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For Kate.

Your presence redirected the course
of my life toward healing.

And R.

Thank you for throwing me anchors
in a sea of changes.





When society is not equipped to hold an accurate mirror up to you, you end up interpreting your reflection according to available lenses, structures, and terminology. But they’re often wrong and misleading, or, worse, harmful.

—

JENARA NERENBERG,

Divergent Mind: Thriving in a World

That Wasn’t Designed for You






Author’s Note

This book is based on true events as I experienced them. The themes and insights explored reflect my perspective at the time of writing and will continue to evolve and expand as I do. I have also condensed some scenarios and re-created dialogue in good faith to tell my story.

Heads-up: The first three decades of life were . . . eventful. Several potentially triggering topics will be covered, including descriptions of child abuse, addiction, eating disorders, domestic violence, mental illness, rape, gun violence, religious extremism, surgery, body modification, homophobia, fatphobia, grief, and microaggressions, as well as mentions of suicidal ideation, suicide, death, and general trauma. Please check in with yourself when reading. If anything feels unmanageable, pause and focus on grounding your mind and body into a place of safety.

If you are experiencing suicidal thoughts or a crisis, please text “SHOUT” to 85258 (UK) or contact your local mental health support helpline. For TTY users: Use your preferred relay service or dial 711 then 988.

Seeking help is a brave step. There are people and organizations ready to support. For a longer list of resources and hotlines, please refer to the section “Professional Help and Crisis Support” near the end of the book.




Prologue

Two hot-blooded Arabian horses ripped into the arena. I trembled from the center mound as they ravaged five buckets of hay. Each was labeled with a pillar of my life: Family, Friends, Career, Health, and Faith. And the horses were moments away from destroying everything.

A protective rage sent my legs chasing after the buckets, desperate to salvage what mattered most.

“Don’t move!” commanded Dr. Lynn, stopping me in my tracks. “Ask for what you need.” But I couldn’t make a sound.

I had moved to Hollywood to pursue acting at seven years old. The city had lured my mom and me as the nexus of filmmaking, but it disguised a harsh reality. I spent the next ten years of my childhood stifling abuse under a picture-perfect facade. By seventeen, my body couldn’t uphold the lie anymore. Fifteen pounds underweight, I collapsed on the floor in a cold sweat and admitted myself to a rehab center for teens.

I was eight weeks into treatment when Dr. Lynn organized an equine therapy session about the danger of silent suffering. If I didn’t learn to communicate my struggles and advocate for myself, I stood little chance of recovering from a fatal illness. But after a lifetime of denying my own needs and being controlled by industry executives, I was wary of trusting anyone—including myself.

“Use your words, Alyson,” Dr. Lynn hammered, studying me behind her clipboard with a mix of expectation and concern. The hungry beasts snorted and stamped as the buckets emptied. Dust motes swirled, causing me to choke. Say something.

I glanced at Dr. Lynn’s boots, unable to meet her gaze. Shame burned up my esophagus for failing a simple assignment. Self-loathing filled my lungs. Years of buried pain rushed forward, and the mask of having it all together shattered. Underneath, I was suffocating.

All eyes were on me, waiting.

“I . . .” Not a single thought could reach my lips. The horses threw their weight around mercilessly. Fear blurred my vision. You’re letting them down.

“What . . . do . . . you . . . need?” Dr. Lynn pressed. “You’re about to lose everything.”

“I need . . .”

The sun dipped below the horizon, casting shadows over the pen. I spaced out as if exiting my body, drifting into emptiness. From far away, I finally heard one word.

“. . . help.”




Chapter 1

July 2000

“Hello. My name is Alyson Rae Stoner. I’m six years old and my height is three foot six.”

I straightened my back and turned side to side to have my facial profiles and body evaluated by the judges. I hope my belly isn’t sticking out over my shorts, I thought. Can they see my heart pounding through my costume? The speaker flapped his hand at me expectantly. I froze in confusion.

“Headshot.”

Oh, right. I swiftly presented my résumé that listed my performance training. The left half was crinkled from my damp fingers. Gross. I held a permanent smile featuring two missing front teeth and waited for my official cue:

“Action!”

The room went dark and the spotlight shined over my Hawaiian skort set. I grasped my Mickey Mouse stuffed animal to the point of strangulation, fixated on the audience. Tiny lamps lit up the row of judges with an amber glow: one was on a phone call, two were scribbling on scorecards, and two glared directly into my soul. I don’t know if I was more thrown by the frantic distractions or the piercing eye contact.

By my feet, a digital timer counted back from three minutes. Two minutes and fifty-nine seconds to leave an impression. Points would be deducted for going over, so I wasted no time. I cleared my throat, grabbed the microphone off the stand like a house regular, and launched into my comedic routine about a trip to Toys“R”Us gone awry.

“You’ve really gotta hand it to short people . . . because we can’t reach it.”

The crowd roared. I was in the bottom fifth percentile for height for my age, and my high-pitched chipmunk voice made it all the more unexpected to hear what came out of my mouth.

“The store clerk sees me struggling to get Mickey from the top shelf. And I say, ‘Listen, one of us has to be the bigger person, and it’s not going to be me.’”

More laughter. It’s working.

This was the first of seven consecutive competitions at the International Modeling and Talent Association convention in New York City. Over five days, I would perform in front of the world’s leading talent agents, managers, and casting directors at the most successful entertainment training center on the planet. It was a far cry from the quiet cornfields and fishing quarries in my home of Toledo, Ohio.

Though I’d never acted before, I had rehearsed this script so many times I could recite it on autopilot. The thrill of a live audience and high-stakes competition added a whole new rush of energy. Instinctively, I fed off their reactions and improvised a few extra winks and hand gestures.

“The next time anyone dangles Mickey up high and makes me jump for him, remember: I’m the perfect height to get you where it hurts.”

The closing punchline earned a knee-slap from the back corner, and I basked in a brief applause before being shuffled offstage. From the audience, Mom waited with high fives and hugs.

“Atta baby! What a natural! My adrenaline is through the roof,” she said, sticking out her shaking hand as evidence. I put mine next to hers to compare jitters. She handed me a water bottle and string cheese from the rolling duffel and announced, “On to the next!”

I gnawed on the inside of my cheek as my mind replayed what had just happened on a loop, quadruple-checking that I didn’t mess up. Did I stay on the mark? Keep pace? Speak clearly? Make eye contact? Look confident? Is it bad that I’m missing my two front teeth? I didn’t want anything to lower my score. We wouldn’t know the results until awards night, so I relied on my own mental checklist. I wasn’t sure what the expectations were for me, but I knew I couldn’t let anyone down.

•

“She needs to be in theater,” pressed my preschool teacher, Mrs. Gilbreth, to my mom after class one day. At three years old, I’d rearranged the cages of our classroom pet bunnies, geckos, and hermit crabs into a semicircle in order to perform the entire 1978 movie musical Grease.

This didn’t surprise my mom whatsoever. My dance instructors and YMCA sports coaches often noted my proclivity to create jingles or add high kicks impromptu, including at the free-throw line. On Christmas morning, I unwrapped a Fisher-Price microphone and immediately carried it to the fireplace hearth to deliver a matinee of Mary-Kate and Ashley Olsen’s greatest hits. Memorizing Shirley Temple’s entire filmography was the tipping point that pushed my mom to action. That’s how we found Margaret O’Brien Modeling School.

Margaret had discovered our hometown celebrity, Katie Holmes, who made it big on Dawson’s Creek. After a month of classes, she pulled us aside. “Alyson has the same spark Katie did,” she eagerly relayed. “She’s special.”

Special. I felt relieved to hear that word. It meant I was doing something right.

The IMTA was coming up, and Margaret insisted I needed to “be discovered.” Discovered for what . . . we weren’t sure. Her minimum age requirement was normally twelve years old—twice my own. But she didn’t hesitate in offering to make an exception.

My mom looked so pleased to receive this feedback. There was nothing more affirming than the glimmer in her eyes after I did a good job. She signed me up for the convention and we took off for the Big Apple, leaving my two older sisters, my stepdad John, and my dad at home.

I had no concept of show business and zero aspirations to be famous. I was a first grader who loved trying new things like climbing the monkey bars and spelling five-letter words. In my head, I’d just won the lottery: uninterrupted time with Mom, plus tickets to The Lion King on Broadway. Little did I know I had been dropped into a professional entertainment recruitment program. There was an agenda for me.

•

By the time Mom and I reached the double-door exit after my monologue, the next girl was already halfway into her piece. Mom hurried me through the crowd, but I couldn’t take my eyes off the girl—her pink dress, her blond hair, her perfect smile. She was beautiful, like my best friend Francesca from dance class at home. Ever since I was three years old, either Francesca or I always stood front and center for our routines. Whenever Francesca was chosen, I was genuinely happy for her. But I also worried that it meant I wasn’t good enough. This was my signal to work harder. Do the judges like her better? Did they already forget me?

We beelined to the Commercial Cold Read competition. Mom pulled out the itinerary from her fanny pack in full stride. “Gramercy East Meeting Room. Yellow overalls and Old Navy ladybug tee,” she guided, pointing to the garment bag of neatly hung and crisply ironed costumes. Her skills as an executive meeting planner were indispensable, because the 6:00 A.M. to 11:00 P.M. days were packed with back-to-back industry seminars, meet-and-greets with casting directors, competitions, and the big awards ceremony with a red carpet and an after-party. She never missed a detail.

The hallways were a frenzy. Performers aged four to eighty-four years old paraded every which way in tie-dye vests, sequined muumuus, and gold cowboy hats—a feast for my six-year-old eyes. Is that a human piñata? Teenagers sprinted to hand off their résumés to industry spectators passing by. Parents screamed at their kids (and other people’s kids) to redo their rehearsal from the beginning with more enthusiasm.

For the Commercial Cold Read, I was given a script on the spot to see how quickly I could memorize lines and sell a product on camera. Good thing I just started reading! Unfortunately, my midland accent had an occasional Southern twang, and I mispronounced Cheerios as “chair-ios.” The videographer stopped me midsentence with the correction.

“Rule number one: Get the name of the company right,” he quipped, not masking his disapproval. My neck stiffened and my tongue tied up again on the second try.

“Where are you from?” he grilled. I fidgeted with the appliqué ladybug antennae on my shirt and sounded out the ee vowel in my head. Ch-EE-rios. Ch-EE-rios. On the third take, I spoke slowly to make sure it came out correctly. He wasn’t impressed. I will never mess up again, I vowed.

Next up: Swimwear Runway. Ick. The welcome booklet said models had to fit one body type—the designer sample size. Judging by the tall-as-a-tree, thin-as-a-twig kids, my shortness was no longer a unique advantage like it was for acting. Instead, it was a flaw. I hated that it was totally out of my control. The whole female forest donned brand-new bikinis that showed off their flat stomachs and shimmery, tan skin. My stomach was pudgier, so I wanted to hide it under a one-piece. But models in revealing swimsuits were taken more seriously, which left me flailing and uncomfortable.

“You look fine, baby.” Mom nudged. “I packed your old American flag two-piece just in case. Just fake it ’til ya make it.” I switched to the red-and-white bandeau with navy bottoms, studying the kids’ poses and pouts. Fake it ’til I make it. Fake it ’til I make it.

I pulled my shoulders back and sucked in my stomach to match theirs. The runway was slippery like ice under my bare feet, and the models were striding at full tilt. It took everything in me not to look down at my toes or break into a jog to catch up.

I couldn’t wait to change into my all-black trench coat for the dramatic acting panel. We entered a conference room with bleak fluorescent lighting, where a theater coach gave us tips for crying scenes.

“Listening to sad music is low-hanging fruit,” she said with a bored sigh. “Dabbing menthol wax under your eyes to generate tears is another cheap trick, but what if you forget your menthol stick at home?”

Most of this was beyond my comprehension level. Something about eating fruit was all I caught. Then, there was a long pause, and she leaned forward with the million-dollar secret.

“Nothing, and I mean nothing, can replace the ability to hone your emotions.”

A single tear formed in her eye and toppled over her lower lid. Whoa. You could hear a pin drop. “Instead of forgetting the bad and sad things that happen to you, record them. Use them all as ammo for dramatic scenes.”

Bad and sad things. I thought about my parents’ divorce. It was still fresh, and I missed living as a family under one roof. Yearning pricked my heart. Why can’t they be together again? I wanted to erase this feeling as quickly as it had arrived, but she urged us to stay with it. The things I disliked thinking about the most were the things she promised would make me successful.

My evening dance solo finally returned me to my comfort zone. Mom and I wanted my costume to be wild and funky to pair with the 1950s song “Witch Doctor” by David Seville: “Ooh ee / ooh ah ah / ting tang / walla walla bing bang.” Mom was the queen of holiday decor and dug out some Halloween knickknacks from storage to bring as wardrobe accessories.

I slipped on a spandex leopard unitard. Then we ratted out my curls as if they were electrocuted. Mom fastened plastic bones and vines into my hair, and I added bright red lipstick, some blush, and mascara before sliding on my Capezio split-sole shoes. With no hair left unsprayed, I ran to get in line, another bolt of excitement shooting through my body.

Backstage, three older soloists were comparing who could do the most pirouettes. A mom cornered me to tell me she hired a renowned creative director for her daughter’s piece, but I didn’t let her distract me. “Stage parents”—my mom had warned me about them. I was to avoid stage parents with a ten-foot pole. They were easy to spot: matching rhinestone outfits with their kids, cleverly sabotaging opponents, and tantrums (from the child or parent, that is). My mom, on the other hand, distinguished herself as the opposite of those undesirables. “We don’t care about glamor. Stay humble, work hard, and be nice.” The Midwestern banner.

Nothing could faze my laser focus anyway; dance was my biggest passion and strength. My family says I came out of the womb grooving. Right after I started tap, jazz, and ballet classes at Julie O’Connell’s studio, Julie cast me as Baby June in our nod to Gypsy: A Musical Fable. There was no place I felt more alive than the dance floor. Unlike modeling and acting (and swimsuit wearing), this was an event I could actually win. Wait ’til they see what I can do.

I jazz-walked to my opening spot onstage. As the beat dropped, my superpower activated.

I heard Julie whispering in my ear like an angel on my shoulder: “Pretend you’re in a giant stadium and the people in the nosebleed section need to see every movement.” I pointed my toes until they cramped. My turns were sharp as a tack. My facial expressions were extra animated, leading up to a loud leopard growl during my final pose. Mom whistled with her fingers from the audience, and I strutted off beaming, the buzz carrying me all the way through the lobby lounge and up the elevators to our hotel room.

“I’m still really awake! Can I jump on the bed for five minutes?” I pitched as a fair reward for surviving the marathon of day one. Mom grabbed the Kodak camera and took a few photos of me midair. We never went anywhere without the camera.

“Only one thing could make this better,” Mom said, handing me the phone. I squealed in hyperstimulation.

“Hello, sir! May I please order room service? I’d like the chicken fingers and fries with a side of ranch dressing. Do you want anything, Mom?”

“No, honey. I’m on the last day of SlimFast.” She reached into the refrigerator for Ziploc baggies of preportioned celery sticks and a shake. She’s so organized. Mom tried new diets whenever her weight yo-yoed. It was the only time she didn’t drink her favorite beverage, Merlot. I was more of a Mr. Pibb gal.

I burned off my excess energy and calmed down with a warm and full belly.

“Okay, bucko. We have to take out your ‘Witch Doctor’ hairdo. You still look like you had a bad run-in with the outlet,” Mom razzed. “Let’s reset your curls and get some sleep. Five A.M. will be here quickly.” I rinsed off the makeup, scrubbed out the hairspray, and blew my hair dry. Then we wrapped sections of it into Conair hot rollers. I liked to have ringlets on show days like Shirley Temple. Everyone compared me to her, and the curls felt like a lucky charm. I wonder if Shirley went to the IMTA?

I fell asleep dreaming about making Margaret and Mom proud. Maybe I’m the next Katie Holmes. Or Shirley Temple.

•

After a whirlwind week of competitions and seminars, the biggest moment finally arrived: the black-tie awards ceremony. I curtsied toward Mom in my white tulle ball gown and glittery shoes. I couldn’t help but imagine them sparkling and clacking as I sashayed across the stage to accept a medal. I should prepare a speech! I would like to thank our pet turtle, Fred, for being my most loyal audience member. I trotted to the door of our hotel room, head held high.

“Forgetting something?” Mom asked, pointing to my lanyard with my badge and contestant number. This was the identification system the voting committee used to track us. Being reduced to four digits was a familiar format for dance conventions. I was no longer Alyson; I was 6701. This incentivized me to go the extra mile to stand out.

“6–7–0–1. 6–7–0–1,” I repeated, draping the lanyard around my neck. I hoped to hear my number throughout the night enough to earn back my name.

The ceremony was held in the Grand Ballroom. The halls were adorned with retractable banners showcasing IMTA alumni who’d skyrocketed to Hollywood stardom: Elijah Wood. Eva Longoria. Aaron Paul. Jessica Biel. Ashton Kutcher. And, of course, Katie Holmes.

“Go stand by Katie’s face!” Mom snapped a quick photo before we walked over to the red carpet. Luminous flashes bounced off golden dresses and sleek suits. For this singular moment, contestants tasted their wildest dreams fully realized. The carpet was a radiant symbol of making it, whatever “it” meant to them—a path to stardom, to finding significance and belonging, to riches. What a tantalizing tease before floating into a gala where less than 5 percent of us would go home winners.

The evening was straight out of the Oscars. Everybody had assigned seating at fancy round dinner tables with crisp ivory tablecloths and immaculate flower arrangements in the middle. Waitstaff served gourmet entrées and classy drinks.

I tripped on my own feet when I saw my chair: right next to the blond girl with the pink dress from my first competition. Her mom and dad looked stern and preoccupied, hardly acknowledging us when we sat down.

I wished her good luck, but on the inside, insecurity bubbled up. Was she better than me in the competitions? She is gorgeous. How could they not like her? It’s not that I didn’t want her to win; I wanted everyone to succeed. But I needed to show Margaret that it wasn’t a mistake to bring me here. She’d made an exception, because I was special. My body shuddered at the thought of failure.

“How are you feeling, sweetie?” Mom caught me staring. Before I could answer, she filled in a story to assist: “You had fun and did your best. That’s what matters. There are thousands of performers, and you never know how they’re grading everything.”

Mom was in great spirits, so I played along. “It doesn’t matter if I win or lose. I had fun and did my best!”

On the inside, another voice begged for attention. It does matter. Mom would be prouder if I won.

One by one, the presenters went through the categories to announce the winners.

“Third place for Comedic Monologue goes to . . .”

Please not me yet.

“Contestant 3–5–2–0. Second place . . .”

Please not me yet.

“7–1–1–8. And the winner for Comedic Monologue is . . .”

Please say me!

“6–7–0–1.”

Oh my gosh, that’s me! YES!

My toothless grin covered the big screen. I double-checked my lanyard to make sure I got the number right, then jumped up to cheer with Mom. They noticed me! They didn’t forget! A sigh of relief escaped my mouth.

Next was Swimwear Runway. I crossed my fingers that the two-piece  American flag bikini charmed them and my catwalk made a lasting impression. Instead, images of Barbie-doll children popped up on-screen for third place, second, and first. Long, sculpted limbs. Feathery, arched eyebrows. Cupid’s-bow lips. Darling dimples. They were everything I wasn’t.

My mood spiked and plummeted as the announcers called out more winners. The anticipation was almost unbearable. I saw my headshot flash across the screen for third place in dance. Third? Julie will be so disappointed. Then a few outright losses and an honorable mention. I couldn’t gain control of my thoughts. Does honorable mention mean you’re extra special or that you’re not quite good enough to get a prize?

“And for the final category in the kids’ division, Best Young Actress.”

My palms grew sweaty. I wiped them on the tablecloth. Whoever won Best Young Actress was guaranteed to be discovered by the top agents and managers in the entertainment industry. I clenched Mom’s hand. I have to win this.

“Third place goes to . . .”

Please not me.

“Contestant 2–9–5–9.”

Phew.

“Second place . . . Contestant 6–7–0–1.”

No! I mean . . . yay?

“And the Best Young Actress of IMTA 2000 is . . .”

Who?

“Contestant 3–3–4–0.”

Her. The pink-dress girl sitting next to me—blond hair, perfect smile. She shouted with joy, and the whole audience gave a standing ovation. I dutifully congratulated her as she pranced onto the stage to accept the most prestigious award of the night. My heart sank as my worst fear came true. Perfect Pink Dress Girl was better than me. Maybe she is the next Katie?

A mix of emotions flooded my chest: surprise that I received multiple awards, relief that the intense pressure was over, and shame for losing the most important category. (I obscured my self-criticism so well I definitely could have won Best Actress.) My thoughts spiraled until exhaustion set in.

We returned to the hotel, and I pancaked straight onto the bed, wrapping the comforter over me. Just then, an envelope slid under our door with one final score sheet. Mom read it out loud.

“Congratulations, Contestant 6701! You have received a total of sixteen callbacks from talent agents and managers who are requesting to meet in Los Angeles to discuss potential representation.”

“Eek! What does that mean?” I yelped with my last bit of energy.

Mom gasped with a gleam in her eye. “You might be discovered.”




Chapter 2

“Another round, LuAnne?” asked the server. It was a question that needed no answer.

Happy hour at Ventura’s Mexican Cantina was Mom’s favorite pit stop between landing at the airport and heading home. She raved over their strong margaritas and creamy queso, guzzling both by the gallon.

“On the rocks, no salt,” I replied, knowing her order.

“Pour one for yourself, Nancy!” Mom egged. We knew the wait-staff by name. Anyone sitting nearby was brought into the fold, but no one was allowed to inhibit Mom’s good time. Once the rim touched her lips, her priorities shifted, and the drink had her undivided attention for the rest of the evening.

Mom was the life of the party. But it wasn’t always pleasant to watch—or wait. So I learned my first party trick: falling asleep anywhere for self-preservation. I laid across her lap and dipped my head under the tablecloth to minimize the overhead light and secondhand smoke filling the bar. This made it easier to doze off, but it didn’t solve the raucous noise. With practice, I learned how to tune out the hollering of a hundred belligerent people by counting wads of gum under the laminate table and humming songs about them. It was no white noise machine, but it got the job done.

One, two, three / stuck here like me / betcha used to be / so chewy.

In some ways, Ventura’s was a proxy for life in Toledo. It was a no-frills establishment, and most drivers cruised right by the gravel parking lot, chipped vinyl siding, and polyester awning. The community was humble and loyal; the same staff had served the same customers gravy-covered beef burritos at economical prices for decades. Toledo epitomized beauty in the mundane and it never drew attention to itself, making it perfectly forgettable—unless you were from there. That’s what I loved about it: folks drove past us to get to Cedar Point, an amusement park. Meanwhile, we kept our spectacular secrets of catching fireflies in fields and tracing sparklers in the night sky all to ourselves. New York was fun and flashy, but I was just as keen to settle back into normalcy in Ohio.

Mom wasn’t quite as enthusiastic to return. A former homecoming queen and a career socialite, she had built a legacy on larger-than-life experiences. For better and worse, she indulged in everything to excess: overdelivering on PTA duties, exhibiting die-hard football fandom, and stocking our freezer with cartons of leftover queso. Mom was all-in.

Like a moth to a flame, this made her third husband, John, a wealthy and worldly executive, irresistible.

“We’re getting married in Jamaica!” Mom gushed to us girls after he proposed. They tied the knot within nine months of my parents’ divorce when I was three. After retiring as senior VP at Owens-Illinois glass manufacturing, where Mom was his part-time secretary and Dad was a quality manager, he was eager to relish his fortune—with an attractive companion thirteen years younger than him, no less. He flew the two of them to the Masters Tournament in Augusta and booked vacations to London and Paris. He even gifted my older sisters, Correy and Jaimee, and me our very own diamond bracelets. (I lost mine in the grass the same day.)

Mom swooned over his grandeur. She was finally cherished in the way she desired, and her daughters could explore hobbies that were previously financially out of reach. Material luxuries were something my dad could never offer, and we girls didn’t know the difference between a Michelin chef’s catch of the day and a McDonald’s Filet-O-Fish. We just knew we were extremely lucky to switch to private school and move into a spacious house in a neighborhood bordering an eighty-four-acre lake.

But the fantasy soon fractured, and a starker reality seeped in. Romantic rides on the pontoon boat turned to John’s jealous jabs at my mom for not spending more time with him. Did he forget she was no longer his secretary, groomed to do his bidding, but his wife with three young children to raise? We watched him grow increasingly territorial and suspicious by the day. When we stopped at the dry cleaner’s after soccer practice, he called to verify my mom’s location in case she was hiding an affair. His cycle of accusations, defensiveness, and stonewalling strained their relationship, leaving us all wary of upsetting him.

As Mom and I walked through the front door after our post-IMTA trip to Ventura’s, silverware scratched plates at the dinner table. My sisters ran to embrace Mom and she leaned in to give John a kiss. I couldn’t contain the exciting news.

“Guess what, guess what! Sixteen agents want to meet me in Los Angeles!” I celebrated.

John choked on a meatball and darted his eyes to Mom. Was I not supposed to say that? Didn’t I go to be discovered? After decades of corporate power and authority, he’d mastered the craft of remaining chillingly flat and calculated in his response. There was no “hello.” No “welcome back.” His silence was louder than the packed bar.

Mom quickly downplayed. “Well, they sent a letter with some contacts to call, but you know how they want you to sign up for more stuff.” John didn’t like surprises. He had thought the IMTA was a one-and-done activity. What can I say to fix this?

“I know we could only go because you made it possible,” I fawned. “Thank you—”

Mom cut me off and dismissed the conversation before it escalated. “John and I will chat when you’re at Dad’s tomorrow.” And that was that. We ate our spaghetti in silence until she sent us to bed.

Correy and I ran upstairs to shower, but Jaimee lingered behind the staircase to gather intel. Sometimes I sneaked into her room to get the recap of the adult conversations.

“John was doing the thing with his cheeks,” she reported. When he was angry, his squishy jowls shook like a Saint Bernard’s. “He said he’d stop paying for something tomorrow.”

“What did Mom say back?” I asked, now in undercover spy mode.

“She didn’t say anything.” Mom’s tactic was to absorb, appease, and accommodate. If she raised her voice, she was framed as dramatic. If she contradicted him, he would threaten to withhold support. It was a delicate game, and she played it masterfully.

I crawled back into my bed, wrestling with the guilt of inciting a conflict. Was John mean to Mom because of me? I pulled the covers over me to create my dark cocoon and hummed my favorite Aristocats song, “Ev’rybody Wants to be a Cat,” until I fell asleep.

The next morning, everybody acted like nothing happened. Mom was making us PB&B (peanut butter and butter) sandwiches for the road to Dad’s. John was sitting in the La-Z-Boy drinking Yoo-hoo and eating Hostess Sno Balls. Did they forget? Am I the only one who remembered? Did I make it up?

Correy called me into the foyer. “You got your backpack ready, Al?”

Our custody arrangement was complicated, and Correy responsibly stepped in to help smooth out the transitions. The judge most recently ordered us to go to Dad’s every other Thursday through Sunday, but I didn’t understand why we barely spent time with him. There was no straight answer.

According to Aunt ReRe, my dad’s sister, John rushed in to rescue my mom and hired the most expensive lawyer in town to annihilate my dad in court. John drained my dad’s pockets with legal fees, manipulated documents that made him look unfit as a parent, and usurped my dad’s place in our home. That’s why Dad had to move in with Aunt ReRe and Uncle Gregg until he could save money to get a place closer to us.

Mom outlined a much different version of events: John gave her the opportunity to be a full-time parent, whereas Dad’s work prevented him from being more involved. She frequently reiterated how “absent” and “unreliable” he was for not paying child support or showing up on time.

The custody battle raged on (and would last more than a decade), devolving into character assassinations and claims of abuse and neglect. The court brought my sisters and me into a room, one by one, to speak with a child psychologist. She asked us serious questions and demonstrated scenarios with stuffed animals.

“Have you experienced any inappropriate touching?” She held the animals very close to each other. What is inappropriate? I worried I might say the wrong thing. I loved both my parents and didn’t want anything to block me from seeing them.

Ultimately, the judge sided with Mom.

Internally, I feared that the whole divorce was my fault. I overheard Mom and Dad arguing one night that I was an “accident” and that I wasn’t part of the original plan. If that were true, I wanted to do whatever I possibly could to prove they wouldn’t regret their mistake. I’ll be the best mistake ever.

Memories from Willowood, my first house with Mom and Dad, swirled in my head as we hopped in John’s Oldsmobile. Life had changed so much already. But one thing was obvious: Mom and Dad were happier apart, and the only way to see them both was to bounce back and forth.

I spotted Dad’s house from down the block because it was the only one with yellow-brown grass. There he was, ready with the tennis rackets, volleyball, and baseball mitts.

“Take your pick!” All my troubling thoughts disappeared immediately. I ran across the prickly lawn to give him a bear hug.

“Daddio!” I grabbed the tennis racket first. I loved volleying with him in the cul-de-sac. Correy kissed him on the cheek on her way inside to finish homework, and Jaimee took off to her friend Ben’s a couple of doors down.

Dad’s house was significantly smaller than John’s. We couldn’t all be in the living room at the same time without our bodies overlapping. I loved the closeness. My favorite traditions were pulling out the TV trays and making microwave nachos, scrunching side by side on the plaid couch to watch Zoog Disney, and going to St. Joan of Arc for Sunday Mass. Tonight I had convinced everyone to play Jenga.

We stacked the wooden blocks until the tower was built. Between turns, Dad asked us about school and activities.

“I won some awards at the IMTA and sixteen agents gave me callbacks to meet them in Los Angeles,” I said through a concentrated stare as I removed a loose block.

The tower wobbled. I held my breath and scanned his face to gauge his response, observing an amused side-smile. “Outstanding, Alyson Rae. Sounds like you gave your all. What do you mean about LA?”

Jaimee pushed on the lowest right block—the most fragile area of the tower—as Correy recalled: “They sent a letter with contacts to call, but you know how they make you sign up for more stuff.”

“Oh, I do,” Dad said as the tower teetered. “We could only afford to pick one hobby when it was just your mom and me,” he admitted sheepishly. His mouth curved into a slight frown. “If you fly to Los Angeles, who’ll be my tennis partner? Hardly see ya as is,” he teased gently. I could feel the tenderness in his voice and moved my foot to touch his leg.

Jaimee got the block three-quarters of the way out when the tower leaned too far and crashed. “No, no, no!” she cried out, fiercely upset about losing. Thankfully, Dad knew all the tricks to calm us whenever we were hurting. We shook hands in good sportsmanship, did the dishes in an assembly line, and carried laundry upstairs before the lights were out.

At Dad’s, I never had to sing myself to sleep. The sound of the evening train was my lullaby, and it was always right on time.

•

A week later at Mom’s, cars lined the perimeter of the lake as dozens of families and couples arrived for the summer extravaganza. From elaborate invitations to floor-to-ceiling decorations, endless hors d’oeuvres to embroidered gift bags, my mother curated an epic evening of festivities that drew hundreds of people from the surrounding community.

With a neck wrapped in turquoise jewelry and rosy cheeks by Mary Kay cosmetics, Mom thrived as a vivacious host and memory-maker. Everybody adored her and the guest list reflected that: our pediatricians, the school principal, my grandma’s senior bowling league, tailgating buddies, ladies from the hair salon. If anyone conversed with her longer than five minutes (like Barbara, the taxi driver from the Parisian vacation), they were added to a birthday calendar to receive annual cards ad infinitum. Needless to say, she was on a first-name basis with the post office clerks.

I hovered by the fondue fountain, drenching grapes in liquid chocolate. A man came out of the sunroom wearing googly glasses that he’d picked up at the entrance.

“You must be the youngest!” I nodded coyly as he approached the refreshments. “I’m Dale. I run the auto shop where your mom gets her car serviced. She sent an Edible Arrangement to my wife for her birthday. Swell lady.” I offered him a pineapple-shaped paper plate. “You’re going to Hollywood soon, is that right?”

I nodded again with a friendly grin. In just a few days, Mom had convinced John that the follow-up trip to LA was essential for securing credible performance opportunities—something only available in a mass market, not our suburb of 1,800 people. Maybe it was also an excuse to get closer to palm trees and the Pacific Ocean, or something else entirely. The motives were vague.

The news spread quickly throughout each room, dazzling relatives and strangers alike. I meandered past the game of charades, where my neighbors requested an autograph from Denzel Washington, “in case you bump into him in Beverly Hills.” I promised to deliver and descended into the basement to check out the Rummikub tournament.

“Undefeated!” one of John’s former colleagues hooted, welcoming me into the circle. “And look! It’s Judy Garland in training,” he said, casually comparing me to yet another child star (though, thankfully, I wasn’t aware of her eventual fate). A woman handed him a prize: a pair of University of Michigan Koozies.

“Of course LuAnne threw something Michigan in here.” Everybody cackled. My mother’s notorious and peculiar obsession with the University of Michigan Wolverines football team redirected their attention.

It didn’t matter that we lived in the rival state and no one went to school at U of M—her infatuation defied logic. John secured ten season tickets to the games at the fifty-yard line, and we owned every item of memorabilia available: soap dishes, a billiards ball set, bobbleheads, a rocking chair. The entire basement was a mural of Michigan Stadium, with Coach Lloyd Carr painted on the bathroom wall staring at you while you peed. The local television news station even featured our house prior to the annual OSU-UM face-off.

Merriment carried on until midnight as a steady stream of folks ambled out to the front yard. I stood by my mom’s waist to pass out party favors as Dale from the auto shop brought up the caboose.

“This was one for the books, LuAnne!” he said with a slight slur; another well-satisfied guest. Then he patted my head. “And you, my dear . . . we’ll see you on the silver screen. Don’t forget about us little people!”

•

I lifted my Rugrats suitcase onto the scale to be weighed and tagged. The gate agent handed Mom our boarding passes. We were all checked in for our trip to California. The elders on my mom’s side gathered in the terminal lobby to send us off: Grandma, Papa, Great-Aunt Jackie and Great-Uncle Tom (affectionately called AJ and UT). Mom embraced John while everyone wished us a safe journey.

“Boy, I’ll tell you, Lu always wanted out of Toledo. I’ll be damned, she might have her ticket,” UT said, unfiltered, looking at me. “Oorah,” he called out in marine slang, an exchange he passed to my mom when she was my age.

“Now, Tom,” AJ apologized on his behalf, “Lu loves her girls and does whatever she can to support them. You all be careful out there.” Perpetual stewing was AJ’s love language.

Grandma looked smug. “I bet your mom’s happy to be farther away from your dad.” Papa didn’t react, meaning his hearing aids were off and he’d chosen peace a while ago.

John and Mom were busy reviewing the game plan for managing the house she’d printed and put in a three-ring binder. I pictured John taking over the logistics and was relieved I wouldn’t have to see the exchanges between Dad and him. I sidled up for an obligatory side-hug—my preferred way of being polite while maintaining distance—but I accidentally interrupted their passionate smooch. There was a coldness in his reach-around. Is he mad that he has to watch Correy and Jaimee? Am I taking Mom away from him?

Mom checked her watch. “Time to go through security,” she stated punctually. I scanned the terminal lobby just in case a certain someone happened to make it to the farewell. No dice.

We’d made it to the metal detectors when Dad raced through the sliding doors behind us. “Wait!” he yelped, out of breath.

“I thought you worked today!” I dropped my suitcase and dashed over to hug him.

“I wouldn’t miss this for the world, A-Rae,” he said. I felt our heartbeats racing in sync. Then, suddenly, the whole world stopped. Dad wasn’t coming with us. My stomach tied itself in a knot and I held him tighter. I’d already lost him once in the divorce. I wanted to go to Los Angeles, but I didn’t want to leave him behind for six whole weeks. Maybe he can visit?

He knelt down so we were at eye level. I etched every word to memory.

“Dad loves you. I’m just a call away, okay? I’m going to miss my tennis partner, but I’ll be waiting with the rackets.” His face formed into a shape of profound sadness, and it took everything in me to choke back tears. Do not cry. You’re his ray of sunshine.

“I love you, Daddio. I’ll collect seashells from the ocean and be back before fall.” I desperately hoped I wasn’t lying. Our visits were always cut too short, and the goodbyes gave me the worst chest pain.

I steeled myself and met up with Mom. We waved to the whole crew. I blew an extra kiss to Dad. He sent one back and put his hands over his heart. Mine ached in response. I caught him wiping his eyes as we disappeared from his view up the escalator. I shifted my attention to Mom to sense how she was feeling. Her excitement for California was infectious, and I tried to focus on all the adventures we were about to share together. I get to meet sixteen agents! (I still didn’t know what that meant, but it seemed like a big deal.) Maybe Mary-Kate and Ashley will be at the beach!

But my inner pep talk couldn’t shut out the fear and regret. We boarded the plane and I took the window seat, pulling my hoodie over my head as tears slipped down my cheeks. I faced the window so Mom couldn’t see. The flurry of conflicting expectations mounted, and I couldn’t make sense of the emotions spilling out. I just want to show them all I’m special.

“Please ensure your seat belt is securely fastened as we prepare for takeoff,” a voice announced over the intercom.

I better make it count.




Chapter 3

“You wanna be a rich and famous star?”

That thought had never occurred to me. Could I buy a hundred Ring Pops?

A rapid interrogation commenced with James Roth, a Hollywood agent in a burgundy suit and tie. We’d landed in LA two hours prior and driven straight to his office, not squandering a minute.

“Um . . . I like to dance a lot! It feels like I’m flying!” I said.

Mr. Roth looked at me, expressionless. “Show me your résumé.”

Mom held it up, and he scanned it for half a second.

“No credits and minimal training. You’re lucky I know the best acting schools in the biz. Show me your headshots.”

He scoffed at my DIY photos taken in Toledo.

“This tells me nothing about your character type,” he disclosed, handing us a binder with examples. “We categorize performers by type—girl next door, chubby best friend, dumb jock, pretty cheerleader . . . and it’s better to accept your type than work against it.” He answered my question before I could ask. “You’re bright and composed, which means you could be a nerd or a spooky kid in horror films.”

I bashfully tucked my hands under my legs and kicked my heels lightly against the couch.

“Feet off the leather,” Mr. Roth ordered. I complied without hesitation. “Mom, what’s your availability to take her to auditions?”

Mom took the hot seat deftly. “I have full-time availability.” I observed her succinct and professional delivery. She is so confident. This piqued Mr. Roth’s interest.

“Fantastic. You wouldn’t believe how many people say they wanna make it, then they can’t get off work. If I get you an audition, you don’t miss it. It’s giving up gold.”

He switched into car salesman mode and went through the rigmarole about why we should sign with a small, independent agent like himself.

“I’m hands-on, unlike CAA, WME, UTA . . .”

Are we still speaking English?

“I have a maxed-out roster, but if I need your type, I’ll be in touch.”

Mom interpreted the prompt to leave. We thanked him and scurried to the car. I let out a long exhale after holding my breath the entire meeting.

“I’m not sure James is the right fit,” Mom pronounced, “but there are fifteen more agents to go! And we’re in Los Angeles, baby!”

We blasted *NSYNC’s “It’s Gonna Be Me” with the windows down en route to our short-term rental apartment, savoring the seventy-degree dry breeze and counting palm trees. Upon arrival, a stampede of 250 children infiltrated the North Clubhouse of the Oakwood Apartments. We gawked at the spectacle. Where are we?

Touted as the prime housing complex for aspiring child performers and their families, Oakwood was tucked right under the Hollywood Sign, minutes away from the top television studio lots. John had advised us to stay in the epicenter of the industry to maximize our six-week test period. I was just elated to send photos of Flat Stanley at the Walk of Fame and Santa Monica Pier back to my classmates.

A woman tapped the microphone to command our attention.

“Welcome to Hollywood!” she roared.

The quasi circus, of which I was now technically a part, howled back. It was like the IMTA Gone Wild. The eclectic mash-up of characters had flocked from every state in the country: Southern triplets in tracksuits, a tween contortionist, Evel Knievel in training with his nanny, a Mormon clan of seven praying for God’s will over this divine calling. Mom and I kept to ourselves until we gained our bearings.

The speaker, Rosie Forti, had a Cruella de Vil hairdo and the temperament and physique of Genie in Aladdin. I suppose magic was also in her job description. As activities director, she coordinated a plethora of entertainment industry offerings to make dreams come true. Folks oohed and aahed as she reviewed the schedule.

“We’ve got Improv Boot Camp, Deals for Demo Reels, and Agency Speed Networking this week.” Mom had her notepad out, furiously scribbling in a secretarial shorthand only she could decode.

“And swing by the community pool for the latest gossip on who’s getting the most auditions,” a parent provoked from a few rows ahead. Stage parent alert. Mom immediately crossed off the pool. Her side-eye confirmed we wouldn’t go anywhere near the drama.

We slipped out to beat the crowd and lugged our bags into Building Y, apartment 118. Mom debriefed me as I set up a corner table with my schoolbooks and favorite Mr. Sketch scented markers. My second-grade teacher, Mrs. Fish, generously agreed to fax lesson plans and worksheets. She wasn’t worried about me falling behind. I adored learning and never needed to be reminded to pick up a book, only to put one down.

“So, ninety-eight percent of actors are unemployed.” Mom skimmed her notes. “And it can take years to get an agent—”

“And many actors audition two hundred times before getting a part,” I added, repeating Rosie’s spiel. I realized what I said as it came out. I sought her eyes for comfort to counter my impending deflation.

“One step at a time. Let’s focus on the agency meetings.” She glanced at the calendar, which she’d already hung squarely in the kitchen. “Buchwald Talent, nine A.M. Maybe they’re your agent!”

Like Hollywood Goldilocks, we interviewed with firms of every size and specialty. Everyone painted a perfect vision, but Mom didn’t have any guidance to avoid trapdoors. The wrong decision could lead us into a major scam. We could sign with a company that mishandled contracts. Or an agent could accept me with open arms only to shelve me and guard space for their favorites.

The following week initiated the suspenseful “hurry up and wait” period. I rotated between math and English worksheets while ruminating over the agents’ verdicts. What if nobody wants me?

We moseyed back from Tyke
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