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For Mom and Dad, who set me on this journey

For Desiree, who shares it with me

And for Callum, as he embarks on his own




Introduction


We are what we pretend to be1, so we must be careful about what we pretend to be.

—Kurt Vonnegut



Everywhere I go, I am followed by a mystery man. He looks like me—but not quite. For one thing, he’s more handsome. His hair is usually darker or, well … dark. He is always properly lit, jawline and cheekbones more pronounced, spots and blemishes removed. He shares a certain open-eyed-wonder thing that I have, but it’s stronger in him, more resistant. And he has my same chin, the one that makes you want to trust him. Or punch him. One or the other.

He doesn’t age, not in the free-falling, gravity-dependent, helpless way that I do. He has a better body, but that’s because when he takes his shirt off, millions of people might see it. And though he may not be vain, I sure am.

He commands attention in a way I never can, not even in my own home. Sometimes I catch a glimpse of him onscreen and think, Wait, who is that guy? He’s certainly more enigmatic or—let’s just say it—stranger than I am. Less goofy, unless that’s what’s required, in which case he’s even goofier.

Because he always knows what to say, he comes off as both smarter and funnier. He often gets the girl, and when he doesn’t, it’s because he is noble. His flaws make him more relatable, while mine are … let’s just say I’m working on them.

People are constantly getting us confused—and really, who can blame them? After all, his name, too, is Kyle MacLachlan.

We know each other quite well. On talk shows, I sip coffee on couches and pretend to be him; on social media, I put on his mask to engage in suburban silliness with squirrels and headphones and giant hot dog costumes.

And of course, we work together. But for him, the movies and TV shows never end. They last long after I am done with them. If they’re memorable—and damn it, even when they’re not—they live on. Even if I want to bury some of them away, right now there is someone watching them for the first or fiftieth time. They always exist. And that’s where things get tricky between us.

Where does this guy—this Kyle MacLachlan—end, and where do I begin? And is he even real? And, holy mackerel … am I?

Or am I just a character, too?

ACTING IS A PECULIAR PROFESSION. You create another person who then exists, outside of you, in perpetuity. After you (and the writer, director, and hundreds of others) release him to the world, he doesn’t stay within the bounds of the screen. He is just out there.

He’s not you, but people mistake him for you. After all, you share a face and a body and a voice. So, this other self attaches to your actual self. And these days, the boundary between those two selves gets even blurrier. Who is that posting short videos on Instagram? Dancing on TikTok? Is it me? Or is it him?

It’s confusing. You can get lost. People feel they know me, and I always greet them as a friend, but it’s not me they know, right? It’s not even me they’re meeting. They’re meeting him.

Depending on their age and taste, they’re meeting an older and often more rumpled version of the futuristic messiahfn1 or curious college boyfn2 or sunny FBI agentfn3 or badly shorn impresariofn4 or impotent WASPfn5 or possibly murderous husbandfn6 or mimicking simpletonfn7 or psychotic maniac.fn8 In recent years, they may also be meeting one of a series of oblivious and/or self-important foils.fn9

And in some strange way, these other selves stack on top of each other and, over time, merge, creating a composite, a secondary self.

My double. My spitting image. My doppelgänger.

I understand he’s far more beloved than I am. But I don’t take that personally. In fact, I’m grateful, touched that these fictional selves have brought a bit of joy and, maybe, reflected some truth back to the world. After all, that is the goal and purpose of all art.

But, over forty years into my career, I still don’t quite have the hang of this, of exactly who I am. And that’s been a large part of the journey.

Los Angeles

July 2026




1

The One


I must not fear1. Fear is the mind-killer. Fear is the little-death that brings total obliteration.

I will face my fear. I will permit it to pass over me and through me.

—Frank Herbert, Dune



Chihuahua, Mexico

1983

In another place, in another time, a sheltered and naïve young man is given a great responsibility. A large number of people have put their faith in him, believing he has the power to lead them into the future. Though he has an air of confidence, he carries a secret: He’s unsure if he has what it takes. If he is actually the one.

This is true for Paul Atreides, the protagonist of Frank Herbert’s Dune, but it is also true for me. At twenty-four years old and carrying a grand total of zero films under my belt, I am cast as the lead in a $40 millionfn1 film that is supposed to be far more than a single feature. The hope is that it will be the launch of the next big thing: the Duniverse. (The Duneverse?) It doesn’t happen—not then—so that’s why that word looks so clumsy.

In the distance, across the Samalayuca Dune Fields, men are burning old tires to get the right color and intensity of black smoke. As a key point of the plot, the planet Arrakis, aka Dune, doesn’t have water; thus, it has no blue sky. But of course, Mexico does. Can’t get around that. So, our intrepid director, the thirty-seven-year-old former Eagle Scout from Montana, the Oscar-nominated visionary behind Eraserhead and The Elephant Man, David Lynch, has taken on the not-inconsiderable task of blotting out the sky.

You’d think that would be ambitious enough. But on top of having to, I repeat, hide the sky, he must also completely clear the desert. I can see crew members out there in the crushing midday heat yanking plants out of the ground and hauling critters—snakes and anything else that moves—out of the shot. And because this is a film of epic scope—like if David Lean went to space—the crew has to cover a vast landscape. I don’t envy them. Though, I’m sure they’re looking back at me thinking the exact same thing.

The costume department is dressing up a long line of extras in full vinyl suits, sheaths of plastic and rubber with headpieces and faceplates. Out in the heat, fainting is not uncommon. Once in a while, someone will just drop. The extras, playing the emperor’s fighters, known as the Sardaukar, are actual members of the Mexican Army.

I think this is all normal.

It is early in the shoot, and I am young enough to enjoy my time on set like it’s summer camp, green enough not to worry about how (or if) it will all come together onscreen. I marvel at the scope of this thing and eagerly make notes in my script, which I carry around in a woolen pouch I bought at a Coyoacán flea market. I constantly reread my dog-eared paperback copy of Dune, the pages covered in the red dust that is indiscriminately blowing around.

It is a blessing, this ignorance. Not apathy—of course I want to do well—but optimism. The confidence is a survival technique. If I acknowledged the sheer size and stakes of this thing, I’d probably be too afraid to get out of bed each morning.

Here’s what I know: This isn’t my previous job at the Empty Space theater in Seattle, performing for a ninety-nine-seat house, taking home $185 a week. No, this is something far different. And with nothing else to compare it to, I just accept it. Well, this is the movies, I guess.

It started out innocuously enough.

SIX MONTHS EARLIER, IN DECEMBER 1982, I am a working theater actor in Seattle when a message is left on my answering machine by a Hollywood casting agent. She invites me to a room at the plush Four Seasons downtown to audition for the role of Paul Atreides, a call that I’m sure is a prank. But I call back, and sure enough, it’s real. Then I’m in between two beds reading lines—called “sides”—for Elisabeth Leustig, a kind-faced woman with cascading waves of light brown hair and a thick French accent. I stand in front of a small video camera set up on a flimsy stand. She is casting for the lead in a big-budget film of Dune, a book I loved as a teenager, a character who defined me as a teenager. They might as well be choosing astronauts for Mars.

Only half a year out of the University of Washington’s Professional Actor Training Program, I am currently “on the boards,” co-starring as the hothead Damis in a production of Molière’s Tartuffe. Working with a cast I know well from the previous summer’s Oregon Shakespeare Festival, I am living the local actor’s life in Seattle. The Empty Space is a tiny theater up in the hip Capitol Hill area, near the Comet Tavern, where we go out drinking after rehearsal. It is a communal, tightly knit circle I’m happy to be a part of.

Film is nothing that I’m even considering, even as a lark.

Apart from taping an audition for a local insurance company and being an extra in a movie filmed at UW, I have never been in front of a camera. Nothing remotely close to this. The tape for Elisabeth is less a formal audition than a glimpse of what I look and sound like, whether I have a modicum of acting talent, whether I have that ineffable quality that makes screen acting come alive. Something has to translate through the lens and emerge on the other side in a process that contains more than a touch of magic. “That glass has a psychic1 and spiritual thing about it,” legendary director Sidney Lumet once said. He called it “the third eye.”

I know how to navigate a script onstage, but performing alone in a hotel room is like feeling around in the dark. Elisabeth is kind and helpful, and when I’m done, she says some nice things. In her studied but warm way, she confesses that she has a feeling about me. She tells me I’d been recommended around town, so she scheduled me for the last slot of the day, to give us more time together. It seems like a promising sign, but what do I know?

When we’re done, I get up the courage to ask, “What happens next?”

“Well, Kyle”—she pronounces it Keel—“I’m off to San Francisco to see more actors,” she says while packing up, “but I think”—sink—“we’ll be in touch.”

On the bus ride back to my studio apartment near the university, I scan my naturally cautious mind; I find no danger, no downside I can make out. I have it loosely mapped in my head to move to New York City soon, get a cheap place downtown with a roommate, wait tables to pay my bills, and start auditioning for anything and everything. I’ve studied voice since I was sixteen, so maybe musical theater on Broadway or a repertory theater contract that will send me somewhere like Cincinnati Rep or the Denver Center for the Performing Arts. Build a theater career step by step. Careful, meticulous—that feels right to me.

This Dune audition is just a fun divergence, maybe a good story to tell. A colossal roll of the dice.

I mean, it’s not like I’m going to get it.

BUT THEN COMES an enthusiastic call from Elisabeth telling me they didn’t find anyone in San Francisco, along with some mention that the front-runnerfn2 is not quite right, and I’m being booked on a flight to Los Angeles, a place I last visited as a teenager, in the back of my parents’ station wagon going to Disneyland.

L.A. has never been a real place to me. But now I am there, sitting alone in David Lynch’s temporary office on the Universal Studios back lot, waiting for him to return from his daily lunch at Bob’s Big Boy.

I haven’t yet watched David’s cult debut, Eraserhead, but my friends told me it was the weirdest thing they’d ever seen. Yet the man now walking in can’t be less so. He wears a loose black sport coat over a white oxford shirt buttoned all the way to the top, baggy khaki pants, and swooping waves of hair with a prominent forelock crashing down. His walk is both hurried and casual, purposeful but not heated. He’s an interesting mix of disheveled artist and professional straight arrow, maybe the perfect combination.

David speaks in a clipped, flat Great Plains honk, a voice that will forever become part of my consciousness. “SO, I HEAR YOU’RE UP IN SEATTLE. THAT WHERE YOU GREW UP?”

“Uh, no. I’m from Yakima originally, the east side of the state.”

“OH, WOW. NO KIDDING. I WAS BORN IN MISSOULA.” His voice is like an EKG machine, beeping at a steady frequency. I find it relaxing—almost hypnotic. “MY DAD WAS IN THE FOREST SERVICE. THEN WE MOVED TO IDAHO, THEN SPOKANE.”

This leads into geographic small talk about places we visited as kids, lakes where we vacationed. Though we’re over a decade apart in age, our pasts don’t seem much different at all. Time moves slowly up there. David and I find a commonality of experiences around the Northwest, especially the rural parts. We share stories of outdoor childhoods around water, animals, and trees, places that allowed our fertile imaginations to run wild. The freedom to improvise with whatever was around, wherever our curiosity or interests took us. Spatter painting on that blank canvas. Courting whims, oblivious to the potential harm.

Then David and I move on to discussions of shared loves, like red wine and coffee. It is pleasant and casual, and there is very little talk about the film. Surprisingly little. I keep waiting for him to segue into Dune, so I can show him how well I know the book, but he seems content to just chat. He is surprisingly unrushed and completely dialed in to our conversation; he seems to care more about me as a person than whether I can play the role. It doesn’t feel at all like an audition, or even an interview. Just a conversation. At first, its lack of pretense makes me more nervous, because I don’t have clear direction on how to be. It’s occurring to me that this isn’t the buildup to the meeting. This is the meeting.

Sitting there in the one sport jacket I own, bought on layaway, I’m trying to project confidence, playing the part of an actor up for an important role—a disguise over my actual self. I can feel David Lynch’s eyes locked on me, like he’s picturing me somewhere else or as someone else. I am not as relaxed as he is, and am working to project a seriousness I think is appropriate. But he’s so easygoing, so disarming, that he strips away those layers, casually gets underneath it all.

I will grow to love this about him. His desire to make you relaxed ends up making you relaxed. It’s like he peels away the other selves you’re trying to wear, to get down to the you in there. All actors are used to putting on some kind of mask, and David seems to know this. As a naturally protective person, not too far removed from a youth where hiding was my go-to move, I’m immediately struck by how open David is.

Later, I learn that when he meets actors, he just assumes that if you’ve made it to the chair in front of him, you have the chops. So, he keys in on other qualities. What you’re like on the inside. What you would be like working with for months on a deadline in a hectic environment. How a disagreement with you might play out. And he gets to that by just talking to you, about anything and everything.

When there’s a natural pause in the conversation, he leans back and exhales, a noticeable shift.

Here we go, I think, sitting up straighter and bracing myself on the arms of the chair.

“SO … I’M DOIN’ THIS MOVIE, DUNE.”

“Yes. Yes, I know.”

“AND THERE’S THIS ROLE; IT’S BIG. IT’S THE MAIN ROLE—PAUL—AND WE’RE JUST HAVING THE DARNEDEST TIME TRYING TO CAST THE GUY.”

I hold in a laugh. This is why I have flown to Los Angeles for the day, why I am currently sitting across from him. I mention that I read the book many times in my youth and loved the part. His eyes momentarily light up. Then he says, “YEAH, BOY, IT’S TRICKY. REALLY TRICKY …”

He’s looking at me, not saying anything, but I sense that I shouldn’t interrupt. Something tells me not to fill the silence—so, we just sit there.

Then the film’s producer, Raffaella De Laurentiis, comes through in a gray dress and glasses, a pencil keeping her dark blond hair up. Raffaella is in her late twenties, but I think she’s much older because she projects a mature, purposeful air. She may be young, but she’s been at this Dune thing for a long time.

The De Laurentiises have owned the rights to Dune since the mid-1970s. After the book’s huge success in the 1960s, many people (including legends like Alejandro Jodorowsky) tried to bring it to the screen. The De Laurentiises brought on a few filmmakers, including Ridley Scott, but nothing came together. Then Raffaella walked out of a screening of The Elephant Man in tears and called her father right away. They had found their director.

David hands me a thick film script, the first I’ve ever seen. “OKAY, THEN. I’D LIKE YOU TO LEARN A FEW SCENES IN HERE THAT ARE MARKED AND COME BACK AND SCREEN-TEST IN, YOU KNOW, LIKE, FOUR OR FIVE DAYS. HOW DOES THAT SOUND?”

“Uh, sure,” I say. “Yes. Great.”

“When are you flying back?” Raffaella asks.

When I tell her that evening, she and David make eye contact with each other, communicating in a private language. They both agree I should meet Dino.

I, of course, know who Dino is.

NOW I’M OUTSIDE BUNGALOW 9 at the Beverly Hills Hotel to meet Raffaella’s father, Dino De Laurentiis, famed movie producer of Fellini and Bergman, of 1970s masterpieces like Serpico and Three Days of the Condor, of popcorn flicks like Flash Gordon and King Kong, and of the recent Academy Award nominee Ragtime.

A production assistant escorts me down the winding, tree-lined paths behind the hotel. He knocks on a screen door for me and steps back. I see a shadowy figure inside and hear a gruff, accented “Come in!”

So, I do. Short in height but massive in stature, Dino is in an apron, with a single piece of pasta stuck to his lip. I’ve interrupted him making lunch in his kitchen, the thick aroma of red sauce hovering in the air.

Entering the bungalow is like stepping into an old Hollywood film, but one that’s been stashed in the archives for a while. The place is quiet and musty, ornate but past its prime. The drawn heavy curtains and thick carpet harken back to the days of moguls like Louis B. Mayer and David O. Selznick.

Dino pulls up a chair for himself from the dining table and gestures for me to sit. I sink awkwardly onto the large overstuffed couch, ending up far lower than him. I’m scrunched, trying to sit up, wondering where to put my hands, unsure what I’m supposed to say.

He stares at me for about a minute, though it feels like an eternity. He nods slowly, like he’s taking in my face. I’m not sure what to do: Do I do the same back to him? I look at his square head, his eyes peering seriously from behind black rectangular-frame glasses, as he gazes into me like a painting. His style of dress reminds me of my grandfather’s: unbuttoned, white collared shirt, visible old-school undershirt, black slacks with loafers.

“How old you are?” he asks in a very strong Italian accent. It is a low-guttural gangster growl with a touch of Yoda. If an actor did it in a film, it would be considered over the top.

“Twenty-three,” I say. Do I call him sir? Dino? Mr. De Laurentiis? I’m trapped in my head, but I have to pretend I belong here. I’m pretty sure that’s what you’re supposed to do in rooms like these.

He nods. We sit in more silence. He’s looking intently at me, intensely. Almost through me.

“You cut your hair?” Halfway between a statement and a question.

I touch it instinctually. I wonder how he knows this. Wait, is he asking if I have cut my hair? How would he know that? That doesn’t make sense. Oh, he’s asking whether I will cut my hair. It’s straight and spiky for my role in Tartuffe.

“Yes,” I say. “Absolutely. Whatever you need.” Was that too desperate? Should I have made it like I’d consider it? I get the feeling that I need his approval, that his “yes” is the one that will ultimately matter. This will turn out to be true.

Another long pause. He keeps those eyes locked on me, serious, almost spectral.

“Okay,” he says, “va bene,” double-slapping his lap and standing up. Then he turns back to his lunch.

That’s it. I see myself out.

When David and Raffaella said Dino wanted to see me, they meant that literally. He comes from the old way of doing things: He just wanted to look at me.

LESS THAN A WEEK LATER, I’m in a giant studio staring down the lens of a camera. It might as well be the barrel of a shotgun. It is not something I’ve ever done. I’ve never even seen a proper film camera; it’s a wholly alien object to me. In the scene, Paul Atreides is giving a speech to his followers, but for my screen test, I am giving it to the black deadness of a camera lens. It’s like coming face-to-face with a shark. I have no idea how to do this, and it is far harder than it seems.

Stage actors rely heavily on the eyes of the other person onstage. In school, I was taught that one of the fundamental tools of acting is talking and listening (T and L). My line is in response to what the other actor has given me, and theirs is from what I’ve given them, a tennis ball being volleyed back and forth. The angle of your hit affects theirs, the velocity of theirs affects yours, and so on. That other person is essential to the process. At the time, this is what I think of as acting. Not only am I dealing with a camera for the first time, but there’s no one else in the scene. It’s just me.

So … what am I supposed to do here exactly?

In the theater, the other actors are your lifeline. Their eyes, their words, their movements. But the camera is like a blank, deep void—completely inert. It all has to come from me. I dig down inside myself, rummage around in there, and try to conjure something—anything—but it’s empty. I freeze, horrified.

Before the screen test that day, the hair and makeup team—a family of Italians volleying melodic conversations over my head—were very supportive, whispering that they were rooting for me. I heard slight rumblings about another actor—Val Kilmer, apparently still in the mix—who was somewhere on the soundstage or coming in to screen-test right after me. Or he’d just left. It was unclear. The only other actor’s name batted around is Tom Cruise, which means nothing to me at the time.

During my screen test, the department heads are all off to the side in chairs, chatting with each other over paper cups of coffee. They’re not fully paying attention, but they’re not not paying attention: Paul is the nucleus of the entire movie, and naturally everyone is curious. Craftspeople and studio types—easily distinguishable by their dress—are milling around. Meanwhile, David is watching patiently from behind the camera with a look I imbue with a parental air. Though he could just as easily be saying to himself, JEEZ, THIS GUY IS CHOKING BIG TIME. DID VAL LEAVE ALREADY?

I breathe and go back to my steady rock, my preparation. Studying the script in Seattle, I felt confident—I know this role—but it’s like the door is locked, and I can’t find my way in. I have this rising sense that I’m out of my depth and everyone is going to know it. It’s a whole strange world (Hollywood, not Dune), and I must be emitting radioactive-level nerves.

I am overly conscious that the camera is rolling, that there’s a collective expectation, that I have to perform on command. The only way through it is to let the reality of the scene be your immediate environment. The world of the script has to come alive. But auditions are hard because you have to imagine what is not yet there. It takes concentration and relaxation, a flow state that can’t happen if you’re tense.

After a few false starts, I fumble my way through and then stop. “Gah,” I say. “It’s not …” I’m feeling it slip through my fingers. The biggest opportunity of my life, and I am fucking blowing it.

But David doesn’t seem alarmed at all or even disappointed. He steps forward and then takes me aside.

“Sorry, it’s not coming,” I say. “I don’t know if I can do this, David.”

In his simple, direct way—a manner in which I’ll come to find great safety—David touches my shoulder. “OF COURSE YOU CAN,” he says calmly, with complete certainty. “YOU’RE GONNA BE GREAT.”

“Thanks, thanks. Yeah, I just …” The words aren’t even coming.

“KYLE, LISTEN TO ME,” he says. “I HAVE TOTAL FAITH IN YOU.” He looks me dead square in the eyes in a way that is safe, almost fatherly. “I KNOW YOU CAN DO THIS. NOW, JUST RELAX, BUD. YOU’RE GONNA BE OKAY. NO PRESSURE.” And then he casually walks back behind the camera as though he just needed to straighten something in the background. “START WHEN YOU WANT, KYLE,” he adds, like we have all week.

I’m surrounded by a monstrous production revving up, but I narrow my focus, a lens shrinking, and I put my trust in David. In his simple, albeit mystical way, he gives me the confidence to get through it. And I do.

[image: ]
THAT NIGHT, when I get back to my hotel room, I find a bottle of wine on the table. I’m not of this world, so my first thought is How did someone get in here? But I read the card and see it’s from David, a bottle of Chateau Lynch-Bages, which we spoke about when we met. I’m touched by the gift, and I understand the significance of the gesture. It’s David’s way of saying I’m the guy he wants for the role.

A second, shirtless screen test in Mexico for Dino; a contract with a manager; and later, a perm(!)—my fault for telling Dino “whatever you need” in the hair department—and I have the job. I sign an enormous book of a contract for five Dune (and three non-Dune) films for Dino’s production company, De Laurentiis Entertainment Group, or DEG. When it’s all sealed up, I get paid $50,000, more than I’ve ever made in my life, exponentially more than the $185 a week I’d been making onstage.

There’s no way on earth you can plan for something like that. In the future, when people ask me how to break into movies, I will not even know where to start—my story is so strange, so lottery-like. It’s not even like I break into movies. It’s as though the movies break through my quiet world and land directly on top of me.

And I quickly have to figure out what the hell to do.
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The Sleeper Must Awaken


The man must recognize1 the myth he is living in.



—Frank Herbert

Getting cast as Paul Atreides in my first movie feels like a cosmic turn of fate. At the time, it seems both ridiculous, the universe aligning so improbably, and also completely foreseeable. We are all the main characters of our story, so playing one of my childhood heroes makes a kind of sense to me.

Perhaps I know I will require self-assurance to make it through the shoot, so I just pre-emptively give myself some. Whatever the reason, I decide to see this incredible, unlikely thing as a natural occurrence. Of course I’d be plucked out of the complete obscurity of regional theater to star in a big-budget Hollywood film of my favorite book. Naturally.

Paul Atreides was the first role I ever played, long before I had even become an actor. I had done it thousands of times in my mind, throughout my adolescence. When I first read Dune at around age fourteen—and continued to re-read it in subsequent years—I’d disappear into the skin of the young crown prince who rises to the moment to protect his own people and defend another. At that age, you don’t have influence over anything; you’re just buffeted by what’s around you. So, I wore the character as a costume, a suit of armor over my frightened self.

Paul was an aspirational figure for me, someone who could control not only his powers but also his universe. At a time when I felt at the mercy of everything, here was a man of action. He could tell the future and read people’s minds, and he carried the physical bearing and prowess to lead his followers and intimidate his enemies. For a time, I was obsessed with him.

In Yakima, Washington, in the late 1960s and early ’70s, I was an aimless boy with a taste for romance and destiny. Before English class, I would write Dune quotes on Mrs. Crago’s blackboard, things like “The mystery of life isn’t a problem to solve, but a reality to experience.” Or “The real universe is always one step beyond logic.”

She’d roll her eyes but let me leave it up there. At least I was reading.

I was a late bloomer from a relatively sheltered upbringing. Dad was a stockbroker and scratch golfer, a strong but kind man who sported a flattop and horn-rimmed glasses. He was a 1950s guy whom the ’60s skipped over entirely. I grew to appreciate his sturdy and steady nature, which grounded me when I felt aimless in the world.

Mom was socially active, artsy, and emotional, the agreeable child of ultra-conservative parents whom my brothers and I couldn’t visit without first getting our hair cut. Our mother was an extrovert, a doer, and she passed along the belief that I didn’t have to sit around and watch. Though I was a people pleaser, I was always curious about those who had the courage to just be themselves. The oldest of three brothers, I possessed a desire for leadership but maybe not the tools.

Growing up as a head-in-the-clouds type, I was unsure where I belonged or if I fit in anywhere at all. I clung to romantic heroes, swashbuckling sword tales, the brotherhood of the Musketeer stories—all that passion compressed and focused toward a clear goal. But I was all feeling and no direction. I’d wallow in the senses, in the immediacy of emotion, with nowhere to channel it. Not yet.

It’s hard not to be romantic about my youth, a life tied to the outdoors, in sync with the turning earth. Each season carried its own powerful resonance: In Eastern Washington, summers were scorching hot, desert hot, the sun blazing overhead like god’s merciless spotlight. As kids, we were impervious, biking among the bees in the heat until the late hours, our sneakers pounding on lush grass, kicking up dirt trails, slapping across burning pavement.

With no air-conditioning, I’d sleep with the windows open, waiting for the cool night air to blow through. With the last bits of light fading, I loved drifting off to the chick-chick-chick of the Rain Bird sprinklers in our backyard. From a young age, my brothers and I were put to work mowing and clipping and edging the grass around Dad’s garden, which burst alive so quickly. When the zucchini got big enough, we’d turn them into bombs by inserting firecrackers and blowing them up.

Most often in my memories, it is fall, stark but beautiful. Everything was centered on the harvest, leaves burning and Husky football games on the radio. Fresh, waxy apples, pumpkins ripening, cookies baking in Grandma’s oven. Then the first frost, the sun dropping, and at day’s end, the wash of a watercolor sky. A tingling as my brothers and I waited for snow that was like a gift from above. Winter was the taste of ice on your tongue; the clank of chains on tires; hurtling ourselves down hills on shortie skis, taking the bus up to White Pass, where we’d get chili for lunch and candy for the ride back; the safety of warming up in our wet clothes after an exhausting, blistering day on the slopes.

Spring stayed cold for a while, the wind blowing fierce off the snow-covered Cascade Mountains, vicious enough to burn your hands. As the cold spanned the valley, the farmers would all start running their smudge pots so the new buds on the fruit trees wouldn’t freeze. The next morning, there’d be a haze in the air and a black oil residue on the grass that would stain my white Converse high-tops. We’d wait for the crocuses to pierce through the remnants of snow, the burst of forsythia in the backyard. Set against the brown-and-gray backdrop of dead winter, these were Technicolor, too bright to be real. The rebirth coincided with dyed Easter eggs, parents in bathrobes pulling eggs out of the laundry hamper to stash around the wet yard.

It was a safe world, and I was protected—from what, I couldn’t explain. I didn’t even know. That’s what being protected is about: not even wondering what else could be.

Born in 1959, I was too young—and far away, tucked in the upper corner of the country—to experience the rumblings of the counterculture. My parents were conservative, lowercase and uppercase. Mom was Sunday school religious, and they both shielded us a good deal from the larger changes happening in America. They did this out of natural instinct and love, but also from fear of what the world might do to us. As happens, a few things from out there slipped past.

The first time, it came through the movies.

In fifth grade, I was a member of the young crossing guards, the “patrol boys,” and we were honored at the end of the year with a picnic and a trip to the movies. The film was Duel at Diablo, a Western starring James Garner and Sidney Poitier, something my parents would never have shown us. Just getting to see it, at the movie house downtown, felt illicit. So, I was already excitedly unmoored when the movie’s fictional world broke through my consciousness.

There’s a scene in the film burned into my brain, and though I saw it only one time more than fifty years ago, I can call it up immediately. Our heroes come upon a member of their team (Dennis Weaver) who has been captured by Natives. He has been tied to a wagon wheel and is roasting alive over a fire. The camera doesn’t show this directly, but rather, it focuses on the faces of those watching it happen. We hear the tortured, high-pitched screams, like a coyote’s, from the man burning alive. The next morning, he is still breathing, but we see only his charred arm reach out to his companion (Garner). In a weary voice, the man says, “Kill me.”

Garner hands him a gun. Then: a loud shot offscreen and silence.

At that age, with limited exposure to most things, I found it alarmingly real. It was the opposite of the Disney movies, The Love Bug type of stuff my parents let us watch. Duel at Diablo hinted at a disturbing world beneath my own. I was not emotionally ready to be exposed to something like that. Though I was scared of it, I was also somehow drawn to it.

I didn’t have the language for those contradictory feelings—of being both lured in and frightened off. I left the movie theater that day with an awareness of the darkness not so far away, just on the other side of some invisible line. It’s possible that scene also planted an early seed in me around acting. The magic of bringing something to life that isn’t actually there but that feels real. More immediate, more pressing, more real than reality.

Along with that trip to the movies, my safe world was penetrated by a pair of twin brothers my age from the other side of the park. They were the wild ones, free and lightly parented in ways that smelled like trouble. Sometimes my friends and I would play baseball with them, but mostly we watched them—and stayed out of their way.

In grade school, the twins ran with much older kids, throwing apples at cars, riding bikes in traffic, vandalizing windows around town. They were the tip of the spear—the first ones to smoke cigarettes, then dope; to drink alcohol; and to push the boundaries that I treated as immovable. Because of that, I thought of those guys as pure danger.

When I picture those boys’ faces, what bubbles up is a feeling of constant dread. Something lurked behind those dead eyes and crooked smiles, some kind of test I was not capable of passing. I ached for confidence then, not so much to be like them but to face them down. I knew I didn’t have it. I’d search for it, try to figure out where to get it, but I’d come up empty again and again.

One time, at the playground behind the school, the twins and an older kid ganged up on me, pinning me down by my arms and pummeling me until my ribs were sore and my left cheek black and blue. Far worse than the physical pain, though, was the humiliation—being singled out, having the other kids watch it happen.

When I walked into my house that day, my parents whipped into action. My dad got the ice pack, and my mother called the twins’ parents, yelling up a storm. I was mortified, knowing she was making things infinitely worse. These were not the kind of kids whose mother could stop them. Listening to my mom scream into the phone was like getting beaten up a second time.

Meanwhile, my dad was at the kitchen table trying to puff me up, telling me how strong I was. Even then, I was wondering if he was embarrassed for me. “C’mon, make a muscle,” he said, squeezing my tiny bicep. I couldn’t tell him that this would never be my strength. The oldest son of a former jock, I figured I had to pretend. I was envious of those who could make fear their master.

I heard a story once about my dad’s parents, who were both functioning alcoholics, though we didn’t know that as kids. I was told they’d grown up poor, and my earliest memory of them was the peculiar way they would try to save every penny: slicing their paper napkins into halves and using so little dish soap that there was a film on every glass in the house. My grandmother was very sheltered, more than most elderly people. She was a borderline recluse who depended on my grandfather, a traveling salesman, for everything. As she got older, senility shut her down even further.

The story went that the dark basement of their house in Vancouver, Washington, was down a steep, treacherous staircase. One time, my grandfather fell down those stairs and was lying on the landing, hurt and unable to move. He was repeatedly calling out for help, but my grandmother, for reasons I still can’t contemplate, didn’t know what to do. So, she did nothing. She just sat in her chair, neither getting nor phoning for help. Totally paralyzed by the fear, she was incapable of doing even the most basic thing. My grandfather eventually made it back upstairs, but not before being stuck down there for a full day.

Something about that story haunts me to my core, like maybe it’s the skeleton key that could unlock whatever lay underneath my fear.

THE APEX OF THESE FEELINGS occurred in seventh grade, when each day was a terror. That was when I went from a single-class grade school to Wilson Junior High, a much larger place fed from grade schools all over Yakima. Suddenly there were kids of all classes and sizes and upbringings. Body development varied drastically, so there were kids with full mustaches being taught side by side with kids whose balls hadn’t dropped. Slight, late-developing, and insecure about it, I felt like I walked around with a target painted on me.

The PE locker room was where this all came to a head, where a giant magnifying glass was placed on my anxieties and inadequacies. After gym class, we would be herded like cattle into a long line for group showers, like in a juvenile prison. I learned how to exit my body, disconnect as a means of survival. After the shower, I’d grab that towel in relief and bolt to my gym locker—all the while trying not to look like I was bolting. That was the trick, to do it without drawing attention, like swimming outside the main channel, hoping the sharks—the more confident boys—wouldn’t sniff you out.

My body tightened at the lockers as I put on my clothes as quickly as possible, my heart thundering like I was being chased. Just making it out of that place in one piece each day was a victory.

One time, a prankster stood up on the low benches in the locker room, having tucked his “gear” back between his legs, proudly calling attention to himself and his fluffy “plumage.” I’d not yet encountered the female version of what he was attempting to … emulate, mock, glorify? I understood the reference, but it all seemed so strange, so far away. My body needed to get a move on if I was going to have any chance of competing, especially as girls entered the picture.

When they arrived, it was like an explosion.

I still remember the Big Bang. Our junior high school was built around a quad, with a library in the middle, on raised steps. One day, I was sitting in class listening to the teacher drone on when, suddenly, she just stopped. Silence as she turned toward the tall windows looking onto the quad.

I followed her eyes along with everyone else, and there was Tawny Johnston, a well-endowed transfer student, nonchalantly walking past. She had not a care in the world, dressed in a purple crocheted halter top and low-waisted bell-bottoms, her midriff bare and that long, straight 1970s hair swinging to and fro. There was no denying what we were looking at. What the teacher saw as a distraction and the girls may have viewed with envy, I saw as a new sun around which the Earth orbited.

I just didn’t have a clue how to get near girls like that. There had to be a way, even if you didn’t have the obvious teenage virtues: athleticism, size, physical attractiveness. The fact that I couldn’t compete didn’t make me any less drawn in. There had to be some access point I was missing, a trick or quality I didn’t have.

So, certain girls remained inaccessible, mere feet away, but behind thick glass.

Around this time, I began to lean into humor, which had a dual purpose: I noticed that making girls laugh was one way of getting their attention. And if I was ever feeling self-protective or vulnerable, I could always hide safely behind a joke. As I got older, as my parents’ marriage dissolved on the way to divorce, humor would offer a layer of protection.

I pushed to find my place. There was a tremendous urge to figure it all out: Where did I make sense, what could protect me from the jock types, how could I be of interest to the Tawny Johnstons of the world? I started to feel tired, antsy, even, from swimming along the shore; I needed to move from watcher to doer. The desire to get into the game swirled in me, coalescing into a potent energy. I could let my fear eat me alive or project it outward, onto something, into something. I searched for a role—a version of me—I could be comfortable and confident in.

When a friend of mine handed me a copy of Dune, I immediately gravitated to the book as a font of wisdom, an oracle of inspiration. I, too, wanted to turn my fear into action. Paul Atreides possesses a metaphysical power, but he also carries a yearning inside him that I understood. He begins the story boxed in, bombarded by emotions and questions and ideas that he has trouble expressing. His fear about inheriting his father’s throne and leading the people on Dune isn’t just a fictional question. It’s a metaphor for any young person looking to take control of his life, destiny, “powers”—whatever those might be. I intuitively understood that struggle. How to take control of the winds all around me? Where could I turn?

SO, BEING GIVEN THE OPPORTUNITY ten years later to play Paul on a huge scale is surreal. A film of this size is beyond my understanding, far too unwieldy, so I just treat it as though it were the most normal thing in the world. What helps me carry through is that the situation dovetails with the myth my mother constructed around me and my brothers (and that Paul’s mother, Lady Jessica, has for him): You’re special. In my mother’s home, the sun rose and set on the McLachlanfn1 boys, and that gave me something of an edge in an unfamiliar place, a protective shield.

Paul and I were both trying to carry this incredible weight of expectation, but it was like putting on a suit that was too big for us. I was not emotionally mature or experienced, but I sensed that I was destined for something, though I had no idea what. I felt on the verge of breaking through, but I had no idea how. Just like Paul, I carried an inner resistance. The mind killer itself: fear.
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Sandstorm

Chihuahua, Mexico

Spring 1983

Filming out in the Chihuahuan Desert is actually chilly in the morning, but when the sun comes up, the heat is unreal. Just biblical. With the camera crew setting up in the distance and the wind not cooperating, Patrick Stewart and I sweat in our “stillsuits” and wait. In the world of Dune, the suit transforms the sweat into drinking water; but in the Mexican desert, the sweat just pools, sticks to my skin, and runs down my arms. The custom-fit suit is a near-torture device of costuming that severely limits my ability to move. It’s like fighting against a giant rubber band wrapped around my body. When the suit is zipped all the way up, I can’t even raise my arms. Not ideal. The key, I’m learning, is to limit unnecessary movement. Or, really, any.

Wondering how much longer before we roll, I turn to see David Lynch up on a desert dune in a yellow hat, white collared shirt, the shortest shorts on earth, and brown loafers with white socks pulled up to his knees. (He has a particular distaste for sand in his shoes.) He’s talking to cinematographer Freddie Francis, shirtless in a boater hat, and to the assistant director, José “Kuki” López Rodero, in a white panama hat. They are huddled together around the camera, looking like a bizarre collection of bandits.

Freddie’s crew is setting up big silver reflectors to light the actors’ faces, which bounce the sunlight right into our eyeballs. Brutal. (Now I understand why Clint Eastwood characters are always squinting.) Those tires are still burning in the distance, but now the black smoke is moving in the wrong direction, away from us. So, we wait. We can blot out the sky, rip up the desert, but we can’t control which way the wind blows.

Assuming it’ll be some time, I unzip my stillsuit to down around my torso and tie the arms around my waist, my black T-shirt comically drenched: I’m now half Paul, half Kyle. Both of us carrying a lot on our minds—and shoulders.

DUNE IS POPULATED BY an impressive list of international talent on and off camera: acclaimed actors like Max von Sydow, Francesca Annis, Jürgen Prochnow; up-and-comers like Blade Runner’s Sean Young and gigantic stars like Sting; top craftsmen like Oscar-winning cinematographer Freddie Francis, Tony Masters (Stanley Kubrick’s production designer), effects wizard Kit West (Raiders of the Lost Ark), creature creator Carlo Rambaldi (who also designed E.T.), and famed costume designer Bob Ringwood, whose Batman suit five years later will be modeled on the “fetish industrial” look of Dune’s rubber stillsuits.

In Mexico for budgetary reasons, the day-to-day production has customs issues, technology issues, communication issues, construction issues, electricity issues, on top of the typical challenges that come with a movie of this size and complexity. The power goes out regularly—our home base, Mexico City, has brownouts—and the crew on the soundstages often have to switch to generators. It’s a real roll-with-the-punches situation, an adventure in the grandest sense of the word. When I first arrive, I am wide-eyed, viewing the project as a throwback to the “sword and sandal” movies of the 1950s and early ’60s that I used to watch on TV. Go off somewhere impossible and exotic, and come back and hope you have a movie.

During the scene Patrick Stewart and I are shooting that day, Paul Atreides has been in the desert for a couple of years. I had petitioned for my hair to go past my shoulders, Jesus style—a sexier and messiah-like Paul—but was overruled. The final decision is a compromise that serves neither side: hair extensions glued to my scalp with a latex adhesive. Taking them off at the end of each day is a painful process that involves rubbing alcohol and a light scalping that leaves behind stubborn balls of latex in my hair. Currently, I am wearing a white hairnet over my perm, to keep it in place before we shoot. Patrick, mostly bald on top, has longer hair extensions, too, given that his character, Paul’s adviser and friend Gurney Halleck, has been in exile as well. We stare off into the distance, catching our breath, saving our energy.

The first thing I noticed when I met Patrick was his voice. I went to school for three years to learn how to speak onstage, but I’ll never
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