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A Note on the Cover

My dad died on April 30, 1982, while watching the CBS Evening News anchored by Dan Rather. Two weeks later I received a box with some of his belongings. Among them was the wallet he had in his pocket when he died. I went through it and found this photo of me sandwiched between a couple of credit cards. It is the only picture of me that he ever carried. He kept it in his wallet for twenty-six years.
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I dedicate this book to my beautiful wife, Lisa,
who is no stranger to full frontal nudity.
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FULL FRONTAL NUDITY



PROLOGUE

August
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I don’t like to work in August. It’s not that I’m lazy, it’s just that Huck Finn and Tom Sawyer used to spend August fishin’ and catchin’ frogs and that’s just what I like to do with my two little girls, who are smack-dab in the middle of their “wonder years.” Don’t get me wrong, I love acting and I’ve made a good living playing other folks for more than thirty years. At this point in my life, I love my kids more, and August for me and my family is kid time at our cabin on an island, on a lake in Canada. Every August we go there to wash off the past eleven months and start the next eleven fresh.

So I swore I would never take a job in August. Those thirty-one days would be ours, at least until catchin’ frogs and the like were no longer of interest to my girls.

I broke that promise when my daughters were eight and ten.

The offer came in unexpectedly the first week of the month. They needed me right away but I’d have to be gone from the cabin for only two weeks. The job was a television pilot being shot in Vancouver and directed by a famous film director whom I admired. The money was good enough and the part was delicious. So, hypocrite that I am, I flew from Toronto to Vancouver, leaving my wife and girls alone on the island. Before I could begin shooting, though, I needed to grab a work permit at the nearest border crossing. Americans can only work in Canada with a bona fide work permit signed by the ministry of labor or some such department. A PA (production assistant), Lyn, had been sent to the airport to pick me up and drive me to the border. Getting a work permit was a no-brainer. I’d picked up at least ten of them over the years as movie and television production “ran away” to Canada, where the greenback went a lot further.

Lyn and I reached the border late Sunday afternoon and ran inside the office to pay the small fee and pick up the permit. There was a cute twentysomething brunette on the other side of the counter and I thanked the stars above that I wouldn’t have to face some grumpy old border guard with stale breath. Little did I know that the stars hanging over me that day were not my lucky ones. I sauntered up to the pretty agent in her crisp black uniform, handed her my passport, and announced with a smile that I was Harry Hamlin and that I was there to pick up my work permit for Harper’s Island. That’s when those stars began falling from the sky.

The girl gazed at me through a pair of red-rimmed plastic glasses, cocked her head slightly, and gave me a quizzical look as though she recognized me. But it was not the kind of look an actor gets from a fan who can’t quite place the famous face, it was more like she was remembering me from a Ten Most Wanted poster hanging in the back office. She quickly began barking out questions with a snarl.

“Where exactly is Harper’s Island?” she asked.

I said that I didn’t know, it probably didn’t exist in real life, it was a TV show.

“What kind of work are you looking to do?” she barked again.

I told her that I was an actor.

“Do you have your paperwork?” she demanded.

“What paperwork?” I asked.

She looked at me like I was a terrorist. “You need your proof of education and your signed contract,” she responded, not looking at me but leafing through my passport in search of stamps from Afghanistan or Pakistan, or some other “-stan.”

I told her that the permit was already in the computer and that everything had been prearranged and that all she had to do was type in my name and Harper’s Island and I should be able to pay the $135 Canadian and be on my way.

“Not so fast!” she barked again. “That’s not how it works. You need your paperwork. You need your proof of education and your signed contract.”

I explained that I did not have a signed contract because I had just been hired and had not even seen a contract. I asked her what exactly she meant by “proof of education.”

She said, “Why, your diploma, of course,” as though I was the town idiot, which, at that point, I would have settled for.

I told her that I had graduated from Yale in theatre arts some thirty-five years ago and that any diploma I might have had was long since dust but that she should feel free to look me up on IMDb, where my entire pre- and postgraduate history is located.

She looked me in the eye and said with pursed lips, “That’s not how it works here. If you cannot produce proof of education, at the very least I’ll need a signed contract.”

At this point, Lyn and I were going nuts. How could this pretty little thing be such a bitch? What had I done to create this madness?

I once again explained that there was no signed contract and that if she would just type my name into the computer, the permit would probably pop up preapproved. She starred at me as though I was deaf. “I need your signed contract or I can’t let you into the country. That’s all there is to it.”

Then Lyn, who was fit to be tied (I love that expression—fit to be tied! The picture it conjures up is good. There is Lyn, hog-tied and gagged, squirming around and squealing on the floor of the customs house!!), slid a call sheet in front of Miss Lunatic Customs Agent and said, “Look! There’s Mr. Hamlin’s name on this call sheet. He has to be at work at six. There’s the name and phone number of the production company. Please just look for the permit in the system.”

Miss Godzilla Face looked at the call sheet, looked up into Lyn’s blue eyes, seemed to soften momentarily, and said, “Oh, why didn’t you show me this before.” And looking straight at Lyn, not at me, she said, “I think I can work with this.” That’s when it hit me. There was a kind of “I know you’d rather be wearing your keys on your belt” moment between them and I knew why I was in such deep weeds but I could not imagine how deep those weeds would get within a matter of minutes.

It seemed then as though all was well. Ms. “I’ll show you who’s got more power in this room than you” had found the permit in the computer and was just about to sign off on it when she looked up at me one more time, clearly thinking something very sinister. She grabbed my passport and a couple of forms and asked me to take a seat as she headed through a rear door. As she disappeared she said, “I just have to check on something.” I sat down, thoroughly frustrated.

It had now been almost two hours since we started on this work permit saga. I was tired and hungry and fit to be tied. (So now I’m there, too, hog-tied and gagged, squealing and squirming on the customs house floor.) Twenty minutes later she reemerged with a smug little smirk on her face. “Mr. Hamlin, would you step to the counter, please?” came the familiar bark. As she looked down at a fresh printout, she asked in a deliberate and controlled tone, “So, tell me about these narcotics convictions.”

Apparently the new piece of paper was the result of a rarely performed “deep background” check. I’ll never forget the look on her face as she asked me that question. I laughed incredulously. “Excuse me? Narcotics convictions? I don’t have any narcotics convictions.”

“Well, it says right here you were arrested for felony possession of narcotics in San Francisco on November 30, 1970, and then again on June 4, 1973, in East Hampton, New York.”

Suddenly a time vortex opened up before me. My ears started buzzing and the back of my neck dripped with sweat. I had not thought about those things in almost forty years. I stammered a response, desperately trying to explain what had happened all those decades ago.

“As you may know,” Miss Pig Face said, “Canada refuses entry to any criminals who have felonies on their records.” She went on to say that if those convictions were for marijuana, it would not be a problem, but since my arrests were for felony drug possession and since they were still unresolved, she had no choice but to assume that I was a convicted felon and should be refused entry into Canada—permanently.

I was speechless. I felt like I had been punched in the gut. “Refused entry permanently!!” But my kids are in Canada . . . my wife, all my stuff, the cabin! My father and grandmother are buried there. Harper’s Island! The director! The job! I was being deported—for good and just because some obscure forty-year-old records were incomplete. I knew I had to do something fast or I was screwed.

I pointed out that if she looked at my passport, she would see that at least four previous work permits had been attached to that document in the last ten years and that all of those were issued to me since the supposed criminal activity nearly four decades ago. I also pointed out that I lived for six weeks of the year in Canada and had come from and gone into the country at least a hundred times over the past forty years and had never been refused entry before. She gave me that smug look again and said that people had not been doing their job before and that she was damn well going to do hers.

Lyn and I were tearing out our hair. All I could think about was my wife and daughters, abandoned on a lonely Canadian island. Lyn was freaking out about the show. Her sole responsibility had been to deliver me to the set, and here we were, trapped in a customs house on the border.

“OK,” Little Red Glasses said, “I’ll give you the benefit of the doubt this time.” And she began typing away on her keyboard and explained that if I ever wanted to reenter Canada, I would have to carry with me sworn affidavits from the courts in San Francisco and East Hampton that I was not a convicted felon. All of these instructions were being furiously typed into my passport record so that the next uniformed power tripper would be sure to spot me for the felon I was.

But—she was giving me the “benefit of the doubt” this time and letting me work. She told me to take my forms to the cashier, pay the $135 Canadian, and go to work. She said all that with a smile as though nothing unusual had just happened.

That was a year ago. As I said, I really don’t like to work in August. I prefer catchin’ frogs and fishin’ with my kids. Although I hired a lawyer to deal with the narcotics/Canadian border problem, it seems there are no records available from either court to prove one way or the other whether I’m a convicted felon. That means I may never be able to go to Canada again—or anywhere outside the U.S., for that matter. The decision to work that August was probably a mistake, mainly because I am now as good as a twice-convicted felon in the eyes of the vast computer system that tracks travelers worldwide. Harry Hamlin the grizzled felon! How could this happen? What winding road led to my criminal future? Where had my life gone so wrong?



Spot
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Three and happy.

When I was three we got a dog from the pound. I was terrified of dogs and spent the first few days of dog ownership climbing around the house on top of the furniture lest I be devoured by the pudgy female Dalmatian now prowling the rooms of our Pasadena Craftsman home. My parents named the dog Spot. If they had had an ironic bone in their bodies, I might have considered such a moniker for a Dalmatian cool; alas, they were Republican—and seriously Republican—and as a result I always considered the choice lame. Thus the whole package, the whole Hamlin thing, was somehow lame in my three-year-old judgmental subconscious. And I included myself in that whole lame Hamlin package.

At the time that we got Spot from the pound, the American military-industrial complex had just finished up with World War II and was working on the tail end of the Korean War. Industry was still punching out shell casings and hadn’t gotten around to doggie bowls, so we had to get creative when it came to feeding the dog its half can of horsemeat a day. That was pretty much all that was on the menu for dogs after the war. As I recall it was Kal Kan horsemeat, a tasty treat Spot was kind enough to share with my father from time to time after he had had a particularly long night “out on the town.” I would stroll into the kitchen around 9 a.m. on a Saturday morning and there would be Dad, bleary-eyed, a sterling silver fork in hand, rooting around for the perfect morsel of horseflesh in the nearly empty can of Kal Kan. Spot would sit next to him, drooling and wondering why the human was putting her food into his mouth.

My father had peculiar tastes and, like Leopold Bloom, “ate with relish the inner organs of beasts and fowls.” Our refrigerator was stocked with everything from pickled pig’s feet to calves’ brains, which he made us all eat as a ritual Christmas morning breakfast throughout my childhood.

We fed Spot her horsemeat in all manner of containers and bowls from the kitchen until we finally settled on a metal deep-dish bread pan that was just the right size and that had really frustrating right-angled edges so the dog would spend hours trying to get at the bits in the corners. I now know why dog food is served in bowls. We endured hours of scraping and clanging as Spot pushed that bread pan all over the back patio. It must have driven her crazy. All that pushing and scraping meant that the pan had a relatively short shelf life and we got her a new “bowl” about twice a year and retired the old “bowls” to the garden shed for some unknown future use. My parents had been through the Depression and a couple of world wars and you just never threw anything out.

It was one of those discarded bread pans that contributed to my first big life mistake.

It was around the time we got Spot that I discovered I had a very, very small penis. I have a vivid memory of one of the nursery school teachers “teaching” me how to shake the last drop of urine off my tiny penis. She had the audacity to actually take my minuscule member between her enormous red nail-polished thumb and forefinger as I stood before a huge floor-length urinal and shake, shake, shake while she said in a sexy voice, “That’s it, shake it, shake it until you get the very last drop.” The male member at age three and a half has about the girth of a Ticonderoga No. 2 pencil and is about an inch long in the flaccid form, which is its customary state until around a year later, when it starts to get erect in the mornings for no particular reason. If a man is lucky, it will continue to behave that way forever. That fact notwithstanding, the sight of my little pencil dick being grasped by the gigantic thumb and forefinger of my twentysomething nursery school teacher has forever inoculated me with a sense of inadequacy.

From that moment, sex, urine, red nail polish, and the notion that my penis was way too small have been inexorably connected. Perhaps it was this twisted idea that sent me off on my criminal path. It certainly led me to my first big lie; one that has haunted me for fifty-four years and one that, thank God, removed the “urine” part from the above sexual equation.

Who knows at what point children recognize their sexuality? I’ve often wondered if boys start getting those twinges before girls and how those “twinges” might manifest themselves. I once had a girlfriend who revealed to me that when she was eight, she slathered her vagina with Bosco and let her basset hound lick it off. Since hearing that, I’ve never looked at basset hounds quite the same way. Thankfully, the story had no effect on my opinion of vaginas, and I still enjoy looking at them any time I can—with or without chocolate sauce.

I started having vague sexual sensations around the age of four or five, and because the nursery school potty experience had blended pee with sex, I discovered that I would get a boner if I peed somewhere I wasn’t supposed to, which was anywhere but the toilet. I had my special spots, which were fortunately all outside the house. When no one was looking, I’d whip it out and let it rip. My favorite of those special places was one of those old, beat-up, forgotten horsemeat “bowls” lying under a bush by the south side of the house.

At four, there’s always someone around making sure you’re not lighting the house on fire, so it wasn’t easy to get those special moments alone with my full bladder and the beat-up bread pan, but I was lucky one week and before long the pan was full of my young yellow pee. It was exciting and forbidden and I would get off like a rocket every time I snuck outside to empty my bladder. All was well and good until one afternoon when I heard my older brother screaming about someone peeing in the dog’s bowl. I ran around to the side of the house as a feeling of dread crept up my spine. There, standing over my bowl of forbidden piss, were my brother and my mother.

My mother was not amused and my brother was pointing at me and screaming that I was a pervert. Both looked at me with horror, sure that I had perpetrated this gross transgression. They demanded that I admit to the crime. My brother was especially adamant, and why shouldn’t he be? After all, the day I was born he didn’t gain a brother; he lost his dominance, his toddler hegemony, his kingdom! He had even tried to poison me with arsenic when I was two by introducing me to a tasty green powder kept on a shelf in the garden shed. I had heard the stories about how I had to be rushed to the hospital to have my stomach pumped, how I had almost died. I’m sure it was my brother’s doing and now he was accusing me of this foul deed, which I, of course, had done but would be forever unwilling to admit.

[image: Image]

My brother Dave and me. Note his devilish grin!
He’d rather me dead.

“The dog did it!” I howled, tears streaming down my face.

“Don’t be ridiculous!” my mother screamed. “You did this and I want you to confess now, no ifs, ands, or buts—do you hear me, mister?” She had grabbed me by the shoulder and was shaking me. The shame of it all! I wanted to tell them to go fuck themselves but I had not heard that expression yet so I settled for continuing to lie.

“No, seriously,” I pleaded. “I saw the dog over here squatting down. It was Spot not me. I promise.”

They wouldn’t let up. What was wrong with these people? Couldn’t they just let this one go? Chalk it up to pre-prepubescent shenanigans and move on? No. Not that bunch.

My mother told me to go to my room and not to come out till I was ready to fess up. I stayed in my room for hours and, until now, have never admitted to the deed. A sacred bond of trust had been broken. I didn’t care about that bond with my brother, but my mother and I never looked at each other the same way to her dying day. I was a liar from then on and not to be trusted. I never got a boner when I peed outside again, but I’m sure that was the beginning of my sordid life of crime.

My mother crossed over to the other side on July 6, 1992, at 5:02 p.m. She died peacefully, with my brother holding her hand. I know this because he called me a half hour later to give me the news. I was alone at our cabin in Canada. I had finished dinner and I was in the kitchen washing dishes when the phone rang. My mom had not been well. She had just turned eighty that year and lived in an assisted-living facility in Pasadena. Every time I saw her she would say, “For God’s sake, I’m eighty!”

My mother never liked any of the women that I either brought around or married. She had a particularly hard time with my second wife, Nicolette. She always referred to her as “Take A Left,” not Nicolette. As in “So, Harry, how’s Take A Left doing?” I would correct her but she just couldn’t get it right. I was never sure if it was the dementia or if she just saw right through the girl.

Nicolette was off in London visiting her grandparents when I got the call. My brother told me that Mom had made him executor of the estate and that he would take care of the arrangements while I was away but that we ought to have a little memorial back in LA within a couple of weeks. He described once again how she died and that she really looked at peace. I hung up the phone and went back to the stack of dirty dishes. A few minutes later, as I was finishing up with a glass baking dish, I looked up and caught my reflection in the steamy window above the sink. I was whistling and had a big grin on my face. I was shocked that I was feeling so good having just heard that the seemingly most important person in my life was gone forever. I had that thought—and kept whistling.

That night, as I reflected on the smile in the window moment, I realized what a shitty relationship I had had with my mom. I booked a flight back to LA the next day. The memorial service was indeed small. Just the immediate family, about eight of us. As we left our house for the service, I was mortified to see that my wife, who had returned from her trip to England, had chosen a red outfit with a wide-brim white hat, red lipstick, and huge sunglasses to wear to the funeral. That was Take A Left for you!

As the executor of the estate, my brother spent the next year liquidating anything that was left and presumably finding a final resting place for mom’s ashes. We went on with our lives, “Take A Left” ran off with a pop singer, we divorced. I met Lisa Rinna from Medford, Oregon, and we fell in love and built a life together. We did lots of fun things like get married and have kids and travel, and all was as it should be until one fall day in the year 2000 when I went into the basement of our Beverly Hills home to find a suitcase for a quick trip to New York.

Our basement, like most basements, is a repository for all the stuff that we are done with but can’t bring ourselves to toss out. Most of the stuff, like old shoes, old clothes, old toys, etc., is stuffed into shopping bags and hauled down into the basement for a while until we get around to putting it in plastic bags and taking it to the garage, where it stays for a few months until it’s too hard to open the car doors, and then someone takes the stuff to a storage space where it will sit for decades. This has always struck me as an odd American habit but I guess it’s just the way it is. But the day I went looking for my suitcase, I found something unexpected in the midst of all that junk.

That day, the basement contained the usual assortment of shopping bags full of the old shoes and stuff. There was a Barneys New York bag and a Tommy Hilfiger bag and a Ralph Lauren bag and a Saks bag and then there was a smallish bag with a much less familiar logo—at least in our household. There, sandwiched between the Saks bag and the Hilfiger bag, was a little white bag that said J C Penney. Penney? I reached down and grabbed the interloping sack. It was heavy for its size and appeared to be stapled shut. What on earth? I tore open the staples and saw a white plastic box with a label on one side that I couldn’t read because it was upside down. I pulled the box out of the bag, turned it over, and to my horror saw that it was . . . Mom! The ignominy! It had come to that! My mother unceremoniously stuffed into a Penney’s bag and left to gather dust on the basement floor? I immediately dumped out the Hilfiger bag and gently tucked her inside. After all, she had been a Republican and would have loved the red, white, and blue.

I called my brother and said, “What the fuck??!!” He told me that he had come to the house that summer while we were away and convinced the housekeeper to let him in. That’s when he spirited Mom into the basement. He explained that he had kept her in the trunk of his Cutlass for almost a decade, and as his life had bottomed out, he figured that her ashes being in the trunk must have been a contributing factor. He said he didn’t know what else to do with her so he just dropped her off unannounced.

My brother continues to deal with his issues, as do we all, but at that moment I needed to find a suitable resting place for the woman who had carried me to term through a cigarette-smoke-filled, alcoholic haze. How did any of us survive that time when women smoked like chimneys and drank like fish throughout their pregnancies—not to mention the pills? If, as they say, “you are what you eat,” then my mom was, and by extension through birth I am, an amalgamation of nicotine, Dexedrine, Emperin No. 2 (with codeine), Seconal, and Bombay gin. There was even a decade when she added a substance she called “hangover juice” to that mix. Created by the good Dr. Max Jacobson, this substance, which was also used by Jack Kennedy when he was president, was later found to be mainly speed with some strong-smelling B vitamin thrown in for effect. My father dutifully injected it into my mother’s buttock every morning.

The problem still nagged—what to do with Mom? I decided that she should go home to be with her dad in the town where she was born. She had never really been happy in Southern California and I remembered that she sort of lit up when she talked about her youth in Twin Falls, Idaho. Her father, Clarence Robinson, had been a successful banker in Twin Falls back in the day, and I thought that I could probably find out where he was buried and maybe piggyback Mom onto his grave. Although the idea seemed faintly incestuous, I figured it was the best possible solution. With a little research, I did indeed locate my grandfather’s cemetery. I called them up and told them my plan and to my surprise they said, “Come on up.”

I told Lisa I was going on a little road trip. I put the Tommy Hilfiger bag in the passenger seat of my 1996 Toyota 4Runner, and installed a voice-activated tape recorder to the visor over where my mother was “sitting.” If I was going to spend eighteen hours in the car with her, we were damn well going to have a little chat and I was going to record the “conversation” for posterity.

I still have those tapes but I have never listened to them. Mom and I worked a lot of stuff out on that drive, but not quite everything. When I got to Twin Falls, I gave her to the nice man at the cemetery and watched as a small backhoe dug a hole right where my grandfather Clarence’s crotch should be. There was something just a little perverse but at the same time satisfying about the whole thing. It was a gray day and the guy digging the hole turned off the engine of his backhoe and asked if I wanted to say a few words after he laid the box into the ground. I nodded, walked over to the pathetic little hole with the pathetic little box in it, and gazed about the grounds for a dandelion or some other wildflower that I might toss into the hole, but it was the wrong time of year and there were only dead weeds around so I just said, “Bye, Mom,” turned around, and left. And that was that.

I have never really grieved for my mother and have never felt guilty about that either. Now that I am closer to the grave than not, I find it odd that I do not and have not missed her. I sometimes wonder if my children will just move on with their lives as I did with mine. Since I have never struck my children either with my hand or a belt and since I have never told them they were good for nothing, I believe that a few tears might be shed and some mourning might take place when I go. I would at least hope that they “tie a good one on”! And if any of them find themselves smiling and whistling shortly after they have heard of my demise, I hope it will be because of some funny thing I said or did to make them laugh. That would be proof of a life well lived!

I’m not sure if my mother ever told my father about the “great pee in the pan” episode or if either of them ever connected the dots between my illicit outdoor urinating and my sexual development. My dad wasn’t around much. He’d leave early in the morning and come back late at night. He was working on something secret that required him to have a bunch of badges that were always still clipped to his suits when he got home at night. He would sit for hours at the desk in his study cranking away on an old black adding machine, drinking cup after cup of coffee. He wasn’t drinking much then. His work was too important.

I found out later that he was working with an ex-Nazi named Wernher von Braun on a secret project to beat the Russians to the moon. My father called himself an aeronautical engineer. He said that among the other guys working on the project, he was the “thrust man.” Actually he was a rocket scientist way before being a rocket scientist was cool. He designed the starting mechanism for what would eventually become the Saturn V, the huge rocket that carried Neil Armstrong and Buzz Aldrin to the moon. (Ironically, years later, I would end up working closely with Buzz Aldrin on a project meant to provide safe, cheap electricity to the world.)

My father was fairly taciturn and didn’t think the space program would amount to much other than a big publicity stunt. He remained somewhat of an enigma to me until the day he died, which happened while he was watching the CBS Evening News broadcast anchored by Dan Rather, a man my father loathed and who my mother always blamed for his death. Dad was certainly not like the fathers we all know today. There was no playing with the kids or kissing the kids or stories for the kids. The kids were to be seen, not heard, and seen as little as possible.
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The letter from North American Aviation to my father about the rocket engine starting method he designed in 1958 (sketch inset). Note the $100.00 check “less standard deductions.”

My father was the ultimate pragmatist. A rocket scientist must be pragmatic. There were certain payloads, certain gravitational forces, and certain amounts of thrust that had to be developed to overcome the natural forces Einstein had so feverishly tried to understand. All of that required pragmatism, and such things as emotion were left to the artists and dreamers. Contrary to popular folklore, rocket scientists were not dreamers, they were soldiers of pure pragmatism, armed, in those days, only with slide rules and antiquated crank adding machines. My dad designed the starting mechanism for the rocket that eventually carried the first humans to the moon with only those tools and his totally pragmatic, linear thinking. He was, as they now say, a left-brain man.

I’ll never forget the day he called me into his office to have an important “chat.” I knew what was coming. I was around twelve and figured it was time for the birds and the bees to be revealed in all their glory. Not so! He looked at me for a long moment as I sat opposite his mahogany office desk and said, with absolute confidence, “Son . . . the most important thing for you to remember in life is that there are no such things as ‘feelings.’” According to my father, “feelings” were merely an illusion and not to be taken seriously and that indulging in them would only result in disaster. I remember that moment as though it was yesterday, mainly because that was when I realized that grown men, even grown rocket scientist fathers, could be completely full of shit.

That was Dad. I was conflicted because the man was my father and the archetype, at least, demanded my respect. To this day, whenever I am seriously down in the dumps or depressed, I still cling to the odd sensation that my dad might have been on to something.

The night he died, I was shooting a film in Florida, and as I strolled through the lobby of my hotel on the way back to my room after a long day on the set, the bellman grabbed me and said I had an important call waiting on the house phone. It was my mother informing me of my dad’s passing and telling me how relieved she was that he was gone and that, under no circumstances, was I to shed a tear for him. She told me about Dan Rather and how he had killed my father.

I started to cry and she scolded me for my emotional outburst. When I got off the phone, the great character actor Kenneth McMillan, who was also in the movie, overheard my crying and asked me what was up. I told him my daddy had just died and he invited me to his room, where we shared a bottle of Bushmills Irish whiskey. I told him what my mom had said about not crying over Dad’s passing and he figured, after that, I needed to get shitfaced. He was right. He stayed up all night with me and we had a proper drunken Irish wake for my dad, the dead rocket scientist. I have always been sorry that I didn’t know my dad better.

Two weeks before he died I flew him to LA for his seventy-seventh birthday. He came out from his little house in Lake Havasu City where he lived uncomfortably with my mother. I installed him in a room at the Chateau Marmont hotel, an old Hollywood landmark on the Sunset Strip, and helped him rent a car even though, in his condition, after three heart attacks and a minor stroke, he was in no shape to drive. I knew that he wanted to see someone special and I knew it was a woman with whom he had a very pleasant and sober relationship. My father had given up the bottle when he was sixty-five, which pissed my mother and older brother off to no end. My mother lost a drinking buddy and my brother lost a role model. The distance between my parents had grown palpable and I had become aware of my father’s secret relationship after finding a love letter the mystery woman had written stuffed under the seat of Dad’s old ’78 Audi. Dad had met her in AA and had carried on a clandestine relationship with her for years.

By the time his seventy-seventh birthday came around, I knew that he was pretty close to the end and I wanted him to have at least one last visit with his illicit paramour before he crossed over into the far yonder. As I handed him the keys to his Hertz sedan he looked into my eyes and for the first time in my life said the three words I had longed for him to say since he first bounced me on his knee. He reached out and touched my shoulder and said, “I love you.” Then he got into the car and drove straight out into traffic on Hollywood Boulevard, knocking over a trash can on the way out, oblivious to the multitude of blaring horns behind him. I had to leave for Florida the following morning so I never saw my father again. I presume he saw his woman and I know he made his way safely back to Lake Havasu because that’s where he died. Like I said, I wish I had known the man better, but there were a few bizarre highlights in our relationship—none more puzzling than Christmas 1962.
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Dad and me, Christmas Eve 1962.

In January of 1962 I came home from school one day and my mother announced that I would no longer be going to the Chandler School, a tony private school run by a good friend of the family, Tom Chandler. My parents never explained why I was not permitted to return to school. I was even forbidden to go back and retrieve the personal stuff from my locker. Was it something I said or did? I was certainly unaware of any major infraction, and even though my grades were not stellar, they weren’t grounds for dismissal. I had been kicked out of the fourth grade! What on earth could have happened? I always wanted to ask my parents what had gone down when I was older, but I forgot and then they died and so did Tom Chandler so now I’m shit out of luck.
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But I have my guesses, and so far, the best one has to do with a book report I wrote in late November 1961. I had a friend at school whose last name was Geisler, obviously German. His dad had a collection of illicit Nazi artifacts from the Third Reich. At ten I had no clue what that meant, I just thought that the Maltese crosses and swastika-covered daggers in his dad’s study looked really cool. Whenever I went over to Scott Geisler’s house he would pull out all this nifty stuff that appealed to the mentality of a ten-year-old. I was as enchanted as the millions of unsuspecting Germans had been twenty years earlier. He showed me a book he had read by the guy who invented all that stuff and told me I could borrow it; that it was really cool. I took the book home and read it over the next few weeks and, as we had a book report due, I figured, “Why not do the report on this cool book I was reading?” Which is how my fourth-grade book report came to be on Mein Kampf by Adolf Hitler.

The weird thing, now that I look back on it, was that my mother helped me with the report and thought that it was really good. I have no recollection of what I wrote but I do remember that my fourth-grade teacher, Mrs. Brewer, was quite possibly Jewish. I never got the report back with a grade. I got kicked out of school instead.

I spent the rest of the year going from one temporary school to another until I ended up at the quintessential school for dummies, where all we did every day was sit on the floor and listen to a man who looked like Captain Kangaroo read Dr. Doolittle.

Eventually my folks managed to get me into a fairly good school: the Flintridge Preparatory School for Boys. Aside from being known as a good school, it was also known as the place where the bad boys needing discipline were sent. I figured this was my punishment for whatever I had done to get tossed out of the much more civilized Chandler School. I was depressed and had felt like shit ever since that last day at Chandler, and my parents could sense it. I was also aware that I was evolving into a “pretty boy.” I knew that I was cute because of the reaction I would get from my parents’ friends. “Isn’t he adorable—a real heartbreaker, that one!” “What a handsome young man!” “Such sex appeal!” Whatever that meant. Little did they know I was a urinating freak!
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At age eleven, as a student at the Flintridge
Preparatory School for Boys.

I started having some problems with the new friends I made at Flintridge. They were a tough bunch and I wasn’t used to the kind of rough competition under way at my new school. Plus, all those boys had Sting-Ray bikes and I was still riding a used racing bike that I had spray painted red. Basically if you were ten in 1962 and you didn’t ride a Sting-Ray, you were a wuss. This only added to my already accumulating wussdom. I had to have a Sting-Ray and it had to have monkey bars and knobby tires and it had to be black! I made up my list for Santa even though by then I knew the horrible truth about the fat man in the red suit. At the top of the list was BLACK STING-RAY WITH MONKEY BARS AND NOBBY TIRES. I circled it and underlined it and repeated it at least ten times. I figured Santa would get the message.

I submitted the list early, just after my birthday in October. Of course, I dropped hints around the dinner table and whenever I could so that only an idiot wouldn’t run to the Schwinn store to get the bike early. I thought if I showed up with a black Sting-Ray, I would earn the respect that I so desperately needed. Little did I know that I would eventually get that respect, but in a very different way.

Then came the big day. December 25, 1962. I woke up and forced myself to stay in bed until my dad called out that it was time for breakfast. We always ate our traditional braised calves’ brains with capers before we were allowed to open presents, but, of course, we always peeked under the tree to see how much Santa had brought. There it was, wrapped in brown construction paper and exactly the shape of a Sting-Ray. Those “calves’ brains au beurre noisette” never tasted so good. As soon as we were done with the organs, my brother and I charged into the living room, and I ripped the brown paper off that bike like a madman.

The next ten minutes were quite possibly the worst ten minutes of my life. The situation I found myself in was actually quite complex. I’ll never forget the look on my mother and father’s faces as I tore into that brown paper. They were standing over me arm in arm with such a look of pride and satisfaction. My folks weren’t that well off and bikes were expensive and I guess they felt really good about getting me a brand-new one. But how could they? How the fuck could they? As I tore off the paper I didn’t see black, I saw baby blue. I saw a white plastic seat with gold flecks in it and white streamers coming from the white plastic handlebar grips that were on a pair of standard-size handlebars.

They had not gone to the Schwinn store, they had gone to the fucking Huffy store and bought me the most humiliating bicycle imaginable. A powder blue Sting-Ray knockoff. The word gay had not yet been coined as a term related to sexuality but I still thought to myself, This is so fucking GAY!!! But what was I to do? They looked so pathetic and proud. I stifled tears and lied, “Thanks, Mom, Dad, this is just what I wanted.” I knew I would never, ever ride that bike. Oh, the horror! The horror!

I could barely breathe as my mother pointed to another package under the tree with my name on it. This one was also wrapped in brown paper but it was much smaller, the size of a copy of National Geographic. Oh great! I’ll have my friends over to look at naked native women from Chad. That’ll impress them. My brother handed me the present and I slowly ripped off the paper.

I’ve often wondered what it feels like to be bipolar, or manic-depressive. The ups, the downs, the highs, the lows—it seems like it would be exhausting. But that Christmas morning I experienced the first of a few bipolar moments that would come in my life. Still reeling from the awful shock of unwrapping a powder blue bike, I went on to unveil not a copy of National Geographic, but something much, much better. Suddenly I realized that my friends wouldn’t be gazing at the sagging black breasts of the native hordes, but rather at the glossy, toned breasts that were the best that Hugh Hefner had to offer. There, in my eleven-year-old hands, was a copy of the most controversial magazine ever published, with a letter that read: “Congratulations on selecting a five-year subscription to the best men’s magazine in the world. Welcome to the Playboy family!” Holy Christ!

I never did ride the bike. Pretty soon all I could do was count the days until the next issue hit the mailbox. But what were my parents thinking? Or was it Santa? Whatever was going on, I wasn’t about to question it. I decided to just go with the flow. Throughout the “Playboy years” I developed a taste for beautiful women, which has been a good and a bad thing ever since. I saw naked centerfolds and naked film stars and the likes of Woody Allen cavorting with both. I’m proud to say that I never once read an article. I had no use for the print in the magazine, only the pictures. I’ll never forget the day I opened up a copy and saw Ursula Andress in total undress standing in a waterfall. I thought the picture of Ursula was amazing but I didn’t find her sexy. Her layout was much more art than sex. It’s ironic that some sixteen years later I would end up fathering a child with her.

Suffice it to say, I gained the respect of my peers not because I had a cool bike, but because I had the best stash of porn in the neighborhood. Those five years of Playboy went by in a flash, and since then I have only looked at a copy of the magazine a couple of times and always because someone I knew—usually my wife, Lisa—was featured in its pages. God knows what would have happened to me if I had gotten both the black bike and the subscription to Playboy. I probably would have spent a lot more time behind bars! As it stands, I have spent exactly eleven days in the hoosegow and that’s eleven days more than anyone should ever spend incarcerated.



Born Again
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My brother Dave, me, and my mom, Christmas 1963.
I’m showing off my Christmas card from Hef at Playboy.
Somehow Mom, though suspect, approves.

After tenth grade, which was four years into the Playboy subscription, I was sent off to the Hill School in Pottstown, Pennsylvania, a dying Rust Belt village that had once had a profitable steel mill. In 1967 it was a dump—a cold and dreary dump. The Vietnam War was raging and a whole generation of kids was raging as well.

I hated boarding school and everything it stood for. I was from California, the land of the Beach Boys and blond surfer girls and rock and roll. What the fuck was I doing in Pottstown getting up every morning and donning a coat and tie and a little blue beanie? Oh, the humiliation! Didn’t these people know I had a subscription to Playboy? The whole world was exploding around me and there I was stuck in the Rust Belt eating scrapple and skinned Indian for breakfast every day. Scrapple, for those who have not had the pleasure, is a mystery food made from compressed floor sweepings of the local sausage factory—the stuff doesn’t qualify as good enough to get stuffed into the pig intestine for sausage so they grind it up with God knows what and compress the goo into squares that are then deep-fried in leftover bacon fat. Yum . . . Yum! Skinned Indian is cheap chipped beef cooked with heavy cream and served on unbuttered toast—cold. Also yum . . . yum!! Boarding school was a very depressing time for me—so depressing, in fact, that I turned to none other than the big guy himself, the main man, the dude of dudes: Jesus!

It actually happened during spring break in Palm Springs. I went back to California for the Easter break of my junior year. There, a couple of friends and I went to Palm Springs to see a rock concert, which was rumored to have the Grateful Dead as the main attraction. The only problem was that Jerry Garcia or whoever was responsible for such things had failed to get the proper permit, and, at the last minute, the concert was canceled. There we were—thousands of teenagers, hormones raging—in Palm Springs with nothing to do and no music except for some tunes coming from a huge vacant lot with a gigantic neon cross in the middle and a band made up of an eclectic group of hippies and preppies.

My friends and I wandered into the compound and were immediately descended upon by God’s foot soldiers. In my case, the soldier was about eighteen, blond with huge boobs, and wearing a see-through peasant shirt and leather cross that kept getting stuck in her cleavage. She had the face of an angel and she wanted to help me meet my maker. She sat me down and told me of the wondrous bounty awaiting anyone who was reborn and swore allegiance to the Lord Jesus. I could only imagine that perhaps she was part of that bounty and I said, “Sign me up!” I gave her a twenty-dollar bill and my address at boarding school and she gave me a copy of a sort of pre–New Age Bible called “The Good News for Modern Man.” I asked her for her address but that turned out to be a dead-end street, so to speak.
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