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INTRODUCTION

It is rare for a childhood dream to come true—while you’re still a child. From the moment I knew what a Disney movie was, I wanted to be part of one. At five years old, that is a very abstract concept. But I knew beyond a shadow of a doubt that the magic I saw in every Disney movie or TV show I watched was something special. 

And miracle of miracles, it happened for me. But it came at a price. The very person who gave me the opportunity to realize my dream was the same person who wanted to take it all away. The tenuousness of this baffled me, especially because of the source. 

To say my success as a child actor in the 1970s was part of some grand plan on my part would not be honest, or fair. Though I came from a show business family, I never openly expressed my deep desire to be an actor. There was nothing about my personality or my interests that would lead anyone to believe that a career in the performing arts was made for me. Just the opposite, since I was a shy, scared, and introverted child. 

But for some strange reason, the opportunity was offered to me, seemingly on a whim, by my father. In 1970s Hollywood, every child in a show business family became an actor—ostensibly to earn money for college later in their lives. The idea was absurd, yet it was such a common practice that at nine years old my father suddenly suggested that I do TV commercials “to earn money for college.” I jumped at the chance, having no real idea of what I was getting into. All I knew was that commercials were part of the magic of television, and that was something I wanted more than anything.

Success came quickly for me. By ten years of age, I was guest starring on Gunsmoke, Kung Fu, Mannix, and Emergency, outpacing my father’s efforts to become the star he always thought he was and should be. By eleven, I landed one of the co-starring roles in the classic Disney movie Escape to Witch Mountain, fulfilling my ultimate dream of working for the fabled studio. 

My career didn’t stop there. It grew and grew. And my father started to punish me for it. I was not allowed to enjoy my accomplishments, and any compliments I received for my hard work were undermined by his belittling, controlling admonishments. “These Hollywood people are not to be trusted,” he said. “They’re full of shit. They’re only saying those things to keep you happy.” 

Only he could determine my worth to the business, and more importantly, to myself. He told me, over and over again, that I would never, ever be considered a star no matter what anyone said or what credit I had. He didn’t understand that that title didn’t mean anything to me. It wasn’t important. But it was important to him, and he didn’t want me to have it.

Despite that ongoing challenge, I managed to enjoy one of the most prolific careers of any child actor in the 1970s, guest starring in every major television show from Little House on the Prairie to Fantasy Island and co-starring in groundbreaking ABC Afterschool Specials and major motion pictures. I then went on to forge a career in the voice-over industry that secured my future when I feared I might fall prey to the trappings of an unpredictable and volatile business. 

Former child stars don’t always find successful adult lives. But even as I found my own lease on life, right there, at every turn, was my father looking to take credit for it all. It was agonizing, and I knew that if I did not deal with my toxic and damaging relationship with him, I would never have a meaningful life.

No matter how difficult that was, it is not the primary reason I decided to write this book. I wanted to share the amazing stories I have accumulated throughout my long career, and the incredible experiences I have had working with such legendary actors as Roddy McDowall, Bette Davis, George C. Scott, Beau Bridges, and William Shatner, among many more. 

Yes, I have had my struggles, and they were far from insignificant, but they were nothing compared to the fantastic life I have led in my journey through Hollywood. I wanted readers to know what that life is like—what it was like for me.

This is a behind-the-scenes story of the making of a child star that no one else has told. It’s an insight into the wonders and stresses of working in movies and television that is scarcely written about, an intimate look at the magical workings at the Walt Disney Studios that few have ever seen, and an honest accounting of a relentless battle that no child should ever have to wage—an existential battle against a parent.


PART I

WORKING CHILD ACTOR


CHAPTER 1

My Dream Audition—The Walt Disney Studios, 
Burbank, California, 1972

I couldn’t believe it! I was here. Right here in Disney’s casting office staring at four large black-and-white photographs from behind the scenes of my favorite Disney movies: Mary Poppins, 20,000 Leagues Under the Sea, Swiss Family Robinson, and Bedknobs and Broomsticks. I had always imagined what it might be like on the sets of those great movies, and suddenly, pictures of them were right in front of me—the cameras, lights, cast, and crew. I walked slowly past each one, staring intently, taking in every detail. I could hardly breathe.

“You better sign in.”

My father’s sharp voice startled me. He always sounded like I was in some kind of trouble. I pulled myself away. We were thirty minutes early. Maybe it would be enough time for me to calm down. Auditions always gave me anxiety, especially when I really wanted the job. 

I approached the lady at the window, clenching my fists. She indicated the sheet on the counter. “Just sign in right there. And here’s your script.” 

I was so nervous that the pen slipped. Come on, Ike, grow up. I picked up the pages. “Thank you.”

I sat next to my father and read through the script—two characters, a boy and a girl, but no other description. What could it be for? I took a deep breath and looked around the waiting room, which was quite different than I imagined: sparse and modern, with black leather sofas and tall glass walls that looked out onto Buena Vista Street. 

The only clue that I was at the Walt Disney Studios was the wall of photographs. I looked at the pages again, but my mind wandered. On the other side of that wall, the studio I wanted to work for more than any other was alive and churning and making magic I could only dream about.

“Let’s run the lines,” my father said. 

I gulped. “No, it’s okay. It’s not much. I’m good with the lines.” 

His glare made me even more nervous. Whenever I found the courage to go against him, I never knew if he was going to get mad at me or not. But this audition was too important, and I didn’t want him to mess it up. If I rehearsed with him, he would insist I read the words his way, and it never made sense. He turned back to his Daily Variety. “All right, if that’s what you want… it’s your audition.” 

I let out a quiet sigh of relief and went back to the pages.

“Ike Eisenmann.”

I looked up to see a lady in glasses just inside the open door that led into the back. I picked up my picture and résumé and stood. My father did, too.

She turned to me. “Virginia Higgins, children’s casting.” 

My father stepped up to her. “Virginia—Al Eisenmann, Ike’s father.” 

I cringed. My father did that all the time, making sure he met whatever casting director I was reading for. No other parents did that at auditions. It always embarrassed me.

She shook his hand. “Nice to meet you.” 

“Go get ’em, son,” he said and went back to his Variety. I hated it when he said that.

Virginia smiled warmly and led me into a short hallway. At the end, a door with a small window opened to the studio. I caught the briefest glimpse of red brick and beige stucco in the glass pane before we turned into her office. The space was simple, uncluttered, and professional. A stack of scripts sat on her desk next to a Mickey Mouse clock. That made me smile.

“Why don’t you have a seat?” she said.

“Yes, ma’ am.” 

She glanced at my picture as she sat down. “Who are you represented by, Ike?”

“The Toni Kelman Agency.”

“Uh-huh—I see.” She peered up at me and frowned. “How old are you?” 

“Ten.”

“My goodness, you certainly look much younger.” 

I just smiled. What am I supposed to say to that?

She looked over my résumé. “Let’s see here—Mannix, Emergency, and Gunsmoke—impressive.”

“Thank you.”

“You also guest starred on Kung Fu?”

“Yes, ma’am.”

 “So, tell me,” she said, sliding her glasses down. “What’s David Carradine really like?”

I smiled even bigger, excited to share these insider tidbits with an interested adult. “He comes to work in full costume.” 

Her eyebrows went up. 

I nodded. “I thought it was strange too, but he pretty much acts like Caine all the time. He never wears shoes, and he even eats lunch by himself. And he does his own stunts.”

She smiled back. “Very good. Well, do you have any questions about the script?”

“No, ma’am.”

“All right, then, why don’t we read it?”

“Sure.” I sat up a little straighter, pushing back the nausea. I quickly ran the words through my head and nodded to let her know I was ready. 

She had the first line. “You know you’re not supposed to do that around people!” she said.

I frowned. “I didn’t!”

“Yes, you did. What were you doing there, anyway?”

“That was my money. I wanted to get it back!”

“You should have let him keep it. Now they’re going to find out about us!”

I shook my head, frustrated. “They will not. You know how careful I am.” 

“Yeah? Well, what if they do? Remember what happened last time?”

I paused, thinking, then sighed. “I know, I know, you’re right. I shouldn’t have done it. But he better not try that again!” I crossed my arms in a huff. 

The scene was over. She smiled warmly and nodded. “That was very good. I’m very happy to have met you.” Then she stood up and walked me to the waiting room door. 

“Thank you very much, Mrs. Higgins. I hope to see you again,” I said, shaking her hand. 

“Oh, I’m sure you will. Have a good afternoon.” 

I smiled at her once more and walked out. I so wanted to believe her words, but my father had told me many times that casting directors always say things like that. I hoped he was wrong.

“How did it go?” my father asked on the way back to the car.

“Good.” I thought it went well. I was playing it over in my head. I was fine, I did fine, I’m sure I did fine. 

“What was it for?”

“I don’t know, she didn’t say.” 

“Well, then…” he said, unlocking the station wagon. “Let it go.”

I got in and pulled the heavy door shut. I couldn’t let it go. I wanted to scream, I just read for a part at the Walt Disney Studios! Working for Disney was something I wanted for as long as I could remember. I had pictured myself in something—anything—Disney so many times, in so many ways, that it had become a blurry movie clip in my head, endlessly playing out there just beyond my vision, but always out there. Always. 

And then, in the blink of an eye, I had an audition at Disney! I still couldn’t believe it.

My father started the car. “Let’s see, you have a 4:15 for Kojak at Warner Brothers, so we should be able to make your Mattel by 5:30.” 

Two more auditions and my homework was on the seat next to me. I didn’t want to think about any of that yet. As hard as I tried to let this audition go, I couldn’t. It meant too much to me. Even though I knew better, I kept replaying my audition over, and over, and over. I did fine, I know I did fine, I’m sure I did fine… I did fine. 

As we backed out of the parking spot, the Walt Disney Studios’ water tower loomed tall in the windshield. Mickey Mouse, painted on the side, smiled big with a clapboard in his hands. I rested my head back on the blue vinyl seat and took a deep breath, trying to calm down. 

Maybe… maybe I’ll at least get a callback.


CHAPTER 2

Where it All Began—The Cadet Don Show, 
Houston, Texas, 1964

“Ike, time to get up.” 

I heard my father’s voice, but I was confused. “It’s not morning yet,” I groaned. “It’s still dark.” I felt a hand shaking my shoulder and did my best to open my eyes. 

“Yes, it is. The sun isn’t up yet. Let’s go—” 

I dragged myself out of bed to start my special day. New clothes were laid out for me to wear. My grandmother was even there to see me off, smiling proudly as my mother brushed my hair and tied my shoes. I did feel special.

The sun rose over the domed roof of KTRK-TV Channel 13 as we rolled into my father’s parking spot. He scooped me out of the front seat and carried me on his shoulder like a prize. It made me nervous. I clung tight while he paraded me through the building—so many faces and sounds. A nice man in a police uniform rubbed my head. 

We moved around a dark corner past fake walls, and there it was, bright and gleaming, but it looked different. I had seen it every day on our television, but the spaceship set looked smaller in real life. 

“Here we go.” He carried me over to a tall stool behind the control desk and set me down. 

The lights were very bright. I squinted as I looked out past them. Huge cameras rolled around. The operators talked softly into headsets. A man guided a microphone over our heads and turned it back and forth. It all mesmerized me. 

“Okay, we’re going to start. Sit up straight, and look out there,” my father said, pointing to the camera.

“Yes, sir.” 

Feet shuffled, voices murmured, then everything went quiet. A man nodded at my father, who said, “Good morning, Houston, welcome to the Cadet Don show. Today is July 21st, and as you can see, we have a very special guest on the show today! This is my son Ike, and today is his second birthday! You want to wave at all the folks at home, son?” 

I waved to the crew; the activity out there beyond the set intrigued me. I heard my father speaking, but I kept looking out, captivated by the gentle glide of the cameras as they moved.

Then a flying saucer rolled in. Seymour, the puppet, came out and sang “Happy Birthday.” The crew clapped. The policeman gave me presents. 

Everywhere I looked, cameras, lights, and faces burned down around me.


CHAPTER 3

Unlikely Inspiration Strikes

“No one’s coming right?” she asked nervously.

I looked out the front window, then out the back. “Nope! All clear.” 

My mother, Ruth Ann, glanced in the rearview mirror one more time. “All right, well, here I go—” She anxiously flipped the turn signal, then slowly moved the car forward. I could see my father across the road, panning his camera as we drove. Once we made it around the corner, she hit the brakes. 

“No, no, keep going!” he yelled. “Why did you stop there? Now I have brake lights in the frame!”

“Oh, well, I guess we didn’t do that one right,” she said, sarcastically. “Maybe he’ll fire me now.”

My sixth birthday had just passed, and I wanted to think of this trip as a birthday vacation, but we were really out on the road filming tourist spots for a segment on my father’s show. We had stopped so he could shoot our car turning the corner, bringing the big billboard across the street into view.

“Are we going there?” I asked.

“Going where?” my father said.

“Where the sign says? Fron—tier—Park?”

“You can read that?”

“I can’t stop.”

“What do you mean, you can’t stop?”

“Ever since mom started teaching me to read, I can’t stop trying to read everything. It makes my head hurt.” 

My father’s scowl made me uncomfortable. “Yes, we’re going there, now roll up your window.” 

As we turned into the parking lot, I saw a big sign out-front: Ride the Railway in the Sky! I could read that much as we walked through the front gate; it sounded exciting. My father filmed my younger brother, Al, and me waving and running through the park. There were brightly colored cars on winding tracks, a tramway that went overhead, and a carousel, just like other amusement parks we had been to. 

But all of a sudden, everything was different. I saw wooden buildings made to look old with wood sidewalks and a dirt street. I read SALOON, and LIVERY, and SHERIFF on faded signs. It looked just like a Western town from Bonanza. Wow!

“Afternoon folks, and welcome!” an announcer said over a speaker. “You’re in for a real treat as our famous gun-slinging stunt team performs death-defying feats right before your eyes. So, gather your family around, and get ready for all the excitement! We’ll be starting our show in just a few minutes.”

We moved closer to get a better look, and before I knew it, I heard the Pop-pop-pop-pop of gunfire. Two cowboys faced each other in the street—one fired, the other one ducked. Another cowboy climbed out of a second story window. Pop-pop. Stunned, he fell and tumbled down to the ground. Amazing! 

Two more bad guys came out of the saloon, fighting back and forth and crashing into a water trough. More rough cowboys appeared from other buildings, guns blazing. The sheriff galloped in, six-shooters in each hand—pop—one bad guy down—pop-pop—two bad guys down—pop-pop-pop! 

There was only one man left facing the sheriff when another horse came down the street with a young boy wearing a coonskin cap and a suede coat with fringe all over riding on its back. He galloped through the dirt street, swinging a rope around his head. Pulling up, he hopped off his horse, lassoed the bad guy, and tied him up. The crowd cheered and clapped, and all the stuntmen got up and dusted themselves off. I had seen things like this on television, but to see it happening in real life thrilled me. 

“Ladies, and gentleman, if you will all be patient for a few minutes, the stars of today’s show will be out soon. They’re all real anxious to meet you folks, so, please stand by, thank you!” 

Soon, the performers came out, tipped their hats, and shook hands. Then I saw the boy in the coonskin cap smiling at the crowd. A group of people rushed toward him, handing him programs to get his signature. 

My father did the same thing, signing pictures for fans at his personal appearances. I stared at the kid. He was older than me, but not a lot older. 

I felt my father push me forward. I looked up, confused. 

“Go ahead. What are you, scared?” he said tersely. 

I didn’t know what he meant. I wasn’t afraid; I just wanted to watch. 

The boy turned our way. “Would you like an autograph?”

I looked at him closely. He had white-blond hair like me. He looked so familiar. “No, sir, thank you. But that was a really good show!”

He gave me a sideways glance, then grinned. “Looks like your pa’s got a picture-takin’ box. How ’bout you come around here?” Even though the show was over, he talked like he was still performing. He even sounded familiar. 

My father raised his camera to his eye, and we smiled, but I could barely see him standing there clicking away. I could only picture my brother, me, and the boy, like we were floating out there in front of my eyes. That coonskin cap—I think I’ve seen him on television.

“It was a right pleasure meetin’ you,” he said. 

“It was nice meeting you, too.” I looked at him again, and then I was sure. I didn’t know what I had seen him on, but I knew I had. He’s a kid, just like me—on television, just like my father. Wow!

My mother took my brother’s hand. I looked back down the Western street. Wisps of cap fire smoke lingered in the air. When I turned back, the boy was gone. 

I pictured him again, riding and swinging his rope around in the air. It made me smile. He was playing, just like I did when I played Wild Wild West at home. But he got to play wearing a real costume, and with a real horse, and with the grown-ups, too. How did he get to do all of that?

We left Frontier Park not long after the show, leaving me dizzy with excitement. The big sign faded in the distance while my mother drove. Al and I sat in the back with our souvenir cowboy hats and six-shooters from the gift shop.

 My father leaned over the seat. “Okay, boys, I’m going to film you two back there with your new toys. I want you to look really excited about your trip.” 

My brother played it up, whooping and hollering as he waved his gun around. I felt silly waving mine. I looked at the camera, but everything seemed suddenly distant. I played the show again in my head, like my own private movie—the Western street, the cowboys, the boy in the coonskin cap. 

I remembered to smile and wave at the camera, but I could only hold on to one clear thought: I want to do what he does.

* * *

“Close the door, I need to talk to you about something.” My father’s stern expression scared me. Those words usually meant I had done something wrong. I held my breath and faced him.

“You know how hard I’ve been working on Texas Adventure,” he said.

“Yes, sir.”

“I’ve been doing all of it because Mr. Walbridge promised that he would syndicate the show all over Texas.” 

I didn’t know what that meant, but I knew who Mr. Walbridge was—co-owner of KTRK-TV. He’d created Cadet Don and given my father his break in television. Texas Adventure was the second show Mr. Walbridge gave him. Since then, my father had been away on weekends with his cameraman scuba diving off the coast of Cozumel, Mexico, exploring bat caves, and canoeing down the Rio Grande shooting footage for the new show. I got to watch all the film projected onto a screen in our living room when they came home. So exciting! 

My father angrily went on. “And now, after all the work I’ve done for him, it’s over. He flat out lied to me. This just proves what I’ve been telling you, over and over: People never tell you the truth; they just tell you what you want to hear. Well, I’m sick of it!” 

I wasn’t sure if I was supposed to respond, so I just frowned.

“After nine years of cartoons and puppets every day—he promised me! I’m too talented for this! I should be doing more than a just kid’s show, and he knows it.” 

I tried to detach myself. Usually, I could manage my part of these conversations by dulling his words enough to listen and nod in all the right places, but then his brow furrowed, and he got a serious look in his eyes. 

“It’s time for me to go where I’ll be appreciated. I’ve decided we’re moving to California.” 

Dumbfounded, I just stared at him. California? Where would we live? What about our house, my school? I just started first grade! What about my father’s show? My grandmother? Would she come, too? And Grandpa? I felt sick.

When we went back into the dining room, my brother was screaming. “Is he our new dad? I don’t want a new daaaaad!” 

My mother and grandmother tried to calm him, but he was inconsolable, tearing at a newspaper. On the front page of Houston Chronicle, I saw a large picture of a man I didn’t know with a caption next to it that read: David Jones to replace Al Eisenmann as the New Cadet Don. 

My brother thought we were getting a new father, and Houston was getting a new television star. I didn’t know what to think.

* * *

The top of the Mexican credenza was smooth, but the sides were rough cut wood that I didn’t like; the feather duster snagged on them. Still, it had to be dusted completely, or my father would notice. 

Not long after we’d moved to California, my parents drove down to Tijuana, Mexico and bought furniture for our new home. The theme carried over to the big paper flowers and gold paint on the walls. I felt like we were living in a Mexican restaurant. 

Three years had passed since the move from Texas. The whole way out, I pictured streets lined with the same mansions and movie stars I saw on The Beverly Hillbillies. I quickly learned that even Beverly Hills had rundown duplexes for rent. The dingy two-bedroom apartment my father chose was more than horrifying. We covered the musty plaster walls with fresh paint, but it didn’t help much. 

Al and I had to share a bedroom. This was miserable for me after being spoiled with my own room in Texas. My brother enjoyed invading my privacy at every opportunity. I sought frequent refuge in the backyard, but he usually followed me. There was a tall avocado tree that I could climb higher than he could. I enjoyed sitting up there by myself, looking out over the neighbor’s yards like I was floating over the world.

But now, I was dusting the furniture, including the pictures on the wall. The dining chair was just tall enough to help me reach the higher frames. I didn’t mind doing the chore. I often lost track of time dusting the pictures, studying each one. Most of them were from my father’s career. 

There was one of him fronting the singing group, The Scholars, in Houston in 1956. Kenny Rogers sang tenor. In the picture, Kenny had a wad of bubble gum in his mouth that infuriated my father. There was a photo from the 1962 Seattle World’s Fair where he performed in The Fantastics. Next to that, a shot of him as Cadet Don on his set with Chuck Connors from The Rifleman. 

I moved over to a famous print my father had received from NASA—signed by Paul Haney, the voice of Mission Control—called “Earthrise,” a haunting image of earth, sitting in space, just above the lunar horizon. I stared at it most often. 

There was a new shot of my father MCing a variety show at Disneyland. It amazed me that he worked at the theme park every day; he was angry that he wasn’t starring on a television show. And at the end—right where I could see it when I walked through the dining room—was a picture of me, my brother, and the boy in the coonskin cap. I didn’t know why my father framed that shot, but every time I looked at it, I went right back to that day.

“Ike, come in here, I need to talk to you!”

My father’s sharp voice startled me. I heard it coming from my bedroom. What did I do now? I felt sick to my stomach. I never seemed to know what might upset my father, but it didn’t take much these days. He had always been an angry person, but he had become worse and worse since we moved to California. It was his idea and what he wanted, but he wasn’t getting what he really wanted. He expected to be a star by that time. He told me that repeatedly. But that wasn’t happening, and he was taking it out on all of us in one way or another. 

“Ike, what are you doing? Get in here!”

I slowly moved toward my room. Maybe I took too long to dust. My mother was in their bedroom at the end of the hall folding laundry. She just looked at me blankly and went back to folding the clothes. 

What did I do? I wracked my brain. I had no idea. 

Tears started to burn as I glanced around the corner and saw the belt hanging from the doorknob to my room. It had been used on my bare bottom to punish me numerous times, and it was my job to hand it to him when I was in trouble. He left the belt hanging there all the time as a reminder for me to behave. It terrified me. I always tried to do my best.

“I… I’m almost finished, I promise,” I pleaded as I stepped inside the room.

He looked at me gravely. “Close the door.” 

I swallowed hard and did as he told me. 

“Your mother and I have been talking, and we were wondering if you would like to do commercials.” 

What? I was suddenly caught off guard. Had I heard him correctly? I just stared at him.

“You know, go out for television commercials, like I do. It might be fun, and if you get some work, you could earn money for college.” 

I was in fourth grade; I wasn’t sure how many grades away college was. 

He continued. “I’ll take you into Herb Tannen and introduce you to the children’s department and see what they think. Then we’ll have to shoot pictures because you’ll need a composite—” 

His voice faded into the back of my mind as it had so many times before. I tried to control my shaking, so grateful I wasn’t in trouble, but confusion clouded my brain. My father just asked me if I wanted to be on television, but I couldn’t understand why. That was his domain, so I never once hinted that it was something I might be interested in. But I thought about it all the time. 

 “Now, I don’t know how much you’ll actually go out. Other kids audition, maybe, a few times month, but you never know. So… if it sounds interesting, you’ll give it a try. What do you say?”

I looked at him for a second, trying to hide my shock. Ever since I saw the boy in the coonskin cap, I pictured myself in every show I watched. I imagined the sets and locations, the props and costumes. The sheer thought of being even a small part of that left me breathless. “Yes…” I answered cautiously. “I would like to do that very much.”

“Okay, I’ll set it up.” Then he walked out of the room. 

I stared at the empty doorway, bewildered. I thought I was being called to my room for a punishment and instead my father offered to put me on television. He endlessly confused me. 

My mind started racing. Television commercials. Yes! I saw children in lots of commercials. It would be fascinating to work on one. But then I stopped. In all the TV games I played in my head, I had never thought about the idea of auditioning. I just imagined myself as part of it all, somehow. Apparently, it was not that easy. I would have to audition. What if I couldn’t do whatever they wanted me to do? I would be crushed. But how will I know if I don’t try?

I suddenly wanted to throw up.


CHAPTER 4

The Making of a Child Actor

I entered a waiting room full of loud boys, and it seemed like every one of them stared at me while I signed in. It happened at other auditions, as well. Everyone looked at everyone else who came in, assessing and comparing. I just wanted to hide in the corner.

The audition was for a role as a member of a Little League team, so I wore a baseball cap. There wasn’t any copy to read because I couldn’t audition for speaking parts. I had to be a member of Screen Actors Guild to do that, but I couldn’t get into the union until I got a speaking part of some kind. That seemed impossible if I wasn’t in the union, so I had no idea how that would ever happen.

My father and I found seats. He handed me my composite—my professional calling card. On the front was a picture of me smiling big and wearing my favorite Mickey Mouse T-shirt that I got from Disneyland. My big front teeth made me self-conscious, but I was told I would grow into them one day. On the back were five smaller pictures of me in different moods, serious and goofy, and more smiley shots. I looked at all pictures but could only think of my father shooting them. It was a tiring process, made all the more stressful by his manic directions for me to pose.

It had only been a few weeks since I signed with Herb Tannen & Associates, my father’s commercial agency. When we walked through their glass doors, I thought I had stepped onto another planet. Everyone was loud and busy. Actors read from pages in their hands while pacing the floor, secretaries clacked away on typewriters and answered phones, and agents came out of offices and called out names and other actors overenthusiastically followed them back. I didn’t know where to look, but the distractions helped calm me a little.

I met with CoLee Viedelle, the children’s representative. She was the most energetic woman I had ever seen—she never stopped smiling. Pictures of young performers were all over her office. On the wall, she had a framed photograph of herself as a child back home in Australia. Next to it was a newspaper comic strip picturing a stern-looking mother standing over her young daughter outside a casting office. The caption read: Now, don’t forget to sparkle, damn it! I thought it was funny. 

The agency signed me that day. My first commercial auditions passed in a blur. My father gave me pointers beforehand, which I tried to remember. When I went in, my ears would ring from nervousness; when I came out, my father made me anxious with questions about the audition.

“Okay, let’s have Bobby, Mark, David, Sam, and Tommy next.” 

A dark-haired woman with big glasses waved in the next group. I watched the five boys smile and nod and walk into the bright room. I wondered what they were doing in there. I didn’t like the uncertainty. Give me something to do and I was fine, but the unknown always unsettled me.

“Corey, Gary, Fred, John, and Ike.” 

I stood up despite the knot in my stomach. So did my father. He followed me over to the lady with the glasses. None of the other parents did that. 

“Hey, Judy. Al Eisenmann, good to see you—go get ’em, son.” 

Totally embarrassed, I walked on. The ringing in my ears was deafening.

“Come on in, boys, stand right over here.” A gregarious man with a thick mustache corralled us over to an open area in front of a table where five people sat. He clapped his hands, loud. “All right! How are we doing today?” 

“Good!” we answered. 

“That’s great! You guys are part of a Little League team that just won the final game of the season, and you’re cheering and congratulating each other, okay?” 

We all nodded. 

“All right, then. Lots of energy, okay, now—action!”

I didn’t have time to think, I just burst out cheering. “Woo-hoo! We won! All right!” I jumped and hollered and turned to the other boys. 

They were smiling and shuffling around, and kind of slapping each other on the shoulder, but they weren’t doing much else. 

I felt incredibly awkward, like I had no idea what I was doing, but I kept going. “Hey, that was a great catch you made!” I shouted to the boy at the end. 

He stared at me for a second, then said, “Uh, thanks!” But nothing else. 

“Wow! I can’t believe we won!” I yelled back, but he just looked at me. 

I turned to the other boys; they were all just staring back. I heard what the man said, and I wasn’t about to stop, so I threw my hat in the air, and jumped up and down and screamed like I won the World Series.

“Okay, guys, thanks,” the man with the mustache said. He turned to the people at the table as the woman in the glasses ushered us out.

“How’d it go?” my father asked.

“Good, I guess—I’m not sure.” I was confused. I had no idea how it went.

“Did you do what they asked?”

“Yes, sir.” I tried to, but I wasn’t sure if I really did. I felt stupid, bouncing around the room while the other boys stared at me. It didn’t make sense.

“Well, then, that’s all you can do.”

I didn’t know why, but I felt empty. The process was exhausting and bewildering. I couldn’t stop turning it over in my mind. I suddenly wondered whether this was something I really wanted to do or not.

* * *

 “You booked it, my little star!” CoLee had screamed at me through the phone.

“Really?” I asked, shocked.

“That’s right, love! You’re working next Wednesday. I knew you could do it!”

I wasn’t sure what to think. All of the strange uncertainty about the audition suddenly became certainty. I got the job.

I grabbed the big steel handle and pulled hard. The latch clicked, but I could barely open the heavy stage door by myself. The smell of sawdust and spray paint hit me all at once. It was very dark inside, but I could see bright lights on the set—a locker room. A few boys were eating doughnuts and laughing. A crew was at work, pulling cables, setting up big lights on a wood scaffold above the stage floor, and mounting a huge camera on a dolly. I couldn’t believe I was there.

“Can I have all the boys over here, please?” an assistant director called out. “This is Karen, our studio teacher. If you will all give her your work permits, we’ll get you guys started.” 

My father pulled mine out from an envelope. I stared at it, like it was my admission ticket. Once I booked the commercial, I had to apply for a permit to work with the California State Board of Education. We had to get copies of my school records to show that I was a good student worthy of the privilege. Fourth grade wasn’t very hard, but I panicked a little because I didn’t know what they would be looking for. Thankfully, I was granted one.

“All right, guys, I need you all in wardrobe now. Follow me.” He led us to a back corner of the stage where racks of wool Little League uniforms hung. Wardrobe people sized us up and handed us coat hangers with everything we needed to wear pinned to them like deflated baseball players. They gave me the smallest one they had, but it still fit me like a sack.

“Background on set, please!” 

I was part of the Little League team, part of the background of the commercial. Officially, I was an extra, but it didn’t matter. I was there!

My father grabbed my shoulder. “Now, remember, whatever they tell you to do, you do it twice as big.”

“Yes, sir.”

“I’ll be watching.” 

I stood with the other boys off to the side, waiting for instructions. On the set, I could see the man with the mustache from the audition talking to an actor in a hat holding a microphone. The actor was loud, telling a joke. Another boy in a Little League uniform was with them; they were all laughing.

“Let’s run this, okay?” the man with the mustache said. 

He must be the director, I thought.

“Clear the set for rehearsal, please! Whenever you’re ready, Bob.”

Bob excitedly held the microphone to his mouth. “Folks! The Tigers have just won their state championship! Let’s talk to the players! Who do you have to thank for your big win?” 

“My mom! And Rainbo Bread!”

“All right, let’s try it again.” 

The director stepped over to the boy and said something. We watched as they rehearsed it a few more times. The second assistant director then turned to us. “All right, guys, you see what’s going on in the scene. It’s right after the championship game, and you’re running around the locker room, very excited because you won. It’s a big set, so move around as much as you can. We need a lot of energy, okay?” 

We all nodded. 

“Your cue to start is ‘background action,’ so watch me when camera rolls.”

“First team, in position, please.” 

Bob and the boy took their marks. I looked around the stage; lights burned down; the big camera hovered over the set. I love this! It was very dark beyond the lights, but I could see silhouettes of parents watching. 

There was a mysterious group of men standing on the other side of camera trying to look casual in their suits on the hot stage. A very loud bell rang, startling me. 

“Quiet on set!” 

An instant hush fell. I was acutely aware of how loud every little sound suddenly became.

“Roll sound.”

“And we have speed.” 

“Camera’s rolling.”

“This is Rainbo Bread, Championship, alpha, take one, marker.”

Clack! 

Silence.

“Everybody ready, and background action!” 

That was our cue. We exploded through the locker room. I heard “action” called for the main actors, but we were already hooting and hollering and running back and forth as they delivered their lines. I almost tripped over one of the benches.

“And cut!” 

We caught our breath for a second.

“Back to one, please.” 

We went back to our starting points.

“All right, let’s roll sound.”

“Speed.”

“Rolling.”

“This is Rainbo Bread, Championship, alpha, take two, marker.”

Clack!

“Background action.” 

We were off again, even more excited than before. We stumbled around, trying to figure out where to go without bumping into each other. It wasn’t easy.

“And cut. Once again from the top.” 

We regrouped and shot another take.

“Cut, one more, please.”

“And back to the top.”

“And once again.”

“And again, please.” 

After an hour of take after take, I was exhausted and hot in the heavy wool uniform. I didn’t run around that much when I played actual Little League baseball. Confused about it all, I took my starting place, and we went again, and again, and again.

“Cut!” The director walked behind the camera to talk to the men in the suits. They formed a small huddle as Bob joined them. We caught our breath.

“Can I have all the boys on set, please?” 

We all walked over, none of us too sure what was happening. 

Bob gathered us around. “Hey, guys! We’re going to try something out. Let’s spread you around here for a minute.” 

We formed a small arc in the middle of the fake locker room. 

The director and the men in suits stood back. “Okay, that’s great! So, here’s what we’re going to do. I’m going to go around, and point to each of you and ask, ‘Who do you want to thank for your big win?’ and you’re going to answer, ‘My mom! And Rainbo Bread!’ Okay?”

“Yes,” we all answered.

“Here we go.” Bob pointed at the boy on the far end. “Who do you want to thank for your big win?”

“My mom! And Rainbo Bread!” he answered.

“Good! Next.” He pointed to the boy to my left. “Who do you want to thank for your big win?”

“My mom! And Rainbo Bread!”

He pointed at me. “Who do you have to thank for your big win?” 

My throat was sore, but I didn’t care. Twice as big. “My mom! And Rainbo Bread!” 

He pointed to the next boy, then the next, then back to me, then another boy, then me again, then the boy on my right again. 

The director stepped in. “That’s great, guys, thank you. Give us a few minutes, please.” Then he turned to talk to the men in suits again. 

I looked up and caught my father’s eye. He glared at me. What did I do now?

“Ike Eisenmann, can we have you over here, please?” 

I stepped away from the other boys. 

“We’d like you to take the line for us. You think you can do that?” 

I looked up at them—the director, Bob, the men in suits—all of them, staring back at me. I didn’t hesitate. “Yes, sir!”

They all laughed. “‘Yes, sir!’ I love this kid!” 

Bob stepped over and put his arm around my shoulder. “Bob Ridgely, nice to meet you. Listen, I might play around with my lines a little.” I wasn’t sure what he meant, but I nodded anyway.

“Okay, let’s have everyone on set.” 

I turned around and I was standing on the mark placed for the other boy. The assistant cameraman pulled a tape measure to my nose. “Be sure to hit that mark so you’re in focus, okay?” I nodded. The camera was pointed right at me. I felt the other boys taking their places in the background. 

Bob leaned into me. “Just be yourself, kid. You’ll be fine.”

I was fine. That was what hit me. I wasn’t the slightest bit nervous. I knew exactly what I needed to do, and I was excited. 

“Can we have a bell?” 

The long bell rang out. The stage went silent. The director stepped up to me. “Lots of energy, okay?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Roll sound.”

“Speed.”

“Camera’s rolling.”

“This is Rainbo Bread, Championship, alpha, take thirty-eight, marker.”

Clack!

“Background, action.” That was no longer my cue. I heard the boys running around behind me, but I had a new focus. My cue was coming up. My line was coming up!

“Action!” 

“Folks, you won’t
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