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				“THE WAY I SEE IT”

				TEASE

				

				FADE IN:

				

				INT. MODERN KITCHEN — DAY

				

				A phone hangs on the wall in this typical 1970’s room. It is RINGING. A LITTLE BLONDE GIRL runs to answer it.

				

				GIRL

				(calling)

				I’ll get it!

				

				She picks up the receiver and sits cross-legged on the floor, the cord hanging in loops up to the cradle. 

				

				GIRL

				(into phone)

				Hello?

				

				

				EXT. OFFICE BUILDING — DAY

				

				CAMERA CLOSES IN ONTO a 5th floor window. 

				

				

				INT. MARY GRADY’S OFFICE — DAY 

				

				MARY GRADY, a successful children’s talent agent, sits at her cluttered desk, phone on her shoulder, Flair pen in her teeth. Smiles as she sing-songs into the phone:

				

				MARY GRADY

				Is this Miss Melissa Sue Anderson?

				

				

				INTERCUT WITH MELISSA IN HER HOUSE

				

				MELISSA

				(into phone)

				Oh, hi, Mary. How are you? Are you calling to send me out on an audition?

				

				Mary goes through the clutter of photos and pieces of paper on her desk, trying to find out what this pilot is all about.

				

				MARY GRADY

				Well, as a matter of fact, I am. I’m looking at the breakdown now, and this is what it says: “Pretty, blonde, blue-eyed 11-year-old girl for principal role in two-hour movie pilot for NBC.” Now, this is a much bigger deal than the episodic television you’ve appeared in, Melissa. What do you think? Do you want to try?

				

				MELISSA

				YES! YES! I am sooo excited! When do I go, Mary? What do I wear?

				

				MARY GRADY

				The interview with the NBC executives is tomorrow afternoon, and you should wear something blue — it brings out your eyes.

				

				MELISSA

				I will, Mary. And thank you. Wish me luck!

				

				Mary picks up the breakdown, squinting at it.

				

				MARY GRADY

				Oh, and I see here, hmmm, I think it’s . . . a Western? 

			

		

	
		
			
				CHAPTER ONE

				Too Well Fed and a Seven-Year Contract

				I went to my closet to begin picking out my outfit for that first meeting at NBC, deciding on a light-blue-and-white checked shirt and my favorite pair of jeans. Mary, my agent, was right: The blue definitely brought out my eyes. After school the next day (I was in sixth grade), I went home to change my clothes, brush my hair, and use Pearl Drops Tooth Polish for an added zing to my smile.

				The drive to NBC Burbank from my home in Woodland Hills should have taken about twenty minutes if there was no traffic, but as is usually the case in Los Angeles, it would take at least twice that much time. We always allowed an hour so as not to be late for these interviews. I remember seeing the big NBC logo in the parking lot and having no idea of what to expect from this meeting.

				I signed myself in and sat in the outer waiting room. I don’t remember seeing other girls at this meeting, but there may well have been, because as many as two hundred girls originally auditioned for each of the principal roles: Mary and Laura.

				Finally, I was called to go in. The room was large and comfortable, with two sofas, some large upholstered chairs, and a large coffee table. I was led to an armchair where I sat down among a group of executives. A white-haired man with very blue eyes, the vice president of talent, held my composite (a double-sided sheet with photos and vital statistics) and began the conversation.

				“Hi, Melissa. My name is Al Trescony. I have a daughter who was born on the same day as you.”

				I smiled. “Really? The same day as me? I’ve never met anyone with the same birth date.”

				Al laughed and said, “Well, she’s a bit older, ten years, but just as pretty as you are.”

				“Thank you,” I said. 

				I was nothing if not polite. 

				Some of the other executives in the room made small talk and asked me what I liked to do, my favorite subjects in school, my favorite sports. I said I really liked basketball. I had a hoop over my garage so I played a lot. I told them that reading and English were probably my best subjects and that I really enjoyed reading books and did a lot of it at home. 

				“So you’ve probably read the books that this movie is based on, then?” Al said.

				I told him, “I don’t know what books you mean. My agent said she thought it was a Western.”

				“Ah, well, it is, a bit,” Al said. “A pioneer Western you could say: Little House on the Prairie?”

				I bounced up and down in my chair. “I’ve read all of those books. I loved them. That’s what this is? Neat!”

				The executives laughed at that and asked me if I knew which role I was being considered for.

				“Oh, I’m sure it must be Mary, right?”

				“You got it, Melissa,” Al said. “You certainly have the blue eyes for it.”

				Again I said, “Thank you.”

				As the meeting came to an end, Al said, “So, Melissa, do you think you’ll be able to read for the role of Mary?”

				“Absolutely,” I said. “I’m so excited. It will be fun.”

				“All right, then. We’ll be in touch with your agent about that.”

				We shook hands all around, and I practically skipped my way out of that room back to the reception area where my mother was waiting for me.

				“Mom! It’s Little House on the Prairie! That’s the Western!”

				When I got home, I pulled out my copy of Little House on the Prairie from my bookshelf and began to reread it, trying to envision myself in the “Mary” role, but also trying not to get my hopes up. As I turned the pages, I began to realize something—Mary doesn’t do a lot. As a matter of fact, nobody really does very much except Laura and Pa. Mary and Ma were there, to be sure, but everything seems to revolve around Pa and Half-Pint. This was not something I, as an actress, would ever have brought up if I was lucky enough to land the role. 

				During the course of the series, this became a major source of conflict between Mike Landon and Ed Friendly, the other executive producer. Ed wanted to stick faithfully, if not slavishly, to the nine Little House books, and the pilot was based on the entire second book: Little House on the Prairie. Mike realized there would not be enough inherent drama if they only used the material in the books and, also, that the characters of Ma and Mary would not be fully fleshed out. He wanted the series to run for several years, at 24 episodes a year. It was a battle Mike Landon and Ed Friendly fought for quite a while. I still loved these books, though, and thought how much I and other kids would love to see a movie and TV show based on them.

				At school the next day, I quickly forgot all about Little House and immersed myself in trying to win the “Aluminum Can Drive for Charity.” I went all around my neighborhood, door-to-door, asking for aluminum cans, and even recruited my two best friends, identical twins named Pam and Tam, to help. They were great sports and even did the unthinkable with me: We donned overalls and rubber gloves and Dumpster-dove in back of some apartment buildings. Completely disgusting. But I won the Aluminum Can Drive by a mile, and better than that, Pam and Tam and I have been best friends for almost—gulp—forty years.

				The following week I did, in fact, have my appointment at Paramount Studios to read for the part of Mary. I wore the same outfit that I’d worn to my NBC meeting. We actors are a superstitious bunch. If it works, we stick with it. My mother and I arrived at the studio and walked to the building that housed the production offices. It was a smallish, two-story building with narrow hallways and a narrow flight of stairs to the second level, and it was located right across the street from a courtyard that served as the exterior for the high school in Happy Days, which was also to be shot at Paramount.

				Once again I signed in, but this time received my “sides” (pages of script to be performed or “read” in the audition)and went to a quiet place to read them over. I went in when I was called, and because it was the end of the day they got right down to business, said hello, and had me do the scene. I thought I did a good job. They seemed to like my acting, but, really, you never can tell. Again, handshakes all around and the usual “thank you”s and “we’ll let you know”s. So, I was finished and we left the office.

				

				INT. HALLWAY — DAY

				

				Melissa and her mother exit the outer office into the hallway. A VOICE booms from behind them.

				

				MALE VOICE

				You’re going the wrong way.

				

				Melissa’s mother turns around and practically faints.

				

				MOTHER

				(under her breath)

				You didn’t tell me he was in your meeting!

				

				MELISSA

				Oh. You didn’t ask me.

				CONTINUED:

				

				REVERSE ANGLE

				MICHAEL LANDON

				(with devilish charm)

				You two do want to leave, don’t you?

				

				He walks toward them from the room where Melissa has just auditioned. He is even more handsome in person, and Melissa’s mother, starstruck, is stammering.

				

				MOTHER

				Uh. Yes. Bad sense of direction.

				

				Michael Landon looks at Melissa.

				

				MICHAEL LANDON

				You did a nice job in there, kiddo.

				

				MELISSA

				Thank you.

				

				They walk down the hallway to the front entrance to the building.

				

				MOTHER

				(trying to fill the awkward silence)

				I must tell you, I’ve always been a fan of yours. We loved Bonanza.

				

				They reach the front entrance door.

				

				MELISSA

				(a premonition of things to come?)

				I loved the one where you went blind. But she . . . 

				(pointing at her mother) 

				Put me to bed in the middle of it.

				

				EXT. BUILDING — DAY

				

				They emerge and Landon whirls on Melissa’s mother.

				CONTINUED:

				

				MICHAEL LANDON

				(yelling)

				What?! You did what?! How could you?!

				

				MOTHER

				Well, school and, uh, I . . . 

				

				MICHAEL LANDON

				You know I’m just kidding. I liked that show too. You should try to see the other half, though, where I get my sight back.

				

				Melissa is looking at a pristine Jaguar E-type 12-cylinder car parked along the side of the building.

				

				MELISSA

				Wow! Is this your car?

				

				MICHAEL LANDON

				Yep. You like it?

				

				MELISSA

				I love it. Well, thank you for walking us out, Mike.

				

				MICHAEL LANDON

				Any time. Take care.

				

				He smiles and walks to his car.

				

				It could have all come to an end right there and then and my mother and I could have died happy. Michael Landon was positively dreamy.

				And the audition process continued. The final hurdle I would need to overcome was the screen test. This was new territory for me, just as the big NBC meeting had been, but even more daunting. A screen test is exactly what it sounds like: a filmed audition of an actor or actors that will be watched by all of the decision makers. In this case, that would mean all of the NBC executives I had previously met with and all of the creative team behind Little House, including executive producers Michael Landon and Ed Friendly and probably some other writer/producers as well. I told myself that this was really just like when I filmed my episodes of The Brady Bunch and Shaft. The only difference was that I hadn’t gotten the role yet.

				My “call,” the time I was to arrive at Paramount, was 7:30 a.m. for makeup and hair and 8:00 a.m. to be on set. My makeup was done by a white-haired man, aptly named Allan “Whitey” Snyder, whom I would later come to love and tease often, calling him the “Poppin’ Fresh Doughboy” because of his round stomach. Larry Germain did my hair, which on that day, I believe, was just brushed and left down with a part in the middle. I had very long and shiny hair back then; I remember when my daughter Piper was eleven and twelve, her hairstyle was much the same, and that’s when people said she resembled me the most.

				After makeup and hair, I did not go straight to the set but rather to school. It was November, after all, and school was in session, so all of the potential Marys and Lauras (about six of each, as I recall) had to go to a little tented-off area to do our schoolwork. There was a studio teacher/welfare worker on set to oversee that all was well with any children under the age of eighteen. Every child must be accompanied by a parent or guardian and from age six can work only a total of nine hours per day, which includes lunch. Children under six can only work half that much, which is why so many television shows use identical twins to play one role, as we did with Carrie.

				It’s uncomfortable sitting in a waiting room with a bunch of other girls competing for the same part. It’s really strange to sit at a table across from them and try to do your schoolwork. We all made small-talk and were cordial, of course, but talk about tension. You could cut the air with a knife. The only two girls that were actually friends seemed to be me and Tracie Savage. We had the same agent and we had always liked each other. Tracie had a very nice mom and two really talented brothers who were also actors. As an adult, I learned that Tracie had become a television reporter when I suddenly saw her standing in the pouring rain reporting on the mud slides right up the highway from where I lived in Malibu, California. I wanted to try and make my way up there to say “hi,” but I was afraid she’d think I was a stalker being out in that horrible weather! I was really excited to see her reporting on the O. J. case. She was the KNBC reporter who broke the story and read the charges that were brought against him, when he had surrendered after that infamous Bronco chase.

				As we sat in school, we would be called out every so often, two at a time, to go to work. We were put into pairs: one Laura and one Mary, and then we rehearsed the scene and shot it. It was a long day because there also was an additional “Laura” scene for all of the potential Lauras to do. Then they started mixing up the pairs: different Marys with different Lauras. Tracie had been auditioning for Laura, and now they had her be Mary. Well, that must be it for me, I thought. I had filmed my scene with Melissa Gilbert auditioning as Laura and was back in school, and that’s where I stayed until I had finished my mandatory three hours of school.

				My own children, Piper and Griffin, have both said, “Gee, Mom, you only had to go to school for three hours a day?” But three hours of what amounted to private tutoring might well have been an eternity on some days. No goofing around; no hiding to avoid being noticed. No, just serious work done in twenty-minute increments. They weren’t so enamored of the idea after that.

				About mid-afternoon, most of us were finished with the screen test and with school and were sent home. I believe they kept Melissa Gilbert and another girl, so both Tracie and I were convinced that it wasn’t going to be us in the pilot. My mom felt bad for us and took us out for ice cream. I’m sure she felt worse than we did. We went back to my house and had a great time playing basketball until Tracie’s mother came to pick her up.

				Several days passed. I remember it seemed like a long time since the screen test, when one evening, at dinnertime, Mary Grady called.

				“What are you having for dinner?” Mary asked me.

				“Oh, there’s meatloaf, string beans, mashed potatoes . . .”

				She interrupted, “I’m calling to let you know that they want you to play Mary, Melissa, but they . . .”

				I’m sure the poor woman went deaf as I screamed into the phone, “Really? I didn’t think I got it. Really??”

				“Yes, yes,” said Mary. “I’m sure you’re excited and I am too. This is a very big deal, Melissa. There is only one thing: They think that your face is too well-fed-looking for a pioneer, and they would like to see you lose five pounds.” 

				Silence. 

				“Melissa, are you there?”

				“Oh, yes, Mary,” I said. “I will lose five pounds. How do I do that?”

				Mary replied, “Well, considering you don’t need to lose weight—you really look fine just the way you are—I think you should see your doctor and ask about a really healthy way to do it.”

				“Okay, Mary, that’s good. I can do that. I will do that.”

				I was sooo excited, especially after thinking that I hadn’t gotten it. Me, who hated going to the doctor, couldn’t wait this time. 

				My pediatrician agreed with Mary and said gruffly, “She’s fine, just fine.”

				I begged, “Please, please, just five pounds, please tell me how to just lose that much and still be healthy, please!”

				He finally relented and suggested that I cut out as much sugar as possible, even limiting sugary (albeit natural) fruits and juices. Chicken and fish were okay, nothing fried, and I should beware of starches. I guess that meant no more McDonald’s french fries and no more poppyseed buns on my dad’s famous barbequed burgers. Oh well. It was only food. I was a serious actress. I was about to shoot my first movie for NBC. I was THRILLED!!! 

				While filming the series, one day the weight issue came up (probably because I lived on TAB), and Mike said he never knew anything about me losing five pounds. It must have come from Ed Friendly. All of that angst and effort and Mike never even knew??

				The final step before shooting the pilot was to sign my seven-year contract in case the pilot sold and went to series. Because I was a minor, my parents had to sign for me. 

				If my parents asked me once, they asked a thousand times, was I sure I wanted to do this?

				“Yes! Yes!”

				I was as sure as any over-excited eleven-year-old would be. I intently tried to understand the gravity of this moment, and because I was such a serious-minded kid, I truly think that I did. I can’t imagine making that kind of life-altering decision for one of my children. I know it wasn’t an easy one for my parents to make and that they were torn because I wanted it so much. I, as a parent, could not have made that kind of decision for my children. I would have risked their anger and outrage and anything else they would throw at me, because I just couldn’t do it. 

			

		

	
		
			
				CHAPTER TWO

				The Pilot, Coogan’s Law, Hives, and Whiplash

				I opened the brand-new blue (my favorite color) luggage that I’d received for Christmas and happily started packing. I put in several pairs of Ditto pants, a bunch of long-sleeved T-shirts, and my favorite Wallaby shoes. I also packed the thermal underwear, sweaters, snow boots, and heavy jacket that I’d had to buy so as to be prepared to weather the weather in the northern California locations where the pilot was to be shot.

				Early in January 1974, we flew up to Stockton, California, to begin the adventure that would impact my life for years (and years) to come. Stockton, or Mudville as it was once known, is located south of Sacramento and north of Modesto, California. It was the first community in California to have a name not of Spanish or Native American origin. I believe this location was chosen because it is surrounded by farmland, and in and around Stockton are thousands of miles of waterways and rivers that make up the California Delta. We needed wide-open spaces and raging rivers that we could cross with our covered wagon. The weather we encountered there was cool, about 50 degrees Fahrenheit during the day, and very rainy. We made good use of our cover set indoors when the torrential rains came. 

				One night, after a few days of good weather, the rains came when we weren’t expecting them, and our huge trucks sank down to their axles in the mud. No wonder they called it Mudville! I reported to work early that morning to find that half of our crew had been up most of the night shoveling and trying to dig our electrical and prop/wardrobe trucks out of the mud. Kent McCray, associate producer at the time, was there, too, knee-deep in mud, shoveling with the rest of the crew. That was one of the first lessons I learned on Little House: Being a team player meant working together to make a great product. Copping an “attitude” or being “above” pitching in and helping out when needed was not the way this production was run. 

				This team of producers, staff, and most of the crew had worked together for many years, back to the Bonanza days. Mike Landon had worked with most of them when he directed It’s Good To Be Alive: The Roy Campanella Story in 1973 and then brought them on to Little House. They really had it down; this production ran like clockwork. I found out later that Kent and Mike stockpiled any leftover money that had been budgeted for each episode. They then divided it up into envelopes and passed it out (quietly) to the crew. They were trying to ensure that these great guys and gals that worked so hard for us would stay on our show, instead of taking higher-paying jobs somewhere else. Most hour-long dramas have incredibly long days—a minimum of twelve hours, often fourteen to sixteen hours is not unusual. Longer hours mean a lot more money for a crew. Since kids were the central focus of our show, that meant scheduling our scenes inside the eight hours we could work. Any scenes that didn’t have children in them would be shot after our time was up for the day. There weren’t many of those, though, and Mike liked to be home for dinner with his real family, so “wrap” was usually not much later than 6:00 p.m.

				When I first arrived in Stockton, I remember Mike telling me that he’d cast this wonderful actress to play our mother. He said she was coming from London where she’d been doing theater work and that she was just great. When we met, I could see that he was right. Karen Grassle (pronounced Grass-ley) was lovely; fresh and energetic, she was perfect for the role of Caroline. The six of us (Carrie was played by three-year-old twins Lindsay and Sydney Greenbush) all got along well and enjoyed working hard together.

				Melissa Gilbert and I went to school together every day in a little trailer that was set up for us. One long wooden table and some chairs—that’s about it. We each had a suitcase full of our books and assignments from our respective schools. Although we were only a year and a half apart, it could have been five. Melissa was a clever kid. She knew what worked for her. I believe she was encouraged to act as young as she could, for as long as she could. She was very nice, but we couldn’t have been more different. We came from very different backgrounds; she was from a showbiz family, I was the first in mine. We were not particularly urged to be tight like sisters or best friends. I believe that was a good idea, so we would never have the “we are on the outs this week” problem so many young girlfriends do have. 

				I did not enjoy our schooling on the pilot because the teacher was very strict, stern, and scary, to me. I was very shy (believe it or not) and authority figures frightened me. Acting was an escape for me, a way out of just being me. I loved pretending to be someone else, and it helped me be freer with my own personality. I have always been very hard on myself, very self-critical. Acting was a relief, in a way. I was very happy to find out that we would have a different studio teacher for the series. Mrs. Minniear was terrific, the perfect combination of charm and discipline. I learned a lot from her. Helen Minniear had been Ronny (when he went by Ronny) Howard’s teacher on The Andy Griffith Show. I think she enjoyed getting to see Ron from time to time on the Paramount lot while he was shooting Happy Days.

				Toward the end of our time in Stockton, we shot the scene where the house is on fire and the rain comes just in time. Naturally, that day, the sky was bluer than blue, so we manufactured the rain. As I recall, there were many technical problems that afternoon, and it was growing later, darker, and colder by the minute. We finally shot the scene, and we all got absolutely drenched—I mean, soaked to the skin, and it was freezing. Once we were finished, they stuffed all of us in a couple of vans and drove us back to the honeywagons that housed our dressing rooms and dropped us off. I was so wet and cold that my entire body was shaking. Karen Grassle, just as cold and wet as I was, helped me up the steps and into my dressing room. I will never forget how kind she was to do that.

				We moved along east to Sonora, California, named after the miners from Sonora, Mexico, who settled there in 1848. It is located in the beautiful Sierra Nevada foothills in the heart of California’s “Gold Country.” We would continue to go there to shoot at least once every season to take advantage of its historic charm—many of the city’s buildings dated back to the 1800s. There was also a fantastic steam train that we used many times located nearby in Jamestown, California.

				Sonora in the winter was, for me, heaven. I had grown up in suburbs near San Francisco and Los Angeles so I had really never experienced living in the snow. I had only made a few winter trips to visit my grandparents in Utah and some local trips to Big Bear Mountain to play in the snow, so I really enjoyed staying in Sonora. I also liked the little town. You could walk the main street from end to end in no time, which I did often. I guess I haven’t changed much since then. I still love living in a snowy climate and being able to walk almost anywhere I need to go.

				One morning, as I was sitting in the coffee shop next to the motel having breakfast, this tall, dark, and scruffy man introduced himself to me. It was Victor French, and he didn’t have to tell me who he would be playing. He really did look like the Mr. Edwards described in our script, but he definitely did not act like him. Victor and Charlotte Stewart (Miss Beadle) were probably the actors most unlike the characters they portrayed. Victor was quiet and thoughtful and intellectual. Charlotte was hip and trendy and, like, totally into health food. Anyway, Victor was nice and very interesting to talk to, and we became good friends. He told me how much he was looking forward to playing a “good guy,” since most of his roles had been “heavies” or bad guys. Many years later, when Mike and Kent called to tell me that he had passed away from brain cancer, I was very sad. He really was a good actor. He brought the comic relief to our show, and everyone loved him.

				Mike Landon brought his wife, Lynn, and their youngest daughter, Shawna, on location with him. If they hadn’t been in school, his older children would have been there as well. I think Shawna was about two, and at that time, she was a tiny terror. Having children of my own, those “twos” are terrible. She was adorable though, with big round eyes and blonde curls. Lynn was one of the most beautiful women I had ever seen. She was statuesque, a good bit taller than Mike, but no one would have known that because he wore lifts almost all the time back then. Our wardrobe man, Andy, said that between the lifts on the inside of his “Charles Ingalls” boots and the heels on the outside, he gained quite a few inches!

				Shooting the pilot had been a great experience for me, but it was too much to hope for that it would sell and become a series. How fun would that be? I would have to put it out of my mind because it could be months before we’d get a yes or a no.

				The pilot finished, I returned home to Los Angeles. About a week later, I auditioned for a new Disney film called Escape to Witch Mountain. It was a very exciting and fun script, and I had always wanted to do something for Disney. Who doesn’t like Disney? In the midst of these auditions, my agent called and asked if I could ride a horse.

				I started to answer, “Well, I’m...” 

				She interrupted saying, “Of course you can. What was I thinking? You just finished shooting a Western, for goodness’ sake. I’ll get back to you, Melissa.” 

				It was then that I learned the first rule of Professional Acting— 101: Actors Lie. It usually starts with their representatives, as in my case, and quickly moves to the actor him/herself. See, acting gigs are hard to come by. This is not a profession you would recommend to your children. Out of the “sea” of actors, only a handful of them are working, and of that handful, only a couple of them make a living at it. It happens all the time. An actor is asked at an audition if he can swim. “Of course I can swim,” says the actor. Meanwhile he is madly trying to overcome his fear of drowning. We actors are hearty, though, and we persevere like no one else. We shall overcome—practically anything—in order to GET THAT JOB.

				I did have to horseback-ride in that Disney movie, but it turned out to be English-style riding, so it was more understandable that I might need lessons for that. And I did. 

				I booked Escape to Witch Mountain co-starring Willie Aames (who would later guest-star on an episode of Little House) with two conditions: one, that I take English-riding lessons two times per week, and, two, if Little House sold, I would not be available to shoot the movie, so it would therefore be re-cast. Willie Aames had exactly the same problem. He had just shot Swiss Family Robinson and was playing the waiting game just like I was. There was one more detail in this dance with Disney: We had to start “banking” school hours ASAP on the Disney lot. That meant six hours (instead of the usual three) per day, five days a week, for several weeks before shooting started. Ugh. That was going to be long. But doing that meant that we’d be available to work three extra hours each day on the movie. I’m really not sure how legal all this was, but, again, the actor’s credo is: “Anything (within reason) for a job.”

				Time passed very slowly in that little school house on Dopey Drive. Six hours a day with two students and one teacher is interminable. Finally, one week ended on an up-note. The screening of Little House on the Prairie was to be held on that weekend. I got all dressed up in a new yellow dress and matching coat, and went with my parents that Sunday afternoon. It was both exciting and incredibly nerve-wracking to watch myself (and so big!) on that screen. When it ended, everyone applauded and it was fun to be reunited with the cast and crew once again. The movie would air on NBC that next weekend, and everyone hoped for good ratings.

				Back I went to Dopey Drive for more school. I should really be smart after all this, I thought.

				Our pilot aired on Saturday, March 30th, 1974, and I guess we were a hit, because NBC ordered 24 episodes of Little House on the Prairie for the coming season. Quicker than I could say “Mickey Mouse,” I was bounced off Dopey Drive at Disney and into Walnut Grove and the Little House. Escape to Witch Mountain would be re-cast with Kim Richards in my role and Ike Eisenmann in Willie’s. You might be wondering what came of all of that schooling? I’m afraid it just made me smarter—at least, I really hope it did. 

				As contract negotiations were finalized between my agent and my parents, I remember hearing the words “trust fund” being used. Jackie Coogan had been a famous child star in the 1920s. His parents squandered his hard-earned money, so that by the time he reached the age of majority, he basically had nothing left. Thus “The Jackie Coogan Law” was introduced to legally protect minors earning a weekly salary. Fifteen percent of each paycheck was to be put in a trust account that could not be touched until the child reached eighteen years of age.

				On May 8th, 1974 (I remember that date because it happened to be Melissa Gilbert’s tenth birthday), I went to court in downtown Los Angeles to make the trust account legal and official. I remember thinking it strange that there was a birthday cake in the judge’s chambers. Not very professional, I thought at the time. But the cake tasted good, as I recall. Melissa Gilbert’s mother was there, as was my mother, and we all got down to business. The judge explained what all of this meant to us kids, and we nodded that yes, we understood. Then a strange thing happened: Melissa Gilbert’s stepfather, a lawyer, asked to have her trust lowered to 10 percent. My agent, Mary, who had been through this with other child clients, remarked afterwards that she thought this was all “highly unusual” and possibly unlawful, but who were we to criticize a sitting judge? I’ve occasionally wondered what the other Melissa thought about this when she reached eighteen and didn’t have as much money as she could (or should) have.

				
					I had a chance to work with Beau Bridges in 2006 in the NBC mini-series “10.5 Apocalypse” portraying the first lady with him as the president. I told him about seeing The Other Side of the Mountain and what an impression he had made on me. He was very nice and appreciative and went on to tell stories about the film and the great time he had portraying the famous skier. That’s a fun part of being an actress: if you hang around the business long enough, you never know who you’ll work with.

				

				When NBC announced their fall schedule for the year 1974–1975, they had what was called “Breakfast with Stars” to introduce the various casts of actors to the affiliates that would be airing their series. It was hosted that year by Lloyd and Beau Bridges. When The Other Side of the Mountain was released in 1975, Pam and Tam and I saw it several times. We cried, we bawled, actually, when Beau’s character “Dick Buek” dies in the plane crash. We could hardly get our little teen selves composed and together enough to leave the dark theater. We were all in love with Beau Bridges after that.

				This breakfast was very exciting for me. I saw “Mr. Spock” (Leonard Nimoy), from all those Star Trek reruns I used to watch after school. I really wanted to meet him, but I was too shy to introduce myself. I saw Susan Saint James from McMillan and Wife with her beautiful long hair. And Peter Falk from Columbo.

				
					My husband, Michael Sloan, actually wrote my favorite Columbo episode of all time. It’s the one with Jack Cassidy where he plays a magician. I remember seeing it when it first aired in 1976 and, of course, many, many times since in reruns. Who could imagine that I’d end up marrying the writer?

				

				The television series was supposed to start shooting in May 1974 but was pushed back to June because we were kicked out of the neighborhood in Woodland Hills, California, where we had intended to shoot our exterior scenes. That
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