crowd we have ever had at this store,” she said. “For anything.”

“Really?!”* I said.

“Yes! And we’ve never sold out of a book before. Usually, we’ll sell about ten or so.”

“Oh my god. This is so cool!” I said.

“I’ll take all the books you have in there, and we may even have to issue rain checks.”

Rain checks?! Holy crap! This is so cool!

I gave them to her, and she began putting stickers on them. There were two other authors there, too, so I snuck away to a back room to prepare while they talked about their books.

Even though I’ve read these stories countless times, and even though I lived them all, I still feel a need to familiarize myself with them before I perform them. Even though my book was doing unbelievably well in terms of sales and audience response, I was nervous each time I took it before a crowd.

On this particular night, I had some giddy excitement to go along with the nerves. I felt good. I was marking a significant waypoint on my journey from actor to author. I was taking my work to an audience that was NOT at a Star Trek convention. There were lots of non-Trekkies in this crowd. This was a big test for me.*

The other authors talked for about thirty minutes, and then it was my turn.

I read two pieces from Dancing Barefoot: “Inferno,” and a selection from “The Saga of SpongeBob Vegas Pants.” When I was finished reading, I looked up to thank the crowd for coming and saw that it had grown substantially since I began. I was elated.

All these people came and shared in this experience with me for almost an hour! I earned their time and attention. I earned it with my writing! I passed the test! I passed the test!

I sat down at a little table they’d set up for me, which had a laminated “Meet Wil Wheaton, Author of Dancing Barefoot” sign on it. The crowd transformed itself from a mass to a line (like Optimus Prime,* but without the cool sound effects*), and I began to sign books.

I signed for people from just about every demographic you can imagine. Many of them had their own copies of my book, which they’d bought online or earlier in the day from Powell’s. They complimented me on my website, on my performance, even on my cool shirt.

I signed a girl’s celebrity bible, right there next to Dr. Demento, and I met the project lead for Quanta Plus, a web development application that I love and use regularly. Eric S. Raymond, author of The Cathedral and the Bazaar (O’Reilly) and major force in the open source movement, also came and listened to me read. He even sat right in the front, and had several kind words for me when I was done. It was awesome.*

When I was down to my last three books, a guy walked over to me, and extended his hand.

“Hi, Wil,” he said, “I’m Tim O’Reilly.”

HOLY MO—WIL! IT’S TIM O’REILLY! HE CAME OUT TO SEE YOU!*

Before I could scream out, “I KNOW! I KNOW! I KNOW! GREAT GOOGLY MOOGLY!” my brain said, “Stay cool, Wil. Don’t geek out.”

I heeded my brain’s advice and was grateful for all those times I didn’t stab it with a key.

“It’s really nice to meet you,” I said. I was very proud of myself . . . and kept my geeking out to a minimum. “Your books have made my life much easier and much more interesting.”

Check me out. I totally behaved myself.

“Nicely done,” said my brain. “Have some serotonin.”

Oh . . . that feels good.

He said something about how he’d heard good things about my book and thanked me for coming to OSCON.

He thanked me for coming!

“Would you like a copy of my book?” I asked him. “I have an extra one that you can have if you want it.”

“Sure,” he said, “but I’d rather buy it.”*

So that’s what he did. Tim O’Reilly bought my little book, and shortly after that, I sold my final copy.

That’s right. I sold out all my books, including the additional books I brought with me.

It’s a good thing I listened to my wife, eh?

I packed up my bag and said goodbye to Randal. He pointed at the little laminated “Meet Wil Wheaton, Author of Dancing Barefoot” sign.

“You should take that, Wil. It’s from your first signing. You’re going to want that someday,” he said.

I picked it up off the table, and when I held it in my hands, I knew that he was right. I didn’t ever want to forget this very significant moment in my life. Signing my first book, in a bookstore, and selling it out . . . it’s better than the first time I got to sit at the helm of the Enterprise . . .

. . . because it was real.*
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—THE WHO, “BEHIND BLUE EYES”*
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—PINK FLOYD, “IN THE FLESH?”*




1

Where’s My Burrito?

On a hot June afternoon in 2000, I joined my best friend Darin for lunch at one of our teenage haunts, Old Town Pasadena. An afternoon in Old Town is a trip to a time when we were free of responsibility, and the world was filled with possibility and opportunity.

The changes in Old Town reflect the changes within ourselves. Thanks to the efforts of the Pasadena preservationists, the historical building facades haven’t changed, but they are the only thing that remain the same. The empty doorway where a punk rocker once sneered at passing businessmen is now a Pottery Barn, occupied by a San Marino yuppie who screams into her cell phone. The eclectic record store where we’d buy imported Smiths singles is now a Sam Goody,* its windows plastered with posters announcing the latest release from Justin Timberlake.* Tourists stand uncomfortably at crosswalks, trying to ignore the homeless who have come to enjoy the trickle-down economics of a prospering shopping thoroughfare.

All of this progress is not without its benefits, though. Old Town is safe, if sanitized, and several good restaurants have moved into the area.

On this particular afternoon, Darin and I walked down Colorado Boulevard, following the same route as Pasadena’s claim to annual fame, the Tournament of Roses Parade. We passed the Cheesecake Factory, several trendy Japanese noodle houses, and walked straight into Hooters.

Hey, Darin was engaged, and I’m married. Sometimes a guy’s gotta know if he still has it.

We walked in ahead of the lunchtime rush, so we could sit wherever we liked. Through a speaker above us, Bob Seger rhetorically asked, “Ain’t it funny how the night moves?” We looked around the mostly empty restaurant and chose the section with the hottest waitress in the joint.*

As we took our seats, our waitress came over to our table: a cute-but-not-beautiful girl in her early twenties. Bleached blonde, fake tan, long legs. Hooters. Her name tag said “Destiny.”*

She flirted with us as she took our order, all smiles and giggles. We ordered wings. Super Fire Hot, baby.

She stood up and left to put in our order. Darin and I stared at each other, grinned, and exchanged a mental high five. We still had it, and it felt good.

She’d only walked a few steps, when she stopped suddenly, turned around, and came back to our table. She looked at me lustily.* “Can I ask you something?”

Oh hell, yeah, Willie, I thought to myself. The ladies still want your sweet action!*

My face flushed and my pulse quickened. “Sure,” I said.

She screwed up her courage and leaned close to me, her full, pouting lips just inches from mine. Her perfume embraced me. Her ample cleavage seductively longed to bust out from beneath her thin cotton T-shirt. She drew a nervous breath, bit down on the corner of her mouth, and asked breathlessly, “Didn’t you used to be an actor?”

“WHAT?! USED TO BE?! I STILL AM!”* I hollered, as mental images of a hot Hooters threesome were replaced with the cold reality of appearing on Celebrity Boxing.*

She immediately knew that she had made a mistake. She thought quickly, licked her lips, self-consciously, fussed with her overprocessed hair and tried again: “Oh, I mean, weren’t you an actor when you were a kid?”

All I could do was numbly answer, “Yeah, when I was a kid,” as I hung my head and ordered the first of many pints of Guinness.

Funny story, right? Yeah, funny like when you watch another guy get kicked in the nuts. In the days that followed, I tried to write it off. Tried to bolster my wounded self-esteem by telling myself that she was just a Hooters waitress, so she didn’t matter.* But the truth was, that simple, scantily clad waitress had driven home with painful acuity my deepest fear: I was a has-been. I “used to be” an actor, when I was a kid.*

If I “used to be” an actor, it wasn’t for lack of trying. But it was the result of a series of choices I’d made, starting all the way back in 1989, when I was just sixteen years old, and in Florida for a Star Trek cruise . . .*

Even though it was early in the morning, it was already hot and humid in Miami. My brother and I stood together in front of the hotel and waited to get on a bus that would take us to the port. There were hundreds of Trekkies swarming around us, and a ripple of excitement went through the crowd when the hotel doors opened and the entire cast of the original Star Trek, minus Shatner and Nimoy, walked out. Most of them looked a little drunk, and some of them looked a lot unhappy.*

Marina Sirtis, who played Counselor Troi on Next Generation and was the object of a very large teenage crush, came out of a different door and approached us. “How are you doing, Teen Idol?” she said.*

“I’m okay, I guess,” I said. “What’s up with them?” I pointed at the original series cast, who were now posing for pictures and signing autographs.

“Oh, they’re just having a good time,” she said.

“Oh,” I said.

“Okay. I’ll see you on the bus. We are going to have so much fun on this cruise!” She hugged me and walked away.

My brother pointed at one of them and said, “Dude! He is fucked up!”* and began to laugh, but I couldn’t join him. In 1989, Star Trek was my life. At sixteen years old, I was a veteran actor—I worked on the series for fifty hours a week—but I was also a veteran of the Star Trek convention circuit. Three weekends out of the month I entertained audiences at Holiday Inns* all over the country. When I looked at these original series actors, I saw the Ghosts of My Career Yet to Come.*

I had no idea at the time that it was probably not that big a deal to have a few drinks early in the morning while you were on vacation.* I had no idea that some of the Star Trek alumni were quite happy traveling around the country and performing for Trekkies at conventions. It also didn’t occur to me that some of those actors, who had only done three or four episodes, had willingly chosen to live out their lives recalling their time on the Enterprise.

I spoke with the arrogant surety of a sixteen-year-old. “Look at that,” I said. “That’s my future if I don’t get out of Star Trek and do movies. There is no fucking way I’m going to spend the rest of my life talking about what I did when I was a kid. I’m going to prove to everyone that I can do more with my life than just be on Star Trek.”

“Dude,” was all he could say. It was a multipurpose word in our vernacular. “Dude” could stand in for several words and phrases, such as “Check out that hottie,” or “Stop talking now because Mom’s standing right behind you,” or “This is seriously fucked up.”*

“Exactly,” I said.

A couple of hours later we were on the ship, and today, after fifteen years, all I can recall about the entire three-day cruise is that conversation. Because at that moment, I made a choice that would drive my life and haunt me for years: I would get out of my Star Trek contract, and I would go on to a huge career in movies. I would prove to everyone that I was a great actor and that Star Trek was just a small part of my résumé.

Yeah. It didn’t quite work out that way, and it’s probably my karma* for having such a negative impression of those original series actors, who I have come to know as kind and wonderful people. Actually, I have such regard for them now, I almost hate to open this book showcasing such a negative view of them, but that moment in 1989 was the foundation upon which the last fifteen years of my life have been built.**

I thought about that moment often, especially over the next few years, when the writers reduced my role on Next Generation to little more than saying, “Aye, sir. Course laid in,” and the producers of Next Generation prevented me from taking a major role in Milos Forman’s Valmont.**

As an adult, getting paid thousands of dollars a week to say, “Aye, sir. Course laid in,” is a seriously sweet gig, but when I was a teenager, it sucked. I felt like I had to prove to everyone** that Stand by Me wasn’t a fluke, that I deserved all the attention I got from that movie. I never considered that most actors go their entire careers without one film like Stand by Me to their credit. I never considered that I could have stuck around on Star Trek until the end, and then stepped off into a film career, like, say, Patrick Stewart.* Because of that moment on the dock in Miami in 1989, I was convinced that if I stuck around until the end, I’d be stepping off onto a dock in Miami in 1999.*

I have often wondered how different my life would have been if my brother’s “dude” had meant, “Hey, why don’t you relax? You’re young, and you have your entire life ahead of you. You have an opportunity to work on a great series for a few more years, build up a nice bank account, and then parlay the success of Star Trek into a film career. But don’t quit now, or you’ll regret it for the rest of your life. And stop staring at Marina’s ass. That’s just rude.”* Maybe that sentiment was a little too deep for a couple of teenagers.

Of course, I’m still talking about what I did when I was a kid, and I never got that big film career I was hoping for.* When I was released from my Star Trek contract, I was eighteen, and like most eighteen-year-olds, I knew everything.* I realized that I had never had a childhood, and I’d never really just gone off and done things that I wanted to do. I also realized that when I looked in the mirror, I saw the reflection of everything I hated about Hollywood and humanity staring back at me from behind angry and unhappy eyes.*

How the fuck did I let this happen to me? I have to get out of here.

In the early 1990s, I vanished from Hollywood and moved to Topeka, Kansas.* I spent a little over a year there, working on computers during the day, and on my incredibly screwed-up psyche at night. When I felt like I’d put myself back together, I returned to Los Angeles, and enrolled in a five-year acting program.* I remember thinking that I’d gotten all the way to Star Trek on instinct alone, and if I wanted to move beyond it, I’d need some technique.

When I was in drama school, I passed on several film opportunities,* among them, Primal Fear. You may know it as the movie that started Ed Norton’s career. I know it as the Huge Opportunity That I Completely Fucked Up. When my agent told me that I was making a huge mistake, I told him, “Look, man. I’m in drama school now, and I can’t leave until I finish. It’s like when Luke was on Dagobah, and he wanted to go to Bespin to save his friends. Yoda told him not to quit in the middle of his training, but Luke didn’t listen, and he was never able to be as great a Jedi as his father.”*


I foolishly thought that Hollywood would wait for me.* When I graduated from drama school five years later, I had a rude awakening. Not only had Hollywood forgotten me, they’d completely forgotten my type of actor. The everyman was out, and a new type, called “edgy,” had taken my place.

Think about that for a second. Edgy. What does that conjure up in your mind? Now ask the person next to you what their description of edgy is. Your descriptions didn’t match, did they? They weren’t even close, right? Now talk about it for a minute and see if you can reach an agreement on exactly what it means. Can’t do it, can you? Don’t worry, it’s not your fault. I’ll let you in on a dirty industry secret: nobody knew what edgy meant, beyond “unwashed” and . . . uh . . . “unwashed” and . . . er . . . well, that’s it. I’ve just spent several unproductive minutes staring at a blinking cursor, trying to come up with another word besides “not Wil Wheaton,” which is really three words and more of a descriptive phrase than a synonym.

While Hollywood didn’t quite know what edgy was,* they were certain that I wasn’t it. I am passionate, too smart for my own good, unfulfilled, caring . . . but not edgy. So I spent several years struggling, unable even to book a commercial.* I wasn’t well known enough for product endorsements, but I was too well known to be some random guy extolling the virtues of floor wax. The flood of opportunities I had enjoyed when I was a child and teenager slowed to a trickle, then stopped.* I “used to be an actor, when I was a kid.”

It was so hard to get work, I often contemplated giving up life as an actor and going back to college.*

“You have to love the work more than you hate the rejection, and the unemployment,” my mom said.*

I did love the work, and I believed in my abilities as an actor. I felt that I could take direction well, and understood the vagaries of storytelling: those ephemeral things that make an actor’s performance greater than the words on the page. I was compelled to act.*

That compulsion became obsession. Success as an actor had always come my way without any real effort when I was a kid (resulting in that feeling of undeserved success). After I graduated from drama school, I felt like my acting chops were better than ever, and spent several years being just one big part away from making that elusive comeback. That drove me crazy. I was in my twenties, but I looked like I was in my teens, so I often auditioned to play a teenager.*

Since I didn’t have the same energy or mentality* as the real teenagers around me, I never got cast. When I walked into auditions, I was rejected before I opened my mouth, and I felt like I was wasting everyone’s time—including my own. It didn’t take long for the word to spread around Hollywood: Wil Wheaton may look young, but he can’t play young. After countless failed auditions where I was ten years older than everyone else, I became cynical and pessimistic.*

On the very few projects where I was reading for an older character, I would often be one of the final two or three actors to be considered. But consistently coming in second or third was actually worse than not making it past the first round of meetings. It was like scaling Mount Everest, only to die within sight of the summit . . . over and over again.

I couldn’t understand why I kept getting so close to booking jobs without anything to show for it, so I asked my agents to pursue feedback from casting directors. The answers provided more questions: “Wil was absolutely the best actor for this job, but he just wasn’t handsome enough, or edgy enough, for the part.” I suppose telling me I was “absolutely the best actor” was intended to make me feel better, but it only made me feel frustrated and depressed. Each time I heard the word “edgy,” I seriously wondered whether I would ever be able to support my family by being an actor.

Family? That’s right. I was twenty-seven years old and I had a family. Shortly before I graduated from drama school, I had fallen in love with a wonderful woman. Five years later, we were married.* I had taken on the responsibility of helping to raise her two children, with little financial and no emotional support from their father, who actively worked to disrupt not only our marriage, but our relationship with the kids as well. I’d taken everything I had saved from Star Trek and Stand by Me and invested it in our home and our wedding.*

My life as a husband and stepfather was very rewarding, but a desire to regain the success I’d enjoyed as a child and teenager pulled at me constantly. It kept me awake at night and was a constant distraction. Like the Not Me ghost from Family Circus, Prove to Everyone That Quitting Star Trek Wasn’t a Mistake slept between my wife and me in our bed and ate with us at every meal. When I could have been playing with my stepkids, PTETQSTWAM* (Prove to Everyone That Quitting Star Trek Wasn’t a Mistake) and I would sit and stare vacantly at the TV, wondering what could have been.

The weekend after the Hooters Incident (as it came to be known), my wife was out of town and PTETQSTWAM and I found ourselves in front of my computer. I surfed the Internet,* played Diablo II, created Winamp* playlists . . . I did everything I could to get that Hooters waitress out of my mind.*

Yes, that’s how badly it hurt me: I was actively trying to get a Hooters waitress out of my mind. While my wife was out of town.*

Somewhere in that day, while I was battling the forces of polygonal evil on Battle.Net, Prove to Everyone tapped me on the shoulder, and said, “Dude. You should make a website and let the world know that you are still alive and still acting.”*

I paused the game and looked back at him.* I had wanted a presence on the Web for a long time, but I didn’t have the skills to build a website. I’d been given the names of several designers,* but wanted to do the whole thing myself, for better or for worse.

“Oh my god. That’s a fantastic idea! Maybe we’ll even get noticed by Hollywood again!”

“Just make sure you make the website edgy,” he said.

“If you were real, I’d cock-punch you for that,” I said.

I quit the game and went to Yahoo! GeoCities, where I created an account called “tvswilwheaton.” (Get it? “TV’s Wil Wheaton!” Because I’m still on TV, except I’m not.)* Because I had absolutely no idea how to write HTML, and I knew nothing about tables, CSS, RSS feeds, or the W3C, I spent the next few hours clumsily learning my way around the Yahoo! PageBuilder. I used their WYSIWYG editor to—ahem—“design” my very first web page. The result was incredibly lame,* but it was mine. I named it “Where’s My Burrito?” after one of my favorite episodes of The Simpsons.

When it was done, Prove to Everyone That Quitting Star Trek Wasn’t a Mistake and I shared a high five. I was proud of what I’d created. I posted a link to it in a small Wil Wheaton online fan club and wondered if anyone would care.*

Boy, did they care! I had over seven hundred visitors in a couple weeks, without being listed in a single search engine.* The response excited me, and I started updating the site quite frequently by hand-coding “news updates” into the main page. Here’s the very first “news update” I did, way back before I had even heard of a weblog:
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HEY PARTY PEOPLE.*

I’ve just come home from the San Diego Comic-Con, where it’s very possible I gave you a lame flyer for this very lame website.

So you actually came, eh? Suh-weet. I feel just slightly less lame than I did last night.

Want to know some cool stuff that’s happened in the recent past? Tough. I’m telling you anyway.

Here we go:

See, TNN* is rebranding themselves. Rebranding is when a network changes its image and programming and goes after a new audience. Well, that’s what TNN is doing. I guess someone decided that there were more Gen Xers than rednecks out there (thank god)* and they’ve changed The Nashville Network (home of NASCAR and Hee-Haw*) into The National Network (home of Miami Vice, Starsky and Hutch, NASCAR and Hee-Haw and Star Trek: The Next Generation). So this is quite cool, if you ask me. I’ve been doing lots of stuff with the TNN folks in the last few days and they are really some of the coolest people on earth.* And I’m not just saying that because they gave me a free trip to New York. Okay, well, maybe a little.*

But check this out: There is this big thing called “The Television Critics Association.” I think there are TV critics in it, or something.* Anyway, they get together every year to run up huge tabs on their corporate credit accounts and see what’s coming up on TV in the next quarter. That’s where I come in. TNN asked me to go to the “TCA” (when you’re a hip, edgy, media-savvy person, you use lots of acronyms, FYI) to be part of this TNG launch-thing. So I went and it was sooo cool!* I got to see some of the old TNG kids, who I don’t ever see anymore since they’re millionaires and I’m living in a refrigerator box* and the coolest thing of all* . . . I got to take a pee right next to BILLY FREAKIN’ IDOL!!!*

Yes, you read that right. Here’s how it happened: I went into the bathroom and I’m doing my business and I notice the guy next to me is rather dressed up, like in serious rocker clothes. So I try to just glance at him, without getting all gay and weird* and he looks right at me, sneer and all. That’s when I realize that it’s HIM! HOLY CRAP! So I say, “My wife and I just saw you on Storytellers.* You really rocked, man!” (tap, tap) And he looks at me and from behind his cool-guy sunglasses says, “Cheers, mate.” And he’s gone.

YES! How cool was that?*

So after that, I’m off to New York to do a cool show called Lifegame,* which will be on TNN in a month or so. It’s an improv show where they asked me to tell stories about my life and then they have improvisers act out scenes based on my so-called life, in different styles. Like the time my parents cornered me in the bathroom and gave me “The Talk” . . . when I was 20, done as a reggae musical.* Very funny. And I got to play the Devil in a scene. YES!

While I was there, I got a tour of MTV networks, met Carson Daly (!)* and was given a CHIA MISTER T!* That’s right. Let me tell you, everything after that was just Jibba Jabba.

After NYC, I came home to LA, my wife picked me up at the airport, and I got on a train to San Diego for the Comic-Con, where I signed autographs and promoted TNG on TNN (I like that. It sounds like NBA on NBC) and this lame website. Honestly, it was mostly lame.* I didn’t sell many pictures, so I barely even covered my costs for the trip and there weren’t as many people there as last year.* HOWEVER! There were a few cool things,* which I will relate now:

I met Oscar González Loyo. He’s an artist for Bongo Comics, who make The Simpsons comic. He drew, for me, a picture of me signing autographs for THE COMIC BOOK GUY! It’s totally cool. I’ll scan it at my brother’s house and post it this week sometime. Two other cool guys, Jason Ho and Mike Rote, also Bongo artists, did cool Simpsons’ caricatures of Ryan and Nolan (my stepkids).*

Thank you Bongo guys!

I also met Spike, of Spike and Mike’s Sick and Twisted Festival of Animation,* (the first guys to recognize Mike Judge’s brilliance in the pre-Beavis days*), and did a little sound bite for their 25th anniversary special, so Spike gave me an autographed DVD of their greatest sick and twisted hits. Cool!*

My buddies at Troma, home of the Toxic Avenger and distributor of Fag Hag* also gave me some DVDs, including Terror Firmer. Very cool.*

Finally, I traded an autographed picture of yours truly for a copy of College Girls Gone Wild. You know the one you see on TV? Trading things is cool.*

That’s it, kiddies. I’m back in LA now and getting ready for my Big Birthday Bash next weekend. I’m turning 29 on the 29th! YES!*

Your punching bag,

Littlest Giant

I am so embarrassed when I read that and compare it to the way I write now. It’s a horrible mangling of the English language. I change from present to past tense and back again, and use an annoying passive voice throughout the whole thing. Oh, and all the Comic-Con stuff is bullshit. I may have been at the keyboard, but Prove to Everyone That Quitting Star Trek Wasn’t a Mistake was definitely in the driver’s seat, so I projected my idealized self: I was a devil-may-care Gatsby, funny and irreverent, and living the celebrity dream.*

Comic-Con was nothing like I had expected, and the truth is, it was a horrible experience. I went there expecting to sell hundreds of autographed pictures to hundreds of adoring fans, but hardly anyone was interested. I sat in a cavernous and undecorated area far away from the main convention floor, surrounded by people who were definitely on the downside of their careers. The hundreds of adoring fans I’d hoped to see did show up . . . when people like Kevin Smith and the cast of the short-lived Witchblade* took up temporary residence at tables near mine. When they left, so did the fans, who glanced dismissively at me, if they noticed me at all. I was humiliated and depressed. This is what my life has come to, I thought, I am a has-been. Prove to Everyone made sure I left those details out, and encouraged me to play up the success of the TCA event and the subsequent trip to New York for Lifegame. So that’s what I did. (By the way, it was pretty cool to take a pee next to Billy Idol. If you get a chance to pee next to a rock star, make sure you do it.)

Though the dishonesty bothered me, Prove to Everyone spoke with a silver tongue, and I convinced myself that if I projected a successful image, it would somehow become a reality. It was a lot of work to fictionalize my own life, though, so I wrote about things that were safe and mundane. I posted links to other websites and talked about my experiences building my self-described “incredibly lame website.” I issued pathetic pleas for e-mail and comments,* but I avoided talking about myself or revealing anything too personal. That all changed when my dad came home from a surfing trip in Indonesia. He was so sick I thought he was going to die.
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SURFER ROSA

I just got back from the hospital. My dad is really sick and the scary thing is nobody knows what the hell is wrong with him.

I can talk to someone, in real time, who is on the other side of the world. Spacecraft are taking pictures of Mars.

My Palm Pilot has more memory than my first desktop computer.*

But not one doctor can tell me what the %^$#@ is wrong with my dad. I’ve been on the verge of tears all day.

Sorry, kids. I know you’ve come to expect a certain irreverence from your Sweet Uncle Willie, but I am scared shitless.

I love my dad. I’ve never known my dad as much as I wanted to, because he works all the time and I work all the time. Then there’s the whole “You don’t understand me!” thing, which basically adds up to a bunch of wasted years from 14 to about 22. *Pay attention, young ’uns: your parents are not as bad as you think and someday they’ll be gone and you’ll regret every single moment you wasted being mad at them because they wouldn’t let you go to your fuck-up friend’s house because they knew you’d get drunk there.**

I remember, when I was a little kid, like 7 or 8, my great-grandfather died. I was in the kitchen of my house and my dad was sitting on this high-chair stool thing we have and he started to cry. Like really a lot. He cried hard. I was freaked. I didn’t know what to do. At all. So I ran into the laundry room and I said, “Mom. Dad needs you.” My mom came into the kitchen and she did what I just didn’t know how to do at 7 or 8: she hugged my dad and let him cry on her. I can see the two of them, my dad in his ultra-groovy 1979 perm and my mom in her pantsuit, holding each other in the beautifully wallpapered kitchen in Sunland.*

Later, I asked my dad why he was crying so hard. I had hardly known my great-grandfather and he was cool and all, but I just figured that if I didn’t know him that well, nobody else did, either. (Yes, the world did revolve around me, apparently.) My dad told me that he was thinking about his own dad, my grandfather, and how my grandfather was so sad because his own father had just died. My dad then told me that he realized then, for the first time in his life, that someday his dad would die. Even at 7 years old that really struck me and I think about it all the time.*

A number of years ago, when I was working on Mr. Stitch in France, I awoke with a start one night. I thought “something horrible has just happened” and I couldn’t go back to sleep.* So I called my friend Dave and told him what had happened and asked if there had been an earthquake, or something. He told me I was just being lame* (I am)* and that everything was fine. So I went back to sleep. Later that night, as I was going out the door of my apartment to dinner, my phone rang. It was my mom. She made some small talk, then told me that my dad wanted to talk to me. He got on the phone and told me that his dad, my grandfather, had suffered a massive heart attack and died. I didn’t know what to say. I asked him how he was doing and he choked back a sob and said, “sometimes okay and sometimes not.” I had no comfort to offer my dad and that really bothered me.

Months later, we had a funeral and scattered my grandfather’s ashes out to sea. It was really cool* and I cried really hard, but not for myself. I cried for my dad, remembering what he had told me 15 years earlier.

So tonight, I spent as long as I could at the hospital, talking with my dad, reading my lame HTML book* and watching Blind Date and Letterman.* I kept taking his temperature, which started out at 103 today (scary, since my dad’s 53), then went back to normal and started a slow climb back up to 100.6 when I left.

I don’t know what to do now. I know I won’t sleep well, not knowing what’s happening with my dad. The doctor will be calling in someone from the CDC in the morning if my dad’s not better, since he was just in Indonesia on a surfing trip and they think he may have brought something back.*

But it’s the not knowing that is the worst.

That and replaying in my head every wasted moment with my dad. Every time I wouldn’t play catch with him, or go surfing, or acted embarrassed when he told a lame joke around some girl I was trying to impress.*

Go call your mom. She’s worrying about you.

And for god’s sakes, play catch with your dad.

For the longest 48 hours of my life, I was terrified that I was going to lose my father. After two days, the doctor from the CDC determined that my dad had contracted a blood infection when he stubbed his toe on a boat anchor during his trip. If he hadn’t been in the United States when he’d gotten sick, he would have died. Thankfully, he managed to fight off the infection and made a full recovery.

I still don’t know why I chose to write about my dad, and my very real and unprotected feelings, but when I was face to face with my father’s mortality, Prove to Everyone was silenced and releasing my fears and doubts was liberating.

The few people who were reading my website appreciated the raw honesty. In the days after I wrote that entry, I got several e-mails and comments from people who shared similar experiences with their own fathers, and while I read them, I thought that it might be okay to talk about some of my real feelings.

“As long as you don’t let on about how much you’re struggling in
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* Dear Third-Grade Wil: Your teacher keeps correcting your name on your papers, adding an extra L in red

pen.

It sucks. Teachers shouldn’t do that. It's a product of a conformist, authoritarian system that is eventually
going to fail. It’s a whole thing you can’t understand because you're in third grade. But look at this! Even-
tually, we get our name on giant billboards, on TV, and even in this book, and nobody gets to tell us we're
doing it wrong!
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