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To Sabrina Lott Miller for keeping all the balls
in the air with grace and elegance.

To Cooper, who I love.

To my mother, because she expects it.

AND

To all of the staff and crews who have been in the trenches
with me. You are the true stars of the red carpet.
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INTRODUCTION

3 A.M., Dead Body,
No Questions Asked


My theory is that if you look confident you can pull off
anything, even if you have no clue what you’re doing.

—JESSICA ALBA







It was Oscar night, 1996. Braveheart was the favorite for Best Picture. Sharon Stone set fashionistas around the globe buzzing when she emerged from her limo wearing a Valentino skirt, velvet jacket, and a Gap T-shirt that, according to urban legend, she had “thrown on” when she didn’t like the look of her Vera Wang dress. Later on, host Whoopi Goldberg would quip, “Elisabeth Shue played a hooker. Sharon Stone played a hooker. Mira Sorvino played a hooker. How many times did Charlie Sheen get to vote?”

But I wasn’t thinking about gowns, statuettes, or posh après-Oscar parties. I was trying to prevent my clammy palms from losing their grip on my microphone. When I wasn’t doing that, I was harassing my poor sound guy about the irritating thump-thump in my earpiece—which turned out to be the hammering of my heart. I was, to put it mildly, a nervous wreck. Why not? My mother and I were about to step onto the storied red carpet and directly into the sights of millions—no, let’s be honest, billions—of TV viewers to create a new genre of live television for the E! Network: the real-time red carpet interview broadcast and fashion extravaganza. No one had ever done such an audacious thing. We would be accosting the likes of Tom Cruise and Susan Sarandon as they sashayed past throngs of adoring fans, smiling and waving and probably thinking, “God, I hope I don’t have something in my teeth!”

An executive at E! came up with the idea for a live red carpet show a few years earlier, after realizing that the Oscars were like the parents of the bride at a society wedding: too uptight and serious for their own good. The thinking was that the fans would really embrace something off-the-cuff, fresh, and, most of all, funny. Mom did one show and then somebody at E! said, “Hey, what if you and Melissa worked together?” I had just finished a stint at CBS News and MTV, so they knew I could handle myself in front of and behind the camera, and everyone figured that our natural mother-daughter tension might create some memorable chemistry. I loved the idea. Who better to celebrate and add some sizzle to the Academy Awards scene than Joan Rivers and her intrepid daughter, by walking up to the likes of Juliette Binoche and asking, “Juliette, honey, my God, was that dress inspired by the title of one of your films, Damage?” It was a can’t-miss proposition. Mom and I were ready to stroll down that carpet, poured into our designer frocks and sparkling with borrowed jewelry, and make television history.

The trouble was that we were the only ones who thought the whole crazy scheme would work. Hardly anyone else believed we could pull it off—not our agents, colleagues, managers, or friends. Daring, original thinking is scary, especially in Hollywood, where people are more interested in sequels than originality. I began to hear “Melissa, I don’t think that’s such a good idea” in my sleep. In fact, that’s the defining phrase of my career. Every time I encounter it, it’s like waving a red flag in front of a bull. I become obsessed with bringing my idea to fruition; my nostrils have even been known to flare. So when I get involved in a venture that gets others shaking their heads, I know I’m on to something good. Like the song says, they all laughed at Christopher Columbus.

But as the weeks passed and the first Oscar telecast drew closer, Mom and I began to feel less like pioneers and more like sitting ducks. We started to think that maybe it would be best if E! listened to the naysayers and pulled the plug on our little misadventure. Remember, these were the days when celebrities could still protect part of their lives from public view, the Internet was still mostly about chat rooms, and Britney Spears was a cute teenager with one hit record and no entourage of paparazzi. Back then, celebrities still enjoyed a smidgen of privacy and expected the press to respect their personal space. What would happen when Mom and I yanked them off the red carpet, stuck a microphone in their faces, asked terribly personal questions, and then criticized what they were wearing? My God, we’d get slapped. We’d be led away by security. Worst of all, we’d be ignored.

Red Carpet Moments

Of course, none of those things happened. Mom and I were under more pressure than the clasps on some of the gravity-defying dresses we saw that evening. After all, we were either going to make Oscar history or make our careers history. But in spite of all our trepidation, the night went great. It was terrifying and exhilarating and frantic and marvelous, all at the same time.

There were some minor disasters, of course. The heel fell off my Jimmy Choo strappy sandals. My gorgeous Vera Wang dress practically disintegrated as I was about to go on camera. Only the quick intervention of my tech crew (with gaffer’s tape, electrical clips, and safety pins) kept me from making my red carpet debut showing as much skin as Kristin Scott Thomas in her bathtub scene with Ralph Fiennes in The English Patient. If you were there I looked like a fourth-grade craft project gone terribly wrong, but on camera I still looked great.

But as awkward as the scene sometimes was, as much as we were making it all up as we went along, we really pulled it off. The stars walking up the red carpet were gracious and endearingly surprised at the two nervy women pulling them aside to ask how they were feeling or who designed their outfits. Our first red carpet interview was with John Travolta, who, as always, was simply wonderful. I repeated the words “Back to you, Mom!” about a thousand times. Now and again, when the cameras were elsewhere, our eyes would meet and we’d exchange an amazed look that said, “We’re really doing this!” At the end of the evening, while the crews rolled cable and took down lights, we sat down, exhausted and still pumped with adrenaline, dying to get into some flat shoes. We had no idea at the time if viewers had loved us or hated us, but I didn’t really care. I’d never had so much fun. Maybe they’d let us do this for one more year.

Fast-forward twelve years and our semi-improvised mad dash down the red carpet became Joan & Melissa: Live at the Academy Awards. It was an annual ratings smash. Four times a year, from that first Academy Awards to the 2007 Emmys, we brought enough scaffolds, klieg lights, cameras, and helicopters to the Oscars, Golden Globes, Emmys, and Grammys to invade a small Central American country. I called it Operation Entertainment Storm. What started off being about stars and the honor of one’s peers became a fashion show: who’s wearing what, who’s going to wish she hadn’t worn that in the morning, the behind-the-scenes deals to convince one nominee to wear Dior instead of Randolph Duke, rumored payola to get the hot actress of the moment to drop her Harry Winston bling for Chopard, and so on.

It turned out that people loved what Mom and I were doing. Okay, some of them loved to hate us because we said what everyone else was thinking. But love or loathe us, people watched year after year. As Eric Olsen wrote in Blogcritics magazine,


whether one admits it or not, the Rivers’ foul-mouthed, off-color, live pre-show, where every star is fair game for their acid-tongued reviews, has become the guilty viewing pleasure of millions, setting ratings records year after year.



I like to think our intolerance for sartorial mediocrity also convinced the stars to pull out all the stops to look extra-gorgeous, sparing America some ghastly fashion crimes and creating more work for an army of grateful stylists and designers.

But it’s the individual special moments that stand out for me: Doing our one-thousandth interview at the fifty-eighth Emmys in 2006 and awarding our interviewee, the lovely Debra Messing, a commemorative sash. Major movie stars like Catherine Zeta-Jones coming down the carpet actually excited to talk with us. George Clooney offering me his jacket (a swooning moment if there ever was one) when he saw I was freezing. Being the belles of the ball at the A-list Vanity Fair post-Oscar party. Warren Beatty flirting with me. Jack Nicholson ignoring us and getting away with it because he’s Jack. Matt Damon and Ben Affleck taking pictures like a couple of buddies on spring break. Jokes that killed and jokes that flopped. Things we said that, looking back, we can’t believe we got away with. Those are the times I cherish. I call them Red Carpet Moments.

You’re in the Spotlight

What I’ve come to realize is that Red Carpet Moments aren’t limited to the red carpet, and it’s not just the stars who have them. All of us have Red Carpet Moments throughout our lives. They’re weddings, bat mitzvahs, and interviews for dream jobs. They’re also breakups and painful apologies. A Red Carpet Moment is any time when the spotlight is on you, for better or worse. They’re times when the pressure is on to look your best, to say the right thing, or to deliver the goods. Some Red Carpet Moments are once-in-a-lifetime affairs, while others come along time and again. But what I’ve learned in watching thousands of celebrities have their Red Carpet Moments is that nobody turns in a star performance in the spotlight by accident.

I’ve become an expert on Red Carpet Moments, not just because I’ve had plenty of my own, both triumphant (the birth of my son, Cooper) and harrowing (the end of my marriage), but because I’ve watched so many entertainment professionals stroll past over the years. I’ve started to see a pattern: The ones who know how to make the most of their Red Carpet Moments are the ones you see year after year. Meryl Streep. Tom Hanks. Julia Roberts. Michael Douglas. They’re superstars with decades-long careers because they get it. They’re grateful for their success. They prepare themselves for every eventuality. They look after their bodies and minds. They’re respectful. They work their butts off. They take care of the people who take care of them. They’ve mastered what I call the Red Carpet Life Lessons:


Be comfortable in your own skin.
Get some perspective.
Trust your gut.
Show grace under pressure.
Be prepared.
Be nice on the way up.
Find the balance.
Fall forward.
Take a risk.



People who learn the Lessons have the ability to get the most from their Red Carpet Moments when they come along, to make the most of the great times and to weather the storms with dignity and a sense of hope. For example, when Jennifer Aniston showed up at the 2005 Oscars as a presenter, just months after her marriage to Brad Pitt had broken up, she was dying inside. She could have stayed home in her sweats and watched the awards on TV with a bowl of Ben & Jerry’s. But instead, she sucked it up, got her stylist to make her look fantastic, and walked the carpet. That’s showing grace under pressure. She never let anyone know that the night was torture, and all of Hollywood respected and loved her for it.

Shallow and Deep

I’m going to share with you the nine Red Carpet Life Lessons I’ve learned over the years, along with some of my most helpful tips and suggestions for being successful in your own Red Carpet Moments. Some of my advice comes from what I call the “shallow end,” the stuff most women obsess about: dresses and makeup and getting gorgeous hair and taking a great photo and making sure you don’t have a “nipple slip” on a first date. But that’s not all the Lessons are about. I’m also going to share my insights from the “deep end” about living with gratitude and awareness and honesty, seeing that failure isn’t the end of the world, being true to yourself, and knowing that if you feel beautiful in your dress, you’re going to be beautiful. The deep end is about realizing that nothing lasts forever and you are not entitled to anything, so you should relish every second of that joyful sweep down the red carpet … because it might not come again.

I’ve also added some fun, fascinating little extras, like nuts in a chocolate chip cookie. “Know-It-All” features some of the smartest people in Hollywood—stylists and personal trainers and publicists—sharing their takes on the Lessons. “The Gospel According to Joan” showcases my mom’s brutally honest and always-original opinions on life, the universe, and couture. “Mel’s Belles” turns the spotlight on some of the women in Hollywood I admire most, ladies who embody what the Lessons are all about and always exude class, confidence, and inner beauty. “Red Carpet Rules” gives you quick, practical tips for specific Red Carpet Moments (like how not to fall on your face in slippery new shoes at your reunion). Finally, “Swept Under the Carpet” reveals some of the behind-the-scenes secrets Mom and I have witnessed for years but that almost nobody else knows about, like the fact that Sharon Stone’s “spur-of-the-moment” Gap T-shirt had actually been professionally fitted for her.

Now, it’s been said that Hollywood is just like high school only with a lot more money. So is this book. After the lessons, there’s going to be a test: the Red Carpet Quiz. Don’t groan! It’s going to be fun. You’re going to test how ready you are for the Red Carpet Moments of your own life, and see the areas where you might need a little work to be completely fabulous.

My goal with all of this is simple: I want to help you learn how to become a superstar in your life, to face life’s spotlight moments with poise and élan and come out smelling like a rose. Because nobody—not even Jack—is exempt from the Lessons. But who am I to be telling you all this? I’d better introduce myself, because if you think you already know me, you might be in for a surprise.

Who Everyone Thinks I Am

I’m a spoiled rich kid. A Hollywood brat who fell into my job thanks to her famous mother. A raging party girl. A no-talent who, if not for a few family connections, would be flipping burgers. A neurotic who had the poor taste to take her turbulent relationship with her mom public in a 1994 TV movie. A snarky fashionista. Did I miss anything?

Actually, the fashionista one is true. I’m unapologetic. Spend a decade trashing or honoring some of the best and worst apparel decisions ever made and you’re going to make some good friends and plenty of enemies, not just among worshipful fans but among the Oscar de la Rentas and Donna Karans of the world. I called ’em as I saw ’em, and I still do. You can’t make a Happy Meal without burning a few fries.

But the rest? Let’s set the record straight.

Who I Really Am

I went to an Ivy League university. I held down internships and logged tapes at shows like Entertainment Tonight. Out of college I began building my résumé by starting as a research assistant and working my way up on a show called Rescue 911, by screen-testing and becoming a host on MTV, and by working insane hours at the Clinton Inaugural to be able to present features live on the CBS Morning News (I came home from that with strep throat and seven pounds lighter from staying up all night to cover parties and have stories ready for a 7 A.M. airtime). I know what every gaffer and grip does on a set, how the lights are set, and how the camera works. Nobody has given me a thing. I never wanted to give anyone the opportunity to claim that I rode my mother’s coattails.

I’m also the daughter of Edgar Rosenberg, who committed suicide in 1987, shattering my relationship with my mother for a time. In the twenty-three years since, life has been about healing, growing, and discovering how to be Dad’s daughter even after his death. A great deal of that happened on the red carpet, in front of millions of strangers. You try going through your “awkward phase” with people from 160 countries watching.

Working with my mother on the red carpet pre-shows meant nonstop work, since she is one of the hardest-working women in the business. There have been no free rides for this chick. As for the partying, that makes me laugh. I’m a divorced single mom, and an ideal Saturday night is spent at home with my seven-year-old son, who is the love of my life and the best thing that ever happened to me. When Cooper’s with his dad, I’d rather be hanging at the beach with my girlfriends than at the hot club of the moment with the cast of Lost.

I’m also the go-to girl for a wacky group of misfits I’m lucky enough to call my friends. That means I’m the friend you call when it’s three in the morning, you have a dead body in the back of your car, and you need somebody to help you bury it, no questions asked. I’m the one who’ll show up with a shovel and a flashlight and remember to bring two pairs of gloves, one for each of us. A saying I love goes, “Be a well, not a fountain.” It means being the person other people can draw on to get what they need, but never gushing out your own needs to anyone who happens to be within crying distance. I am incredibly blessed with wonderful people in my life who trust me to be their well, with whom I can allow myself to be vulnerable, and who love me for myself … and sometimes in spite of myself.

What Doesn’t Kill You …

Most of all, I’m fortunate to be doing what I’m doing, with the opportunities I have and the life I’m leading. I don’t know why, but for me what seem like tragedies at first end up becoming victories. For example, when Mom and I were replaced on the red carpet and I lost the job I had adored for a dozen years, I thought it was the worst thing that could ever happen to me. But instead, the end of that commitment has freed me to do things I might never have considered otherwise: writing a book, creating a number of new TV shows, even taking the red carpet fashion commentary to a huge and grateful audience on AOL. I’m busier and happier than I’ve ever been, all because of something that, when it happened, felt like Armageddon.

I’ve had my Red Carpet Moments, too. I’ve failed publicly. I’ve had a fairy-tale wedding. I’ve stood on camera in front of one-sixth of the world’s population and told Brokeback Mountain jokes. I’ve lived the Lessons, and they’ve helped me come away from every one of my Red Carpet Moments still standing and looking for something better to come. That’s what I’m offering you—the knowledge to put the Lessons to work behind the scenes, so that when your Red Carpet Moments come, you’re not only ready but have what it takes to make the most of each one.

So, as they say when counting me in on a live show, “and in five, four, three, two …”


LESSON 1

Be Comfortable in Your Own Skin


I think I’ve evolved into someone pretty
confident—myself and in my skin.   —HALLE BERRY









How many actresses would star in a one-woman show called Wake Up, I’m Fat!? In Hollywood, where the accessory to a great pair of jeans is a rib cage, not many. That’s what makes Camryn Manheim so amazing to me. Camryn won an Emmy in 1998 for her work on The Practice and is roundly recognized as a terrific artist. But she wasn’t always. She’s a plus-size woman in a business of waifs, and for most of her life, her passion for acting ran headlong into the perception that she was too fat to make it. This led to crippling self-esteem problems, yo-yo weight loss and weight gain, and drug problems that nearly killed her.

But one day Camryn had a revelation: She didn’t need to be anyone other than who she was. That seems elementary, but you’d be shocked at how the entertainment business can make even the most secure person feel inadequate. Armed with new self-awareness, Camryn created her own opportunity. She wrote and starred in a one-woman show that turned out to be a smash hit. This led to her now-famous meeting with David E. Kelley, the brilliant creator of Ally McBeal, where she challenged him to a game of cribbage (David is a great player) for the right to read for a part in his new series, The Practice. They didn’t play, but he was so impressed with Camryn’s chutzpah that not only did she get the audition, but they rewrote the part for her. When she won her Emmy, she held the statuette high and announced, “This is for all the fat girls!”

Love Who You Are and Who You’re Becoming

That’s what I call being comfortable in your own skin. It’s a fantastic way to be, but it’s not easy to get there. Camryn almost died getting there. But that was just because she was overweight in an industry that treats heavy folks like they don’t exist, right? Wrong. Look at the quote that begins this chapter. Halle Berry has had to evolve into someone who’s comfortable in her skin. She’s one of the most beautiful women in the world and an Oscar-winning actress to boot. Are you kidding me? How could she possibly feel anything but radiant in that flawless mocha skin of hers?

Here’s how: She’s human. Like I said, Hollywood is like being permanently in high school; everybody wants to sit at the lunch table with the cool kids and be popular. Kate Walsh wants to look stunning in her dress. Anne Hathaway wants to say the right thing on camera and make her fans happy. There’s not a single fabulous superstar who’s walked the red carpet in an incredible gown or tux who doesn’t have demons or insecurities. They’ve all had their hearts broken or failed at something that meant the world to them. Most of all, they’ve all heard that nasty little voice welling up from the gut, whispering, “You’re not good enough.” The great ones use that voice to push them to become better actors, smarter businesspeople, or more caring human beings. But nobody stops hearing it. When you’re comfortable in your skin, you use the voice as motivation to build yourself up rather than break you down.

Being comfortable in your own skin means loving how you look, who you are today, and the woman you’re becoming. We’re all evolving and changing every moment, discovering new truths about ourselves, flexing our muscles in new areas of life, and hopefully becoming better people who bring a little more light to the world. When you love the person you are today and tomorrow, you approach everything that happens in your life—every Red Carpet Moment—with pride and self-assurance. You know you can handle anything and that you’re the best person you can be. You root for others and wish them well because you have nothing to prove to anybody, least of all yourself. You have faith in the path you’re walking, and if other people don’t understand it, that’s okay.

Two women who personify this Lesson are Kate Winslet and Demi Moore. I remember Kate being bubbly and wide-eyed back when she was nominated for Titanic, but that was also a time when she got a lot of flak for being too curvaceous for Hollywood standards. But over the years, she has become a true beauty inside and out, shining with confidence. She’s a serene soul with a fabulous sense of humor. She’s married to the director Sam Mendes, and she glows brighter every time I see her. When she’s on the red carpet, I see a sleek, sophisticated woman who’s not only changed her body and her clothes, but her outlook and her approach to life. Now that she’s finally won her Oscar, that’s even truer.

Demi has had more barbs tossed at her than a Pacific salmon, in part because she’s never been afraid to stick out her tongue at conventional wisdom. There was the time she wore a strange bicycle-shorts-and-bustier outfit to the Oscars back in 1989, an ensemble that made People’s “Worst-Ever Oscars Fashions” list. She posed nude and pregnant on the cover of Vanity Fair in 1991, and did it again in 1992 in her famous body paint suit. And today, at forty-seven, she’s turned Tinseltown’s older guy–younger woman tradition upside down by unabashedly dating and marrying thirty-two-year-old hunk Ashton Kutcher. There’s never been a hint of apology in Demi, never a whiff of backing down from who she is and how she wants to live. You’ve got to love a woman like that.
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MEL’S BELLES

I can’t say enough about Susan Sarandon. She’s gorgeous and sexy at an age when most women treat sex appeal like an antique in the attic. She’s outspoken and stands up for the causes she cares about. She’s classy and elegant. I will never forget the year that her partner, Tim Robbins, was nominated for Mystic River and they walked up the carpet together. But when it came time for Tim to do his big interview, Susan subtly stepped a few feet away so she wouldn’t be on camera. She let Tim have his Oscar moment all to himself. Talk about self-aware and generous! She had no need to bask in a reflected spotlight. That was pure class and confidence. She’s an amazing lady.
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Comfortable on Your Own Carpet

But wait, you’re not a celebrity. Tabloid photographers aren’t chasing you while you’re driving around Los Angeles at 5 A.M. wearing a pink wig (at least, I hope they aren’t). What does being comfortable in your own skin mean to you? Everything. All happiness in life starts with having the self-esteem to look at the reflection you see in the mirror when you get up in the morning and say, “You deserve the best!” It’s okay if you’re brushing your teeth when you say it; just try not to get foam on the glass.

If there’s one thing I’ve learned from my own experience it’s that most of life’s Red Carpet Moments don’t come about by accident. With the possible exception of running into your ex when he’s with his underwear-model girlfriend at the cineplex or suddenly getting dumped on a Friday night, you’re going to be able to prepare for your time in the spotlight. You’ll even have a hand in creating some of your Red Carpet Moments from the beginning, such as your wedding or the birth of your child (I certainly hope you were involved in that). But if you’re not comfortable in your skin, you’re going to doubt yourself. You’re going to second-guess your judgment. You’re going to settle for less than you really want because you’re afraid to speak up. You’re going to look less than your best at critical times because you’re going to feel less than your best.

But when you’re happy with who and what you are, you’re confident when meeting your fiancé’s parents. You ace the big presentation because you trust your ideas. You handle the uncomfortable apology fairly and straightforwardly, because admitting you’re wrong doesn’t make you feel threatened. And you look gorgeous at your birthday bash not because you have the most expensive dress in the room but because you feel splendid in what you’re wearing.

Being comfortable in your own skin is like being Camryn Manheim, Margaret Cho, or even my own mother, starring in your own one-woman show. You’re unafraid to stroll into the spotlight, look out at the audience, lift your arms in the air, and say, “Here I am! Aren’t I marvelous?” You don’t mind being the only one out there on the stage with all those people looking at you, because you know you’re a show worth seeing.

How You Know You’re Comfortable in Your Own Skin

I live for Hollywood gossip. I spend a tidy portion of my rare downtime surfing Web sites like TMZ.com and PerezHilton.com, looking for dirt, rumors, and snarky comments about the rich and famous. I’m not proud of it, but at least my addiction isn’t fattening, right? Anyway, every so often the whole picture gets depressing; LiLo this, Jon and Kate that. That’s when someone like Hayden Panettiere is such a breath of fresh air. Not long ago, the star of Heroes told Cosmopolitan, “I don’t have a model’s body. But I’m not one of those crazy girls who thinks that they’re fat. I’m okay with what I have. I can rock this body, you know.”

The girl is all of twenty years old and she’s already got it figured out. I hope that attitude spreads throughout Hollywood because feeling that way about yourself is one way you know you’re comfortable in your skin. You’re normal and healthy. You’re not telling everyone how hard it is to be you, using everyone as your personal therapist, or sucking other people into your petty dramas.

Matt Damon is a great example of being normal in the face of fame. Matt’s a good-looking guy and with the three Bourne movies he’s become a legit action star. You’d think he would be hard to eclipse in the constellation Hollywood. But three of his best friends are George Clooney, Ben Affleck, and Brad Pitt. That’s like being a backup infielder in the big leagues of sexy. George and Brad have twice been named People magazine’s “Sexiest Man Alive,” and a few years back they started a campaign to get Matt named sexiest. It was a joke, of course, but at some point the whole thing had to be bringing back bad high-school memories for Matt. Despite it all, he’s still a normal, down-to-earth guy with a great sense of humor—real, nice, and funny. He knows how incredibly lucky he is to be doing what he’s doing. And in 2007 Matt finally received People’s coveted “sexiest” label, so I guess all the campaigning paid off.

What other ways do you know you’re comfortable in your own skin? Here are a few:

 • You don’t kowtow to other people’s opinions. You know that you don’t have to live up to anyone else’s expectations or stereotypes. I’ve known artists who grew goatees that they hated because they thought that was how an artist was supposed to look. I’ve known young actresses who hit all the hot nightclubs every weekend—when they would’ve rather hung out at home with a couple of close friends watching American. Idol and eating pizza—because they thought clubbing was expected of them. That’s ridiculous. The only expectations you should worry about are your own. Set them, and then live up to them.

Not caring doesn’t give you carte blanche to be a bitch, but it does free you to speak your mind about things you don’t like without worrying, or to simply let something go when it’s not right. You stick up for yourself when things aren’t working instead of keeping your mouth shut so as not to rock the boat. You know that at the end of the day, you have to look at yourself and ask, “Was I true to myself today?” The answer should be yes as often as possible. That happens when you become the only critic that matters.

[image: ]


THE GOSPEL ACCORDING TO JOAN

To be comfortable in your own skin in Hollywood, you’ve got to know who you are and not follow the crowd. Everyone has had something done cosmetically. No one is thin enough. The joke used to be that the women stopped at the jewelers’ and the vomitorium on the way to the Academy Awards. People coming out of Auschwitz have been told by producers to slim down.

I have never once felt comfortable in this town. I have never once walked on the red carpet when I didn’t feel lumpy, ungainly, and uncomfortable. But you have to put yourself out there. You have to feel comfortable in what you’re wearing. If there’s an old dress that I love, I’ll wear it with new jewelry. I invented the word vintage, and that takes the onus off an old dress. To me, vintage starts when you cut off the price tag.

Anytime you’re really going someplace, you are your billboard, like it or not. If you want to feel comfortable, you damn well better have a good-looking billboard. That’s not the time to experiment with your hair.

My secret for feeling comfortable is that when I go to a dinner party alone, that afternoon I will make a list of five things—a play and movie I’ve seen, the latest book I’ve read, something unusual in the newspaper that day, a witty anecdote—and keep it tucked in my purse. That way, I know I’m not going to just sit there and not contribute to the conversation. The only rule: The topics shouldn’t be about you.
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Also, not caring about the wider world’s expectations doesn’t mean you should stop caring about people, especially the ones you love most. From my mother to my assistant to my stylist to my wild and woolly friends, there will always be people I care about as much as they care about me, maybe more. That’s a love affair that’s not going anywhere.

 • You can better handle life’s elevator ride. Like the song says, you can be riding high in April only to be shot down in May. Remember, for every award category there are five nominees, which means at the end of the night there are four losers. Eddie Murphy came to the Oscars in 2006 as the favorite to win Best Supporting Actor for his role in Dreamgirls, but had to do the forced-smile-and-applaud routine when Alan Arkin shocked everyone by taking the statuette for his foul mouthed grandfather in Little Miss Sunshine. For the actors who lose in the first thirty minutes of the show, there are still two more long hours to sit through, looking gracious and relaxed when they’re dying inside. To their credit, they do it.

Being comfortable in your skin equips you to handle life’s inevitable ups and downs with grace and optimism. I think actress Virginia Madsen is a great example of this quality. When she came on the scene in the mid-1980s she was seen as a rising star. Then she disappeared for nearly twenty years, doing B movies like Candyman, only to reemerge with an Oscar nomination for her role in Sideways in 2004. But when I asked her about her choices and her long time in the shadows, she said that she took full responsibility for the career choices she’d made. “No one made me make them,” she told me. She could have blamed her agent, bad luck, or a Gypsy curse. She had the self-esteem not to.

I’ve had plenty of ups and down, personal and professional. But one of the things I’m most proud of is that after all of them I’ve bounced back stronger than ever. Leaving the red carpet in early 2007 just forced me to explore a lot of other areas of life that I’d been thinking about but not pursued. When life throws you a curve, you put on your big-girl panties and deal with it.

 • You’re generous of spirit. I learned the importance of this when my live run on the red carpet ended. At first, I found myself wishing lightning bolts and horrible ratings on subsequent red carpet pre-shows and nitpicking every decision the new hosts and the network made. Then I realized how much negative energy I was bringing into my life and said to myself, “Honey, you’re better than this!” It dawned on me that any successes the new red carpet regime might have didn’t taint what I had accomplished. I had helped pioneer something great, and I will always be proud of that. (Our ratings were still better, though.)

People who are comfortable in their skin always wish others the best. They’re gracious and generous with their intentions and their praise. They’re genuinely happy when someone they know gets a promotion or marries the perfect guy. It’s those without an ounce of self-esteem who hide in their cubicles sticking pins in a voodoo doll or who leave teeth marks in their own tongues when the best man makes his toast.

Being happy for other people’s Red Carpet Moments is one of the most important parts of being comfortable in your skin. It elevates your spirit. When you’re giving enough to applaud even your rivals, you’re demonstrating class and confidence. You don’t need to beat up someone else to feel special. I’m glad to say that I can truly celebrate when a woman looks stunning in a dress that I would have loved to wear.
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SWEPT UNDER THE CARPET

You thought the rumors of stylists getting kickbacks from designers to get their actresses in certain brands of jewelry was an urban myth? Think again. Word was that an Oscar-winning actress (who shall remain nameless) got paid an obscene amount of money to wear a particular company’s jewelry, with the stylist brokering the deal. Now, it’s one thing to be a paid spokesperson for a jeweler, but this was something else entirely. As you might imagine, A-list actresses carry incredible cachet in the fashion world, and an Oscar winner wearing your baubles could make you a small fortune. So what we had was a few stylists working for A-listers for free while charging B-list actors outrageous fees. Fortunately for the credibility of the whole awards culture, this appears to be a thing of the past.
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How You Know You’re Not Comfortable in Your Own Skin

For years, I tried to please everyone. I had no idea how to say no to anybody about anything. I didn’t think enough of myself to turn down any job, opportunity, or personal appearance. I was like a woman who stays in a relationship with a guy who cheats on her because deep down she believes that if she breaks up with him, she’ll never find anyone else who will want her. Keep in mind, I don’t think there’s anything wrong with grabbing every opportunity you can find as long as you plan to do your best with it, but when you’re whoring yourself out or spreading yourself perilously thin because you’re afraid to say no, you’re not comfortable with who you are.

I’m smarter these days. I’ve finally learned to be selective about what I say yes to. I probably qualify for a graduate degree in analyzing the risk-versus-reward equation. But learning to say no wasn’t easy. My first big no came as recently as 2006, when I turned down—and I am not making this up—the chance to judge a dog breath contest for a radio station. No, that wasn’t a misprint. Can’t you just picture me walking soberly down a line of pert puppies, my arms clasped behind my back, pausing to let each one exhale its butt-and-Alpo vapors in my face? No, I couldn’t, either. I declined.

But when you don’t hold yourself in high regard, you’re going to be reluctant to say no to anybody You’re going to find yourself doing ridiculous things to make other people happy because you crave their approval. There’s a word for that: desperation. Ever wonder why you can walk into a party with your man on your arm and the guys will still swarm like bees to honey, but you can’t buy a date after a bad breakup? Desperation has an odor that repels.

Here are a few other telltale warning signs that you’re not comfortable in your skin:

 • The “Look at me!” attitude. You see this all the time in “pop tarts” who seem to spend their time “accidentally” flashing their private parts while getting out of limos. Accidentally? Right. Honey, even if you were dumb enough to forget that you “forgot” to put on underwear, it’s obvious that disembarking from the back of a car with your legs open equals a free show.

(Want to help me make scientific history? I’m going to name the shortest span of time yet known to man: the Paris. One Paris is the interval between a paparazzo snapping a portrait of a celebutante’s exposed crotch and the photo appearing on the Internet. I’ll be expecting my letter from the Nobel committee any day now.)

But I digress. I’m sure you know people like this. They’re the ones who are always “on,” doing or saying something that screams, “Look at me!” They’re miserable in their skin, so they crave the attention of others to give them validation. They’re tough to be around because it’s painful to watch someone make a fool of himself or herself. To be fair, we all have our insecure moments, when we need someone else to tell us that we look good, that we’re right for the job, that we have talent. Hollywood runs on personal insecurity and double-shot lattes. There’s nothing wrong with needing validation as long as it’s the exception, not the rule. If you’re healthy, you thrive on praise and attention that you’ve earned. Nobody really wants “She was famous for being famous” on her gravestone.

 • You’re viciously self-critical. There are some people who never give themselves a break. I’m guilty of that from time to time, though I hear from reliable authorities that I’m getting better. But if you can’t accept a compliment without qualifying it, if you can’t present your work to your boss without apologizing for it, if you trash yourself mercilessly for even the smallest screwup and assume any choice you make is doomed before you even see how things turn out … you have a skin problem.

Of course, some level of self-criticism is fine; like I said earlier, the biggest stars use it to drive themselves to improve constantly at their craft. There’s a great story about the band U2 being in the studio trying to record their hit song “Vertigo.” They had been working for days on the tune and what they finally laid down on

























	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	






Report from the Shallow End




















	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	







Dispatches from the Deep End
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