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Introduction




I recently mentioned to a British friend that I’d read a book about cancer by one of his in-laws, and he said, “Yes, there’s an entire spate of these books by literary people cruelly stuck down. Soon we’ll be getting books titled My Bad Cold or My Day of Lethargy.” It was a better book than that, but I still take his point—I didn’t want to write what I call a disease-pornography book, where the writer wallows in his or her sorrows, and the reader eagerly flips the pages to find out just how bad it can get for the poor old sod. I wanted to write a book that I’d want to read, the kind of book you rarely come across in the “sick person” genre. I wanted it to be a good story, full of twists and turns and amusing anecdotes. I wanted a book that would appeal to people who might not usually read a book about illness. Above all, I wanted it to be full of life, not weepy, because that’s who I am and that’s what I prefer.

Writing a memoir is like writing an obituary with the last sentence missing. Well, I’m certainly not dead yet, although this is only the first edition. I apologize for the lack of a proper climax, and to make up for it I’ve worked extra hard to include some entertainingly gory stories, and I promise to drop plenty of names. Did I mention I was with George Clooney when I first got sick?
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The View from the Penthouse Overlooking Success Street




In 1995, I went to the Emmy Awards in Los Angeles with George Clooney. To nobody’s greater surprise than my own, except for my aunt’s, who always said I’d wind up living in my parents’ basement, I was a mildly warm commodity. I was acting and modeling, and the show I was a correspondent for, TV Nation, had already won an Emmy the night before for best documentary show. But the small-to-medium-size spotlight that shone on me didn’t blind me to that fact that an Emmy date with George was a score, not just because he was a real star, but because he was such an enormously entertaining guy.


I’d also been palling around with Dwight Yoakam, and I’d even been spending time with Robert DeNiro. I wasn’t exactly dating any of them at the time, and I certainly wasn’t serious about any one relationship, but in getting to spend time with three rad dudes like George, Dwight, and Bob, I felt like I’d hit the man trifecta at Celebrity Raceway Park.

George was nominated for Best Actor, and although he didn’t win, I threw a big party at the Chateau Marmont afterwards. As far as I knew at that moment, everything was perfect in my life and all I had to do was enjoy it to the fullest extent possible. I was going to do a documentary on kayaking in the Sea of Cortez with Arnold Palmer. I was busy modeling for Revlon, I’d just been in Dumb and Dumber, and I had TV development deals all over the place. I was happier than Jerry Lewis in Paris. Everything was going smoothly.

I had worked hard to achieve some things, but I hadn’t had to struggle and, like a lot of people in the same circumstances, I didn’t really appreciate all that I had. Not in the way I do now, that’s for damn sure. When I first got a child’s-size portion of fame from being a VJ on MTV, People magazine named me one of the “50 Most Beautiful People in the World.” (I had a cold sore on the day of the photo shoot and they had to shoot me only in profile.) I told the interviewer that the night before I got the word from People, I’d won an Ernest Borgnine Look-alike Contest, and I was incredibly honored to receive both accolades. I also told him I’d never had a bad day in my life, and that remained true all the way up until I had a really bad day—the worst of my life.

Though I’d been trying to ignore it, for a couple of weeks I’d had a bad headache, which had gotten steadily worse. By the evening of the Emmy Awards it was like the Devil himself was inside my brain with a hot poker, which he was trying to ram through the top of my skull. Still, I would have gone to the Emmys with George if it meant carrying my head in with me in a hand-tooled leather bag.

The next day the headache was even more intense. I was still trying to ignore the pain, so I decided it was just too much champagne. I called George to see if he had a touch of the Irish flu as well. He said no, he was fine.

As the day went on, the headache didn’t get any better. The pain exploded in my head like a can of Coke that had been violently shaken and then popped open. I was trying to have a normal day resting in my room, but when the pain struck I was stopped in my tracks, as if I’d been electrocuted. I’d been miming the aura of good health for a few weeks, but when I looked around for painkillers and realized I’d downed an entire large bottle of Advil in just two days, I knew I couldn’t fake it any more.

I cancelled everything in Los Angeles, hopped a plane to New York, and took a cab straight to my doctor’s office. I didn’t know it at the time, but when I stepped out of that taxi, my life as a healthy person ended and my life as a sick person began. And I was about to get really, really sick.
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I Had It Coming




When I was a kid I was terrified of getting leprosy. My grandmother had given me a children’s Bible (I still have it) with these really alarming illustrations of lepers that scared the pants off me. I didn’t know exactly what leprosy was, but I sure didn’t want my fingers to start dropping off. Now I have sarcoidosis, a medical condition that’s just as scary. Basically, the soft parts of my body—lungs, eyes, spinal cord, and other important stuff—develop hard, granular spots that impair the functioning of whatever organ they strike. It’s not really related to leprosy, but it’s always seemed to me like there’s a connection. As far as I know, though, I’m not actually in danger of any body parts falling off, so if you see me on the street, don’t be afraid to shake my hand.

What’s happening to me is more like what happened to Lot’s wife in the Bible. She was turned into a pillar of salt for looking back at the destruction of Sodom and Gomorrah, and I’m crystallizing from the inside out, maybe because I once took a Vietnamese refugee to see Midnight Cowboy. I had no idea what the movie was about, I swear.

In a way I do deserve it—it’s karma, or fate, or one of those other things I don’t actually believe in. I just had way too much fun at the expense of serious diseases when I was younger. In college I tried to help my boyfriend get passing grades by wrapping a bandage around my head and claiming I had massive head trauma, and that it would be cruel to punish him for the distraction caused by his worry about my condition. I kept a bottle of ipecac handy for friends who needed an excuse to postpone a test. One guy actually vomited all over his professor’s office in what must have been a pretty convincing display of dire illness. One Christmas break, I got a job as a temporary office worker. I figured receptionist duty would involve answering phones and doing the crossword puzzle, but at the interview they told me I’d have to take a typing test on my first day. I bought an Ace bandage and a sling, told them I’d sprained my wrist, and got the job anyway. Faking a sprained wrist for four weeks turned out to be almost as hard as actually learning to type, but as far as I was concerned, it was worth it. (All this was while I was studying to be a recreational therapist, by the way.)

After I moved into the post-college adult word, the faking became more elaborate. I took a job at a real estate firm, and I couldn’t stand it. I showed up one day with yellow eye shadow lightly brushed on my skin and complained of being sick. The next day, more yellow and more complaining. On day three I called in and said I might have hepatitis. That was the last communication I ever had with anyone in that office. I suppose I could have just quit, but that wasn’t my way.

Liver disease also helped ease another short-lived job—as a fishmonger at the South Street Seaport. I was stationed at a little cart selling seafood to strolling tourists, and of course every one of them wanted a half-dozen raw oysters. Shucking an oyster out of its shell is hard, and the little knife you use is really sharp, so I told anyone who asked for some, “Listen, confidentially, those oysters are stinky. I drove them in from New Jersey myself. We’re talking hepatitis on the half shell. Why don’t you try some boiled shrimp?” Of course, the customers had to peel the shrimp themselves. (My sister Kate was going to charm school at the time, and I had to pick her up after work and drive her back to New Jersey. I was lucky if I came home from work with all my digits, but for my little sister a run in her stocking was a bad day. Her attitude put it all in perspective: “Can you NOT come to my school reeking of fish?”)

When I was at MTV, my manager, Peg Donegan, gave me a doctor’s reference book for Christmas so I’d know how to fake my illnesses better. MTV never had such a sick employee. I “came down with” shingles, gout, and piles, and I wasn’t above renting crutches and claiming I’d stepped on a nail so I could go skiing in Aspen for the weekend. My roommate Lori and I practiced our fake limps by putting stones, nails, and even little pieces of glass in our shoes to see which would produce the most convincing but least painful gimp. I’d perfected the art of malingering.

And then the bony finger of mortality tapped me on the shoulder. Don’t kid around with serious diseases; they have a poor sense of humor.
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I Didn’t Just Fall Off the Turnip Truck




When I arrived at my doctor’s office in early September of 1995, he did what any physician would do for a patient who’d gotten a bad headache while at the Emmy Awards, canceled her appointments, and flown home immediately: he sent me for a CAT scan that very afternoon to see if there was anything screwy in my head.

The technician who performed the scan was a real wiseacre. Right away she started in: “Ohhh, so you’re the MTV girl. MTV sucks!” When you work at MTV, people constantly tease you about the network. I read once that Stephen King thought he was going insane because he kept hearing his own name repeated over and over, as if people were talking about him. It turned out that people just recognized him when he walked down the street and would mumble his name to whoever they were with. The article said being famous is pretty similar to mental illness—you constantly hear things. From my experience, this is true even if you’re a C-level celebrity. I was constantly gawked at and sometimes harassed because my mug was vaguely familiar. A lot of times people insisted we must have gone to high school together, although I used to get a lot of “MTV sucks!”

So here was this technician giving me grief about MTV and teasing me about George Clooney as she had me lie down on the table. “I saw you with him at the Emmys, is he your boyyyy-friend?”

A CAT scan isn’t like an MRI, where you’re in a big enclosed tube. It’s still kind of like a living sarcophagus, but your head is exposed. The technician and I were still bantering as she started the procedure, and then all of a sudden she just clammed up. She had no poker face whatsoever, and I could tell from the fact that she refused to meet my eyes that she’d seen something that wasn’t supposed to be there. I said, “For the love of Pete, it can’t be that bad. Lemme see the scan.” But she wouldn’t show me. “Talk to your doctor,” was all she’d say. She barely made eye contact with me as I thanked her and said goodbye.

Although I had a feeling something was wrong, I wasn’t too worried about it. I figured it was something manageable, like, say, an aneurysm. How bad could that be? Probably just a little, stinking aneurysm.

So I called my doctor. He told me I had a lesion in my spinal column and brain. To give you an idea, my current neurologist, Dr. Frank Petito, described it as being about the size and shape of a mostaccioli. If you’re not Italian, or a fan of Italian food, that means about four inches long and about an inch thick. Actually, that’s a little bigger than a mostaccioli, but you get the idea.

My doctor said I’d need an MRI so they could begin to determine what had caused the lesion, and how to treat it. I said fine, I’m free any time next week. “No, I mean tomorrow,” he insisted. “I got you the first appointment, at seven A.M.”

I had just signed on with the Ford modeling agency, and that night they were throwing a big party. I decided I would go—I wanted to keep moving forward with my life and try to enjoy the good things, not sit home and worry.

I called my parents and told them that I needed more tests. They were really upset and wanted to come in to New York from their home in New Jersey, but I told them not to bother. Then they showed up anyway, which really shook me. I hadn’t had time to think very much about the fact that I might be in the soup up to (literally) my neck, or what that might mean. The only fleeting fear I had was that being sick—with what, I didn’t even know—might take away some of my independence until I got better. After my parents came unannounced, I figured, I’m never gonna get rid of them and there goes my independent life. (Plus, I had a gentleman caller over, and he had to scoot out of my bedroom window and hide in the garden.) Of course, I love my parents dearly, but imagine yourself in the same situation. I sent my folks home and went to the party anyway.

The following day, a Friday, I went in for the MRI. I was pretty spooked. I sat with my parents as a technician screeched questions at me across the crowded waiting room: “Are you pregnant? What was the date of your last period?” “I’m a model. We’re too skinny to have periods,” I snapped. But clever repartee couldn’t stave off the grim cloud that was settling over me. I was thirty-four and single, and I thought, This is when you pay the piper for thinking you’re bulletproof and don’t need anything permanent in your life.

In my unnoticed, unappreciated, majestic good health I’d been happy. I was an unsolicited testimonial for lightheartedness, an enthusiastic conscript in the good-time army. I committed to nothing and no one. Whether at work or in a relationship, I always had one foot out the door, just waiting to move on to the next adventure. Being tied down in any way was anathema to me. My attitude was, as Oscar Wilde said, “I can live without life’s necessities, as long as I have life’s luxuries.”

I’d enjoyed more than my share of life’s luxuries. But the luxuries and the ability to enjoy them were about to be snatched away from me. So was the one necessity in my life—my independence.

After the humiliating question-and-answer, the technician shot me full of radioactive dye and put me in a metal tube for an hour. I had never paused to spend any time considering the possibly ephemeral nature of my work, my relationships, even my life. But in that antiseptic white MRI chamber, I had ample time to reflect.


I grew up in a very cold family. An extremely cold family. In the ’70s, during the oil crisis, Jimmy Carter came on TV wearing a sweater and said something like, “I want every American to lower their thermostat to sixty-five and wear a sweater to save energy.” My mother took that as gospel, and essentially Jimmy Carter made me uncomfortable for a good portion of my life. Once when I returned home from my overheated college dorm, I said, teeth chattering, “Here’s twenty bucks, Mom, why don’t you turn up the heat.”


Actually, my family is populated with cheery, happy-go-lucky, kindhearted people, especially my mom, who’s a saint. One day, when we were out to lunch, she told me, “I never had a happy childhood until I married your father and had you kids.” Turning down the heat might have been annoying when I was a kid, but it was in both my parents’ natures to care about society and community, and to put those feelings into practice. My parents are pretty liberal sorts, but I think the real motivator was their Catholic faith—they believed that they were doing their duty as Christians by helping others. Of course, they sent us to Catholic schools and brought us to church every week, and for better or worse (mostly better), I’ve been an observant Catholic all my life.

When I was a kid, my brother Jim and I went to confession every Saturday night, because you had to confess your sins before going to church Sunday morning. I used to wake up really early on Sunday to watch cartoons, and Jim told me it was a sin to change the channel if a religious program was on. So before I went to bed, I’d turn the TV to the channel with my favorite cartoons.

Of course, when I woke up I’d discover that my parents had changed the channel to whatever they were watching the night before, so I’d turn on the TV and it would be Mass for shut-ins. How was I going to watch Scooby Doo? I was so incredibly conflicted over the “sin” of changing the channel to watch cartoons, because I’d cleared my conscience the night before at confession, that I’d wake up my little sister Kate and make her change it instead. If I had to flip the channels myself, I’d watch Davey and Goliath to sort of split the difference, but I still had to confess it next Saturday. I don’t remember what the priest said, but I assume he probably gave me a couple of Hail Marys and an Our Father. Eventually Jim admitted that he’d made the whole thing up.

Obviously, my religious upbringing was a pretty profound experience for me. My first grade teacher, Miss Hennessey, told our class that every time we heard a siren on an ambulance or fire truck or police car we should say a Hail Mary prayer for the person the siren is wailing for. I thought that was beautiful, and three decades years later, I still say a quick prayer whenever I hear a siren. (In New York City, that’s a cartload of Hail Marys.)

I attended Catholic schools through eighth grade, and of course that meant a lot of scary nuns. They constantly warned us about the godless Communists who were going to invade the United States any day now with the express purpose of defiling American Catholic girls. On the way to school, I’d practice a face to make if the Communists ever came and stormed the school bus. I stared at my reflection in the window, and I’d make myself go cross-eyed and stick out my lower jaw in a vacant, Deliverance kind of way. The idea was that the Commies would take one look and be so grossed out that they wouldn’t want to kidnap and rape me. So far, it’s worked.

Sister Ginetta, my seventh grade teacher, was a bulldog of discipline. Her mantra, if a Catholic nun can be said to have a mantra, was “Knock the smile off your face, or I’ll knock it off for you.” The problem was, I wasn’t really smiling. I have the risorius of Santorini, which means that in my normal state of facial repose, the muscles around my mouth pull my kisser into a smirky and obviously irksome puss. It’s just the architecture of my face. If I’d known about the risorius at the age of twelve, I would have tried to explain, but I don’t think Sister Ginetta would have bought it. (Oliver Wendell Holmes, a famous dead Supreme Court Justice, said he would have his risorius of Santorini cut out if he had it. He found it particularly annoying in an acquaintance. I’ve often wondered if this is the problem with the Bush family—maybe George H. W., the dad, and George W., the son, have those irritating little smirks because of the risorius.)


Years later, when I was a correspondent on Michael Moore’s TV Nation, we did a theme show called “Bully Night.” All the correspondents had to get together and make nice with the person who’d bullied them as a kid. I couldn’t decide who to ask on the show because I honestly didn’t recall much bullying in my childhood. (When I asked my sister Kate for suggestions, she said, “I don’t know. If it was my job to contact my bully, I would call you.”) Anyway, I finally settled on Sister Ginetta.

I didn’t exactly tell her what the show was about, though. I think she was a little upset when she discovered that the reason we’d been goofing around with fighting nun puppets was because I’d said she was my childhood bully, and she sent me an angry letter. At least I assume it was angry—what I received was a few scraps in a plastic wrapper, marked something like “DESTROYED IN TRANSIT.” Who says there’s no such thing as miracles? Thank you, U.S. Postal Service.

A lot of people complain about being brought up Catholic and I understand why, but on balance what I’ve taken away from it is more about caring for others than being rapped on the knuckles with a ruler. I’m sure that’s partly because of the way my parents expressed their faith by helping others.

Every Easter, they’d invite kids from a halfway house for families in crisis over for Easter dinner. The rest of the year, they helped out in other ways. One day my dad noticed one of our neighbors, an old gent named Mr. Hatterman, hesitating as he tried to cross a busy street. My father helped him across, and he learned that Mr. Hatterman lived alone. Dad took to visiting him regularly, and brought him sandwiches every Saturday for lunch. Both my mom and dad were Eucharistic ministers at church, which meant they helped the priest give out the communion wafers at Mass, and afterwards they would go to a nursing home to give communion to the people who couldn’t make it to church.


Although they never insisted that we volunteer for anything, I’m sure my parents were trying to encourage us by their example. When I was twelve years old, I began doing community service as well. My seventh grade class at Our Lady of Mercy visited the Ridge Manor nursing home. We played the Maple Leaf Rag and brought gifts to the residents, and we all did our best to cheer up the old folks. I started visiting regularly on my own, and I kept it up all the way through high school. I discovered that I loved spending time with old people. I guess the psychiatrist-type explanation would be that I was used to having fun with infirm elderly people from riding around on the back of my grandfather’s wheelchair, counting the silver dollars he kept in an egg-shaped tin, and watching Batman with him.

My brothers and sisters didn’t come to the nursing home; they preferred other forms of service because they were all scared of old people. For a while, Laura raised Seeing Eye dogs, which was great for the blind people but sometimes a disaster for us. She had one puppy, Gibson, who could chew anything apart, and I mean anything, including plastic and fiberglass. He actually destroyed our sailboat and our lawnmower. My dad said, “I hope the blind guy that gets this one doesn’t have a wooden leg.”

After I graduated from high school, I wound up at the University of Colorado. Now, it’s not a bad school, but it ain’t the Sorbonne, either. It has a well-deserved reputation as a party school, and I liked to think of it as a retirement home for students.

As far as academics, I took a lot of courses like Introduction to Sports History and Sports Philosophy with the members of football team. I ruined my eyesight, not from fancy book learning, but from cheating off the Chinese kid next to me. In retrospect I wish I had done anything but just shuck and jive, because nowadays, instead of sleeping in on weekends, I have to spend a lot of time reading books like To the Lighthouse and The Second Sex to catch up.

Not that U of C was a total waste, though—far from it. One Saturday morning I stumbled across what I still think of as my real career. I had been out late the night before, so I biked through the snow to the Boulder community pool to swim away the hangover. There were some students in the pool already, and they asked me if I was there for the class. I said, “No, what class?” They explained that they were recreational therapy majors, and that they got credit for running a swimming course for paraplegics. I thought, Holy smokes, course credit for helping out disabled people? Who knew? This could be the job for me. Until then, I never had any sense that I could actually make a career of what I’d done voluntarily at the nursing home—spending time with disabled people.

So I became a recreational therapy major, which was a blast. For one course I had to arrange a camping trip for some disabled students who lived on campus. I had a blind guy, a quadriplegic guy, and about four other people in wheelchairs. So we drove out to a state park and, figuring, What the heck, I let the blind guy drive the van. Then I got them all stoned.

Through an organization called Clearinghouse, I got a free season pass to El Dora Mountain, where I spent every weekend as an instructor for the disabled ski program. I’m not a graceful skier or even a good athlete, but some of the skiers were blind, so I could get away with it—they didn’t know about my poor form.

In my senior year, I was elected the Colorado executive director of Clearinghouse, which is the largest student-run volunteer organization in the country. I have no idea how this happened—I have no management skills, and I sure didn’t ask for the job. I was just happy to have a secretary to type my papers for me. But somehow, I did well enough to win the Golden Rule Award for Colorado volunteer of the year from Governor Richard Lamm. It seemed I had a talent for helping people despite myself.

After college, I moved to New York and went to work as a recreational therapist at the Village Nursing Home. I was happy living out my post-college wild and carefree years, and thoughts of making the big time never entered my head. Once, when I was shopping in Bloomingdale’s with my friend Greg, we were recruited by a woman from Esprit to audition for part of a new campaign they were doing using “regular people.” We didn’t get into the ad campaign, though I did get a moment in the sun when the tape of the auditions was shown on Today. But I never thought about trying to model professionally. Even if I’d been interested, all I had to do was look in a magazine or a mirror to realize I wasn’t tall, blond, or willowy.

I used to get my hair cut in a Times Square barber shop by a one-eyed guy named Louie. He’d cut James Dean’s hair years ago, which I thought was cool. I liked the way he cut my hair, too. I think that lacking full stereoscopic vision because of having only one eye helped him give me the slightly asymmetrical quality that I’ve always favored with my hair. One day I sat down in the chair and he asked what I wanted, and I said, “The usual, long in the front, short in the back.” Louie looked at me and said, “Kid, let me tell you something. If you got all that hair out of your face, you’d be a good-lookin’ fella.” “Uh—I’m a girl,” I said. “Cut it out,” he said. He refused to believe I was a woman. Obviously Louie’s one remaining good eye had started to go, too, but I wasn’t surprised that he’d mistaken me for a guy—I’d always been the swarthy tomboy type, not a glamour girl.

At the nursing home, I called bingo every Monday afternoon. “B-9! I hope your tumor is benign, Mrs. Zella!” I gave away lipsticks and lottery tickets to the winners, and generally got the old folks all riled up. Afterwards, I’d go to a bar called Tortilla Flats down the street, where they also had a bingo night, with corn chips to mark the cards and pitchers of margaritas for the winners. One Monday I was downing a few bowls of the old loudmouth soup and enjoying myself with my date when a man and a woman came up to me and asked me to be in an ad campaign for Mexx jeans. (Maybe you still have a pair in your closet, or maybe you gave them to the Salvation Army a long time ago.) My response was, “Can the chin music. I grew up in New Jersey, I didn’t just fall off the turnip truck.” They gave me their card, and my friends convinced me to go for it. Within a few weeks my ugly kisser was plastered on buses, subways, department stores, and billboards all over the world.

They used my date for the ads, too, but his career took a different path—he’s a perfume sniper at Macy’s. I saw a picture of him once in a New York magazine article called “Guerillas in the Mist,” about the people in department stores who try to spray you with the latest scents. That could just as well be me, though. I didn’t think I was going to be a big successful model, and I didn’t quit my job at the nursing home. I was happy working as a recreational therapist, and, as far as I was concerned, that was my career. I did decide, though, that maybe I’d better get an agent so I wouldn’t get taken for a ride if I got any more of these modeling gigs.

All the agencies have open auditions one day a week, so I went to one at Elite. I remember thinking, Wow, I’m kind of old (I was twenty-seven) and I’m only five foot seven. I couldn’t do anything about my age except try and look as good as possible, but height was another matter. I took a big pair of cowboy boots and stuffed the bottom with sweat socks to give myself some extra height, and I wore a big cowboy hat. I looked like I was about a foot taller, or so I thought.

I teetered into the waiting room at Elite and sat down. Eventually a woman called me into her office and said, “Okay, take off your hat.” Now I was down to six-one. Then she said, “Take off your boots and get on the scale.” I pulled off my boots, and the compressed sweat socks came bursting out like snakes out of a trick peanut brittle can. I started crawling around her office trying to collect the socks and my dignity as this woman laughed her ass off. Finally she said, “You’re really not the right material for Elite, but you can try the Elite Petite division.” The petite department is for the models who actually look like young girls, as opposed to the models who are young girls but look like complete sex bombs. I thought, Petite? I’ve got a caboose and a mustache, I’m not exactly a fragile little flower. So I said “Screw it” and walked out the door.

I hitched up my self-esteem and tried again, this time at Click. They weren’t much interested either, but one of the assistants in the commercial department, Peg Donegan, piped up and said, “I’ll represent her.” Peg said she thought of me as more of a commercial model than a fashion or runway model, but she sent me to talk to the fashion department anyway.

I went downstairs and met with a guy who told me, “You’re old, you’re tired looking, you have dark circles under your eyes…” I said, “Well, you know, you’re nothing to write home about either.” I stormed back upstairs and yelled, “What the hell? These are the people you work with?” Peg calmed me down and said, “Don’t worry, you’ll just work with me.”

She sent me out the next day for a big national commercial for Skippy peanut butter, and I got it. The campaign was “Everybody’s Skippy-dipping.” You know how in the movies people drink champagne with their arms linked? The idea was that the guy model and I would eat peanut butter like that. Silly stuff, but a big ad break for me.

When I arrived at the set on the day of shooting, the first person to speak to me was the lighting woman. “Aren’t you Karen Duffy? You graduated from Park Ridge High School in 1979?” she said. I turned around, and it was ToniAnn Disanto, who was the scariest girl in my high school and beat the crap out of everybody. Well, the male model was eighteen. I was ten years older, and I was nervous about being too old. So I said, “No, my sister Laura graduated in seventy-nine. I’m Karen who graduated in 1986.”

Shortly after that, I was picked to be in the new print and television campaign for Calvin Klein jeans with Stephen Baldwin. It was the follow-up to the wildly successful “Nothing Comes Between Me and My Calvins” campaign starring Brooke Shields, and the ads were directed by the fashion photographer Richard Avedon. The man is a legend, and this was only my third modeling job—I was a complete nobody. Ever seen the movie Funny Face, where Audrey Hepburn gets discovered and turned into a star model by a photographer played by Fred Astaire? Well, the Astaire character is based on Avedon. I had visions of myself as the next Audrey Hepburn, or at least the next “funny face” to hit the big time.

In the interview with Avedon, he had me tell stories about myself, with the idea that they’d turn my anecdotes into the commercials. All I talked about was how I was the greatest flirt in the world and how I could write a book about flirting. So the commercials had me sitting with three male models, one of whom was Stephen Baldwin. Underneath the table you see my jeans-clad legs intertwined with Stephen’s, but my arms are around one of the other models.

Usually Calvin Klein is a marketing genius, but I guess everybody fails once in a while, and the campaign was a complete flop. I am a lot of things, but apparently I’m no Brooke Shields. My career was taking off, though, and soon I was doing dozens of ads, even though I kept my job at the nursing home. Modeling still seemed like a game then, not my real life. I felt like I’d snuck into a party and I might as well hang out and enjoy myself until somebody caught me and I got kicked out. I didn’t take any of it seriously.

My portfolio, the book of pictures Peg sent out to get me modeling work, was filled with cut-and-paste jobs. I put my head on other women’s bodies, because I didn’t have a typical model body. Then I’d glue the result next to pictures of Barry White and John F. Kennedy as if I was modeling with them. For my first head shot, I did a takeoff of the album cover for Whipped Cream and other Delights, by Herb Alpert and the Tijuana Brass. The cover photo is a sexy girl covered in whipped cream, so I recreated the picture with shaving cream.

In the world of modeling, some girls are thoroughbreds and some are trotters, and I’m a trotter. Women like Cindy Crawford or Linda Evangelista or Naomi Campbell are absolute freaks of beauty, with everything lined up perfectly in the stars and in their DNA. It’s a little weird that there are only maybe ten or fifteen women in the world who look like that, but they’re held up as the absolute ideals of beauty and everyone’s always trying to measure themselves against, essentially, mutant anomalies. In reality, the average woman is five foot four, a hundred and forty-five pounds and a size twelve. But the standard of beauty as represented in fashion is six feet tall, a hundred and fifteen pounds
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