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Dedication

For the Whole Brolin Clan









Epigraph

WHATEVER ELSE IS UNSURE IN THIS STINKING DUNGHILL OF A WORLD A MOTHER’S LOVE IS NOT.

—James Joyce, A Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man

YOU CAN’T IGNORE THE ANIMALS IN YOUR BONES.

—Glasgow street graffiti
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Prologue


IT CLAWS AT ME with its long, thin nails.

I wince as I hear my parents inside the house fighting, but with the whinnying of the horses so loud, I can’t be sure it’s them or the dogs or the wolves, whose cages I’ll have to clean soon. Even with the sound of the leaves in the trees, the cold grass on my back, there’s the strange feeling that all the oxygen in the world is drifting in a direction away from me. Rain is coming though. It isn’t here yet, but I can feel it coming.











2023

LIFE WITH JANE WAS TUMULTUOUS, but I miss it.

I’m sitting in a broken-down café in the desert, writing. It’s hot and uncomfortable. It happens to be the same desert I visited as a child with my mother, also hot and uncomfortable. I sat beside her, time and time again, baking under an unrelenting 115-degree sun. I knew how these things went with her: Lather with oil (“Get my back. More on my back!”), lay back on the plastic lounge chair next to the shuffleboard inlay, Dr Pepper in her right hand and a burning Kool King in her left hanging in zero-gravity anticipation. Now bake: a human brownie forgotten, compost in the wait. And her little blond eight-year-old kid who jumps adobe walls and looks for rattlesnakes on the outskirts of unused parking lots sits fidgeting, barely able to hold his budding hormones still enough to have half a conversation.

My childhood was on a leash of the whims of my mother. She drove sixty thousand miles a year because as a flight attendant in her early twenties she got bumped around one too many times and was afraid to fly unless she was drunk and it involved some mysterious adventure with sex and a few dinners, usually with the pilot. Otherwise, it was always the car: 1978 green Cadillac, mid-80s Grand Cherokee Wagoneer, and a timeless 450SEL Mercedes-Benz that she crashed at least seven times. Over the years, those are the three I remember barreling down all the highways in.

After I jumped back onto the adobe wall, burning myself on the dull shards of glass that were imbedded at the top for “added security,” I would see her from high above, small and dark brown, with heat waves coming off her that would make the palm trees in the background undulate like looking into a pool after someone had just jumped in: the bullfrog-voiced cheap Texan who had finally made something of herself out here in California, my mother. She knew everyone and everyone knew her. She was that person who would talk to any Tom, Dick, or Harry at the bar, then be in the kitchen cooking with the chef by closing. Jane was infamous. I (and everyone else) was just along for the ride.

She picked up her Dr Pepper without opening her eyes, took a sip, and put it back down precisely on the same ringed spot it had just been pulled from. Next, the last drag of her menthol stick before she flicked it low and tripping into the pool.

“What are you doing?” she asked me.

“Nothing. I was just looking for rattlesnakes.”

“They bite, you know.”

“I know they do. I was careful and collected them by the tails. I put them all in the car.”

“No, you didn’t.”

I walked toward our motel room to masturbate—push two pillows together: instant vagina.

“It’s too hot out here,” I said leaving.

“It’s never too hot,” she retorted.

I couldn’t see when I walked into the room because the sun had been so bright it melted my corneas. I sat on the bed while the swamp cooler above me spit and clanked. Sweating, I grabbed the two pillows on the bed and stood up to go to the bathroom when I heard the door close. “Mom?” … then the sound of retching. “Are you okay?” More retching. “I have heat stroke!” More retching. “Can I go get somebody?” “No! I just have to wait it out. You should lay out. You haven’t gotten any sun.” “You’re throwing up because you laid out. Why the fuck would you want me to?” “DON’T CURSE!!!” “… sorry.” “Go get me my Dr Pepper. The ice is going to melt out there. Better yet, go to the lobby and fill it with more ice.” “… okay.”

She didn’t die that day. If she had I might have skirted all the trauma yet to come, but instead she went right back out there and self-sautéed to crisp for another hour and lived and lived and lived until she was good and ready to go. But that’s for later.

That night we went to the bubble-glassed, multicolored lobby bar: the retired couple with the motor home passing through on their fourth margaritas; the bushy-bearded truck driver who knew a few of the other truckers we had just seen off I-10 at some linoleum café with the dusty five-acre parking lot’s one blue-green streetlamp hanging like a UFO in the air; and the cook in the back—a lanky twenty-eight-year-old—who didn’t know that he was her prey for the evening. She showed him how to better stir the sauce. She made him hold his hand over hers as they flipped a dish in a pan. She asked him who his favorite country-western singers were and if he’d ever been to a proper rodeo. He was toast, as far as I was concerned. I knew it was going to be a long night and that I might as well go back out to that parking lot and see what I could find in the desert beyond it.

Parents are the bones we cut our teeth on, but they never talk about the parents’ own teeth. They never talk about the bite that you learn to see coming.

I dreamed about her last night, and I awoke happy but sweating.






Up Until 1987, 1997, and 2013

I WAS BORN TO DRINK. I was birthed to drink. My mother drank exactly like I did, and I was raised to be a man and drink like the male equivalent of my mother.

There was no talk of the spiritual nature of things. No talk of God. Our world revolved around country-western-outlaw, eighteen-wheeler culture, and that was that. My mother secretly went out with a trucker for about eight years; my father feared my mother, so he mostly stayed away. The trucker was often off trucking, therefore I was the man of the house: a responsibility that might have been, to some, inappropriate, but fuck it, what else was there to do? She was all I had.

AJ Spurs used to be called The Iron Horse. It was a country bar and restaurant. If she was home, that was the congregating station. That was ground zero. It’s where all the havoc went down. That and Boozie’s. Boozie’s hasn’t been around for a long time. AJ Spurs lasted up until recently.

The biggest cowboys and truckers would drink in there, and my mother and I would be off on the side, watching, she in her frayed jean jacket and permed blond hair and me in my Levi’s and shitkickers. Always, and very suddenly, my mother would speak up: “Hey! Why you got that comb in your back pocket?” The guy with the comb in his back pocket must have been three hundred pounds of muscle, fat, and cowboy hat, and he turned around, not imagining for a second that he had heard the question correctly, replying: “I’m sorry, ma’am?” She went for it again: “You heard me: That comb in your back pocket, it looks faggy.”

What the fuck is happening? I put on a face—tough—but inside I was shitting my pants.

We are dead. I’m eight or nine at this point and that’s it, we’re done.

Before I knew it, they’d be buying her free Calypso Coffees she’d ask for: light rum, Tia Maria, coffee, with a little whipped cream on top—a speedball, basically. She had won them over with personality and character and grit and something else none of us could really put our fingers on.

Then the night was on, one of what seemed like thousands.

I’d sneak off for a beer here and there, but I was on watch. I had to make sure we were going to get home by sunup.

Years later, one night in the same place, her boyfriend, a new one, ended up under his truck. We’d had a drinking contest at his urging. “You don’t want to do that,” my mother had warned him, but he insisted. Fifteen or so drinks later he’d just disappeared, too drunk to find his way back to the table after a stint to the toilet. The owner, who I’d known since I was a kid, had come in from stocking produce outside and told us that he had seen his legs sticking out from under his truck, passed out. “You don’t fuck with us,” I heard my mother mutter under her breath with a smile that only suggests winning. It was that same smile I saw crawl along her face the first time she came to visit me in juvenile hall. It was an expression she wore as easily as the makeup she applied every morning, but it wasn’t something she could wash off.

You can play, but don’t think for a second that you’re going to come out unscathed and feeling good about yourself.






1968

MY FATHER OFTEN TELLS THE STORY about the day when I was born. None of the men were allowed in the rooms where the women were having their babies; it wasn’t like that then. They were brought in after the fact: “We sat in the waiting room or at home. We were the taxis after the water broke. That’s just the way it was then.”

My mother had me in an hour and a half, from start to finish. My brother, it was less time. She was that kind of person—she just wanted to be done with it, and get on to the next step, the next party.

“The doctor finally called me in with a big, twisted smile on his face. I’d been listening to her from out there screaming louder than anyone else in the hospital, we all did: all the expectant fathers. She kept saying ‘GET THIS FUCKING THING OUTTA ME!!!’ Going in there wasn’t my first instinct, but the doc led me in regardless, and there you were all bloodied and bruised up and your head was deeply misshapen, like a cone. It looked like someone had grabbed it and stretched it until it looked more like an eggplant than a head. It was half the length of my arm. The first thing I said was, ‘Put it back!’”

He always follows that last part with a big laugh, a totally exaggerated belly laugh.

I know he thinks the story is like telling me the first time he saw me was one of the great moments in his life—this newborn miracle, this reveal of a love consummated—but it always comes out like he was showing his buddies a turd after a traumatic shit that clogged up the toilet and not even liquid Drano would clear it.






1979

FIRST TIME I WENT TO A DRIVE-IN I drank a beer in the backseat of a rusty sky-blue Oldsmobile. The scent inside was of upholstery cleaner, warm ale, and stale cigarettes. The driver was the uncle of my best friend, Danny. Danny had Scotch tape wrapped around the right side of his black glasses, and his eyes were stuck squinted because of the number of operations he had had on them as a child. Danny, even though he was three years older than me, was my best friend, and my best friend hated me. I mean, he loved me as much as we all loved each other, being that your nearest neighbor was at least a mile away, but there was always something extra that stabbed at him about me: maybe that my father was an actor, or that I was given a motorcycle long before him (at four years old), or that I didn’t have glasses (I would need them later for double vision after hitting my head at the bottom of a pool). I don’t know, but as time passed, before he killed himself, the hatred seemed to manifest itself in more violent ways.

The film we saw that night was iconic: Bruce Lee’s Game of Death. Kareem Abdul-Jabbar left a footprint on Bruce Lee’s chest, and the beer I soldiered through foamed over every time I took a sip. I had red Twizzlers, and bonbons: vanilla. It was a good night. There wasn’t much to do out there in the country—bunch of trees, some horses, and a broken-down Yamaha YZ80—but going to the drive-in on a Friday night to hang the speaker off your half-masted window, gawking at Bruce Lee with beer in hand, and your best friend next to you sneaking looks to see how far along you were seemed like a good way to pass a slow wind’s time.

Uncle what’s-his-name had glasses too, reddish hair pushed off greasily to the side, and those eyes that only ex-cons have: eyes that saw pain in everything they looked at, the whites always a cloudy red. He didn’t say much but he smirked a lot. And the way he brought his cigarette so slowly to his lips suggested he had seen death intimately at some point: a grandmother, a girlfriend, or maybe perpetrating some dime store robbery gone wrong.

I left that summer, when I was eleven years old.

Danny was disturbed, but not much more than the rest of us. It was his father’s birthday and the whole family was there. He found out his mother wasn’t his real mother. He was drinking. We all drank here and there. It was the country. But he went into a rage that night. Nobody saw what was to come. He went into his bedroom. Tried to sleep it off, maybe. But when he woke up it was still there: a reality in hell. He grabbed a .22 caliber rifle. We all had them. It was our bucolic flag of pride. He loaded it. He walked out of his bedroom door and turned the corner into the living room. They were all there. I had moved away. He had stayed. A trailer on top of a hill in the country. “You think I’ll do it?” were his last words, then he bent over the rifle and pulled the trigger. He fell. His family screamed. The bullet tore through his aorta. Blood was everywhere. He was fourteen years old, a time when you just let kids be kids. We took turns pulling each other in the red wagon around the yard. We climbed trees. We walked miles to each other’s farms. We didn’t shoot ourselves, but he did. He just had. In front of his whole family. And they would never be the same.

I saw the uncle again that next year at Danny’s funeral. He was dressed in a tight blue polyester suit with white buttons and a big, pointed collar. He walked up to the casket just like the rest of us had in the blistering heat of that cinder block Mennonite church, and he stood for longer than any of us had before him. I watched him, curious about what he might be thinking, and just when I thought he was going to walk away he brought his fingers slowly up to his lips, just as he had at the drive-in that night the year before, and then quickly pulled them away from his mouth with a slight, almost silent kiss that I watched fall all the way down and into that open casket, landing softly somewhere on a dead, unresponsive boy named Danny.

There was something about that guy, his uncle. I don’t know what, but it was there.






1981

HE WAS IN THE ROOM NEXT TO MINE. She was upstairs. The story I’d heard was that she’d woken up in the middle of the night and told him that his foot was on her side of the bed. “What?” It was the middle of the night, but she made sure to wake him completely to make the point. “There is a line, lengthwise, down the center of the bed: my side and your side. You stay on your side. This is mine.” She rolled over, lit a cigarette, put it in the ashtray next to a loaded 9 mm pistol she kept on her bedside table, and fell to sleep never having taken a hit off it. That’s the story I heard, anyway.

Soon he was sleeping in the little room next to mine. Divorce was imminent.

As I laid in my bed, I could hear the classical music he’d play from a battery-powered portable radio. He would summon me into his room, ask me to lie down on his bed, then he’d put the radio between us and turn up the volume. There were cellos and bassoons and flutes, but it’s the static I remember most and that created a silent rage in me so severe I’m surprised to this day that I didn’t have some kind of aneurysm. Punk rock felt smoother. Punk rock aligned with days spent with friends as we combed the streets and experimented with youth. We shaved our heads, took LSD, found mosh pits in the night, drank warm Mexican beer, fell asleep during class, leered at cops as they drove distrustfully past, and got up at 5:00 a.m. to hop on our bikes and go surfing before the day started, even if it was flat. We wanted to keep moving. I was a teenager, and I didn’t want to lie down on some melancholy bed and listen to what felt like a sermon of last rites. I know he meant well, but I was my mother’s son and the need for movement was innate.

I didn’t realize until years later that happiness was his primary goal. To me, happiness always felt like just one of many aspects of what made us up, but for him it was everything. Happiness that lasted too long in people always scared me, the inability to end a smile. Every time I see him in my mind’s eye, that smile is always smiling, and everything around me goes quiet.






1984 and 2006

1984

The Goonies

OCTOBER

I’M NERVOUS. I’ve never done this. I don’t know who I’m meeting with. A car picked up me and a friend of my father’s (now my guardian) and brought us to the airport. We’ll be away, they said, for a few months. I’ll wash my clothes once a week. I don’t have much, one small bag. I always end up wearing the same thing every day anyway, so no use stressing about clothes. This is bigger than that.

People are starting to show up. Richard Donner always has people around helping him, so he walks right inside Terminal Three, where we said we’d meet, with a few of his minions bringing up the rear. With a smile on his face, he yells at us to line up. We do. I’ve met Kerri, back when I auditioned. She’s the only one, though. Dick goes down the line pointing at each one of us:

“Kerri Green: Andy; Corey Feldman: Mouth; Sean Astin: Mikey; Ke Huy Quan: Data; Jeff B. Cohen: Chunk; Martha Plimpton: Stef; and”—he puts his finger right on the center of my forehead—“this is who is playing the big brat Brand. You don’t need to know his real name.”

We all laugh. This is all a laughing matter, apparently. I can’t help but feel like I’ve done something good for the first time in my life, but also that it might be a mistake that I’m here. I’ve seen some of these kids in other movies. It’s all very strange that I’m here with them, a part of it. I’ve never been a part of anything other than with people who nobody else wanted to be a part of.

We land in Portland, Oregon, then go right into a two-hour drive to Astoria, a quaint seaside town full of steeply pitched streets and wraparound porch homes. Corey talks the whole time, the same as his character would if he were his actual character, which I think he might be.

The Thunderbird Motor Inn is where we are let out. We go to the restaurant attached to the motel after we are given the keys to our rooms and drop our bags. After eating, all of us debate whether to go bowling or to a movie. None of us want to rest. We have just gotten here, and all the anticipation and excitement fuels us to want to stay awake until we start shooting. We need to spend as much time together as possible anyway. We need for it to feel like a family.

But we never end up going out; we just stand outside the hotel talking.

I don’t know what all this acting business will bring, but I like that everyone seems so excited about … I don’t know … everything.

Oregon is beautiful. We’re right over the harbor, and the scenery has a metallic vibe, a light fog that’s always hanging in the air. Old buildings and harbors (Goon Docks) have a great presence: old fishing boats tapping each side of their slips, and the bridge that you can’t see the other side of gives off zipping sounds from the few cars and trucks passing over. It’s a different kind of quiet here, and I like it. With this group any kind of quiet is going to be rare.

2006

No Country for Old Men

JUNE

Flying in today: small little plane over a vast and veiny landscape. I want to jump out, not because I’m scared but because I want to be outside. My collarbone is broken, and it hurts. I broke it slamming broadside into the car of some lady who hoped I wouldn’t be there when she made that left-hand turn off Highland Boulevard onto a side street by Mel’s Drive-In. I was speeding from one wardrobe fitting to another, and she came out of nowhere. I felt like I was in the air forever (like this plane ride) and spent the time thinking about how nice it would’ve been to work with the Coens, and how I hoped the damage to my body wouldn’t be extensive, considering I have kids. We decided later, once the shock wore off, that we’d let it heal naturally, allow the bone that had snapped in half freely float until a natural buildup of calcium binds the two jagged halves back together. Only reason I’m able to do the film is because Llewellyn, the character I’m playing, gets shot in the right shoulder. That’s the only reason. Lucky, I guess.

1984

The Goonies

OCTOBER

I did my first scene ever with Sean (Mikey), who is a fun person to work with. The scene was touching and emotional, but on about the fifth take we got into a fit of laughter that I couldn’t control. I think it was because I was nervous and I really didn’t know what I was doing. You think you can anticipate what it’s going to be like, but it never turns out to be anything like what you first imagined: the emotions, the scenario, the smells, the relationships, the heat in your head. Every moment is a discovery, the inside of the treasure chest of what you are made of, or capable of, that has never been challenged before (and that you didn’t even begin to know existed in you). Steven Spielberg was on set watching, and I think he liked it. He smiled a little bit once. He told me to keep loose. I’ll remember that.

2006

No Country

JUNE

While listening to the stories of Barry Corbin at the bar tonight, I saw a gnarled hand land on Barry’s left shoulder. A moment of excitement from Barry, then a few pleasantries exchanged and never a glance at me, until I decided to interject:

“Hello. I’m Josh.”

The face belonging to the gnarled hand looked at me without any expression.

“Okay …”

“I’m playing Moss.”

“Moss. Llewellyn Moss?”

“Yessir.”

He stared at me for a long time, studying me.

“Josh Brolin?”

“Yessir.”

“Well, I’ll be damned.”

“Yessir.”

He looked at me a while longer then started speaking with Barry again about nothing in particular, something about his hair. His stare was like one I used to use on my younger brother when he wouldn’t give me something I wanted. It was a stare of disdain and distaste.

I’ve watched Tommy Lee Jones for so many years that to be there with him, being sized up by his overtly certain cowboy eyes and that Harvard something-to-prove disposition, I just couldn’t help but be rendered quieter than I’m used to and simply left to watch it all unfold right there in front of me. Tommy Lee Jones. Damn. “You think about your clothes?” he asked my button-down shirt.

“Personally, or the character’s?”

(A short pause, a look.) “Personally.”

“Yeah, I have.”

A waitress passed behind us with most of her legs bare, a short skirt far above midthigh. He couldn’t have cared less.

“You know Moss is from San Saba?”

“Yessir, I do, exactly where you’re from.”

There was another pause, a heavy weight in the air as he looked away into a distance as if something was there that wasn’t.

“That’s right.”

I watched him turn and saunter off with a small limp and noted that there were some frat boys on the other side of the lobby waiting to shake his hand, but without even acknowledging them he continued right through them to the exit door, and out alone into a dark, thin-aired Santa Fe night.

He’s a cowboy the best he can be, the most cowboy I’ve ever seen on film.

But when you grow up feeding sixty-five horses every morning, you learn to hate it bad. Five-thirty a.m. is too fucking early for an eight-year-old to do that much work.

Eventually, you learn to decipher between those in need and those who just are there to fill an empty ego hole.

But, shit, Tommy Lee Jones. Damn.

2006

No Country

JUNE

Found a house today. It’s quaint, close to town, and has a little hardscape out back.

I had diarrhea all day. It was great. I shat at least twelve times. It’s my favorite thing to do. I’d much rather be doing that than working. I wonder why everybody is leaving? Javier left, and Kelly is going back to England soon. I’m not working tomorrow, so I hope that the stars line up and I have diarrhea all day tomorrow too. If I’m lucky, maybe I’ll puke a few times, or have blood in my urine. One can only dream.

I miss the family, my kids.

I have a mustache now. Not
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