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zI N T R O D U C T I O N

N O ONE SETS out to become an addict. 
When you’re a kid and people ask what you want to 

be when you grow up, you imagine yourself as a doctor or a 
teacher (or if you’re five-year-old me, as an actress or the dicta-
tor of a small country), something that involves helping people 
and making the world a better place. You never consider that 
one day you’ll find yourself sitting at a bus stop on Coldwater 
Canyon as the morning traffic passes by, your hands shaking as 
you try to get the vodka-spiked orange juice past your lips. You 
don’t imagine that you’ll be close to death in a detox clinic with 
a total loss of muscle function, dehydrated and hallucinating. 
No parent gives you advice on how to survive the long walk to 
the liquor store when the cupboard is dry, though you develop 
strategies. You ration out sips of vanilla extract (35 percent alco-
hol) and pray that it will prevent a seizure. It keeps the contents 
of your stomach down and your shaking legs from buckling 
under you.

You don’t see that coming; I sure didn’t when I followed my 
dream to pursue an acting career in Hollywood. I’d left behind 
a family wracked by a tragic loss, was betrayed by the people 
I loved most, and survived a horrific rape. By the time I was 
eighteen, I was working on shows like Dallas and Falcon Crest 
and earning a six-figure income. The Hollywood I found myself 
caught up in was a whirlwind of beauty, wealth, and power. I 
made out with stars like George Clooney, Kelly LeBrock, and 
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Rob Lowe in the hottest hotels and clubs in L.A. and New York, 
rejected William Shatner, traveled the world on private jets and 
super yachts with lovers like Dodi Fayed,  and, in my break-
through role as Commander Susan Ivanova on Babylon 5, found 
millions of fans. My life has been one of extremes. The bounty 
of love and encouragement from family, friends, and fans is in 
sharp contrast to the unexpected mix  of stalkings, shootings, 
and betrayals. 

By the time I found myself at that bus stop, I was beyond car-
ing if anyone recognized me. The self-aware Claudia was still 
there inside me, sitting in judgment in the back of my brain, but 
she wasn’t running the show. In the late 1980s I starred in The 
Hidden, a cult classic sci-fi movie. My character is possessed by 
an alien who steals human bodies to disguise its presence.  That 
was the state I’d reached with my drinking; it was as if another 
person had taken me over and all I could do was look on like a 
bystander at a traffic accident.

It took me out of my house at 4 a.m., not caring that Ralph’s 
grocery store couldn’t start selling liquor until 6. It had no 
problem making me stand around for hours, killing time while 
I waited to buy (or if it wasn’t locked up—steal) the first bottle 
of the day.

I used to camp out at Ralph’s. I’d buy bottles of stuff I didn’t even 
like to drink—Grand Marnier, crème de menthe, Drambuie—
just so I could tell the checkout clerks that I was making a soufflé 
and throw them off the scent. One time some pimple-faced kid, 
half my age, gave me a patronizing smile and said, “A little early 
for this, isn’t it?” He was right; I left the store mortified. I’d get in 
my car, twist the top off a beer and start drinking. After only a few 
gulps, I was throwing up all over the parking lot.

I was out of control and more than a little frightened. After 
finishing my bus stop screwdriver, I went home and looked at 
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myself in the mirror. I barely recognized the puffy, yellow-eyed 
monster looking back at me. I’d even come to refer to the addic-
tion that overtook me in those terms, as a monster, the monster 
within me. Even if one of my fans had come and sat down right 
beside me while I watched the morning traffic, I think my iden-
tity would have remained a secret. 

•
I  LOVE life. I always have. If I can get that close to utter self-
destruction, then there must be other people suffering the 
same or much worse. I’m writing this memoir for them. 

And it’s no easy thing—opening the doors to my past—
sharing painful and personal memories that I’d hesitate to con-
fide to even my closest friends. But I feel that the story of how 
I rose to become a star and then came crashing back down to 
earth at the hands of my addiction is worth sharing—it contains 
a message of hope. 

For over a decade, I lived in a shadow world, one which is easy 
to enter and not so easy to leave. But I did. I came back. I found 
a way out of a life filled with shame and despair.

Even at my worst, having gone from working as a successful 
actress to clinging to a bottle at that bus stop, I never gave up 
hope that I could reclaim the dream of using my talents to help 
other people. 
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I T WAS 1973. I was eight years old, and about to learn that 
fate can be a stone-cold bitch. 

That was the year that Shell Oil ordered my dad to pack up 
our lives and move to Texas. I found myself in the sauna that 
is a humid Lone Star September with my parents, James and 
Hildegard, and my three older brothers, Patrick, Jimmy, and 
Vincent. In place of the beautiful autumn foliage that we’d left 
behind in Connecticut, Houston greeted us with shrubs, flat-
lands, and mosquitoes. None of us was happy about leaving our 
home back East. There was a palpable tension in the air. My 
mom had stopped eating and had lost thirty pounds; she’d had 
a premonition that something terrible was going to happen. 

Less than six months later, we would return to Connecticut, 
having suffered a blow that would continue to impact us until it 
eventually destroyed our family. 

•

UNDER THE INFLUENCE
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BEFORE THE move to Houston, I grew up in Westport and 
Weston, Connecticut. That was where we were at our happiest. 
I would tag along when my brothers built snow forts and tree 
houses and was appointed the unofficial fourth boy, unless they 
needed someone to gross out. Then I would revert to being 
their little sister and be forced to watch while they fed live mice 
to their pet snakes. 

Patrick, my oldest brother, wanted to be Hawkeye from The 
Last of the Mohicans. He beaded things and worked with suede. 
He used to find dead animals and skin them for his projects. 
He even made his own moccasins. In the past the Paugusset 
tribe occupied the land near where we lived, and Pat would lead 
us in the hunt for old flint arrowheads that were still scattered 
around the woods.  

Some little girls fantasize about being princesses or models. 
When I read stories about the Pilgrims and their problems, I 
used to side with the Indians and hope that one day I’d be car-
ried away by a chief to live with his tribe.

Patrick was suitably impressed when, at age five, I landed my 
first big role: playing Chief Massasoit in a school play. This was 
a revelatory experience for me. I had three rowdy brothers—I 
could barely get a word in edgewise—but when I stood on the 
stage, everyone was quiet, their attention completely focused 
on me. When I delivered my heartfelt Thanksgiving mono-
logue, I saw adults in the audience listening intently with tears 
in their eyes, and it astonished me that I could affect them on 
that emotional level. After that experience, I was hooked. I 
auditioned for as many plays as I could. The desire to connect 
with others in that meaningful way, to bring people with me, 
out of their everyday lives and into another space as I perform, 
that’s exciting and powerful. It has sustained me in my career 
for over thirty years. 
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We were close to nature in Westport. The sea was nearby, and 
if I was good my mom used to let me camp out in the woods 
and eat Kentucky Fried Chicken with my girlfriends (that being 
the staple diet of woodland survivalists). Sometimes we’d even 
spend the night out there, unless someone started talking about 
murderers or ghosts, which would send us running back to the 
house, shrieking loudly enough to wake the dead.

So when my dad announced that Shell was transferring us 
to Houston, land of 64-ounce Slurpees and steaks the size of 
hubcaps, we were horrified. My brothers threatened to run away 
from home, I retreated sullenly into my books, and my parents’ 
arguments broke out into full-scale war. The word “divorce” was 
overheard on more than one occasion, leaving us kids huddled 
in the corners of the house, drawing straws to see who got to live 
where. My mom usually got her way, but this time the decision 
had been made by a higher power —Shell Oil Company—and 
if my dad wanted to get ahead in his career, then he had to go 
where they sent him. 

So my mom stopped eating and started crying all the time. 
She clung to us and kissed our heads as if we were all she had left. 
Her desire to stay was more than a fondness for Weston. She’d 
always had an amazing sixth sense. It wasn’t uncommon for her 
to tell one of us to get the phone before it rang or to dream 
about things that would come to pass. She was sure that some 
terrible storm was brewing and that we were sailing right into 
it. My dad didn’t want to hear about it; he just started packing.

•
MY DAD, Jim, was eighteen years old when he was stabbed, right 
in the heart. He was a student at the University of Southern 
California and used to drive around in a red Corvette Stingray. 

7293_BabylonConfidentia[2].indd   5 8/7/12   11:48 AM



B A B Y L O N  C O N F I D E N T I A L

6

He’d been walking to Van De Camp’s drive-in with some friends 
when they got jumped by a Mexican gang. My dad was walking 
in front and got the worst of it. The gang leader’s wife had been 
cheating on him with some gringos; my dad and his friends were 
in the wrong place at the wrong time when the leader went look-
ing for blood. When my dad reached the hospital, he became 
one of the first recipients of open-heart surgery. Back then they 
hadn’t invented the small, vertical chest incision, so they cut 
him in half and left him with a long scar that looked like a magi-
cian’s trick gone wrong.

The surgeons saved his life twice that day. The first time with 
the heart surgery—he appreciated that—but he was bitter about 
the second. Since he was laid up in the hospital, he couldn’t 
ship out to the Korean War with his buddies. None of them 
came back. Dad had been sent to military school from the age 
of five, and there was an expectation that he would follow in the 
footsteps of his father, Charlie, who’d received a Purple Heart 
and the French Croix De Guerre in World War I. He was hit by 
shrapnel in the left lung while leading a French-American force 
in the Meuse-Argonne offensive. 

Charlie was a second-generation Irish immigrant, born in 
Boston to a well-to-do family. He was a real-estate tycoon, a 
respected surgeon, an all-round society type with one large skel-
eton in the closet. 

He’d bought a large parcel of desert land in Palm Springs 
and fitted it out with a trailer. There were no neighbors, no pass-
ersby, no one to come between Grandpa Charlie and the trunk-
load of whiskey that he would use to drink himself into oblivion. 
When he was done with his binge he’d dry out for a few days, 
head back home, and go on with life as usual until the trailer, 
like the nesting ground of a migratory bird, would irresistibly 
draw him back.
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My mom, Hildegard, was, and still is, a stunningly beautiful 
woman. Born in Germany, she lived through World War II being 
evacuated from one small village to the next. She was five years 
old when Hitler passed through town in one of his flamboyant, 
goose-stepping parades. Pushing through the crowd to see what 
all the fuss was about, she found herself face-to-face with the 
man himself, who passed her a little swastika flag. She turned to 
run home and show her mother, but as she did she fell and the 
sharp end of the flag cut her chin open. She decided it was a 
bad omen and that Hitler was not to be trusted. To this day she 
still has what she calls her “Hitler scar.”

And, of course, she was right about Hitler. He led Germany 
to ruin as well as her family. They lost everything when the Nazis 
evacuated them and took over their home as a base camp. 

As a little girl my mom sometimes had to steal cabbages so 
they had enough to eat, and most evenings found her walk-
ing the streets searching for her papa until she found him 
asleep in a bar or singing with his drinking buddies. Both 
wartime poverty and her father’s drinking were deeply humil-
iating for her. 

When she was older, she was sponsored by a fiancé to come 
to America and work as a dental hygienist. That relationship 
fell through, and she ended up living with the owners of the 
Brown Derby, the famous Hollywood restaurant. She worked on 
Mae West’s teeth and dated William Frawley, who played Fred 
Mertz in I Love Lucy. She never sought out celebrities, but she 
was classy and extremely attractive and so naturally found her-
self moving in circles that attracted them. 

Even in middle age, when a future governor of California 
tried to hit on her in their shared Germanic tongue, she gave 
him short shrift. It was at my birthday party, and she came over 
to ask me who he was.
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“Mom, that’s the Terminator.”

“I don’t care who he is, he’s a very rude man. You should 
have heard him. He’s been living in America too long.”

When my mom’s friends tried to set her up with my father, 
she wasn’t interested and tried to push him onto another friend. 
But my dad can be determined when he sets his mind to some-
thing, and eventually he won her over with his Gregory Peck–
style good looks and a ride in his Corvette Stingray. 

My mom gave me the desire to improve my lot in life with 
style. She’s an incredibly hard worker and fast learner. She 
took an unfinished education and ended up the manager of 
Giorgio’s, one of the swankiest stores in Beverly Hills. 

But back then, when my parents first got married, they were 
poor. My dad started at the bottom, working at a gas station, 
and slowly worked his way up the ladder at Shell one rung at 
a time. 

I get my determination from my dad, my need to prove 
myself, to show the world that I can make it on my own without 
any handouts. But I’ve always been mindful of the toll that suc-
cess took on both him and our family. He was always away, and 
when he was at home he was tense, high-strung, and not easy to 
be around. As a parent I guess you fall back on what you know, 
and he had been raised in a brutal military school and expected 
us to fall in line like those little Von Trapp kids in The Sound of 
Music. The problem was that we all had his stubborn streak, so 
conflict was inevitable. 

When I say that my dad was stubborn and determined, I mean 
it. He had a hangover one morning when he was in his early for-
ties, after a New Year’s party with his work buddies, and swore 
he’d never drink again. Alcohol was his father’s demon and he 
didn’t plan on making it his. To this day he still hasn’t touched 
a drop of the stuff. 
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•
BACK IN Houston it was still dark in the mornings when we’d 
jump on the bus that would take us to our new schools. We’d 
start sweating at nine in the morning and finish at sunset. The 
only place to swim was the bayou, which was teeming with ven-
omous water moccasins. Swatting at mosquitoes, I used to watch 
the crawdads swarm all over the gutters. We used to jokingly call 
Houston “Satan’s shack.”

It was October 22, 1973, and two of my brothers had gotten 
into a fight with my dad about homework. Patrick was a rebel-
lious fourteen and Jimmy was a year younger. My dad was always 
tightly wound at the end of the day and had no patience for 
kids who didn’t follow the rules in his house. A futile, frustrating 
argument broke out. 

“We’re outa here!” Patrick said, slamming open the screen 
door and storming out of the house. From the table I watched 
him tie his blue bandana around his head and grab his bike 
from the lawn, Jimmy right on his heels. 

“Where do you think you’re going?” our dad yelled.
Over his shoulder, Patrick shouted, “7-Eleven!” 
My brothers raced off down the street. Jimmy pulled ahead, 

laughing, with Patrick rushing to catch up. They were neck-and-
neck for a block or two, and then Jimmy took the lead again, 
younger by a year, but faster. At the intersection, he slowed for 
a split second, waiting for the light to turn green, then leaned 
down over his handlebars and barreled through. 

Patrick pedaled hard to catch him and had nearly made up 
the lost ground as he raced across the intersection. Jimmy saw a 
glint of metal out of the corner of his eye and skidded to a stop, 
turning back in time to see the driver who had run the red light 
hit Patrick at full speed. Patrick rolled all the way over the car 
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and slammed down hard on the pavement. By the time Jimmy 
got to his side, Pat lay crumpled on the ground. 

Jimmy tried to get Pat to move off the road but he was uncon-
scious, blood seeping out of his head. In Boy Scouts, Jimmy had 
learned that you’re not supposed to move someone who’s got 
a head injury, so he left him lying in the road and tried waving 
down another car to get help. 

It was a quiet street in a residential neighborhood. Fading in 
and out of consciousness, Patrick was lying in the intersection 
next to two fallen bikes. He must’ve been easy to see.

At dinner that night, we’d all been doing Monty Python and 
Rich Little impersonations, when out of the blue Patrick said, 
“You know, if I ever get hit by a car, I won’t get hurt. I’m going 
to jump up quickly, then roll over the hood and down the back.”

We didn’t think much of it at the time; it’s the kind of thing 
boys say all the time. But when the bumper hit his bike, that’s 
exactly what he did. Patrick leapt up and rolled over the hood 
and down the back of the car. It left him with a broken leg and 
a head injury, but he was going to be alright. 

Jumping up and rolling was a good plan. It would’ve worked, 
except the driver of the second car was drunk. He ran right over 
Patrick, killing him instantly.

•
EVERY DETAIL of that day is burnt into my memory. The neigh-
bors had volunteered to watch us when my parents were called 
to the scene. I was sitting in their hallway with Vince when these 
two kids came to the door. They didn’t realize that we were the 
siblings of the boy who was hit. 

“Hey, we just saw an accident! A kid’s head got fuckin’ 
squashed like a melon!” 
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We were speechless, and the kids just kept going on and on 
like that until the adult nearest the door told them to get the 
hell out of there. Vince was the youngest brother, and I was the 
youngest child, so we used to fight all the time, but right then 
we found ourselves holding each other’s trembling hands. Then 
the door of the neighbors’ house opened again and my mom 
came stumbling toward us, clutching the bloody blue bandana 
left behind when the paramedics lifted Patrick’s body from the 
street. I saw in her face that what the kids said was true—Patrick 
was dead. 

She took us back to our house. A few minutes later I saw my 
dad walking toward us, having just identified his dead son. He 
was halfway across the front lawn when he suddenly fell down on 
all fours and started throwing up in the grass. He stayed there, 
alternately retching and weeping. I don’t think he could get up. 
It was the first time in my life I’d seen him cry.

And then there was Jimmy. The memory of that day would 
come to cost him dearly. In the months that followed, Jimmy 
would wake up screaming every night. There are a thousand 
ways to blame yourself when something like that happens and 
he probably tried them all on for size. When he grew older 
he sought solace in drugs. Intensive psychotherapy and rehab 
brought him back from the edge. He’s been sober for many 
years, but Patrick’s death continues to haunt him to this day.

In the aftermath of Pat’s death, my parents couldn’t look 
at one another. We moved around the flat, alien wasteland of 
Houston in a daze. We’d only been there a few months, and we 
had no friends to comfort us, only the well-meaning strangers 
at church. 

Our family never recovered. 
It was the first time alcohol abuse had taken something 

beloved from me. It wouldn’t be the last.
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•
ON THE Sunday after the funeral, my mother got us ready for 
church, but when we filed out into the living room, my dad was 
reading the paper, still in his bathrobe. 

“God is a bastard,” he said. “I’ll never set foot in a church again.”
I completely agreed. Patrick’s death had taught me that 

when fate swings against you, the only person you can rely on is 
yourself. 

After less than half a year in Houston, we packed our bags and 
prepared to move home to Connecticut, minus our brother. But 
before we left there was something I had to take care of. 

Unlike my father, I had taken Holy Communion. As I under-
stood it, I was married to Christ, so things were a bit more com-
plicated for me; I was going to need a divorce. I went out into the 
woods alone, to a place my mom had shown me on one of our 
family walks through the Houston countryside. In the shade of a 
weeping willow there grew a rare lady’s slipper orchid. My mom 
had explained that I should always treat them gently, because 
they were endangered, to which my brothers had kindly added, 
“You could also be fined five hundred bucks or have your hand 
chopped off if they catch you messing with them!” 

It was the closest thing I knew to a sacred place. 
I took the tiny rosary I’d been given for my first communion 

and wrapped it in one of my favorite hankies—a little German 
number from my grandmother with “Edelweiss” embroidered 
on it—and buried it beside the orchid. Then I solemnly said the 
Lord’s Prayer and called the whole thing off with Jesus. 

Maybe that explains why, years later, when I took up praying 
in earnest, God took a while to return my call. He was probably 
wary of being dumped again.
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Y EARS PASSED, AND just when it looked like things might be 
returning to normal I received the news that would turn 

our lives upside down again. It was a couple of months away 
from my fourteenth birthday, and I was home alone in Connec-
ticut when the phone rang. It was my dad calling from the other 
side of the country.

“Guess what? We’re moving to California.”
I burst into tears. I was so upset because I finally had my own 

friends and something that resembled a regular life. I’d even 
started theater classes, and now we were moving. Again. He 
must have felt bad about my dramatic reaction, because at the 
end of the conversation he told me for the first time that he 

ONE IN FIVE*

 2

* “Nearly one-fifth of women (18 percent) reported experiencing a completed or 
attempted rape at some time in their lives.” (National Institute of Justice and Centers 
for Disease Control and Prevention, “Prevalence, Incidence, and Consequences of 
Violence Against Women: Findings from the National Violence Against Women Survey,” 
November 1998.)
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loved me. He wasn’t an emotionally demonstrative man, and 
the impact of that rare admission only made me cry more. I 
was settled in Connecticut. We had moved before and it hadn’t 
gone well. Now the very idea of leaving behind everything that I 
knew and loved felt both strange and overwhelming, like taking 
an unexpected voyage to another planet.

The bad news was offset by my big dream that I would one day 
become a working actress. I imagined that our house would be 
near the San Gabriel Mountains with a view of the Hollywood 
sign, that my mom would take me to auditions, and that I’d be 
an overnight success. 

Also, there was one bad memory of Connecticut I wanted to 
escape. When I was in the eighth grade, my boyfriend Frank 
and some of his friends raided a liquor cabinet and drank Jack 
Daniels and vodka until they passed out. When the other boys 
woke up, they found Frank dead. He had choked on his own 
vomit and died during the night. 

So I’d learned, even at that young age, to stay well clear of 
hard liquor. My mother wasn’t a big drinker, and my father had 
quit drinking, so there weren’t bad role models around the 
house, but it seemed that with Patrick’s death at the hands of a 
drunk driver and my boyfriend’s death from overconsumption, 
the negative effects of alcohol abuse were beginning to haunt 
my life. 

Looking back, I can see that those ghosts weren’t done with 
me, not by a long shot. They would follow me across the country 
to my new life.

We flew out to L.A., and by this time my dad must have 
been feeling really bad, because he felt he needed to butter 
us up with a trip to Disneyland. I had my fourteenth birthday 
in the Disneyland Hotel. We decided to celebrate by taking a 
tour of our new house at Nellie Gail Ranch. With a name like 
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that I expected something similar to what we were used to in 
Connecticut: beautiful period homes, acres of woods, and little 
creeks and ponds.

Nellie Gail Ranch turned out to be a cookie-cutter housing 
estate, a tract home development. Our house was in a little cul-
de-sac. There was no lawn, it was the middle of summer and 
stinking hot, and only about 40 percent of the houses were 
inhabited. It was all new and sterile.

The houses were demarcated by a kind of alphabetic apart-
heid. If you had a Plan C house you had more wealth and 
prestige than someone with a Plan B or Plan A. There was this 
ridiculous competitive element in the neighborhood.

My disappointment grew when I figured out that Nellie Gail 
Ranch was in Orange County, a good hour on the 405 freeway 
from Hollywood, which meant that it might as well have been 
the moon. 

My mom was so sad there. Divorce was in the air. It didn’t 
manifest itself until I was eighteen and already long gone from 
the house but you could tell that my mom would never forgive 
my father for moving to Texas; their eventual breakup was a 
slow-moving, unavoidable avalanche. I used to try to cheer her 
up—I’d stick all these little frozen Tex-Mex delicacies in the 
microwave and then bring them out and serve them up like I 
was a robot, which always made her laugh.

Not long after we moved my mom got a job, and then I pretty 
much became a latchkey kid. She was working at Saks Fifth 
Avenue in the swanky “designer salon,” which was great, because 
she was able to bring home beautiful clothes. But it meant that 
every day I’d come home from school to an empty house. Dad 
worked late, Jimmy had moved out of the house by the time 
I was twelve, and Vincent and I weren’t particularly chummy; 
our age difference of four years meant we didn’t have much in 
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common. He was out studying all the time and worrying about 
what college he’d go to. I’d read or roller-skate around our little 
cul-de-sac wearing shorts and a tube top. I wasn’t a rambunc-
tious child who needed lots of attention; I was a loner, which 
made it hard to work out how to fit into my new life.

School only complicated the process. I attended Laguna 
Hills High for my freshman year. I felt completely out of place 
because I was from Connecticut and very tomboyish, and all the 
other girls dressed like hookers in tight jeans, high heels, and 
makeup. I quickly adapted and copied them. I could see that 
my parents were surprised; they wanted to know what had hap-
pened to their little girl in top-siders and polo shirts. I was in 
the midst of transforming from the awkward-looking fourth son 
with short hair and braces into a young woman.

I went on my first proper date around that time with a young 
guy who picked me up in an old Dodge Dart. My brother Vince 
had a ball making fun of me because I wore a purple and red 
neon disco dress with Minnie Mouse high heels. I even had the 
Farrah Fawcett hairdo with the sausage curls down the sides and 
more eyeliner than Tammy Faye Bakker; it was just awful.

The only other people who lived in our cul-de-sac lived right 
next door: an airline pilot , his Asian wife, and their three-year-
old daughter. He used to come over and be buddy-buddy with 
my father, and I guess that in an innocent, adolescent way, I 
thought he was handsome.

One day we were in our Jacuzzi with my father and he stuck 
his foot on my leg and started rubbing it up and down. It all hap-
pened under the bubbling water so you couldn’t see it. I thought 
that was really weird so I got out of the Jacuzzi and went inside. 

Not long after that I was walking home from school and he 
drew up beside me in his van and offered to drive me home. 
He was my neighbor, and anything was better than walking, so 
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I jumped in. The van had a plaid interior, with horrible brown 
fabric on the seats and two little round bubble windows at the 
back. They were thick and opaque; you couldn’t see in or out of 
them. The second I closed the door I could tell he was drunk. 
He said he had to stop somewhere on the way home, and I 
didn’t argue. He pulled up outside a liquor store, and when he 
came back he handed me a can of Coke that had been spiked 
with booze. 

I felt pretty grown up, so I took a few sips and not long after 
started feeling really woozy. Maybe it was because I wasn’t used 
to drinking, or maybe he’d put something else in the can besides 
liquor. He drove to an empty parking lot, and the next thing I 
knew he stopped the car and made a move on me. I panicked 
and tried to push him away, but he was a big guy, 200 pounds 
and at least 6'1". He just grabbed me and threw me into the 
back of the van. I tried fighting him off but he pinned me down 
and sat on my arms and told me how much I wanted it. 

I knew how babies were made and I’d walked in once on my 
parents having sex, but there’s nothing that prepares you for 
a grown man crushing you with his weight, grunting, his face 
turning red, and realizing that you’re not strong enough to 
stop him. 

I caught sight of those bubble windows set into the back of 
the van and that’s when it occurred to me that no one could see 
me and that I might actually die. Another part of my brain was 
trying to rationalize things—this is my neighbor, he knows my 
parents, he can’t kill me, but if my parents find out they’ll kill 
him and probably me as well. That’s when I went limp, because 
I thought, “Oh boy, I don’t want to die in this van, I’d better get 
this over with.”

He took my virginity. There was a little blood and a lot of 
pain. Then he drove back to Nellie Gail Ranch and dumped 
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me outside the front of my house. He knew that neither of my 
parents would be home.

It was the first time in my life I was confronted with the fact 
that I wasn’t invincible. I called a friend who picked me up in 
her mom’s station wagon and took me to a free clinic. The doc-
tor sewed me up and nodded unquestioningly when I told him 
I was eighteen years old, had forgotten to bring my driver’s 
license, and had been on the bad end of a jungle gym accident. 
At that point, I began to fear that I’d be blamed for what had 
happened. My friend took me home, and I went inside, bruised 
and defeated, and showered off. If my parents asked why I was 
limping and shaken, I intended to say I’d gotten into a fight at 
school. They never asked. 

Forget my virginity. What that man took was my trust in other 
people and myself. Before that, I’d had real confidence, instilled 
by an encouraging mother and a tough, intelligent father. After 
that I had doubts. I withdrew from school activities. My grades 
got bad. I retreated to my room and never went outside. I cer-
tainly never roller-skated again. I guess my parents blamed the 
change in me on adolescence and hormones.

I wonder now how he rationalized the rape to himself. I won-
der why he got drunk in the first place before doing what he did. 

Alcohol abuse is a demon that comes in many forms. I’d 
already felt the impact of the one that makes us so stupid that 
we can’t operate a vehicle safely and the one that kills through 
overconsumption, but here was a new creature, the demon that 
excuses evil behavior. I’m sure that if he’d been hauled before 
a judge the first words out of his mouth would have been, “I was 
drunk, I don’t know what I was thinking. And so was she. We’d 
both been drinking. It was consensual.”

I changed in the weeks after the rape. I could feel myself with-
drawing from life and I realized that I needed to do something. 
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I couldn’t let him win. I still couldn’t bring myself to talk to my 
parents about it, because Patrick’s death had delivered a nearly 
fatal wound to their marriage and in my fourteen-year-old mind, 
I guess I was worried that my news might deliver the killing blow. 
And I was scared. There was the constant threat that it would 
happen again. He lived right next door, and we’d just moved in. 
I would have to see him again, see his house and that van every 
day that I lived in Nellie Gail Ranch. I needed to get away, so I 
talked my parents into letting me get out of Laguna Hills for the 
summer and headed up north to visit my cousin Caroline, who 
was about my age. I made a decision that I wasn’t going to let the 
rapist ruin my life or take my virginity, even though he had, so I 
promised myself that while I was away I would choose a boy and 
have sex, and I’d pretend that it was my first time.

So I went to the state fair with my cousin and I met this guy 
who was about twenty. He was really tall with long blond hair , a 
country boy, very nice and sweet. After a couple of days of going 
back to the fair and flirting we went out on a date, while my 
cousin covered for me by staying at the fair. I told him what had 
happened to me. I told him I’d been raped and that I didn’t 
want that to be my first experience and I asked him to help me. 
He was the sweetest guy. He made the softest, most gentle love 
to me and he kissed me and he held me. I needed to do that to 
try and get the effects of the rape out of my system. I needed 
to convince myself that not all men were assholes, and psycho-
logically I needed to reclaim my virginity and some of my inner 
strength.

When summer was over I headed back to Laguna Hills. I 
knew that the rapist would still be there but I’d learned one 
thing about myself that allowed me to keep it all together. I had 
learned that I was a survivor.
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R ATHER THAN DYING down, things got much worse with the 
rapist next door. He started throwing pebbles at my win-

dow every night, trying to get me to come outside. I would lie 
in my bed petrified, praying that my parents would hear him. 
I guess after a few weeks he figured out that the pedophile Ro-
meo approach wasn’t going to win me over, so he gave up and 
started stalking me at school. He’d sit in his van and wait for me 
to walk home. I told my girlfriend, the one who’d taken me to 
the clinic after the rape, and she agreed to help. I’d hide in her 
car while she drove right past him. When I got home I’d lock 
myself in my room and wait for my hands to stop shaking. 

Things didn’t stay that way forever. It cost my parents almost 
every penny that they’d saved, but they found this great house 
in Laguna Beach and announced that we were moving.

Laguna Beach was only twenty minutes away by car, but it 
was one of the most exclusive beach communities in the United 

BAIT AND SWITCH

 3 
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States—a completely different world. It was a self-contained city 
bordered on all sides by ocean, hills, and woods. The closeness 
of nature reminded me of Connecticut, and that made it feel 
like home in a way that Laguna Hills never could. There was a 
thriving arts community, I was at a better school, and, best of 
all, the rapist didn’t follow me. I hadn’t realized until we moved 
to Laguna Beach that I’d been carrying this oppressive weight 
around, as if that guy in the back of the van was still on top of 
me. Now that weight began to evaporate. 

The boys there walked around in surf shorts, the girls were 
naturally beautiful, and no one wore makeup or heels, so I had 
to change again to fit in.

My new school had a strong arts program; our most distin-
guished alumnus was Richard Chamberlain, and our football 
team was even called the Artists. I got onto the junior varsity 
cheerleading team, and we had little painting palettes on our 
cheerleading sweaters. We had have to come up with cheers 
to fit the theme: “Paint them into a corner! Pour turpentine 
on them!” It was all good fun and I felt my self-confidence 
returning.

•
SOON AFTER we moved I was approached by a contemporary 
artist who wanted to photograph me for his exhibition in the 
Laguna Beach Festival of the Arts. He wanted to take a series of 
images of me in a bathing suit, posing up against a wall. I was 
nervous, but my parents looked into it and heard that he was a 
legitimate artist, and it seemed like a good opportunity to get 
some professional photos for a portfolio as well as some public 
exposure to help my acting career get going. Before the festival 
I got my own set of prints—I was over the moon with the result. 
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The photos were beautiful, and to this day I count them as some 
of the best ever taken of me. 

I proudly met my family and friends outside the exhibition 
on the opening day. The photos were to be printed in large 
format and hung in a series along a wall. I struggled to see the 
pictures through the crowd of people that had gathered around 
them. It seemed as though I was a hit. I nudged my way forward 
and then stood, frozen in stunned silence. My excitement van-
ished, and black clouds of humiliation rolled in. The series was 
titled “Beauty Deconstructed,” and the artist had splattered the 
life-size photographs of me with his own blood and feces. 

Some of the people in the crowd looked at me and then 
back at the pictures and then back at me. I turned and ran. My 
parents followed me back to their car and I cried all the way 
home. 

It was a horribly disappointing experience, but despite the 
embarrassment those photos led to a strange and interesting 
series of events.

A few days after the exhibition I was approached by a photog-
rapher named Pam Bouchard. She loved the images and sent 
them on to Eileen Ford in New York, who agreed to see me.

The Ford Agency has represented some of the world’s top 
models, including Cheryl Tiegs, Christy Turlington, Christie 
Brinkley, and Jerry Hall. Some have even gone on to be suc-
cessful actresses, like Elle MacPherson, Sharon Stone, and 
Courteney Cox. I figured that if I were lucky I could start out 
as a model and bridge into acting. I was already skinny, but I 
wanted to give it my best shot, so I stepped up my diet regime to 
political-prisoner-on-hunger- strike level. 

Pam was openly gay and despite my parents being fairly 
straight-laced, she somehow convinced them that she would be 
a suitable chaperone, and off we went to the Big Apple. The 
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hotel was cheap and nasty, but Pam had lined up a bunch of 
meetings, and once we started doing the rounds I found myself 
getting invited out to the coolest parties. And Pam was great. 
She really believed in me and helped me to believe in myself, 
and best of all she let me go wherever I wanted. I met Scott 
Webster, who was one of the first male supermodels and was, 
unsurprisingly, fucking gorgeous, and I found my way to Studio 
54, where I saw things that fifteen-year-old girls are not sup-
posed to see. With an intake of only 1,000 calories per day, I was 
lightheaded and literally dazzled by the bright lights and activity 
of New York City. 

At one of the agency meetings I met a young model from 
Kentucky who was my age. We got along great, and she asked 
me if I’d go out with her, because she needed a partner for a 
double date that night. 

“Sure, who are we going out with?”
“Matt Dillon and Billy Idol.”
Billy had just come out with his single “White Wedding,” 

which was all over MTV, and Matt was working his way through 
the film adaptations of the S. E. Hinton novels Tex, The Outsiders, 
and Rumble Fish.

Was that how it was every night in New York? You agree to a 
date and next thing you know you’re hanging out with famous 
actors and rock stars? I was dazzled.

We met them at Billy’s apartment, which was a total mess. 
Everything was on the floor, and it looked like the aftermath of a 
burglary. The only things in the fridge were water and champagne. 

On a glass coffee table were some really tacky earrings, and 
Billy wanted me to wear them.

 “Put those on, darlin’. Put ’em on, put ’em on. They suit you.” 
No, they fucking don’t. Imagine earrings with three fluffy snow-

balls hanging on a gold chain. I wore them all night and only 

7293_BabylonConfidentia[2].indd   24 8/7/12   11:48 AM



B A I T  A N D  S W I T C H

25

found out later that they belonged to Billy’s insanely jealous live-
in girlfriend and that if she’d seen me wearing them my odds of 
surviving the night would have been slim at best. I think Billy was 
hoping that she’d run into us and he’d get to watch a catfight.

But thankfully that didn’t happen, and instead Matt and Billy 
decided that they’d show us their favorite New York haunts. We 
ended up at the Limelight, which was this huge Gothic Revival 
church that had been a rehab center before it was converted into 
a nightclub. That night Jimmy Page and Robert Plant surprised 
the audience by playing an impromptu set. I was a huge Led 
Zeppelin fan, and there I was in the front row just a few feet from 
my idols. Matt Dillon and Billy Idol faded into the background; I 
forgot they were even there until Billy tapped me on the shoulder. 
Matt was taking my girlfriend from Kentucky off to the bathroom 
for some recreational activities, and he thought that we should 
follow suit. And from memory he didn’t put it that delicately. 

By then my girlfriend had told me the story about the ear-
rings, and to be honest, as much of an Anglophile as I am, I just 
didn’t find Billy very attractive or interesting. Add that to the fact 
that Led Zeppelin were playing, and without giving it a second 
thought I brushed off my first celebrity paramour. He should 
have known he had no chance when stacked up against Jimmy 
Page working the fret boards of his double-necked Gibson.

The next day I was back at the modeling agency.
“Claudia, darling, you’re the perfect height and you’ve got a 

nice face but please, we have to weigh you before we can go any 
further. Do you mind stepping on the scales? Thank you, darling.”

I climbed onto the scales. I was 5'9" and 120 pounds. Zero 
body fat.

“Look, darling, we like you. You’ve got an interesting look but 
if you want to be a model you’ve got to commit to losing another 
five to ten pounds.”
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“Ten more pounds?” 
It was ridiculous. How much more could I starve myself? I 

wasn’t carrying any weight. We left the meeting, and I told Pam 
that I didn’t know how to become the person they were looking 
for. I was upset, anxious, worried that I might be passing up my 
one big shot. And then Pam stepped up to the plate. 

“You know what? You’re fine as you are, I’m not gonna let you 
do this. Let’s go home.”

Thank God she said that; it was just what I needed to hear. I 
was a thin, pretty teenager and they wanted me to be anorexic. I 
went out and bought a bagel with cream cheese and felt a huge 
sense of relief. My friends at school couldn’t believe that I’d 
turned down the chance to be a model, and I’ll admit that the 
lifestyle had certainly been dazzling, but at fifteen I wasn’t ready 
psychologically, and I sure wasn’t going to kill myself for it. I 
refocused on my real goal—becoming an actress—which was a 
dream worth killing myself for.

•
IN LAGUNA Beach my best friend at school was Kara. She was 
this beautiful, tall brunette. She was carefree and her own per-
son, and that resonated strongly with me. When I was with her 
I felt that it just might be possible to move to Hollywood and 
realize my dream. 

My mom had this very cool 1959 Mercedes 190SL, which 
looked like it belonged in a James Bond movie. We’d drive it 
down to the beach and buy chocolate chip croissants and lattes. 
That was our little pleasure. Sometimes Kara and I would go 
to the gay bars, the Boom Boom Room or the Little Shrimp, 
and drink—in our cheerleading outfits, no less! We’d watch 
drag queens sing on top of pianos while we sipped Tanqueray 
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and tonics. The drag queens loved us, all the gay boys loved us, 
because we were a couple of cute girls who wanted to have fun. 
I loved gay men, and I still do.

Kara and I had a friend who lived in Emerald Bay, which was 
our way of getting into the parties there. And they were the best 
parties. Our high school girlfriends were so jealous; if you had 
a house there, you were golden. They were doubly impressed 
when my newly acquired boyfriend picked me up from school 
in his Porsche. 

Arthur Ash Wilder, III, Esq. (a.k.a. Tre) was only 5'11", but he 
had blond hair, beautiful blue-green eyes, and was he built. A 
six-pack, perfect body weight; you could crack an egg on his butt.

Kara and I had sneaked into this Newport Beach party. We 
were fifteen years old, but we were all dressed up and could 
have passed for twenty. I’d recently jumped up in size and 
filled out a bit, and now grown men wanted to meet me. It 
was a totally weird experience. I had been a fourth son, a tom-
boy. Three brothers had treated me like a fellow member of 
the Lost Boys from the minute I was born, and then one of 
them died and the others were so messed up by that that they 
didn’t pay me any attention. Add to that the fact that my dad 
was gone all the time and that when he was home he was too 
busy fighting with my mom to pay his daughter a compliment. 
And Tre picked up on that. He was a real sweet talker, and 
I fell for him hook, line, and sinker. I thought, “This guy is 
serious.” He was a lawyer, he was in tip-top shape, and he said 
that he wanted to see the world and conquer it at the same 
time, which was all very intriguing to me. It didn’t occur to me 
that a thirty-year-old lawyer should know better than to sleep 
with a fifteen-year-old high school student. We’d go out and 
I’d drink Dom Perignon and Cristal; he’d drink single malt 
scotch whiskey with his friends. I’d always thought of myself as 
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an older person trapped in a younger person’s body, and here 
I was, hanging out with grown-ups. Cocaine was everywhere; 
it was the older person’s drug. The first time I saw it was in a 
bathroom, thousands of dollars worth of powder laid out on 
a mirror. I tried it once and it was okay, but I didn’t feel that I 
needed it. I was happy with champagne; I was having a good 
time. And besides, I’d learned a little something about drugs 
since moving to Laguna Beach.

•
BEFORE I  met Tre I’d dated a football player named Ricky. His 
parents went on vacations all the time, and since nature abhors a 
vacuum, the empty house was instantly filled with partying teen-
agers. I went into the kitchen and saw a blender with a vanilla 
milkshake in it. I thought the brown specks in it were vanilla 
bean; it tasted great. One of the guys on the football team came 
into the kitchen.

“Hey! Who drank the shake?” 

“I did. Sorry, I didn’t know it was yours.” 

“You drank the whole thing?”

“Yeah, I’m sorry.”

“You are so fucked! Ricky! Check this out!” 

It turned out the brown specks were mushrooms, the hallu-
cinogenic type. Suddenly I didn’t feel so good. The walls were 
moving like waves, and the floor was falling out from under my 
feet. I ran to the living room so I could stand on the sofa. I 
looked around, and all of the lamps and lights in the house had 
gargoyles coming out of them. It was like that evil carnival in 
Ray Bradbury’s book Something Wicked This Way Comes. 
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This “high” lasted the entire day and night, and my boyfriend 
babysat me through the whole thing. The one time he left me 
by myself, to go to the bathroom, I stripped off my clothes and 
climbed up onto the roof.  He didn’t leave my side after that. It 
was the pits, and after that hellish experience I decided to stick 
to champagne.

•
SOMETIMES TRE would pick me up at lunchtime, take me home 
for a quickie, then drop me back at school. He’d tell his secretary 
he was out playing golf. To say that the Tre situation didn’t go 
down well with my parents is an understatement of monumen-
tal proportion, though not in the way you might expect. True to 
form, they took opposing sides and dug in for protracted trench 
warfare. My dad was against the relationship. In his eyes, Tre was 
a deadbeat preying on an underage girl, and he’d be damned if 
I was going to see him while I lived under his roof. My mother 
supported my seeing Tre, because he was rich, handsome, and 
an attorney. She’d grown up without a lot of material comforts 
after the war, and she was old-world European in the way she 
thought about things. The age difference was less important 
than the opportunity to haul in a good-sized catch.

The fracture in my parents’ marriage that ran right back to 
Patrick’s death widened into a fissure, and I found myself with 
a foot on either side, struggling not to fall in. Things came to 
a head when my mom let me go away with Tre for a weekend 
in Palm Springs. My dad was pissed off and went for broke. He 
saw the whole thing in the light of my plan to pursue an act-
ing career. He proclaimed that being an actress was little better 
than being a whore and that the Tre situation was already one 
step too many down the path of damnation. He told me to get 
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out of his house if I wanted to play at working in Hollywood, and 
I didn’t argue. 

It turned out he was right about Tre, though. Tre was a walk-
ing façade. His blond hair was parted a little bit too far to the 
right because he was balding, and he’d inherited those beauti-
ful blue eyes from his mean, low-class father. If I sound bitter 
it’s because I was. Tre lived his life for his father, and when he 
died Tre took on his role and became desperate and chubby, 
an aging party boy. Before he crashed, though, he made sure, 
like any good kamikaze pilot, to take as many people with him 
as possible.

But in hindsight we all have 20/20 vision. I thought I knew 
what I wanted. I turned sixteen, kept on seeing Tre, and set 
myself seriously to the task of becoming an actress. I had a few 
months to get out, so I started working three jobs to save money 
and was lucky enough to have the world’s coolest guidance 
counselor, a woman named Jan Fritzen, who convinced my par-
ents to let me work toward finishing high school a year early. 

I’ve found in life that if you’re single-minded and tenacious 
enough, if you keep on putting one foot in front of the other, 
eventually the universe meets you halfway. In this case it hap-
pened at a coffee shop I was working at on the Pacific Coast 
Highway. 

It was the first real cappuccino place in town, and the South 
African owner was a complete pervert. Every time he would 
pinch my butt, I would steal money out of the cash register. 
Eventually he wised up and installed a camera, but the pinching 
didn’t stop, so I quit—but not before I got my big break.

The actor Barry Newman was a regular at the shop. He’d 
starred in the legal drama Petrocelli in the ’70s. He hit on me 
a little, but when I told him I was sixteen, he backed right off, 
which I appreciated. We started chatting when he came in, and 
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I shared my dream of becoming an actress. Barry introduced 
me to his friend Charlie Peck, a veteran Hollywood writer who’d 
been blacklisted during the McCarthy era. Charlie was a small, 
older guy who drove this huge Cadillac and had to sit on two 
telephone books to see over the top of the wheel. He took a lik-
ing to me because of my name; he’d been married to the Italian 
sex symbol Claudia Cardinale. We got on well, and he promised 
that he’d set up a meeting with Joan Green, an L.A. talent man-
ager who represented Heather Locklear. I was blown away. At 
the time Locklear was the only actress to have appeared on two 
TV series simultaneously: Dynasty and T.J. Hooker. This was an 
amazing opportunity, and I remember trying to play it cool even 
though I had butterflies slam dancing in my stomach.

“Next Wednesday? Three o’clock? Sure I can get up to L.A.”
Of course, I couldn’t get up to L.A. on a bus or in a taxi, so 

I stole my mother’s car. Up until that point I’d been allowed to 
borrow it to drive down the hill to school and back, and occa-
sionally to the beach. So on the appointed Wednesday I skipped 
school and drove to Los Angeles. Halfway there I hit something 
on the freeway and it ripped up the entire underside of the car 
and totally wrecked it. I had no money to get the car towed. 
The police ended up taking me to a pay phone so I could call 
my mom. She took the fall for me, telling my dad that she was 
behind the wheel. But my luck held out; I was able to set up 
another meeting with Joan Green. 

The next time I played it smarter and convinced my brother 
Vincent, who already lived in L.A., to take me up there, and I 
crashed on his couch.

Joan was totally professional but high-strung and slightly neu-
rotic. She weighed me on a scale in her office, decided she liked 
the way I looked, and asked if I would come back and do a scene 
for her. “No problem,” I replied and then walked out of her office 
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wondering where on earth I was going to find a scene. I didn’t 
know there was an actor’s bookstore called Samuel French; I 
didn’t know anything. I’d done plays like Oliver and Annie, but I 
sure as hell wasn’t going to do a scene from either of those old-
ies, so I wrote a monologue about an eighteenth-century female 
musician who wasn’t allowed to play the violin because she was 
expected to get married and just shut up. I brought my violin 
along and played a few notes and then launched into this mono-
logue about a girl whose father didn’t understand her passion 
for music and who was forcing her to marry against her will, and 
I cried and beat the violin and did the whole bit. Joan must have 
seen something in me because she signed me on for a three-
year management contract right there. I went back to Laguna 
Beach and started packing.

With the extra credits I received from working at Cappuccino 
and two other jobs, which involved selling surf wear and shots 
of tequila on the beach, my guidance counselor managed to 
cobble together enough credits for me to graduate from high 
school at the age of sixteen and a half. I wasn’t cut out for school, 
and I knew it. 

I’d arranged to split a little apartment in L.A. with my gay 
friend Michael, who was moving up there to be a makeup artist 
for Christian Dior. I’d saved enough to allow me to pay rent and 
bills for three months. It was time to stand on my own two feet.

By then Tre had already commenced his kamikaze dive and 
I knew it was time to move on. For a grown man, he didn’t take 
rejection well. “If you try to leave me I’ll take from you the per-
son that you love the most.” I believed him. I didn’t count on 
him being quite so calculatingly vindictive, but I believed him. 
We both knew he was talking about my mom. She and I had the 
same sense of humor, the same practical way of looking at the 
world. My dad had been absent for a lot of my childhood. My 
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mom was my rock; I relied on her for support and encourage-
ment. Tre’s cheap threat didn’t stop me from leaving him. I was 
done with men trying to pin me down. I went to my mother and 
warned her that Tre would come knocking on her door. She 
laughed it off. I felt better about the whole thing. I knew Tre 
was a smooth talker and that he was determined, but I trusted 
my mom. Problem solved. But that wasn’t the end of Tre’s run.

Shortly after that, my parents moved into separate places and 
started divorce proceedings. I was sad about the split and put it 
down to Patrick’s death finally taking its toll. One day I drove 
out to Santa Monica, to my mom’s new house. It was early in the 
morning; I was planning to surprise her. Parked out in front of 
her house was Tre’s Porsche. There was no mistaking it for any-
one else’s car; the corny vanity plate read AAWILDERIII. 

Was my mom having an affair with Tre? Was Tre the rea-
son for the divorce? She knew I was trying to get him out of 
my life, and she’d still chosen him. I imagined him wining 
and dining her, helping her through the split from my dad. I 
was livid. My mom was the most important thing in the world 
to me. I’d assumed that the feeling was reciprocal, and yet 
there was the Porsche, proof that I didn’t matter as much as I 
thought I did. 

It was the latest model, a 911 Carrera that he’d bought just 
before I left him. It was his baby. I walked over to it and with-
out a second thought keyed the shit out of it. I scarred it right 
across one side, both panels, in long, unbroken lines, like a bad 
Matisse painting. If art is an expression of emotion then this was 
the ugliest fucking piece of art you’ve ever seen—but, by that 
definition, art it was. Then I took out the notebook from my 
purse, wrote a note to my mom, and stuck it to her door. 

How could you? Don’t call me. I don’t want to ever speak to you 
again.
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•
I  RAN into Tre about ten years after we’d broken up. He came 
up to me at the pool of a swanky hotel.

“Claudia. I’m so sorry about what happened. Can you ever 
forgive me?” 

“Are you out of your fucking mind?” I replied. “I will never 
forgive you.”

The way I saw it, he stole my mother away from me and engi-
neered my parents’ divorce, and he did it deliberately and with 
malicious intent, just because seventeen-year-old Claudia didn’t 
want to see him anymore. My family fell apart, and I wouldn’t talk 
to my parents for another seven years; they didn’t even attend 
my wedding. It was the event that would close the door on my 
old life, on my childhood world, and there was no going back. 

If I had stayed at home and dumped Tre when my dad told 
me to, who knows what would have happened? I ran into my 
friend Kara years later. We were so alike at school; we’d both 
dreamed of becoming actresses, encouraged each other to go 
for it, but there she was, wearing a hippie dress, gorgeous as ever, 
and pushing a baby stroller, a swarm of kids buzzing around her. 
She’d married a mountain man and moved to a small town in 
Colorado, so I guess it’s true, we are shaped by our choices.

•
LOOKING BACK on those traumas, they stand out as fairly grim 
landmarks in that formative part of my life, but there was some-
thing positive that grew out of them. Patrick’s death, my rape, 
and my troubled relationships taught me that no matter how 
tough the world gets, you can’t give up on yourself; you just have 
to keep taking that next step. That lesson manifested itself as a 
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voice in my head, driving me forward, and it was stronger than 
self-doubt or fear or the pain of betrayal. At the worst times in 
my life I would cling to it like a piece of driftwood after a ship-
wreck. But back then, at the start of my new life in L.A., I felt as 
if I’d left all the difficulties of the past behind me. I was buoyed 
with enthusiasm. I’d trusted that inner voice, had faith that I 
could be an actress, and it had paid off. Now, as it carried me up 
to L.A., I felt unstoppable, unsinkable. But then, they said the 
same thing about the Titanic. 
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My school photo, 1970

With my mom in Glendale, California, 1967
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With my playhouse in Westport, Connecticut, 1968

With Jimmy and Vincent at Monarch Bay, California, 1967
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Fifteen years old, before prom, in Laguna Beach

My family minus one. Westport, Connecticut, 1973, after Patrick’s death.
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left: One of the photos 
displayed at the Festival of the 
Arts, 1980
below: Clutching my modeling 
portfolio on the streets of NYC, 
1981
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