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“Every experience is a lesson. 
Every loss is a gain.”

			—Sathya Sai Baba 

			“And when they played they really played. 
And when they worked they really worked.”

			—Dr. Seuss

		


		
			Introduction


			My bedroom is womblike: all dark wood and sealed off on the bottom floor of the house, overflowing with my stuff. A box of 1970s concert T-shirts with my picture on them. Old stage costumes. Lots of CDs and obscene amounts of Hot Wheels and old backstage passes and all-access laminates. I recently took lots of things out of storage and it surrounds me, mingled with newer purchases like candle holders, incense, and other Zen-like items. My personal cave. I live high up in the wild canyons of Los Angeles, with Malibu below on one side and the San Fernando Valley below on the other. At the top of this mountain, my rustic house feels like an aerie. Being nestled up in the trees like this has always made me feel safe and secure. My clock blinks 2:07 a.m. As usual, I’m restless and having a hard time sleeping. Maybe it’s the generations of ghosts from my past that find some perverse pleasure in both haunting and taunting me. Whatever it may be, it’s the dead of night and I’m wide awake, edgy, and alone in my bed. 

			A full moon in a deep blue summer sky bathes the ancient woods outside in a silvery light. The young bushy-tailed coyote on my property that has accepted me as a friend is yipping somewhere on the hill. Beyond that, all is quiet and still. My orange-brown cat, a formerly feral warrior named Gizmo, aka “Walter Kitty,” pads over to me before settling in at the end of the bed—like me, restless and instinctively on guard. Then I get a strange urge. I pick up the iPad a friend gave me. I’ve sort of sworn off technology, holding out for the longest time in even getting a cell phone because I just did not want to be bothered. I like working with my hands. Painting, writing—crafting things. I always have. Computers have always left me cold. Still, there’s this strange urge. I power up the slim machine and the screen illuminates my face, pale blue light in the dark, tightening my pupils. I’m curious.

			I click a link and then all of a sudden there I am. The child actor. I’ve never done this before. I’ve never sat and clicked on myself. On the right of the screen other clips of me sit there, waiting for me to choose them. So I do, one after another. There I am in so many movies and TV shows in the 1970s. The Odd Couple. The Dating Game. There I am on The Waltons. I keep clicking. Other people have home movies; I have Hollywood productions to chart my growth, along with European and Asian productions—basically things from everywhere except the Arctic. My parents and siblings change from scene to scene. A handful of additional clicks and the shy, sensitive young actor magically transforms into the late-1970s teen idol/sex symbol. I have never done this before. And it’s making me anxious. Nervous even. There I am chatting with Dick Clark on American Bandstand. Seamlessly, I dissolve from being in Japan to being in Australia, then Germany, Korea, England, prancing and sashaying across stages while singing my big top-ten hit, “I Was Made for Dancing.” Then I come across a video graphic: “Leif.” It’s my network TV special when I was just eighteen years old, with Bob Hope. There I am at the London Palladium doing a comedy bit with the master. I was the youngest person ever at that time to have his own network special. Girls are screaming for me. There I am doing comedy with Brooke Shields and Marie Osmond. Another click and there I am with Tatum O’Neal. Models. Playmates. Old girlfriends and lovers. Nicollette Sheridan. I found something beautiful in all of them, and I wanted them all. 

			I keep clicking. Like so often in my life, I get addicted. I see myself growing older. It hits me: My life is literally flashing before my eyes. And then I get to those clips. The ones that I never wanted to see. The ones in which I have become addicted to heroin. I’m watching myself as a man now, and I’m watching myself lying to people in a series of interviews. There’s a news clip about my arrest. That damned mug shot. Then I get to the documentary, the one it seemed like the whole world watched about me. The big one. I’m sitting there on camera saying that I was clean. But I wasn’t. I just wish that I wasn’t the only one that thought no one else knew. I was kidding myself and it wasn’t funny. That was my secret; at least I thought it was. Did everyone know? Was I kidding myself? The night that show first aired, back in 1999, Jane’s Addiction guitarist Dave Navarro had a viewing party at his infamous Hollywood Hills house, where we had been doing drugs for years. I had to leave the room. I couldn’t stand to watch myself betraying myself. (And Dave, I’m sorry about nabbing that ball of tar heroin you left out for someone to steal. I fell for it hook, line, and sinker; you know how addicts are always jonesing with no money in their pockets). 

			Alone in the dark, it’s becoming more and more obvious just how many truths I have kept in over the years. Not just from those around me, but most important, from myself. I’ve denied and buried so much. Decades’ worth of emotions, stories, deceit; layers of joy and pain. 

			Behind those flickering images, I now see a story in front of me, and I know it’s finally time to tell that story. There’s no more time to waste. No more running from the past. There are no more people to be scared of. No more abusers to hide from. I’m tired of the ghosts. I’m ready to confront everyone and everything. I’m also ready to relive the magic that I got to experience, and there was a lot of it. I decide in that moment that these ghosts need to come out. All of them. So they will.

		


		
			Prologue


			The sickening screams were coming at me in stereo. About fifty feet down the hill, my friend Roland’s voice, though muffled inside my flipped-over black Porsche 911, still managed to pierce the cool November air. “Get me out of here,” he wailed. “I can’t feel my legs.” 

			Up near the top of the hill, where I had just managed to climb in search of an emergency call box, the family whose car we had clipped just before rolling down the embankment was standing outside their car. The father was yelling at me, “What the hell were you doing? You could have killed us.” Down below, Roland’s screams kept wafting up, fainter but still there. The screams of anger and screams of agony transformed a normal night into a nightmare. Just an hour earlier, I had been on top of the world. I was the one everyone desired. I was a jet-set pop star, a pinup, a platinum-haired teen idol with gold and platinum records to back it all up. In this moment right after the crash, scarred and scared, I felt everything being stripped away and my truth being revealed. The singing career, the teen idol—it was all a fraud, a fantasy concocted by adults who knew how to make money but knew nothing about protecting a child. I wasn’t that made-up androgynous fantasy on countless Tiger Beat magazine covers. I wasn’t even a singer. I was an actor, and a good one. I was also, at that moment, a petrified, confused, lonely seventeen-year-old kid on a hillside in the middle of a horrifying Hollywood night that was getting worse by the second. I was also a functioning alcoholic and a drug addict, already hooked on Quaaludes, pot, and cocaine. I had everything, but I had nothing. The screams continued, rattling both sides of my brain, tearing at the seams of my dwindling sanity. I never could stand the sound of screams. 

		


		
			Part One


			BEFORE


		


		
			Screams


			The sound of screams had me shaking as I hid under the table in our tiny kitchen; my dad’s raging abuse of my beautiful mom is one of the first things I can remember hearing as a young child. “Your life belongs to me, so don’t ever think about leaving with my kids. Because if you do, I’ll hunt you down with a bottle of acid and throw it right in your pretty little face.” Blaring, hurtful words designed to inflict pain and fear, relentlessly torturing my mom and terrifying both me and my younger sister, Dawn. We were used to screams, but that didn’t make being in this horrific environment any easier. 

			I came into the world on November 8, 1961, a loud and feisty Scorpio born smack in the middle of Hollywood. It was my mom, Carolyn, who gave me my name because it means “beloved” in Norse. My middle name, Per, means “rock,” also “strength.” As my mom tells it, I did everything early. At six months I was swimming in the pool, at ten months I was walking, and at a year and a half I was speaking in complete sentences. No time to waste. I’m the same way today.

			My sister, Dawn, was born fourteen months later. Most of the memories I have of my dad, Rick, involve yelling at and berating my mother. Automatically, I was protective of her. Maybe it’s because she’s a fellow Scorpio, or maybe it’s simply the special bond that I think exists between most mothers and sons. Fathers seem to decide, early on, what they want their sons to be, in many cases. Mothers, I would suggest, are more given to allowing their sons to bloom into what they naturally are destined to be. 

			Regardless, it was hellish at home. 

			I remember a trip to the Grand Canyon when Dawn, just a couple of years old, dropped something over the rail. My father held her by her ankles upside down, taunting and tormenting her, even shaming her for daring to make a simple mistake. Even in my young mind, I wanted to be away from this situation.

			Thankfully, when I was five years old, my mother packed us up and we left him. Or he left us. It’s hard to be sure what happened, but my family did become separated at that point. The lack of a father figure is something I have struggled with my entire life, and looking back, I am sorry things started out this way in my life. But there was no other choice. My mother had to survive, and she wanted to protect us from what was going on. I know it was hard for her. She came from a generation in which many women were scared to speak out against men. Her upbringing reinforced much of that attitude. Women were subservient to men and oftentimes, like children, they were to be seen and not heard. Leaving my father was a very big deal for her, and I think it took a lot of guts. Being a single mother with two children in the mid-1960s was a far more radical decision than it is today.

			My mom was a costume designer by trade, so the next couple of years for us were spent in an artistic, almost bohemian kind of existence. We had very little money (my dad was not providing support), so we lived in an eighty-dollar-a-month house in what was called a shack flats community, lots of small old bungalows, near Hollywood. There was a diverse cast of characters surrounding us: two female impersonators, a bongo drummer, singers, actresses, and a musical group called the Mushrooms, who would later go on to become Seals and Crofts. It was a highly theatrical and dramatic environment, and even at that young age, I related to them. I liked the crazy, open, freethinking spirit that they all seemed to embrace.

			I also liked the fact that my mom was so artistic. She grew up near San Francisco and originally made clothes for herself and even Dawn and me. But soon, in Hollywood, she found herself designing outfits for Marlo Thomas, Judy Carne, Burt Reynolds, and many other actors and performers. The more she worked, the easier it became for us to move into a slightly nicer apartment. We moved a bunch of times during this period, but we really settled in when she found a $125-a-month house in a fairly nice family neighborhood in Burbank. 

			I was a handful back then, and I know it. I fell in love with skateboarding, and I was constantly getting scraped and scratched up. I had plenty of accidents that required stitches, and I broke my nose more than once. I was basically a sports freak and one of those kids who actually picked things up pretty quickly. Whether it was baseball or football or skateboarding, I seemed to be a natural athlete. And everybody would tell me that! I also loved playing with my Hot Wheels, and cars in general held a basic fascination for me. I had an early love for speed, thrills, and spills, with no fear of any of them. I was rambunctious and even a little reckless. I would jump from windows in our apartment into the swimming pool—and not just from our apartment. I would visit neighbors and do the same thing from their windows too. I was a daredevil, and even though I was basically shy and quiet on the outside, on the inside I was a bit of a wild child.

			I didn’t like conforming to what everybody wanted me to be. By the age of six I had started wearing my hair a little bit long, and at school some of the kids—and even some of the parents—would give me a hard time because they thought I looked like a girl. I was an average student, but I wasn’t crazy about school. I liked thinking about all of the creative people we had grown up around; their lives seemed to have far fewer barriers and rules. That appealed to me. 

			My favorite memories around this time were going up north to the San Francisco area to be with my mom’s family. That’s where I really got to be a kid—where I would hang out with my cousins and their friends. They lived by the bay in Marin County, and my uncle co-owned Edgewater Yacht Sales, which meant we were on the water a lot. It was so much fun to hang out with all the kids up there, especially my cousin, Peter. He was my hero from day one. He’s about five years older than me, and I always knew he was special. He was a true alpha male: incredibly good-looking, very athletic, and truly charismatic. In the absence of any real male influence in my life, I looked up to Peter from the moment I met him. Everybody up there called him “Peter Perfect.” Peter had such an effect on me. 
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			Doing a kick turn on a small ramp with my 3ft Sims downhill board with Gullwing trucks, in bellbottoms.

		


		
			Acting


			My mom and sister and I settled into our new life together. We didn’t talk to my father, and we never heard from him. In a way, it was like he no longer existed. I guess that was the best way to have it back then, but looking back, I can’t stress how different I wish things had been. As important as a relationship is with your mother, little boys also need their dads. They need somebody to teach them how to be a man. Little girls also need their dads, and I know that my sister, even though she shares the harsh memories that we grew up with, inside really wished things had been different too. As a result of the three of us living together, I became fiercely protective of both my mom and my sister.

			My mom would occasionally date guys, but nothing ever got too serious. My mom was focused on providing for us, and even though she worked primarily behind the scenes as a costumer, given her physical beauty, it’s no surprise that eventually she was asked to step in front of the camera and try acting. This became a pivotal moment not just for her but for Dawn and me as well. See, her agent at that time, after learning my mom had two cute kids at home, suggested we all get headshots and take a stab at this acting thing. Hey, it sounded like fun to me. If it worked out, it would get me out of school and put me back around a bunch of creative and crazy people, similar to what I remembered so fondly from my earliest years. So when she asked me, “Would you like to do this?” I was all in. As was Dawn.

			In 1966, I did my first commercial at age five for Metropolitan Life. It was awesome. It was filmed on a merry-go-round in Griffith Park, near where we lived. That led to some other commercials, including for Continental Airlines, Mattel, and even a Sears commercial with Dawn. My sister also began landing parts and commercials, and soon the two of us were constantly being driven all around town, being sent to auditions by our agent. It was fun. Both of us had no problem memorizing lines, and we actually enjoyed the process. I wasn’t one of those kids who was a born performer or anything. Obviously, my mom was encouraging us to do this, and so that made it seem like a good idea. Is it what I wanted to be when I was kid? Absolutely not. I wanted to be an athlete. Maybe a skier or football player. I loved sports that much. But acting was cool, and on the sets of the commercials I would get to talk to guys who were building things and doing all of the technical and construction work, which to me was interesting. In a way, those workers on the sets, just like it would be later on when I started doing movies, were good male role models for me. They would patiently answer my questions, which were many, and did what they could to make me feel comfortable.

			And so we spent a lot of our time going from casting call to casting call in the hopes of getting more work. The teachers at my school, Carpenter Elementary, hated the fact that we were constantly being pulled out for work, but that’s just how it was. School presented other issues as well. The guys there were always making trouble for me, taunting me because I was an actor and also because girls seemed to gravitate toward me. That’s right, even before I became a teen idol, girls were drawn to me, and I loved that. Even as a kid I would daydream about being with girls, and around this time I actually had my first sexual dream/fantasy. It involved a crush I had, on Jennifer, whom I envisioned emerging out of a steamy mist before falling into my arms. But the fact that girls liked me did create hassles for me. I learned early on how to use humor to deflect and sidestep the jealous scorn I’d get from other guys. It would come in handy years later. 

			I did have a good friend at school though, Rhett Winchell, the son of the founder of Winchell’s Donuts. He and I both loved cars and would spend hours drawing pictures of hot rods and talking about our priceless collections of Hot Wheels, the popular die-cast toy racing cars. But when I wasn’t dodging bullies, thinking about girls, or drawing cars with Rhett, I would be back in the car with my mom. We would drive around all day from audition to audition to callback to callback. The car radio was always on, and I remember the very first song that made me sit up and take notice. It was “Cherry Hill Park” by Billy Joe Royal. Something about that song got to me. I was about seven years old, and the very first time I heard it, I loved it. It wasn’t that big a hit, but it did get played every so often. This song is about a girl named Mary Hill who has a bunch of sexual liaisons with boys at a place called Cherry Hill Park (inspired by a real place, Cherry Hill, New Jersey). To this day when I hear that song, it takes me back. A switch flipped that day for me in the car. All of a sudden, music mattered to me. Even though I was an actor and that’s how most of my time was spent, the sly, suggestive lyrics and slinky melody sucked me right in. Whatever I would end up doing in life, the music I would listen to would help shape and sculpt every emotion I had; that much I knew. Soon, it would be Led Zeppelin and Elton John, but thanks to Billy Joe Royal, my eyes, ears, and musical heart had been opened.

		


		
			Crash


			My career almost ended before it even started. Hell, my life nearly ended with it too. It was October 2, 1968. I was six years old. My mom and sister and I were visiting  Twentieth Century Fox in Los Angeles. Dawn was there reading for a part in a new television series, Nanny and the Professor. I went inside with them and up to the casting offices on the second floor of the two-story building. Out the window, I spied what looked like some monkey bars out in front of the building (they were actually just metal bars that were part of the building’s entry structure), and so I asked my mom if I could go out and play on them. I didn’t feel like being cooped up inside waiting with them. It wasn’t like today; you could actually do stuff like that and it was pretty safe. Plus, it was on the lot, so it was a fairly secure environment. My mom said fine, so I raced back outside. 

			Outside in the warm sun, I was climbing and swinging around when all of a sudden, I saw a small airplane approaching that appeared to be flying closer to the ground than it should have been. It was such a strange sight. Even though it was a single-engine plane, it was flying low enough that, as it approached, I could actually see the pilot. And something was wrong. He had a pained look on his face. He was clutching his chest, and then he fell over onto the console in front of him. I literally saw him go unconscious as the plane passed not thirty feet over my head before crashing right into the second floor of the administration building. Right near the office where my mom and sister had been. There was a huge orange explosion as it collided with the building, then fiery debris, glowing and sinister, began raining down from the sky. It was terrifying. Small pieces of burning metal kept finding my clothes, stinging my skin. I could smell the acrid odor of burning hair and realized that some of my hair was burning. And of course absolute chaos broke out all around me. The plane had just missed crashing into the lavish street set for the movie Hello, Dolly!, which was packed with production workers and actors at the time of the crash. As scared as I was, feeling the red-hot bits of debris on my skin, I was most scared for my mom and sister. Had they been killed? I didn’t know what to do. All of the adults rushing around me paid no attention to me.

			I was crying and yelling for my mom and sister, wailing in the madness. In the chaos, I saw my mom come running out of the building looking desperately for me. To this day I’m not sure I’ve ever been so happy in my life. She grabbed me and hugged me and kissed me. She told me that at the last minute, they had moved to a room on the other side of the building, thus sparing them. With my sister in tow, we rushed off the lot. 

			This day that could have been so tragic for all of us actually wound up playing a big part in what happened next with my family. Dawn would get that role in Nanny and the Professor, playing Prudence Everett. She escaped with a job. I got away with my life.

		


		
			My Three Sons


			In 1969, when the television pilot for Nanny and the Professor did not initially sell, Dawn was released from her contract with ABC. She was then cast as Dodie Douglas in the long-running family comedy television series My Three Sons. ABC sued unsuccessfully to get her to perform in Nanny and the Professor after she had already been cast for My Three Sons. My Three Sons had been on the air since 1960, and in a foretelling of how many other TV series over the years would try to inject some life into a show that was approaching the end, they introduced a cute new character. Remember when The Partridge Family introduced Ricky Stevens? Or when The Brady Bunch introduced cousin Oliver? This was before all of that, and it made Dawn famous almost instantly. I was very proud of her, but I was also a little bit jealous. She was younger than I was, we had both been going to a lot of screen tests and auditions, and just like that, she was part of a hit TV series. That’s what I wanted. But we all benefited from it. I would get to go to the set and watch her work, and there was also some travel involved that I got to take part in as well. I remember a fun trip to Phoenix for a charity event all of the actors were taking part in. My mom obviously liked it because it provided a steady income for us, and that helped us through what were becoming some fairly lean years. 

			One thing that happened to Dawn on My Three Sons provided another glimpse into the future: how they marketed the doll that she played with on the show. Remember Myrtle? Well, Myrtle was actually marketed by Mattel and was one of the most popular toys of the year. But there was an issue: Dawn’s image was included on the packaging, but she never received any money for that. My mother (and I suppose our agent as well) was not savvy about things like licensing and merchandising, so she missed out on that opportunity. It was that kind of lack of awareness that would ultimately cause me problems as well, but that was still a few years away.

		


		
			Bob & Carol & Ted & Alice


			The very first time I ever found myself in front of a movie camera was in the fall of 1968, shooting what would become a very important cultural cinematic moment, Bob & Carol & Ted & Alice. My mom wasn’t able to be on set with me this time because she actually had landed her own part in a movie called The Love God? starring Don Knotts at Universal. Dawn was busy working on that pilot for Nanny and the Professor. It was a busy time for all of us, but I was excited to have gotten the part, even though if you blink while watching the film today, you just might miss me. Being around all of those great actors, Elliott Gould and Robert Culp—and especially Dyan Cannon and Natalie Wood—was exciting for me. 

			The film was directed by Paul Mazursky and would eventually go on to earn four Academy Award nominations in 1970. The music was done by Quincy Jones, and the film was a big deal all the way around. I developed a serious schoolboy crush on Dyan Cannon, who was very sweet with me. She gave me an autographed photo that I still have today. Natalie Wood was also lovely and absolutely beautiful. Even at the young age of seven, I remember appreciating the sultry beauty of these women. I know that sounds strange, but I’ve always been comfortable around women and have always been attracted to them—especially older women, but more on that later. The film was a breakthrough for how it dealt with the touchy subject of open marriage and sexual experimentation. It was truly ahead of its time, and for me it was a great chance to watch Hollywood at its highest level, up close and personal. Even though my part was tiny, I was there, I was observing, and it made me want to be a successful actor. I wanted to grow up and do what these people around me were doing.

		


		
			The First Real Break


			My first real break on television came in December 1968, when I was cast in a pilot called Anderson and Company. I almost missed out. The boy who was originally cast was only five years old, and due to labor laws in California, he couldn’t work as many hours as a six-year-old, which is what I was. His loss was my gain. It was directed by Gene Reynolds of M*A*S*H fame. The show wasn’t picked up, which made me kind of sad, but it felt good to get the good notices I received from the production team. They thought I had some talent. I also learned then that getting used to rejection was part of the deal.

			My next television gig was on Medical Center starring Chad Everett. My mom in the episode was Dyan Cannon, whom I had appeared with in Bob & Carol & Ted & Alice. It was great seeing her again; that was the good part. The bad part was that the second assistant director played a joke on me that wound up costing me TV work for at least a couple of years. He said to me at one point, “Look, Leif, you need to do this scene naked.” I didn’t know what he was talking about. In the scene, I was to be wearing a hospital gown, and he was telling me I couldn’t have anything on underneath. This scared me. I couldn’t stand the thought of being naked under there with all of these people around me. Strangers. Adults. I was shy and modest. So I broke down crying. He said he was only joking, but it upset me. I think it was a truly stupid thing to do to a kid. I must have melted down because it cost me the job. Once it got around that I was “difficult,” it cost me. Even now I think that was a stupid joke for that guy to play. 

			Something else that was working against me at that time was another actor named Johnny Whitaker, the redhead with all those freckles who was in the TV show Family Affair, in addition to many other shows and movies (I was in an episode of Family Affair with him). He was the most popular “type” of the day. I didn’t look like that all. I didn’t have that folksy, Huck Finn kind of appearance. I had long blond hair, and a lot of people thought I was a girl. That worked against me. I think I screen-tested at Disney six times and never got anything because I didn’t look like a country bumpkin. 

			One thing I got used to almost immediately was the idea of rejection and failure, especially when my sister was getting cast in things left and right in addition to starring in My Three Sons. She was hot, and I was not. That said, I kept at it, at one point doing ten screen tests in a row without getting one of the jobs. The most memorable of those failures was in 1969, when I tested with Lucille Ball for the film Mame. The casting director liked my acting, but because I couldn’t sing, didn’t cast me in the film. That one was disappointing. At Disney, I read for everything: Bayou Boy, Pomeroy’s People, The Burtons Abroad, Escape to Witch Mountain, and several more without getting cast. It was always something: I was too pretty. I wasn’t rugged enough. I looked like a girl.

			But then things started to click. In 1970 I earned a bit part in a movie called Takers, and my mom was hired as the clothing designer. Then I was in a film called The Counselor. The more sets I was on, the more I enjoyed the work. On set, it was always fun to hang out with the carpenters and electricians and all the other workers who would show me things like how to hammer a nail or how to paint. I loved that. They taught me little things that boys were supposed to know how to do. Thinking back on it today, a lot of those workers became like surrogate fathers to me.

			Our home life obviously became a blur. Dawn was working constantly, I was getting busier with my own gigs, and my mom had costuming jobs as well. Our household was kind of like a TV series all its own. I landed a leading role in the first Walking Tall film in 1972, which was going to be shot in Tennessee. Dawn was cast as well, I think because the producers realized that by hiring both of us, they would save money because my mom would be the only chaperone needed for two actors. I loved working with Dawn. We got along great, and it was easier because we could go over dialogue at home, which helped a lot. It gave us an edge. My mom taught us a great actor’s trick: She’d have us read our lines as the last thing we did before sleep. We’d walk on the next day and the lines would be memorized. We wound up doing all three Walking Tall films together, and those were fantastic. In 1973, Max Baer (he was Jethro on The Beverly Hillbillies) was producing and starring in a film called Macon County Line. What really bothered me in that film was that I had to have a 1950s military haircut. I tried to convince Max that a wig would take care of it, but Max said no way. So off I went to have my hair sheared at CBS studios. It killed me to look in the mirror and watch the butchering. I actually did wear a wig for a while when I went back to school; I was that embarrassed.

		


		
			Burt


			In the early 1970s, my mom started dating Burt Reynolds. She had known him on and off during the 1960s, but when their relationship started, she fell completely and totally in love with him. At one point she traveled east to visit him on the set of a film he was making called Deliverance, in South Carolina. Of all the people she dated while I was growing up (not that there were that many), Burt was the one who stood out to me because he was around the most, he was the most consistent, and he seemed concerned with trying to make all of our lives better. He would recommend agents and managers and financial advisors, and he would take time to play with us and make us feel loved. At Christmastime, I remember, he gave both Dawn and me a big box each. We eagerly opened our boxes, and there was another box inside. Inside that, another box. It was like a Russian nesting doll. We kept opening box after box after box until finally, we opened the smallest box and found fifty crisp one-dollar bills. We were thrilled. That was Burt. He had a fun sense about life and was good with kids. I liked him a lot because he seemed like a “real man.” He was into sports, and he seemed like somebody I could aspire to be like. When their relationship ended around 1973, my mom was heartbroken. In fact, I had never seen her so upset. I understand what she saw in Burt. He was confident and he was successful. Seeing her get as upset as she did upset me as well. My relationship with my mom has always been very complicated, and growing up without a father figure, I was confused about my role in the household, especially when I became—for all intents and purposes—the man of the house. Even if I didn’t know my place in the family structure, my mom, a Scorpio just like me, loved her children as much as a mother could, and we were a very close family. That’s why watching her go through this breakup was so hard. This was somebody she wanted to be with, but she couldn’t have him. In a way, though, I was okay with that. Because honestly, I didn’t want anybody taking my mom away from me.

			 

			[image: ]

			Dawn, Burt, Mom, and me. What do I have, dyslexia? Or is my heart on the other side?

		


		
			Bed-Wetting


			Something I have never shared with anyone is that when I was six or seven years old, I became a bed-wetter. Looking back, I’m sure it had to do with a lot of the emotional trauma I had been through. The breakup of my family was a huge deal to me. It was a shattering experience, and it’s only now that I can look back and understand the damage that it probably caused. And then you have the plane crash incident. And the rejections I’d receive after auditions. Reading about this condition today, I’m quite sure that all of these factors led to the fact that I wet my bed on a fairly regular basis throughout a large part of my childhood. My mom would talk to me about it, try to explain to me that when I got the urge, I needed to get up and go to the bathroom. But it didn’t work. I couldn’t control it. I was a deep sleeper then, and it would just happen, and I wasn’t sure if it would ever be controlled. That is, until I was about twelve. At that point, my mom purchased a strange device, essentially an electric blanket that would create a shock against my body whenever I would wet the bed. And we’re not talking a little shock either. This was a pretty serious jolt, as I remember. But you know what? It worked. After several weeks with this strange contraption, my bed-wetting ended. 

		


		
			Per Diem


			I’ll never forget the first time it happened. On my very first film set, I was handed an envelope at one point during a break in the shooting. “Here’s your per diem, Leif.” If you don’t know, a per diem is an allotment of cash given to actors by the producers on the days when they are working. Back then it would vary from twenty to forty to sometimes as much as a hundred dollars a day. The point of a per diem is so that you have money to buy lunch or some other meal or anything else you might need while you’re working. It’s basically an allowance to cover living expenses. But even when I was a kid, what always struck me as funny was that when you’re working on a film location, everything is taken care of. The catering tables feature some of the best food and snacks you will ever experience; there is nothing you are left wanting for. And yet, every day you get that envelope. “Here’s your per diem, Leif.” I think this was my favorite part of being an actor. I would look at that envelope and think about what I wanted to spend it on. Maybe I would save up for a new bicycle. Maybe there was a new album out that I wanted. The money I was making as an actor was supposed to have been automatically put into a trust fund, but since my mom got no child support, we used a lot of the money to help at home. But not the per diem. That was basically mine. 

			At about twelve years old, I wanted nothing more than a decent stereo. I wanted to experience albums like Goodbye Yellow Brick Road and Led Zeppelin II on a decent stereo system, or hi-fi, as stereos were called back then. I got lost in those albums, staring at the inner-sleeve artwork and devouring liner notes. One night, I snuck out of our apartment and walked several blocks to a local stereo shop. Using some per diem money, I secretly bought a stereo and snuck it back to the apartment. It’s so funny; I was bringing it in like contraband, as if my mother wasn’t going to know about it once I started cranking one of my albums. A neighbor of ours, a cool guy maybe in his early twenties who had turned me on to the band Humble Pie, saw me sneaking in with the box and said I looked like a thief. After I snuck it in, I got the stereo set up in my room and put on Goodbye Yellow Brick Road. As the first strains of “Funeral for a Friend” started to waft out of the speakers, I lay back on my bed and got lost in the music. My mom was seriously mad at me once she discovered what I had done. She thought I had sold off some of my possessions to obtain it. She didn’t stop to think I had been pocketing per diem money. As I got older and the per diems got bigger, I would eventually buy things like a new bicycle, clothes that I wanted, and other luxury items that made me feel good. 

			But nothing was ever as cool as that stereo I bought with that special money that came in the envelope.

		


		
			Escapes to the North


			I loved going on location and going to the studios. I loved seeing people in different costumes and watching people build sets. Everything looked interesting and fun; it was way better than being cooped up in the classroom. It’s amazing how much I learned making movies and television shows like Family Affair, Cannon, and many others. I met all kinds of interesting people, and it was never boring. Being an actor was always exciting and interesting. Working on sets was basically my first real memories in life. But nothing was as much fun as going up to the Bay Area to visit my family. I always loved going up to Northern California to visit my cousins Peter, Jim, Steven, Denise, Michael, Mark, and the rest of my family. Life down in Los Angeles was fun, but it was also a lot of work. There was a lot of running around, auditions, callbacks, meetings—it was almost like being an adult. Up north, it was totally different. Up there, I was just one of the gang. Nobody treated me any differently, and I was allowed to be myself. That was the thing about acting: I was always busy being someone else. But Peter never treated me any differently because I was on television or in movies. I would go up there and everybody was thrilled to see me, and we would get back on our boats and ride our bikes and do all of the great things that made me feel like a kid. Acting was something I liked, but it did feel a bit like I was being robbed of my childhood to some degree. I was always around adults and I was always busy studying my lines. I enjoyed it, but I also liked the opportunity to just be a kid, and up north, it was all about being a kid. We’d work on the boats (mostly old Chris-Crafts), caulking and sanding all day long. One summer my uncle Ken rented an amazing houseboat that we lived in on the Sacramento delta. Other times we’d all be out racing in our little Spitfire boats. Peter had his own flat-bottom ski boat that he would take me out in to teach me how to water-ski; it was awesome.

			I do remember one time up there, though, that shocked me to my core and challenged all of the sweet innocence that I had been experiencing with my “gang.” I must’ve been about eleven years old and as we were all hanging out, I watched as Peter accepted a joint from one of the other kids who was part of our group. I got so upset: tears in my eyes and everything. My mother had always told me that drugs were bad and I should never do them. That was drilled into me at a young age. And now here was my hero, the big brother I never had, hitting a joint in front of me. Why would he do this? What if my mother found out? It was confusing for me. On the one hand I wanted to be like Peter, but his behavior went against everything I’d been taught. I started thinking, If Peter is doing it, maybe it’s okay. Once I got over the initial shock, it didn’t seem that bad. Peter was everything to me. I remember afterward, on the way home, he knew I was upset. “It’s okay, Leif,” he said, cool as ever. “It’s not a big deal. It’s not going to lead to anything else, and it’s not going to make me crazy. A lot of kids do it, and it’s okay.” He made me feel a little bit better. And now I wanted to try it.
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