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For my sweet, perfect grandchildren who have filled this second half of my life with immeasurable joy. I love you each to the moon and back.











And now here is my secret, a very simple secret: It is only with the heart that one can see rightly; what is essential is invisible to the eye.


THE LITTLE PRINCE













Foreword by Timothy Busfield



There are many people who could write a foreword to this book: those who read the book and then weigh in; those who know the author and then weigh in on what they have read; and those who read the book, know the author, and were there to validate its truth. I am the only one who fits the latter. I was there for all of it.


I don’t like to read books. I often joke that the last book I read was the Yogi Berra story in ninth grade, but that’s not really true. I read for a living. I read scripts. I am always reading a script for a project I am preparing to either act in or direct, or scripts that others have sent to me asking for feedback. I also read the news. What I can’t seem to do is commit to a book, because something will inevitably pull me off it and I may not return. I’ve started every novel Michael Crichton ever wrote but finished only three of them. But I wanted to read this book all the way through for a personal reason: I didn’t trust my wife to get the facts right. However, I have now read this book, and I can tell you that I have no quibbles. The story is one hundred percent correct.


Melissa Gilbert is my wife. She is exactly the way her fans imagine her to be: kind, sweet, determined, funny, and a champion in the charity of forgiveness. They think of her as a grown-up Laura Ingalls Wilder, the character she played throughout her childhood on the classic TV show Little House on the Prairie, and if you’re talking about her heart and soul, wisdom and humanity, and eagerness to learn, they aren’t wrong. But she was not raised a country girl—she doesn’t have an iota of prairie in her. She’s a Jewish girl from Encino, California, and as a child, the closest she came to picking vegetables from a garden was when she went to Gelson’s market to get a tomato for her bagel.


When Melissa and I met, I was directing a television pilot in Los Angeles but lived full-time on a lake in Michigan. Melissa lived in a house in Studio City. She drove a convertible, her hair was fiery red, and her movie-star sunglasses were perfect. There was absolutely no anonymity to her life. When we were out, I’d hear the brakes on passing cars screech as people rubbernecked to see the beautiful icon I was sitting next to. She’d recently come off Dancing with the Stars and was fit, a perfect ten, and yet she was utterly confused about how to stay on the hamster wheel of Hollywood. She frequented her Botox specialist as if the doctor’s office were a Starbucks drive-through. She was injected, augmented, and veneered, and doing everything right for an actress closing in on fifty trying to maintain a career as an ingénue.


When actresses hit middle age, they are no longer ingénues, period. They survive Hollywood’s merciless insatiable appetite for youth because they embrace the character that time and experience adds to their face. They become character actresses. They evolve to stay in the game, and they stay in the game because they look evolved. It’s the prize of age. I came into Melissa’s life when she was at that midlife crossroads, deciding whether to hang on to the past or evolve to the next phase of her life and career, building on who she had been and who she wanted to be.


Melissa’s whole life has been about adaptation, growth, and evolution. Born into a creative, blue-collar desert family in Nevada, she was put up for adoption the very day she arrived in this world. A glamorous, multigenerationally renowned Hollywood family claimed her as their own, raised her as a showbiz Valley girl, and loved her to pieces, as did millions of others who knew her as Laura Ingalls Wilder. In that role, she acted as though she loved animals and we believed her (because she really does). She made us think she rose early to milk cows (maybe not so much). She made us believe her values were rooted in family and the virtue of hard work, even if it meant breaking a fingernail (bingo!).


After Melissa and I found each other, we discovered that we were both craving a life away from the lights and pressures of Hollywood. I had moved to Michigan in early 2012, and after we married a year later, she packed up her bags and joined me in the slow lane of the Midwest. From the moment she left Detroit Metro Airport and found herself in the Michigan countryside, she melted into her natural self. After a few years of Great Lakes, snowstorms, and spring flowers, we moved to New York City for work. On the way, we stayed overnight in the Catskills. She was infatuated.


In 2019, we found property there and, in upstate New York, Melissa began her next—and current—chapter. She traded her Rodeo Drive wardrobe for overalls. Her bright red hair returned to its roots, literally. Her face moved again: Her forehead was freed from captivity, and I could tell when she questioned something. I watched her shed the years of playing the Hollywood game of vanity and self-promotion as Melissa Gilbert the star and become Melissa Gilbert the woman—the natural woman. This life wasn’t just a more relaxed fit. It was a natural fit.


“Fireflies!” she’d shriek joyously. “Baby deer!” she’d call out. She became a DIY guru. She raised chickens. She tended our garden. She was at home—and she was home. I was the yuppie guy from thirtysomething and Poindexter from the Nerds movies. I was unable to put a table saw together. But Melissa could, and did. I don’t know if this could have happened had we not experienced the COVID-19 pandemic and found ourselves in a time and place where normal no longer applied. I want to believe it would have. If you’re open, if you ask the right questions, you find yourself. If you’re lucky, you find someone who makes you find your best self. I am lucky.


As I look at her while writing the introduction to this book, which is about all of the above, I see a natural beauty. The most natural beauty. This book will help you see the transition from what she felt people wanted her to be, and what she thought she needed to be, to the amazing person she knew she was and is. This book is a true story. And I can tell you that she got the facts right. It’s been so fun for us to grow in this direction, like the sunflower that bends to the light as it shoots skyward and explodes into a burst of bright yellow florets and petals. I witnessed this story she has told here and have relished the chance to grow and bloom alongside her. It’s been quite an experience, a gentle unfolding of a remarkable life that, even more remarkably, you will find relatable and hopefully encouraging of the many possibilities life can hold. I envy this woman; she inspires me every day. And I love being Melissa Gilbert’s husband. She is my beloved.


Enjoy this story from my extraordinary wife, and a beautiful soul. Maybe let it help you see that it’s never too late to find your natural self… brave change, open your heart, and evolve.










Part One




Home is the nicest word there is.


LAURA INGALLS WILDER, FROM NBC’S LITTLE HOUSE ON THE PRAIRIE













Escape from New York


Tim found the house on Zillow in early fall 2019, though calling the structure he saw a house is generous.


He was scrolling through properties in upstate New York. The Catskills, to be specific. We were living in New York City and wanted a second home where we could escape into peace, quiet, and nature. We wanted space to think and breathe and stillness to help us slow down. We wanted to recharge and feel inspired. That kind of thinking led us to the… house.


Scrolling through Zillow is something I have done since I heard that other people do it to pass the time. Like them, I look at homes around the world. Castles, mansions, lake homes, oceanfront palaces, architectural gems, my childhood homes, tree houses, houseboats, and cool-looking structures that are served up randomly.


It’s better than doomscrolling, which is about searching for and reading the endless flow of articles that confirm the world is screwed and so, by proxy, are we. Pick your poison. There are plenty out there. Global warming, pandemics, uncompromising politicians, the end of democracy, conspiracy theories. We didn’t need to get into doomscrolling the way others did. We could turn on our favorite cable news network for all the news that was fit to panic over.


Admittedly, some of that life-is-getting-out-of-control mindset did contribute to our desire to find a place outside of the city. Not too far, though. We didn’t want to be more than two or three hours away by car in case one or both of us had to work, cracked a tooth, or craved sushi. In that respect, we were kind of like kids learning to ride a two-wheeler bike, yelling at their parents, “Don’t let go! Don’t let go!” Then, suddenly, and without realizing, we were pedaling on our own in the country with gardens, chickens, and bears, oh my!


That’s kind of the whole story in a nutshell—but not really.


The story encompasses divorce, bloodshed, Botox, an unhealthy relationship, love, pulling up roots, marriage—or I should say remarriage—blended families, snakes, rodents, growing food, roosters and hens, power tools, generators, a pandemic, wild animals, and survival, among other things. Some might say this is about a midlife crisis. I call it a midlife reassessment of priorities and my realization that real satisfaction and meaning, for me, at fifty-six years old, came from canning tomatoes and cleaning the chicken coop rather than implants and hair color and other efforts to stop time from marching across my face.


The word that comes to mind is simplification.


I’m not sure getting to the point where I am now was always simple. But maybe it was. Maybe it was inevitable. Maybe the decisions we make, even the bad ones, are bread crumbs on the path we’re supposed to follow. Maybe I was destined to hear my husband, the actor, director, and shoulder-rubber extraordinaire Timothy Busfield, look up from the Zillow listing on his computer screen and say, “I think we should investigate this place.”


At that point, Tim and I, as a couple, were relative newcomers to New York, though we had both lived there for various stretches over the years. Married for five years, we had begun our legal life together in Michigan but transplanted ourselves to Manhattan after numerous conversations that went like this:




Tim: Where do you want to go for dinner tonight?


Me: New York.


Me: What do you want to do this weekend?


Tim: Go to New York.


Tim: Should we go to the movies tonight?


Me: Sure. What’s playing in New York?





So we went to New York, a fine place for two people in our line of work, though, after four years in Michigan’s slow lane, we weren’t sure that we wanted to stay. To underscore the point, we moved into an Airbnb in Harlem. It was the lowest-level commitment available. No first month’s rent, last month’s rent, security deposit, broker’s fee, bribes to the building’s board. In other words, none of the usual welcome-to–New York expenditures. It was like we were visiting. And almost immediately I was cast in a play. When that ended, I got another play. The message was as clear as my name was on the theater marquee. We decided to stay.


We found an apartment on the Upper West Side, which turned out to be too noisy. I actually listed our upstairs neighbors’ phone number in my contacts as “Stompers.” From there, we moved to a smaller one-bedroom, one-bath in a great building that’s in an equally great location, where we still rent. It’s a block and a half from the train station at Seventy-Second, which was convenient when I had to get to the theater, or anywhere, for that matter. The building is seven stories, with only four apartments on each floor, so we don’t have a ton of neighbors. They may say the same about us: We don’t have a ton of Melissa and Tim.


Both of us did well in the city. I had my theater routine and Tim was directing and acting on a variety of TV shows, including Law & Order: SVU. We were busy, and our friends and family kept us busier. One of our favorite things to do was to send out a group text saying that we were going to the five o’clock showing of whatever movie, and everybody, including Tim’s son Willy and my son Michael, both of whom had recently moved to New York, would meet at the theater, and we would go out to dinner en masse afterward. We had several groups of people and hung out all the time. We also went to the theater and the museums. We were a fiftysomething and a sixtysomething hanging out with twenty- and thirtysomethings along with folks our own age.


It was very fun, but even in the best of circumstances the city closes in on you. There is always someone on the other side of the wall, up above, or down below. Sidewalks are crowded, subway cars can feel more like stuffy petri dishes for cultivating odd spores and germs, and everything is kind of dirty and difficult. Not that we mind or complain. Tim and I chose life in the Big Apple. We hearted New York—the good, the bad, and the parts that occasionally made us feel like we were lucky to escape with our lives.


But living there can get intense and claustrophobic, and… and loud. I have hypersensitive hearing. Actually, I have misophonia, a condition that causes certain sounds to drive me absolutely insane. Like chewing sounds, the crunching of popcorn or tortilla chips, a certain frequency of television sound coming through the wall, or the droning of voices in that same tone.


Sirens, barking dogs, vacuum cleaners—they don’t register. It’s the weird stuff that makes me want to murder or run away. I’m a freak.


Tim can’t hear too awfully well. He has hearing aids but never wears them because… because why would he want to listen to me complain about things that I hear?


But he does like to get outside in the fresh air.


And so it became important for us to have a place where we could escape.


“We need space,” Tim said.


Back in Los Angeles, where I grew up, space meant a gleaming, white, five-thousand-square-foot Cape Cod–style farmhouse with a kitchen full of stainless steel appliances, including the de rigueur Wolf range, a media room, a wine cellar, a gym, a primary suite with a lavish spa-equivalent bathroom, a pool, an outdoor kitchen with a pizza oven, a massage pavilion, a tennis court, a dog-grooming station, and a two-bedroom guesthouse. Depending on the neighborhood, that kind of space could run anywhere between four and one hundred million dollars. In New York, space is shorthand for “let’s get a place in the country,” and the country is a euphemism for either “the Hamptons” or “upstate New York.” Billionaires helicopter out to Southampton, East Hampton, and Sag Harbor. Regular old millionaires look at places in the Hudson Valley, Woodstock, Beacon, or even areas as far north as Lake Placid.


Then there are the renters, like us—and that’s when Tim began scrolling on Zillow and I began aligning myself with reality. Because when we first talked about looking for a country place, I was like anyone else. I dreamed big. I pictured a beautifully furnished vintage farmhouse with carefully curated grounds including rolling green fields, orchards, gardens, and woods, ready for its Architectural Digest photo shoot. It would have a pool, a bar, and a corral for the horses. It would be move-in ready. And then I woke up.


Fortunately, when I did wake up, it was in a cozy little place called the Stickett Inn. Tim and I had searched much farther upstate, but we ended up in Barryville, an adorable country refuge named after President Andrew Jackson’s postmaster general, William T. Barry, who—thank you, Wikipedia—was the only person in the cabinet not to resign as a result of the Petticoat Affair, which was essentially a scandal about a young woman who scared the shit out of the DC establishment by speaking her mind.


I liked her a lot—and I liked this funky place with the funny name. It was owned and operated by two guys, Roswell Hamrick and Johnny Pizzolato, a set designer and an actor/fashion guru; they lived in an old refurbished church behind the inn. The Stickett had four lovely, tastefully decorated guest rooms with fun names—Soak, Eat, Drink, and Steam. They also boasted a cabin called the Rear and a cozy bar/restaurant they named the Bang Bang Bar. Apparently their arrival in the area had irked some of the more small-minded folks there. What quicker way to ruin a two-hundred-year tradition of discrimination than letting two gay guys move in, right?


It was Johnny’s mother who said, “Why don’t you name the place Stickett Inn?” Which they did—and it stuck!


By the time we stayed there, Roswell had become president of the chamber of commerce and both of them were entrenched in the community. They took us under their wings, told us where to go for dinner, where to shop, and which towns to explore, and have consequently become our closest friends up here. We went up to the Stickett regularly, and that pocket of Sullivan County felt right. When we found our Realtor, Jill Steingart, we told her where we wanted to look and the kind of place we were looking for.


This was going to be the first home that Tim and I had owned together, and the financial reality, we explained, was nonnegotiable. We were going to have to do most of any work that needed to be done ourselves. If it was beyond our pay grade or dangerous, we would, of course, hire people. Otherwise, we were strictly DIY. Jill understood, and soon we made an offer on a tiny farmhouse in Barryville.


The first place we saw was a white clapboard farmhouse dating back to the 1800s, very Laura Ingalls Wilder’s Rocky Ridge Farm, on multiple acres and next to a national forest, so no development would ever take place next to us. And the price was right—116,000 dollars.


It was supposed to be a short sale.


After months of radio silence, it turned out to be a no sale.


Jill took us around and showed us more places that she liked and we didn’t. They were always too—too expensive, too together, or too new.


“You could bring people in with chains and they can age the wood paneling,” she said. “You can make new look old.”


I scratched my head.


“Why would I want to age a new house when I can restore an old one?” I said.


“We have to find the old one,” she said.


“I think we already did,” I said, and I gave her the details of the place Tim had found on Zillow.


From the pictures he showed me, I thought it looked interesting. That’s a horribly nondescript word, a cop-out in most cases, but I meant it in the truest sense. I was interested. The place was somewhere between a house and a camp in the woods, a mishmash of styles with a stucco exterior and a shake roof. It was sort of cute. When I shuttled through the photos, I got the sense that it needed a hug as much as it did a remodel. The most attractive feature was the land. It was on fourteen wooded acres, and from what I could tell, the neighbors were far enough away that the place struck us as a hidden gem, a frog that was waiting to turn into a princess if only the right people gave it a kiss.


It was October 2017, and we called Jill, reserved a room at the Stickett Inn, and drove to the property. The leaves were a sumptuous canvas of oranges, reds, and yellows. We drove deep into the countryside, which was dense with woods. It was like diving into a brochure inviting people to escape their humdrum everyday lives into the fiery exhilaration of the fall colors. Then we found the address and turned into the little circular driveway. My first impression was better than Jill’s. Our Realtor simply said, “Huh, this is the house you like?”


I think she meant it as a statement, but it came out as a question.


I said, “I like the property a lot.”


I might as well have said it had a good personality.


“Next door is thirty-five acres,” said Jill, who had done her homework. “The owner just hunts there. Across the street is a summer camp that at this point seems mostly unused other than the occasional caretaker.”


“So we won’t see anyone unless we want to,” I said.


“Exactly.”


The property was spectacular. Both Tim and I smiled at each other as we looked in all directions and took in the space that had inspired this endeavor. The woods were thick and full of life and nourishment for the soul. There was a fairly extensive lawn and wild hydrangeas everywhere. The air was chilled and clean. It was quiet. Birds squawked, telling each other there were newbies in the driveway. I remembered once reading in Thoreau’s journal that he came to the woods like “a hungry man to a crust of bread.” I saw that in Tim’s eyes. I was more like a woman arriving at a restorative yoga class.


The house was less impressive.


“The plants look like they do in the picture,” I said gamely as we stared at the exterior.


A lot of it was falling apart. The roof looked bad, and the stucco walls were chipped and peeling off in places. Jill waited silently, reminding me of a gallery owner who can’t believe two people like the worst painting on display but doesn’t want to interrupt a potential sale.


“It’s not dilapidated,” I said.


“It needs work,” Tim said.


“Love and care,” I added.


“It’s not without charm,” Tim said. “Let’s look inside.”










Look Past the Crap


Going inside anyplace for the first time is always a revelation. A new classroom. A boyfriend’s apartment. Your kid’s bedroom after they have rearranged the furniture. A house you’re thinking of buying. And this place was no exception.


Jill unlocked the door and let me and Tim lead the way into an experience that fell somewhere between “Wow” and “What the actual fuck.” Instead of saying “Welcome,” the first impression was more of a matter-of-fact “Here I am.” The great Dramatics R & B song from the early 1970s “Whatcha See Is Whatcha Get” should have been playing at that moment.




If what you’re looking for is real loving


Then what you see is what you get





Why do people fall in love with a house? (I’ll get to that.) Actually, the more appropriate question is why do people vacate a house with all their belongings left exactly as they were the moment they shut the door?


The whole front room where we stood—the living room, I suppose—was crammed full of furniture. It was old, musty, molded, ripped, rodent and bug infested. And on top of the furniture and on the walls was stuff. My eyes were drawn to the dark wood stairs, where I saw an outdoor flower box full of rotted silk flowers. The walls were decorated with deer heads that were themselves in various states of decay and decomposition. The kitchen was in the same condition. The ceiling dropped, making it feel small and close, and the counters, drawers, and cabinets were full of more stuff. I saw dirty dishes in the sink. All of it old, old, old. And then…


“Tim, come look at this,” I said.


He walked in and found me standing in front of an open cabinet, holding a box of Cheerios.


“Cereal!” I said. “For God’s sake. There is still cereal here.”


Tim shrugged, unfazed.


“Let’s look upstairs,” he said.


There, in the loft, we found more of the same, and just more. Beds, clothes, rugs. Back downstairs, the built-in bed in the primary bedroom was a tangle of jungle-print bedding still on the mattress with matching curtains.


“Timmy, will you look at this!” I said from the bathroom.


He stood in the doorway. I was shaking my head in disbelief.


“Freaking shampoo and soap!” I said. “It’s all still here. Whoever lived here, it’s like they were just raptured up.”


As we continued our exploration, I grew more and more curious about the people who had lived here and what happened to them that they left everything. People talk about staging homes. This was anti-staging. Something about the scene felt dire and sad. There was a story here, but it had been left unfinished. The last act was a blank page.


I am sure that explains why, when I looked over at Tim, I saw something I didn’t expect: a smile on his face.


“I see that grin,” I said. “What are you thinking?”


“I love the fireplace,” he said. “And the pine paneling.”


“Yes… and??”


“It’s exactly what I was looking for.”


The slight grin on my husband’s face and the glint in his eyes were a window into his brain, and I saw exactly what he was thinking. It wasn’t a magic trick. I knew Tim. His impressive biography states that he is a producer, director, and Emmy Award–winning actor, and goes on to list a sick number of accomplishments in film, in television, and on the stage, including the founding of two successful theaters in Sacramento, California: the Fantasy Theatre (also named the honorary state children’s theater of California) and the B Street Theatre. That means building sets has been a major part of his life.


When he starts whistling “If I Had a Hammer,” watch out. I have seen him sit down in front of his computer and look up the schematics for something he wants to do, and the next thing I know we’re figuring out how to do it.


I was a bit more hesitant. I wasn’t saying no to the house, but my enthusiasm was tamped down by all the stuff—the claustrophobic amount of furniture, the faded silk flowers, the stale cereal in the cabinet, the used and cracking bars of soap in the shower. Just all the stuff. And the gawd-awful smell. But wherever I turned, Tim’s smile was shining a light on the potential. I saw it, too. I just had to walk around and find it.


While I did, I asked questions. How bad is this room? How bad are the floors? Will the walls hold up? What’s going on with the roof? Can we get rid of the odor? Then there were the basics: Were we on a septic tank or something else? (I didn’t know what else there could be but I had seen an outhouse and I just didn’t want to go there, literally.) What was the status of the well? Would we run out of water? Were we stepping into a disaster or a dream?


Then, as I stared up at one of the rotting deer heads on the wall, a lifetime of therapy kicked in and I thought I could do something here. I just had to look past the crap and see the possibilities, not the problems.


That’s a lesson for our times. A lesson for the ages.


How many times in my life had I told myself to look past the crap?


I had gone through the nose job, the Botox and the fillers, the hair color and the painted-on cleavage when I was a kid, and all the other crazy things I had done to myself over the years to get to who I am authentically inside and outside. What I do for a living requires me to dig through the layers to find the essence of a character. I have spent my entire life trying to see past the crap and get to the heart of everything.


I slipped my arm through my husband’s, knowing this place would be the next item on the list. We would tackle this project together.


“What do you think of the smell?” I asked, my expression communicating the way I felt about it.


Reaching deep into our familial lexicon, he pulled out a favorite: “Buh-sgus-teen.”


Perfect. I agreed. We decided to make an offer.










An Offer and a Gentleman


We put in the offer around Thanksgiving and were done by the first week of January 2019. Tim and I were ecstatic. Not only was the house ours, but it had also passed all inspections.


Each of us helped the other stay calm while we went through the process, which was like taking the house to a doctor for a thorough checkup after thirty years of bad eating habits, chronic smoking, excessive drinking, unbridled drug use, and general neglect, and hoping and praying for a report of good health.


We had to be sure we weren’t being idiots and buying a place that was going to cost hundreds of thousands of dollars to get up to speed. If that was the case, we might as well have bought a newer place. We might as well have won the lottery, too. The reality of our finances was more Hofbräu than Hollywood. We were blessed with enough money from Tim’s Directors Guild retirement to pay for the place, but where the real estate sections of the Los Angeles Times and the New York Times regularly featured costars, colleagues, and acquaintances of ours selling and buying real estate in the tens of millions of dollars, we got this little house on the prairie for slightly more than ninety thousand dollars—beer money for George Clooney.


And a champagne celebration for the two of us. For the longest time, we had been telling each other that we needed to own something. Neither of us had owned a home in a while because we had been through divorces and real estate disasters exacerbated by the recession, and we thought it was important to claim ownership of a little patch of this planet that would grow in value and provide security in the event of a “God forbid.”


The transaction was not covered in the Times, People magazine, or the New York Post’s Page Six. It barely made the MLS. Zillow simply noted the house was “off market”—the same status Tim and I had claimed since meeting seven years earlier. The fact that we were, in this first month of 2019, happily married (to each other) and buying a run-down home in the country (together) was proof that life is a constantly unfolding series of surprises and aha moments. Especially when it comes to marriage. Not that I ever claimed to have that whole thing figured out.


As role models, my parents were examples of people who had partnered for life. Just not with each other. My dad, actor and comedian Paul Gilbert, was married a legendary thirteen times. My mother, dancer and actress Barbara Crane, has exchanged I-dos several times, and her sister made at least as many trips up and down the aisle as my mom, if not more. What can I say? We are optimists. We are passionate. And we believe in love. But we should come with a warning label because we are kind of unlucky once we find it.


At least that’s the way I felt until Tim came into my life. A few years before him, I was with my second husband, actor Bruce Boxleitner, raising our then-teenage son, Michael, and preparing to go on tour in the musical Little House on the Prairie. From 1974 to 1983, I had played Laura Ingalls Wilder in the TV series based on her beloved books. Now I was starring as her mother. Before we completed previews at the Paper Mill Playhouse in New Jersey, my back started to hurt to the point where I couldn’t function. Then the pain migrated into my right leg. A neurosurgeon diagnosed me with a herniated disc in my lower back, my L5-S1. I’d already been through surgery in 2003 for a bad disc in my neck, so I knew what lay ahead: a lot of pain and discomfort. Ugh.


Ordered to bed, I missed the last few shows in New Jersey but returned to the lineup in time for the twenty-six-city national tour, starting in Minneapolis. The show was a family-oriented crowd-pleaser. Audiences laughed, cried, and cheered performances. But behind the scenes, this heartwarming musical felt like a death trap. The fake snow, or “snoap” as we called it, made the stage so slippery that, at one point or another, all the actors fell flat on their keister as they entered. One person broke a rib. Another tore their meniscus. After I went sprawling across the stage, my back pain became nearly unbearable.


Every couple of weeks, I went to a local hospital for steroids. Sometimes when I stepped onstage, my leg gave out from under me and I would need an epidural nerve block and a few days off. Several times I left the theater in an ambulance. Once the tour finally ended, I returned home and saw Dr. Robert Bray, who had operated on my neck in 2003. After a bunch of X-rays, he walked into the exam room and said, “Did you drive yourself here?”


“Yes,” I said.


“Well, you’re going to have to drive home very slowly and be careful what you do.”


“Huh?”


“Your back is broken,” he said.


He threw a slide up on the screen, where I saw a black-and- white picture of my spine. Each vertebra was clear—and so was a piece of bone that was floating in my back.


“That?” I asked, pointing to the breakaway bone.


“That.” Dr. Bray nodded.


He pointed to the disc where it had come from; it was obliterated. Surgery followed, and when my husband was called to bring me home, he asked if I could instead hire a car or ask a friend. My massage therapist and dear friend Phillip (aka Lord Torgue Ward; don’t ask) picked me up. Bruce’s response, or lack thereof, gave me plenty to think about during the long, slow recovery.


I knew postsurgical care and compassion was not Bruce’s specialty. I made up for it. I was Superwoman. I had spent our entire relationship taking care of him and everyone else, including myself, and it spoke volumes about who I was at that time, and also who he was. That dynamic worked well for us for many years, but things had changed for me. I could recover without his support and compassion, but the question I suddenly asked myself was, Why? Why was it okay for me not to be cared for? What made me feel that I didn’t deserve to have that in my life?


My recovery involved learning to walk again, and when struggling with something so basic, so automatic, something that I had learned when I was ten months old and never thought about again until I was in my mid-forties, I was reminded not to take anything in life for granted, including my marriage.


Life is full of traffic signals and I was seeing a lot of red lights.


At the end of the year, we vacationed on Hawaii’s big island for the first time. Michael went with us, and the next youngest of our four sons, Dakota, also joined us there after bouncing out of marine boot camp with a medical discharge for shin splints. That whole trip Bruce was basically on his own schedule, having lunch when we went down to the beach, resting in the room when we ate lunch on the beach, and so on. There was just this weird, uncomfortable distance. All of us were together, though, the day we went for a tour of Volcanoes National Park and ended up at night at the edge of a volcano, watching the bewitching red lava flow down the mountain and into the water, where it created new land right in front of our eyes.


The symbolism was not lost on me. When I reached for Bruce’s hand, he pushed mine away. The boys saw it. They came up on either side of me and took my hands. As hard as it was to admit, I knew if I was going to march forward into new land, it was going to be with the support of my family but without Bruce. That was just reality. Neither of us was truly happy, and after spending years going in and out of therapy alone and as a couple, I didn’t see the situation changing.


Our separation was traumatic for family and friends alike, not to mention Bruce and me. All of us went through a period of soul searching and suffering, but eventually things quieted down. Intent on avoiding a fight, Bruce and I decided on a mediator instead of hiring lawyers. The mediator blocked out three days. However, Bruce and I had already promised to simply walk away and not take or demand anything from each other. As a result, our mediation lasted three hours. We had lunch together at Jerry’s Deli and walked away friends.


I mourned the end of the longest relationship of my life. It was a sad and painful time. But I wasn’t the only one who suffered. Our teenage son Michael struggled with the breakup. Seeing him in pain was worse than anything I experienced. Therapy helped all of us. So did talking, hugging, crying, and being patient and forgiving of one another. Eventually the trauma subsided. Wounds began to heal. And we moved forward.


I moved way too fast. Feeling like I had been tamped down and muzzled for far too long, I raced into my new relationship status, trying to make up for lost time and recapture the freedom I remembered from my youth. I knew I wasn’t a kid anymore, but I wasn’t ready or willing to concede any ground. All women experience enormous pressure to look and stay young and attractive but, as I discovered, being a single woman in your forties in Los Angeles is a whole different league of pressure, and being an actress looking for work in an industry obsessed with youth ratchets that up even further.


I reacted as many women I encountered did: I attempted to freeze everything in place. I wrote my own version of Middle Age Crazy, the 1980 movie starring Bruce Dern as a real estate developer who buys a Porsche and gets a Dallas Cowboys cheerleader girlfriend after turning forty. I had Botox, fillers, recolored my hair, and bought a Mustang convertible at the urging of the slightly younger but wildly inappropriate French dude I began dating.


I told myself that he was fresh, fun, and proof that I was still desirable. But really he was all the bad behaviors of anyone with whom I had ever been involved, married or otherwise, rolled into one package. He was every lesson I refused to learn. He had a little bit of my first husband, Bo Brinkman; a little bit of hubby number two, Bruce; some of Rob Lowe’s bad-boy qualities; and so on. And all the wrong things from everybody.


He was mean.


He was not generous.


He was self-centered.


He was vain.


He was judgmental.


He was chauvinistic.


He was xenophobic.


He was uber-conservative politically.


And he was obvious about it.


During a vacation in Marrakesh, we came upon a group of children begging for money. Moved by the plight of these young human beings, many of whom I saw were sick or suffering from some kind of affliction, I reached into my pocket. He stopped me.


“Don’t give these children your monies,” he scoffed. “They’re faking.”


“They’re sick,” I countered. “They have no fingers.”


“I don’t care,” he said.


He didn’t—and that was infuriating. To his credit (and mine, I suppose), he was a good-looking guy, and from a truly lovely family, so I held on to the threads of possibilities. But we were like oil and water: interesting for a minute but not much beyond that. At one point, my mother had a gathering at her house so that everyone in the family could meet the new guy in my life and he showed up wearing a T-shirt that had the word Snatch on it.


We understood it referred to the 2000 Guy Ritchie movie. But we knew the word also referred to something else, and we were aghast at the fact that he thought it was okay to wear the shirt to this Sunday brunch… at my MOTHER’S HOUSE!


The relationship lasted pretty much the duration of my time on Dancing with the Stars. That was the other thing that skewed my life the wrong way. I was in this relationship with a young, inappropriate French dude, my face was frozen in time, and I got invited to be part of the ultimate spray-tan-glitter-fake-hair-fake-everything festival of falsity, except for the fact I was training nonstop and telling myself that I had to do this farkakte show to prove that my back was healed and I could do anything I wanted.


It was hands-down the most agonizing, painful, physical, emotional, exhausting thing I had done in my life at that point, and I was doing it without any support from my most handsome and even more self-centered and insensitive Frenchman, who, when he did surface, sloughed off my aches and complaints with a disdaining “Pfft.”


On the show, I partnered with dance pro Maksim Chmerkovskiy, a demanding, generous, warm, temperamental, funny, difficult, charming, talented, and emotional perfectionist whom I adore to this day. Our paso doble was one of the hardest things I had ever tried to learn. It proved that I really could tackle anything I put my mind to, and my body would follow, sometimes reluctantly, but damn it, it did as requested. On the live broadcast, our paso started with a surprisingly impressive combination of speed, precision, and Spanish flair. But as Maks and I approached the climactic drop spin, I got too close to him and catastrophe struck. His feet caught my head and neck, and suddenly the six-foot-two-inch Ukrainian went flying while I screamed in pain.


Though my instinct was to put on a tough face and tell everyone I was fine, I knew it was bad. An ambulance took me to the hospital, where I was diagnosed with a severe concussion and whiplash and sent home to rest. I missed the results episode the next night. I also missed the larger point. My Dancing injuries were only the most immediate problems I faced. My whole life was spinning out of control.


And that was so typical of me at the time.


I was making things more difficult than they needed to be.


My brain was always going a million miles an hour.


The rest of me was going the same speed.


Everything in me going and doing and moving and trying to prove something. Except my forehead. It was frozen.


Then one day my patio roof literally collapsed on me. I had walked outside with my kids to show them a handful of potted plants I had just bought. As I explained I was thinking about hanging them on the posts that supported the patio roof, there was a loud crack. Suddenly and without warning, the eight-hundred-pound roof collapsed on top of us. My first concern was the kids. I asked if they were okay.


“Fine, Mom,” came the response. “Are you all right?”


I thought I was, but my son Michael shook his head.


“Mom, you’re bleeding!” he said.


Indeed, there was blood trickling down my face. I went back to the ER. I got a few stitches in my head. I was also diagnosed with another concussion and once again told to rest. But while prone in a dark bedroom, I realized there was more to recovering from this mishap. The roof’s collapsing on me was a none-too-subtle message from God. She was literally smacking me in the head and asking what I was doing with my life. Wake up, Melissa!


You’re driving a Mustang convertible.


Your face doesn’t move.


Your boobs are too big.


You’re with the wrong guy.


The list went on and on.


The next day I was lying in bed with an ice pack on my head, the throbbing of pain serving as an imperative for the need to make changes. My life clearly wasn’t working. I couldn’t be with inappropriate dudes anymore. I couldn’t continue to do these things to my face and my body. I had to figure out who I was and where I was headed and what was good and healthy for me.


I called the Frenchman, who was soon going to visit me from his place in Paris. I remember his picking up on my tone and beating me to the punch.


“I’m not coming anymore,” he said.


“No,” I said, correcting him. “I am canceling your ticket.”


And that was that. I washed my hands of him and declared there would be no more dating in my life for the foreseeable future. I wasn’t just saying that, either. There were a couple of fun, casual fellas hanging around, but I didn’t trust myself. Rather than meet new people and populate my life with handsome distractions, I needed to find myself. I was forty-eight years old. Fifty was just down the block and around the corner. It was time.


I started hanging out with Daniel Robb, my gay best friend—my GBF. He was sane, fun, and supportive. If I thought I looked good, he said I was on fire. If I felt off, he said, “Girl, I only wish I had what you have.” One night we made plans to go disco dancing at a local nightclub with a group of his friends. Daniel and I arranged to get together beforehand to play board games and have dinner at a restaurant. When we got to the restaurant, though, it was closed. I knew a cool little bar nearby that didn’t get busy and loud until about ten or eleven o’clock, so we went there.


It was only eight when Daniel and I walked in, and the place was empty and quiet, as I had anticipated. As I ordered a cranberry club soda, Danny realized that he had forgotten his phone at my house. Since I lived only ten minutes away, he took off, leaving me alone in the bar. I was immediately uncomfortable. Even though I was the only person there other than the bartender, I never went to a bar alone. If I was traveling, I might go downstairs to the restaurant and sit by myself, but I would have a book and no intention of talking to anybody.


Now I was by myself, without a book, and nervous someone might walk in and want to talk to me, God forbid. And then, of course, someone did.


As I waited for Danny, a guy walked into the bar with a slice of pizza and sat about five or six stools down from me. I looked at him out of the corner of my eye. It was Tim. I recognized him. We had met at the Emmy Awards in 1991, the year he won an Emmy for his work on thirtysomething. I was there participating in a tribute to Michael Landon, who had passed away earlier that year. Tim would later claim that we had met before that and I was rude to him, but I couldn’t remember that… and since I have no memory of that alleged encounter… it never happened.


But we had connected more recently the way people did in 2012—on Facebook. Tim had accepted my friend request about ten days earlier, which kind of meant that we did know each other. And because I am not rude, I thought I should strike up a conversation, except I’m not good at instigating small talk. I tend to say something stupid or get tongue-tied, and then my voice will squeak because I’m terribly shy. I also have terrible social anxiety and worry that no one will want to talk to me. But something about this situation was different.
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