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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 reach out to the Suicide & Crisis Lifeline at 988 (USA) or text “HOME” to the Crisis Text Line at 741741 (USA). 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 waitstaff 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 Mic at the South Clubhouse when an email came in directly from Cindy Osbrink. Her name echoed through the Oakwood grapevine as one of the most highly esteemed children’s agents and talent scouts. She represented rising starlets who were my age, like Dakota Fanning and Jenna Boyd.

“My IMTA rep passed along Alyson’s materials,” Mom read. “Her ‘Baby June’ performance was a riot.”

Mom continued with bated breath. “I’ve never taken on a client without meeting in person, but Alyson has the ‘it’ factor. I’d like to represent her 360 across the board, including theatrical, commercial, and print.”

The “it” factor. Cindy thinks I’m special!

We were exultant. I blissfully twirled around the room. The other agency candidates flew out the window. The Osbrink Agency was the only choice.

The next day, we entered Cindy’s office with teal-tinted windows. Posters and headshots of Dakota Fanning and Jenna Boyd decorated the halls like a shrine. I want to be on the wall someday. Dakota and Jenna both had blond hair and light eyes, just like the pink-dress girl from IMTA. The three of them were like the Holy Trinity of the Blond Hair and Light Eyes club (BHLE). A pang of insecurity resurfaced.

Cindy ran us through a rigorous onboarding process, insisting that I sign up for acting classes and update my headshots.

“We’ll have you dress in each character type and learn which angles of your face are most photogenic. Since you’re missing teeth, make sure to get options smiling with your mouth closed.” I’d never been conscious of what I looked like when I smiled, let alone that there were flattering and unflattering angles.

She pressed on. “The industry is a major undertaking. It requires disciplined effort and surrendering to an erratic schedule for auditions. There’s no guarantee your hard work will be rewarded, and the vast majority of performers go home penniless. But you keep having fun, and I’ll throw my weight around to get you in the room.” She winked, pretending to spar.

Being under the wing of an industry veteran boosted Mom’s conviction about flying to LA. Cindy believed in me like Margaret and Julie did, which helped me believe in myself. I peeked at the framed family photos stacked proudly on the corner of her desk. There was a sentimental picture of her holding a newborn, her eyes brimming with affection. I bet she’s a nice mom.

When we stood to leave, I shyly asked, “Is that your baby?”

Cindy swelled with pride. “That’s Jeremy, my youngest client. He just wrapped General Hospital.”



Andrew Magarian and Sara Wood led three-hour acting classes for kids. Their teaching mojo was incontestable. Andrew privately coached Dakota Fanning, and Sara’s daughter, Evan Rachel Wood, had already booked numerous roles in television shows and movies.

Andrew’s proprietary method was all about being present in the moment and making our performance natural and believable. In the first week, we learned to “get ourselves out of the way” so we could get into character by visualizing ourselves as empty vessels that we could refill with made-up memories. For the second week, Andrew taught us the “sponge trick” for crying on cue. We pretended to be sponges and concentrated on sad situations to fill our sponge with feelings.

“Pick a person you love,” he instructed. I chose Dad, obviously.

“Now, visualize them leaving through a door … and never coming back.” A stabbing pain struck my chest and I squirmed. Follow the rules, Alyson. I knew it was important to respect adults.

Building on the prompt, he created a mock audition where we held back our emotions until the midpoint of the scene when we were supposed to break down on cue. What if I don’t pass the test? I reluctantly allowed my heart to ache for my father. Sadness filled my sponge until it was sopping.

“Now wring it out!” he said. Nothing happened. There were tears right behind my eyes, but I couldn’t get them to fall. It was scary to cry in front of people. Normally I tried to hide this. Will they think I’m a baby?

“It’s okay,” he coached, tiptoeing around me and crouching down so we were just a foot apart. His low voice was disarming and added to the intense pulsations in my chest. I wanted to make him proud, but it was unnerving. What if no one is there to help me feel better? What if my tears never stop?

I plunged deeper into the hypothetical scenario. I replayed my dad exiting the airport terminal, this time watching him say goodbye and then decomposing into dirt. My throat closed and I swallowed back despair. Andrew restarted the scene. When we reached the line before the breakdown, he snapped his finger abruptly, startling me. A single teardrop escaped and slid down my cheek. Then another tear. And another. My mouth quivered and my arms tingled as I felt forty eyeballs on me.

“Great, Alyson. Use it, channel it,” he encouraged, finishing the rest of the script. Everyone clapped.

I wiped my cheeks, still missing my dad but also welcoming in the thrill of accomplishment. It was like pain with a prize.

“I did it!” I ran out to tell Mom after class. She saw the streaks of dried tears mixed with excitement and wasn’t sure how to react.

Another parent nearby explained, “It’s a good thing! Crying on cue is a milestone. She’ll need it to book jobs.”



The alarming triple email with capitalized subject lines from Cindy made my first audition feel like an emergency fire drill. I stopped my schoolwork, dropped the rest of our plans for the day, and rolled across town to CBS Studios, adrenaline pumping. Mom frantically navigated MapQuest directions while I rehearsed lines from the back seat.

Casting was on a tight turnaround to replace a role for a pesky kid on the hit series Becker, starring Ted Danson as a doctor with a callous bedside manner.

“They’ll do callbacks on the spot, hire tonight, and film tomorrow in front of a live studio audience,” Cindy rattled off. Tomorrow!

Mom was smitten by the cast posters lining the hallway, and I was bursting at the seams with energy as we entered a hushed holding room. Fourteen seven-year-olds with medium-length brown hair, large dark eyes, and olive skin sat around the circumference with their headshots and scripts on their laps. It was like we’d opened a portal to an alternate universe and found my long-lost siblings.

The walls were paper-thin and my ears pricked up when I heard each performance. The scene involved a kid shouting out her baby brother’s flu symptoms. I was intrigued by how many ways you could say, “Stuffy nose!” Overhearing their creative choices while sitting with carbon copies of myself was bizarre. I whispered the lines under my breath and focused on the singsongy delivery I’d practiced in the car. Please, nobody do it my way. The brunette ahead of me skipped out of the room and announced she’d be staying for the next round. Maybe we can be friends! Wait—can they only choose one of us?

“Aly Rae?” The casting director summoned me. Mom patted my back supportively. For a split second, I forgot we chose to use a stage name instead of my real name. Apparently, being a seven-year-old with the last name Stoner wasn’t a selling point, even in California.

“Here!” My arm shot up and I pranced to the door.

I don’t know what I was expecting to see inside, but it was a lot more than I found. The casting director guided me into a closet-sized room with bare walls. A tripod with a camcorder was propped up in the center. I stood on a blue X taped to the carpet. Shoot, what was my line again?

“Action!”

“A hundred-and-two fever and a stuffy nose!” I exclaimed with vigor. I stayed in character awaiting her response, but she was deadpan. She shifted her weight from one hip to the other.

“Try again. This time, less of a song. More bratty, like a know-it-all.” I can do anything you need.

“Action!”

Without thinking, my voice turned whiny and nasally, and I said the line with a talk-to-the-hand gesture. Her expression didn’t budge.

“Stick around. We start callbacks in an hour.”

My eyes widened with hope and I thanked her with the professionalism I saw my mom use in the agency meetings. Four of us lingered in the lobby until frazzled show executives stormed in. They leaned against the back wall and studied us like art critics at a museum. We repeated the process in swift succession and were sent home to wait.

Back at apartment Y118, I stared at Mom’s cell phone out of the corner of my eye while finishing my bowl of Kid’s Kitchen Beans & Wieners. I know it takes two hundred auditions to book a job. But what if I got it? My imagination ran wild. Mom canceled our commitments for two acting seminars the following day, just in case. They each cost more than a hundred dollars, but the sacrifice was necessary.

Just before 8:00 P.M., Mom’s phone rang with Cindy on the other line. My heart fluttered.

“Good news! The producers loved you, Aly Rae,” Cindy assured us. “They said you took direction well, which is what I like to hear. Bad news, they removed your hold for tomorrow, so you didn’t get the part.”

The tension in the air defused, but not with the victorious relief I was aching for.

My shoulders rolled in and my head lowered. Rejection hurt, like my feelings were crinkled up and then stepped on. I was ashamed that my first audition was a failure. Will Cindy give up on me?

“We’re not quitters,” she initiated as a pep talk. “So shake it off and keep going.” I parroted her words as if they gave me special powers.

The next audition resumed the roller coaster of highs and lows, just as a new character. On the heels of a loss, I was even hungrier to win. But the nos kept piling up, and I couldn’t stop dwelling on the defeat. Mom and I decided to try getting ahead of the disappointment by declaring, “Next!” after each audition, as if four letters could cure all emotional attachment to the outcomes.

Then, five weeks into our stay in LA, my dream role appeared.

“A Shirley Temple biopic for ABC TV movie night!” Mom yelped with Cindy on the phone.

“Oh my gosh, I know every song! I can do every dance!” I blurted, breaking into her stairway routine with Bojangles from The Little Colonel. I can play my role model!

ABC was hosting a nationwide search of more than ten thousand girls. I styled my hair in Shirley’s signature curls and entered the studio lot where thousands gathered, including kids of all ethnicities and some who didn’t speak English. The initial dance portion was a piece of cake. I was fortunate that Julie O’Connell was a former Broadway dancer who taught her students showmanship. Since many kids weren’t trained, I reviewed the routine with them on the side. A part of me realized it might backfire if they were selected instead of me, but I wanted to do the right thing and help. Half the girls were weeded out on the spot.

My rendition of “Animal Crackers in My Soup” got me through the second round of singing cuts, during which another quarter of the kids were released. Pressure intensified as they consolidated us to the top thirty for the acting portion. With ten girls left, we were sent home to survive the waiting game.

In the parking lot, a beautiful BHLE girl and her mother stopped us by our car.

“Your dancing is so good! I’m Olivia,” the girl said. I thanked her and returned the compliment. Her mom held out a slip of paper with an address.

“If you live locally, there’s a kid’s hip-hop class tonight at Millennium Dance Complex. I think she’d love it.” I looked at Mom for permission.

“We’ll try it out, thank you,” Mom replied cordially. I leapt at any chance to dance, and this sounded like the perfect diversion from cross-examining myself against the other nine finalists.

I changed into my orange Limited Too capri sweats, added butterfly hair clips to hold back my bangs, and hit the dance studio. Five minutes into warming up to Destiny’s Child, I decided Friday night hip-hop was my favorite hobby. It was led by a gorgeous eleven-year-old BHLE triple threat, Vivian, who choreographed routines to trending songs and taught a studio full of kid performers. Vivian’s mom, Vivica, collected our cash at the door like a nightclub bouncer and cheered louder than a siren during small groups. After class, we all drove to McDonald’s to hang in the tube mazes and play Light as a Feather, Stiff as a Board.

The high of making new friends took a nosedive over the weekend when Cindy called with the news.

“Ugh. You were in the final three for Shirley,” she said, processing. My spirit was squashed again.

“Who got it? Was her name Olivia?” I asked delicately, unsure if I wanted to know the answer.

“We heard they’re giving it to the director’s little sister.”

Why did we all audition for hours if they picked her sister? Only a few auditions in, I swallowed my first dose of nepotism. Mom tried to explain that if you’re related to someone, you might have a better chance of getting an opportunity. That didn’t make sense to me. How was I supposed to get a part if we weren’t related to anybody in LA?

I was sad that my six-week escapade in Hollywood ended with me empty-handed, but I longed more than anything to reunite with Dad, Jaimee, Correy—even John … a little. I wanted to see my classmates. Julie O’Connell’s studio would be rehearsing our next recital, and I hoped to split center stage with Francesca. After a crash course in show business, we packed up Y118 and moved out of Oakwood, cherishing the warm breeze and palm trees one last time en route to the airport.

We proceeded to the kiosk to turn in the rental car when Mom’s phone vibrated.

“It’s Cindy,” she mouthed.

I tried to interpret what was happening based on her expressions. Is Mom happy? Is Mom stressed? Should I find Merlot? Mom requested an hour to deliberate and hung up. She looked at me, perplexed.

“You booked the Hallmark commercial from a month ago! I’m so proud of you!” We set down our bags and hip-bumped in the Delta terminal. Then she grew pensive, her jaw tightening. Mine mimicked hers.

“But they film next week. We’d have to change the flight … figure out Oakwood … Jaimee’s baseball game … your dad’s work schedule … Mrs. Fish…” Her meeting planner’s mind sped a mile a minute. There would be dozens of logistical adjustments and expenses incurred. Was one commercial worth severely disrupting the family game plan? On the flip side, wasn’t this the reward we’d invested in since IMTA?

“You earned this, Al,” said Mom. With all her support getting me to and from auditions, it felt like a shared triumph. “And … it films at Disneyland!” she emphasized, convincing us both by the second.

I recanted what I thought about going home. We could return after Disneyland. That was a better idea.

Like wizards, Mom and John revised the agenda to extend our stay. We moved back into Y118. Mom shipped a care package for Correy and Jaimee to support their activities from afar. I hadn’t heard from Dad, but I was confident he’d enjoy a Goofy souvenir mug.

Beyond funnel cake, a major perk of this commercial was the payment. In 2000, one national campaign could cover a year of college, or at least earn back what we’d spent on IMTA and training. We drove to the bank to open a Coogan account, a special blocked trust fund that safeguarded 15 percent of my earnings as a minor. Mom talked to a representative who explained that no one could touch that money until I was eighteen. I wonder where the rest goes?

On the day of the shoot, I gallivanted through childhood paradise and lived happily ever after over and over: meeting Donald Duck, spinning in teacups, eating a Dole Whip by the resort pool, watching the parade. I completely forgot a camera was filming. Is this what it means to have a job? I thought. I love working!

We drove home while I had the best sugar rush of my life. Cindy called to hear how things went, and I couldn’t stop blabbering.

“Thank you for getting me auditions! I met Donald Duck and saw the parade! I could do this every day!”

Cindy found the natural segue.

“Well, I think you should do this every day. You’ve got ‘it,’ girlfriend. Tell your mom you need to stay for Pilot Season.” I passed on the message obediently.

“Mom, we need to stay for Pilot Season. What is that again?” This touched some sort of button within her, and I knew it was a good one.

Cindy took the reins. “Pilot Season means you get to do more of this every day.” Mom was transfixed by the idea, her wheels turning. I drifted off to sleep with a heart full of Disney magic. Hollywood was a fairy tale.






Chapter 4


Dr. Smith removed trays full of dental putty from my mouth.

“Bye-bye, jack-o’-lantern smile; hello, million-dollar grin!” he said with the mischief of a mad scientist.

The decision to stay for Pilot Season demanded a new set of personal and professional investments. Qualities that were passable during a trial run, like missing teeth, were no longer up to industry standards for committed child actors. I had one month to undergo refinements before television pilots took over the town.

“Casting directors choose kids with aspirational cuteness. She needs a polish,” Cindy said blatantly. “A flipper will help.”

Within a week, Dr. Smith mailed my custom flipper—a metal retainer with plastic false teeth that hooked into my mouth to give the illusion of a perfect smile. Beyond an aesthetic flaw, missing teeth narrowed the range of ages I could portray (four-year-olds haven’t yet lost their baby teeth, and they often hire older kids to play younger ages), thereby reducing potential auditions and chances to book work. I had a lisp for three days until my tongue adjusted.

“Aly Rae’s skin is tan, which helps her pass as ‘ethnically ambiguous,’” Cindy added. “I’m submitting her to play Salma Hayek’s daughter this week. When they ask if English is her first or second language, have her say she can learn Spanish quickly. But don’t let her get any darker, or she won’t fit main roles.” At the time, the majority of lead characters were given to white actors; diversity went about as far as hair color.

We heeded Cindy’s advice. Why would we add unnecessary obstacles to an already challenging pursuit? From then on, I wore turtlenecks and pants to the beach, especially in the summer.

“But there’s one top priority for Pilot Season: multiplying the special skills on her résumé. Triple threats like her are a dime a dozen. Versatility will make her pop against the girls in her category.” Cindy handed us a chart with a thousand different skill sets. We circled whatever applied to me.

“Rollerblading, fishing, bowling … check!” Mom marked the list proudly. “Driving a stick shift, South African accent, karate … these are so specific,” she continued, calculating the viability of teaching a seven-year-old to drive.

Cindy’s head bobbled. “Unless you’re Tom Cruise and Paramount pays for your stunt training in Mission: Impossible, networks want their actors to be turnkey.”

“What kind of a key?” I chirped, unaware that the definition referred to a product ready for immediate use.

Cindy pinched my cheek, tickled by my inquisitiveness. “Start with British accent tapes, in case Michael Caine ever has a fictional grandkid.”

At seven years old, it didn’t register that I was being groomed to be sold. I was no longer a child; I was a commodity. Cindy depended on her clients to make money, and physical beauty—coupled with high versatility—increased my price tag. The larger context flew right over my head. I did as adults instructed me to, and Mom eagerly supported whatever helped me shine.

Although auditions were positioned as a creative outlet, they actually had nothing to do with carefree self-expression. My personal interests didn’t matter. The real assignment was to please and impress the casting team and beat out the competition. One of the most effective strategies was to become a chameleon who could be shaped by anyone for any end.

I put this into practice when Mattel released a breakdown seeking child model-dancers for a Barbie commercial. In reality, the only Barbie I was gifted in Ohio had its head chopped off within a week during a Hot Wheels race with Jaimee. But my indifference was irrelevant in the face of a credible business opportunity.

We brainstormed a memorable outfit to nail my first impression at the audition.

“Probably a hot pink skirt,” I offered, despite hating the color pink.

“And your flipper,” Mom added. Right. Barbies don’t have missing teeth.

“I’m kind of tired today,” I confessed. The auditions, training, and schoolwork were nonstop.

“Maybe some music would help,” Mom suggested, reminding me that real performers can snap into a different mental state even when they don’t feel like it. I walked to the bathroom mirror and wiggled myself out of lethargy. My drooping shoulders rolled back and my spine elongated. Barbie is perky and confident. So I am perky and confident!

I harnessed a peppy personality and introduced myself to casting with a Dreamhouse wave. Then I finessed the choreography with a fashion spin and hair flip. My pink ensemble and perky schtick got me hired that night. But the shapeshifting wasn’t over.

On set, I presented the director with both versions of my appearance to see which he preferred for the gig. “Sir, would you like me to wear my flipper?” I smiled widely with perfect white chiclets and then popped out the retainer to reveal my scary jack-o’-lantern smile as an alternative.

“Ohmygod, those aren’t your real teeth,” he said, momentarily horrified. “Actually, I love au naturel.” In a surprising reversal, he made the executive decision to leave out the flipper. You mean my real smile is pretty? Like Barbie’s?

When the dance portion began on the catwalk, the lead BHLE had two left feet. Why they hired a lead who couldn’t dance beat me, but I soon learned this was common; if you had the right look, you were booked. We restarted the scene four times before the choreographer flew in to assist. Simultaneously, a representative from Mattel sent a messenger straight to me.

“You’re doing great, Aly Rae,” a guy with a walkie-talkie muttered under his breath. I thanked him while clocking his body language. His back was faced toward the other kids so they couldn’t see what he was saying.

“As you can see, your friend is having trouble. But you’re really standing out, sister.” Oh my gosh. They’re going to put me in the center!

“Can you do the moves smaller so you blend in?” I glanced at the Mattel representative to see if I was hearing correctly. From afar, they gave a thumbs-up reassuringly. I reminded myself that the boss was in charge, and my job was to help them realize their vision, so I reined in my energy. The Mattel team clapped in approval.

When the VHS footage came in, I was anxious to see the final cut. I popped in the tape and sat two inches from the TV.

“I saw my shoulder! My section is coming next!” I called to Mom from the living room.

We watched and watched, but my part never came. There were close-ups of my Barbie beret and Barbie handbag, but my face was omitted. My posture shrank in dejection. Was I cut out for not looking like Barbie? Was it because I didn’t dance full-out enough? I mulled it over, filling with doubt. I thought I did what they wanted.

Being deliberately excluded by the arbiters of beauty stung in a way I’d never felt before. To be encouraged to show up authentically, only to be deemed unfit to be seen, confirmed my true self was not enough. Not in this town.

Being average in any way meant elimination. Average meant forgettable. So from that day forward, my flipper stayed in and I vowed never to be average—even if directed otherwise. If I wanted to live up to being special, I had to accept the special sacrifices and responsibilities that came with it. If ordinary kids practiced for an hour, I practiced for two. If they played with friends after dinner, I stayed in to rehearse my lines. If they got scraped and bruised on the playground, I maintained flawless skin. My strategy for success was foolproof. All I have to do is be perfect at everything and look perfect while doing it.

It worked. I was on fire the whole month.

McDonald’s requested triple threats who could impersonate Elvis. I showed up in a full costume from Party City (sideburns and sunglasses included), snarling and imitating his signature “rubber legs.” Booked.

The Tonight Show with Jay Leno needed children to improvise about clones for a skit. I prepped so much material I gave my leftovers to other kids. Booked.

Dakota Fanning wasn’t available to rerecord the audio for some of her lines in I Am Sam. I’d auditioned for the role, so I was familiar with the plot. Cindy sent me in to record “walla”—the miscellaneous background chatter that gets added in postproduction—and they selected me as Dakota’s voice match. Booked.

The art of being a chameleon was simple in theory. When you enter a space, leave your own feelings at the door. Sure, the Elvis costume was humiliating and itchy. No, I didn’t have an ounce of passion for stand-up comedy nor did I know about the controversy of cloning animals. Yes, it ached sorely to lose yet another role to Cindy’s favorite client, only to then stand in a cold soundstage saying her lines without any credit. But it wasn’t about coddling my feelings. I did whatever it took to get the job done.

Witnessing the credits stack up on my résumé gave me a huge confidence boost. This couldn’t all be beginner’s luck. These jobs were tangible evidence that I could get hired repeatedly, which guaranteed I’d be worthy of Cindy’s attention. More attention meant more auditions. More auditions meant more chances to make it. And making it meant that I belonged and mattered. I wasn’t a mistake.



Nothing humbled me faster than Pilot Season. If the grind of the first several months was “getting my feet wet,” then Pilot Season was like trying to swim during a hurricane in open water. Thousands of additional performers invaded Los Angeles, determined to secure the coveted title of series regular on a new television show. The odds of booking a pilot—the first test episode of a series—were similar to finding a unicorn in your backyard. There were more than a hundred thousand hopeful performers, and networks only produced ten to twenty pilots (of which only four or five got picked up). Casting received a thousand headshots per role, and one person booked the character. For some reason, that didn’t stop anyone from believing they might be the exception. Including my mom and me.

Families packed into the North Clubhouse as Rosie wrote out a Pilot Season playbook on a whiteboard.

“Pilot Season is here! Book the next hit show and be set for a decade!” she advertised, as if it were as easy as having talent and a strong work ethic.

Unbeknownst to us, there was a casting pyramid divided into three sections. At the top, studios reached out to an “offer only” list of celebrity actors who added star power to the projects. The middle section included the “short list” of experienced actors who brought dynamism to supporting roles. If any parts were left unfilled, then casting might go fishing in the bottom of the pyramid where the rest of us hundred thousand performers waited wistfully for a chance to be caught.

For most performers, the calls never came. But Cindy sent me out relentlessly, and cycling through the audition process was a fulltime job. In fact, the saying around town went, “Auditioning is your job; booking is the vacation.”

Characters differed, but my exhaustive plan of attack remained the same:

“ABC sitcom for Monday. Ten-year-old whiz kid.” Mom read the character breakdown, then we booked a session with an acting coach to prepare bold creative choices. We assembled the perfect outfit (sometimes shopping for missing items), and Mom took a picture of me against the living room wall to save in our audition log. If I received a callback, we’d have a reference for what to wear to the second meeting.

I memorized my lines plus other characters’ lines. Since I couldn’t read very quickly yet, it would be difficult to glance down at the page if I lost my place. I always tried my best to nail the first read. In case it missed the mark, I took the casting director’s feedback constructively with a positive attitude. Then we’d reach the car and call out our mantra, “Next!”

“Fox one-hour drama on Tuesday. Seven-year-old music prodigy. Strong music skills are a plus.” I learned “Mary Had a Little Lamb” on the keyboard and added piano to the special skills on my résumé. Next!

“NBC crime show on Wednesday. Five-year-old girl who testifies in court on behalf of her teacher.” I watched an episode of Law & Order to channel the style and pace of dialogue. Next!

“CBS medical procedural on Thursday. Six-year-old kid with terminal illness. Must cry on cue.” Andrew helped me fill up my sponge of emotion during the coaching session. Thankfully, dying in a hospital bed was enough to generate tears on-demand. Next!

That night, Mom read off the project details for another appointment, but I wasn’t listening. “Comedy Central animated show on Friday. Bubbly and optimistic … Al?”

“What happens when we die?” I asked, replaying the imaginary scene from the medical series. My breath shallowed and my heart rate quickened. In my mind, I believed I had a terminal illness that whole day. There was no separation between fantasy and reality, especially when other adults in the audition room were behaving as if the story were true.

Mom stumbled through a makeshift response, which was ultimately a nonanswer. “Honey … we don’t have to think about it … It’s not happening for a long time.”

That night, I had a nightmare. I dreamt I was ten years old, playing a keyboard in court while lying in a hospital bed. Lines from every audition that week reappeared in a series of strange events. The psychologist from my parents’ divorce showed up. “Have you experienced any inappropriate touching?” A doctor asked me who I was, and I kept forgetting my age and my name. Was I a ten-year-old whiz kid? A seven-year-old music prodigy? It didn’t matter. I was dying in minutes. Andrew gave me a wet sponge and snapped in my face, “Wring it out!” The tears wouldn’t come out, and Andrew got angry. Right before I died, I woke up with a gasp, my body panicking in a threat response. I immediately started humming the first song I could think of.

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

There was so much to process about each audition yet no time to slow down. I didn’t understand the toll it was taking to have constant adrenaline spikes during performances, share vulnerable emotions on cue with strangers, and overcome repeated rejection. I also couldn’t distinguish between my normal kid self, my professional artist self named Aly Rae, and the role of the hour.

The long-term damage was far out of view, and the immediate upside was huge: In the course of three months, I managed to get to the final round of testing for not one, not two, but three pilots across three major networks.

“This is unheard of!” Cindy said, astonished. “But we won’t get our hopes up yet. Gotta ace the network tests.”

For each series, I’d already passed three rounds of auditions. With three strong candidates per role remaining, we entered into contract negotiations before two more rounds of testing.

“Don’t sign anything until I approve,” Cindy warned. Network reps served us a stack of papers outlining terms if I booked the gig. In my hands, I held three powerful destinies.

“Ten thousand dollars?! Every week?!” Mom gasped. I could tell that was a lot of money based on how far her jaw dropped. “You’d be set for college,” Mom said hopefully, still reading clauses.

“Ten years?!” I screamed, spotting it on the page. If the show filmed several seasons, I could have a steady job until I turned eighteen. No more auditions and rejection every day! I would be like Katie Holmes! My family would be so proud!

Fortune dangled at our fingertips.

“I don’t want to mess up!” I whispered intensely, feeling the stakes.

One by one, we signed the contracts. I didn’t know cursive yet, so I printed my name and Mom added her signature on my behalf.

First test: ABC. Rows of old men in dark suits filled a dimly lit theater. These were financiers and network executives, people who cared solely about putting together a cast that would draw the highest ratings and be the most profitable.

My script shook in my hand. Fake it ’til ya make it, I reminded myself.

I laid on my charm thickly. It was tough to discern how my read landed for a group of curmudgeons, but the casting assistant gave me a thumbs-up as I exited the theater. I was willing to settle for whatever validation I could get. We returned to Oakwood on the edge of our seats as the call came in.

“She booked it!” Cindy shouted through the phone. I screamed in ecstasy. I made it!

My heart was so full as I felt my future coming to fruition. There was little reason to go to the other studio tests since my contract wouldn’t permit participation on competing networks, but we went anyway to gain experience and build relationships. The liberation of performing without a drop of desperation reconnected me to the fun I’d originally had in Julie O’Connell’s recitals.

The next day, Cindy called. “She booked the second one, too! We’re going back to the lawyers to see if she can do both.” Mom screamed with me.

We were shocked. Was I really the chosen one in a hundred thousand? Twice?

The next day: “She booked ALL THREE! We’re getting them into a bidding war for the best deal. Stand by!”

My brain short-circuited. All my ideas of how the industry worked went out the window. Can I even be on three shows at once? My fate was overwhelming and defied all odds and expectations. When we drove to Cindy’s office, she ran out to the lobby and outstretched her arms for the warmest hug. Her eyes looked at me the way they looked at Dakota.

“Will my picture be on your wall?” I asked earnestly.

“Yes. Right next to my desk,” Cindy confirmed. I bathed in the glow of her adoration and support.

I want to feel this way forever.



ABC’s The Big House starred The L Word’s stunning and willowy Jennifer Beals and Queer as Folk’s ruggedly handsome Chris Potter as the parents of eight children. (Apparently, the more kids you have, the more you look like supermodels.) I played Mary, the seven-year-old brainiac daughter who posed philosophical questions from her bunk bed while her siblings tried to fall asleep. Not far off.

“I’ve been thinking about the world and people and stuff,” I said in my debut scene.

Meanwhile, life with my fake family interfered with my real family. My mom had previously organized a family vacation during the exact weeks of production. We hadn’t seen John or my sisters in months, and the trip was our chance to spend quality time together.

I missed my sisters badly, but there was no way I could turn down my breakout role—literally. I was legally contracted. But my mom couldn’t afford to be away from Correy and Jaimee any longer. She asked a few of our longtime friends from Ohio to be my guardians for the week while the rest of my family surfed and snorkeled in Hawaii.

I wasn’t complaining. Booking the job was my vacation from auditioning, after all. Over ten days, I bonded deeply with my on-screen family as if we were related. Every “I love you” within our scenes led to genuine familial intimacy between siblings and parents. Chris cracked jokes between takes, and I curled up against Jennifer whenever she practiced her lines. I’d always wanted a brother, and overnight I gained four. Most of all, my “parents” didn’t fight. They stayed together under one roof, and we all got along. Having a fake family was awesome.

And then, it was over.

“That’s a wrap on The Big House!” our director said over a bullhorn. After living with a big, happy family and enjoying every waking minute with “Mom” and “Dad,” we had to say goodbye.

“I don’t want to leave,” I told Chris, feeling shattered by the separation. He hugged me tight and explained how productions worked.

“I know it feels sad right now. But all projects come to an end, buddy.” I couldn’t fathom why we’d gotten so close if he knew he was going to turn around and walk away. I wasn’t ready to lose another dad.

In a flash, the emotional support and reconciliation I’d been longing for evaporated into thin air. How can I get it back?

It didn’t help that my real family was gone, leaving me isolated and confused. My mom offered a silver lining while calling from a luau in Maui. “If the show tests with high ratings, you’ll be back filming every week for years!” I tried to go along with her unmatched optimism.

With three different pilots in the running (all with star-studded casts), I had exponentially higher chances of something being greenlit. This alleviated much of the typical trepidation of waiting. Nonetheless, the week dragged at snail speed until the phone finally rang.

As my mom talked to Cindy, I wondered which TV family was in my future …

None of them.

Zero of the three pilots got picked up. I never saw any of the cast members again.

With the termination of the series also came the end of my contract. No $10,000 weekly paycheck. No breakout role. No stable “family.” Three sweet and promising futures were replaced by the bitter taste of almosts. I was almost set for college. I almost had a steady job. I almost had parents who loved each other.

If I want to feel good again, I’ll have to get another show.






Chapter 5


“Hey, do you know who Ms. Elliott is?” Mom called up to me from the office.

“Naur!” I responded in an Australian accent, busy practicing my next dialect.

I’d been living in LA full-time for a year and a half when a same-day audition came in for a Missy Elliott hip-hop music video. Extending our trip for Pilot Season led to more justification to stay indefinitely, and I’d just completed back-to-back shoots for a Kinko’s commercial, Kathy Griffin’s reality show, Mad TV, and a voice-over for a LeapFrog children’s toy.

Even as a secretary, Mom was spread thin with logistics and paperwork. Pressures piled up like the towers of cardboard boxes that transferred our old life into a new house in Southern California.

After nine months of commuting back and forth, our family roots were officially ripped from the Midwest, and John, Jaimee, and Correy moved to join us. Dad stayed behind in Ohio. His role in my life was steadily fading. Mom hinted that his infrequent calls weren’t just about being busy. The deeper truth—that he simply didn’t care enough to stay in my life—was quickly overshadowed by my hyperactive schedule. The aftershocks of his absence wouldn’t begin to ripple for years.

Mom underscored that there’d be better opportunities for everyone on the West Coast. Correy could nurture her interest in fashion, Jaimee could enroll in top-tier athletic programs, and John and Mom could replace dreary winter storms and sticky humid summers with seventy-and-sunny paradise.

But our transition to living under one roof in California had been the polar opposite of a fresh start. The stress and uncertainty of a cross-country move was enough to strain any marriage and family. Adding in the entertainment industry, which dominated every waking moment of my (and by extension my mom’s) schedule, amplified rifts and resentment.

My new bedtime routine included watching John and Mom retreat to the patio to decompress over wine. Two bottles in, their venting sessions escalated into drunken altercations that I could hear from every corner of the house. I buried my head under the pillow, my stomach tense as I waited for John to hurl the first insult and set off the dominoes of slamming doors, pounding fists, and screaming through the walls.

When I’d watched my sisters unpack their clothes from the hallway, I worried that my mom’s rose-colored outlook wasn’t the full truth. I doubted my sisters would’ve left their friends and sports teams if it weren’t for me. The move was my responsibility, and, therefore, I owed everyone—my family and my team—absolute dedication.

“Is Ms. Elliott’s music clean?” Mom asked as I came downstairs into the office. We clicked the attachment in an email from Bloc, my new dance agency, that had a clip of a song titled “Work It.” After a few lines, her eyes bugged out in alarm.

“What does the elephant noise mean?” I asked, assuming it must be safari-themed.

Jaimee walked in and bobbed her head along to the music. “Kids at my junior high love her. I just burned one of her songs onto my CD. You should definitely go,” she recommended.

“Jaim, I don’t want to miss your basketball game tonight,” Mom reminded her. My auditions had interfered with every game of the season so far.

All indicators pointed to skipping, anyway: the lyrics were vulgar, it took place in the middle of rush hour, and dance auditions were “cattle calls.” At the same time, we knew the risk of saying no. Bloc Agency had done the legwork of submitting headshots, and my professional lifeline depended on keeping good rapport with my agent and casting companies.

“Maybe John can take you, Al,” Mom said. I nodded, conditioned for last-minute changes.

John was a more rigid companion, but I understood the compromise. Besides, I knew the audition process like the back of my hand. He didn’t need to do anything other than play chauffeur.

I threw on a turquoise Limited Too capri and tank set, parted my hair into high pigtails, and we began the trek to Alley Kat Studios. Throngs of families filled the block like a carnival. John was flummoxed and awkwardly followed my lead.

“Olivia! Colton!” I ran to give peers quick side-hugs before signing in. Number 348 today. While we were in the lobby, everybody was a friend to root for. Once I passed through the doorway to audition, however, tunnel vision took over and my sole objective was to get hired.

Youngsters of all races, heights, shapes, and ages hinted at something unsettling: Casting had no idea what they were looking for, making it a crapshoot to win them over. Will I be too short? I don’t have abs like the other kids. Am I cool enough for a rap video? Hip-hop was my least developed dance style, and I didn’t know a single thing about hip-hop culture. I was just a little girl from the suburbs trying to demonstrate to my reps that I was worth their investment.

“Step, twist, pull together…,” Missy’s choreographer, HiHat, said as she taught us the routine. It was much simpler than I expected, which meant I’d need to add embellishments if I wanted to stand out. HiHat used sounds instead of numbers to count the music, so I translated it into the dance language I inherited from Julie O’Connell.

“Doon, doon, doon … si ka,” she demonstrated. One-ee-and-UH-two-ee-and-UH-three-and-four.

Round after round, HiHat called out ten of us to perform. Cut after cut, kids were sent home until a small group of candidates were filmed and dismissed. By the end, my pigtails looked like I’d been in a bar fight.

“Next!” I recited to John once we were back in the car. He was puzzled. “You’re supposed to say ‘next’ so we don’t freak out about getting the part,” I instructed.

John made a half-assed attempt as we started the hour-and-a-half drive home in bumper-to-bumper traffic. I needed extra reassurance after auditions, but emotional support wasn’t his forte. So I analyzed my own performance obsessively until I fell asleep in the back seat.

The following day, Mom opened her inbox, and I sat on the couch behind her. We checked the status of the latest projects on the table, racking up eleven more rejections. Despite our magic mantra for remaining unbothered, my self-worth rode on the outcomes. Each “no” felt like a laceration to my confidence.

“Wait! You booked the rap video!” Mom shouted. Instantaneously, my body went from slumped-over to electrified. I did?!

Then she tittered nervously. “Oh my word. You booked a rap video.”

In her eyes flashed every reference she had of hip-hop music videos. Naked women, luxury cars, raining dollar bills, drugs, partying … Where exactly was I going to fit? What exactly was I going to be doing? Was this a safe project for a child?



The car clock read 9:53 P.M.—a.k.a. past my bedtime—when we pulled into a dilapidated parking lot by a warehouse in pitch-black darkness.

“Are you sure we’re in the right place?” I asked as a shiver ran down my spine. Our headlights finally found a traffic cone with a single arrow pointing to an unmarked door. Is this where I die?

We approached the building and Mom reached for the door handle, which took all her weight to pry open. I said a little prayer as a radiant light shined directly in our eyes.

“Stop! Hazard!” a deep voice commanded. “Clear for the bees.” Bees?!

A group of men in beekeeping suits meticulously transported live beehives through the door we’d just opened.

“Thanks for coming in at the late call time,” said an unidentified voice behind a headset. “We haven’t left in two days. Rap shoots just flow until they’re finished.” We were guided past the legendary artist Prince (an impersonator, but I didn’t know the difference) and sent into a holding room with scratched-up couches and dingy lighting.

“Stay in here and don’t go on set. Mature stuff is happening.” Like kissing?

Kid dancers were getting their hair and makeup done. They were all at least a foot taller and a few years older than me, and I didn’t recognize anyone from the audition. I set down my backpack and noticed something unusual: Mom and I were the only white people. Everybody else was Black. An old Sesame Street tune popped in my head. One of these things is not like the others.

“C’mere, mama. Let’s get you suited,” a wardrobe assistant said, gesturing.

One by one, the kids lined up to get dressed. Everyone was given a maroon or navy tracksuit. Assistants made alterations on the spot, cutting pants into shorts and scrunching up sleeves with rubber bands and safety pins. I was given a light pink tracksuit. Did they run out of maroon?

“Throw this on. And add these.” I removed my Claire’s earrings and slipped in large silver hoops as she placed a thick chain around my neck.

“I’ve never worn a necklace like this before,” I said to make small talk. June Ambrose, the head designer, smirked and handed me some high socks and sneakers. I turned to face the rest of the group. The Sesame Street jam continued. One of these things just doesn’t belong.

I climbed into the hair and makeup chair, amazed by all the products I’d never seen before.

“We won’t be using these on your fine hair, honey,” the hairstylist said playfully.

“The producers want you like the audition tape. Are you tender-headed?” Tender-who? A pintail comb traced the straightest part I’d ever seen down my scalp, and she hermetically sealed my pigtails with max-hold styling gel. My hair wasn’t moving for the rest of the month.

A soft knock on the door caught our ears. “Missy wants to say hi.”

The whole room stood up straight like we were preparing to meet royalty. Missy floated in, her jacket and hands dripping in diamonds. Somehow, her gentle spirit shined even brighter as she introduced herself.

“Thank you for being here. I’m humbly grateful.” We listened in awe as she broke the ice to help us feel welcomed. “You ready to get out there?”

“Yes!” we answered unanimously.

Adrenaline surged through my veins. A production assistant led us into a gargantuan soundstage with sky-high ceilings. On the right was “video village,” where renowned director Dave Meyers had set up chairs to watch the camera monitors. On the left was a set resembling a deserted playground with a stormy gray backdrop and wood chips on the floor.

“Over here,” called HiHat from the playground. “We’ve got thirty minutes to get the shot.” She quickly staged us into formation, putting me front and center by Missy. Oh my gosh, she’s right there. She smells like a vanilla campfire.

“Roll camera!”

“Sound is speeding!”

“Camera dollies!”

“Playback!”

Dave gave the final cue with authority.

“And … action!”

The chorus from “Work It” blared over portable speakers, and in an instant, I was transported to my happy place on the dance floor. All my anxieties melted.

Then, HiHat called us out one by one to freestyle. The other kids were experts at creating moves from thin air, but improvisation terrified me. I tried to piece together ideas before my turn. Bboy Donny “Crumbs” Counts was watching nearby and quickly reviewed the basic breaking moves he taught me during rehearsal called the “six step” and “baby freeze.”

“Alyson!” HiHat cued.

What should I do? I caught the beat and pulled out every move I could remember from Vivian’s Friday class. Do the Harlem shake. Do the Bart Simpson. I ran out of ideas. Just impress them! As a last resort, I risked it all and went for the six step and baby freeze, only to fall out of the pose prematurely. I was mortified.

“Cut! Moving on!” Dave shouted. Did I just ruin it?

They escorted the kids off set without any feedback or farewell. It was over. We changed into our street clothes and drove home at the midnight hour.

“Will they cut me out for screwing up?” I asked, worried to experience Barbie 2.0.

“You did a great job, Al,” Mom reassured me. “We never know what the final edit will look like. I’m just hoping the other ‘mature stuff’ isn’t too much for Grandma to see.”



“And now,” the host of MTV’s Total Request Live announced on national television, “the world premiere of Missy Elliott’s music video ‘Work It’!”

Mom and I watched from the edge of our couch in California, with family in Ohio on the phone watching from theirs. Finally, my extended relatives could see what I was doing in Hollywood.

Images of a telephone booth, the desert playground, and DJ turntables covered in honeybees alternated rapidly. Missy danced on a checkerboard floor and rapped the first verse, then blew a clump of hair into the camera from her hands.

“Heavens! Is that pubic hair?” I heard Grandma choke through the phone.

My eyes were glued to the flashy montage of scenes: a hair salon, dinner with Halle Berry (another impersonator), older dancers in booty shorts jiggling from behind. I heard the word thong but I didn’t see a single pair of flip-flops.

I covered my eyes. Maybe we should turn this off?

A millisecond later, Mom pulled my hands off my face. “There you are!”

“It’s me!” I squealed.

Front and center on the playground. Right next to Missy. Pink tracksuit in sharp focus. I cringed as they cut to my solo freestyle, anticipating my leg falling out of the baby freeze. Right as I messed up, the camera cut away. Wow—you hardly saw it! This time, editing worked in my favor.

Strippers with dollar bills filled the screen, which I pretended not to see. Mom diverted everyone’s attention. “You were a main role, baby!”

Ten seconds of camera time felt like an eternity in music video terms. Aside from the explicit lyrics and adult content, our whole family was overjoyed.

“Congratulations!” I heard from AJ and UT. I welled up having evidence that my Hollywood pursuit wasn’t a hoax. I was a real performer.



“Work It” skyrocketed up the charts, becoming Missy’s most successful single. The infectious production, innovative visuals, and her impeccable performance had all the ingredients for an award-winning hit. Billboard and Rolling Stone even named it one of the Greatest Songs of All Time.

After school the next week, I pushed a cart through the grocery store with Mom. A man at the end of the aisle stared at me intently. A minute later he approached, not breaking eye contact. I leaned into Mom’s side.

“Are you the little white girl in the Missy video?” he asked.

I was stunned. Was he recognizing me?

Mom beamed. “Wow! Yes, she is. Be polite, Al. Say hi.”

“Hi, yes, that’s me,” I said, bewildered and a little scared that a stranger knew who I was.

“Can you do the dance?” he requested, almost in spite of himself. The dance from the video? Right now—in the grocery aisle?

I looked to Mom for guidance. She stepped aside to give me space. I swallowed back discomfort and obeyed without hesitation. Don’t be rude.

I set down the can of SpaghettiOs I’d just grabbed off the shelf, and counted myself into the chorus choreography. Other shoppers gathered into a semicircle.

“You’re amazing! I’m telling my girlfriend I met you,” he belted out as he strolled off.

A giddiness took over my body. Mom and I tee-heed like best friends before I picked up the SpaghettiOs. My head swiveled left and right as we resumed shopping, in case anyone else happened to be watching. Permanent performance mode activated.



Overnight, life radically and irreversibly altered. I went from Alyson, an anonymous student at Chatsworth Hills Academy, to “the little white girl” in the Missy Elliott video.

No longer could I leave the house without someone charging up to me. When people approached, I smiled enthusiastically and hoped their intentions were good. (Au revoir, stranger danger.) Some became unhinged once they realized they were near someone from television, but Mom made sure I obliged every picture request. When inevitably commanded to “do the dance,” I abandoned my previous task and performed like a one-girl press tour for the video.

“Be grateful, Al. We don’t want you to become a stuck-up diva,” Mom admonished. I never want to be a diva. I want to be a good person! I had a professional and personal reputation to protect.

We needed a public protocol, so Mom and I ironed out a system: Whenever I left the house, I would smile. Always. It didn’t matter how I felt. Once the door opened, I was “on.” Managing fandom was similar to being a 24/7 customer service representative where the customer is always right. I had to create a personalized and positive experience and remain unflappable, no matter what outlandish requests exited anyone’s mouths.

When I had bronchitis at the doctor’s office and the receptionist asked me to sign a diabetes pamphlet, I rubbed hand sanitizer between my fingers, covered my cough with an elbow, and grabbed an office pen with the other arm. While standing in line for a movie ticket, a crowd encircled me, but I held my composure and pretended not to feel boxed in. At airport security, I was selected for a pat-down, which was unusual for a minor, until the security agent confessed it was just to sneak a photo. Nowhere was off-limits.

As the success of Missy’s album multiplied, so did mine. Bloc Agency was thrilled by an influx of opportunities.

“Missy wants to bring you back for more videos!” exclaimed my agent, Allison.

We filmed “Gossip Folks” and “I’m Really Hot” next. Mom flew Grandma out from Toledo, who’d grown fond of Missy, in spite of the initial repulsion to her lyrical choices. She rode on rapper Ludacris’s Cadillac golf cart to the set. When she returned to her Toledo bowling league, she bragged, “I met Ridiculous!”

Wherever Missy appeared, I was right by her side, along with a few other kids. On Thursday, we did The Tonight Show with Jay Leno. On Friday, the American Music Awards, where rapper Eve called us “stars” backstage. A star thinks I’m a star?!

Soon, we generated our own demand. At the NAACP Image Awards, singers Angie Stone and Faith Evans hired us to dance during a tribute for Serena and Venus Williams. The performance got a standing ovation, and everyone generously overlooked that I was the only white kid. At MTV Spring Break in Miami, rowdy partiers wouldn’t stop reaching for us onstage.

“Sign my boobie!” slobbered a drunk woman in a string bikini, but Missy’s security guard intervened.

By the time the MTV Video Music Awards came around, I felt like I’d been adopted into Missy’s creative family. On the red carpet, they let me take a few photos with Missy in front of the paparazzi. My eyes saw swirly spots for half an hour. Inside the arena, they sat me next to record producer Timbaland in the audience, as Britney Spears, Madonna, and Christina Aguilera kicked off the opening act with a three-way kiss. I don’t think I was supposed to see that.

Two hours of fanfare later, Snoop Dogg approached the podium to give away the night’s most coveted award. “And the award for Best Video of the Year goes to … ‘Work It’!”

I did a double take at Timbaland. He nudged me to stand up. I scampered out of his way so he could get to the stage. Then he presented an arm forward. Is he inviting me to go up there? With him?

“Hi, Justin Timberlake! Hi, J.Lo!” I speed-walked down the aisle, losing my cool.

Onstage, Missy gave her acceptance speech while director Dave Meyers picked me up and held me out to the crowd like Baby Simba.

“The little white girl!” people screamed from the balcony. That’s me! Their chants seemed to erase all my previous rejections at auditions. I belonged somewhere—to the whole world. People accepted me. Well, they accepted “the little white girl” in the videos. But weren’t we one and the same?

Success cascaded. I booked the JCPenney back-to-school campaign, including a national commercial, and posters of my face were in every store in America. Rapper Eminem brought me in, along with a few other kids, for his video “Just Lose It” (which was later banned for inappropriate content). Then Big Boi from OutKast and Will Smith featured us in performances over consecutive years at the Nickelodeon Kids’ Choice Awards.

Comedian Ellen DeGeneres launched her own daytime talk show, and the producers invited me to be a featured guest on the pilot episode.

“What! An! Honor!” my agent effused, wonderstruck and giddy. This must be BIG!

I tied my hair into pigtails and threw on red Limited Too pants for the segment. I ran out to my mark and taught Ellen a section of HiHat’s iconic choreography. The studio audience applauded uproariously, filling me with gratitude. I felt so affirmed by the way people looked at me. It was as if an invisible halo hovered above my head, casting a warm glow that softened their gaze. Without a word, they were inclined to appreciate and value me, like I carried a secret light they couldn’t resist.

In two years, I went from a wide-eyed contestant at the IMTA to national acclaim. Everyone around me—my family, my team, the general public—reiterated the divine providence of it all. Only 0.0086 percent of people achieved fame, and only one in five to ten million children were labeled prodigies—a person under ten years old who produced meaningful work at the level of an adult expert. Could I live up to that title?

The unanimous enchantment led me to believe I’d been bestowed some kind of special life quest, and there was no other path. Fulfilling my potential in Hollywood was the most important, right, and good thing I could do. I didn’t know where it would lead, but it was off to a phenomenal start. Now I needed to keep it up.

As my weakest dance style became my trademark, I tenaciously refined my craft behind the scenes to live up to the hype and continue the momentum. I’d just turned nine, but childhood was over.






Chapter 6


“We need to talk.”

Cindy called an emergency meeting in her office with Janette Jones, my new manager, on the phone. My team had multiplied to fifteen representatives who optimized booking momentum across on-camera work, voice-overs, and dance gigs. To me, that meant I’d acquired fifteen more adults who depended on me. They didn’t feed their families unless I booked work for them to commission. And if I didn’t book, they’d drop me like a fly, soiling my chances of finding new reps.

While agents were known to keep giant rosters of kids who made them “fast money,” my manager’s job was to help curate my unique brand image and career pathway. An enticing and daunting decision lay before us when I booked a recurring role on a Disney Channel commercial series called Mike’s Super Short Show.

“Disney is a double-edged sword. Let’s start with the perks,” Janette led. “The material is age-appropriate, and that’s rare for other networks. This is also consistent work, which is a miracle in this town. If she doesn’t want to act later, she’ll have a sizable college fund.”

My ears perked up. Ever since Bill Nye the Science Guy explained static electricity on PBS Kids, I was set on becoming a smart grown-up. College was the ultimate launchpad. I envisioned myself romping around campus, studying every subject until I found my future job, which I imagined would involve lots of quiet, solitary research and formal attire. Maybe Bill and I would wear matching blue lab coats and bow ties someday.

“But”—Cindy’s voice snapped me out of my daydream—“becoming a Disney kid can ruin her chances of an adult career.” I guess someone had to play devil’s advocate. “She might be a fan favorite for kids at home. But to casting directors, it’s like wearing a scarlet letter. They’ll assume her acting skills suck and she can’t handle serious roles like Dakota. She’ll be linked to a cookie-cutter image, which means a publicist will have to create a provocative story to shatter the wholesome persona and help her rebrand once she’s eighteen.” But I’m only nine! That’s a bajillion years away.

Janette complexified it further. “I know the Missy thing is taking off. But a dance career leads nowhere. Her ceiling is being a nameless back-up dancer on tour. If she doesn’t get another job in a different arena soon, she’ll be typecast like the Pepsi girl.”

“I love the Pepsi girl!” I proclaimed, pleased to understand the reference.

“You know what she doesn’t love anymore? Pepsi,” Cindy said dryly.

The walls of the room closed in. I could see Mom’s head spinning in circles. This wasn’t a casual family dinner conversation in Toledo talking about hobbies to try after school. This wasn’t about nurturing my artistic passions. Suddenly, we were maneuvering a trillion-dollar global media industry and facing decisions that had life-altering stakes, without any concrete manual or awareness of the risks.

Safeguarding me with kid-friendly experiences was paramount to my mom. But beyond that, we had no barometer for whether I’d continue acting into adulthood. Disney commercials seemed to present a fun way to earn steady income for a secure future; however, hearing that it could also taint my professional credibility and give my career an expiration date was disconcerting.

“By the way, we need an answer tonight, or they’ll release her and go with the other girl they pinned,” Cindy stated, wrapping up.

The breakneck speed of the industry kept us perpetually on our toes, and the threat of being disposed of led to harried complicity. As far as Mom could tell, the pros outweighed the cons: career visibility, income, and peer-aged castmates. For me, Disney Channel was my all-time favorite TV station, and nothing topped sharing the same screen as Hilary Duff from Lizzie McGuire. Before bedtime, paperwork was signed.



“Interesting. You’re shooting on Saturday and Sunday,” Mom said, perusing the production call sheet.

Mike’s Super Short Show filmed on weekends because minors could be on set longer, circumventing the three hours of mandatory tutoring for school days.

On the first day, I met Michael, my new fake brother, and Scooter, our family pup and seasoned animal actor whose résumé ran laps around mine. We’d play a family hanging out at home, bantering about must-see Disney DVDs.

Art and Craig, the show’s zany creators, came barreling down the hallway.

“’Sup, peeps!” said Art, showing his colors as the lovable dweeby uncle. Craig offered a benign tip of the hat, the quieter half of the duo.

Their production company, 7ate9, had been hired by Buena Vista Home Entertainment to create sixty- to ninety-second commercials for the latest Disney movie releases. Disney Channel cleverly excluded all outside advertisements on their platform. Instead, they filled transitions between shows with promotions of their other products, so viewers stayed inside the wonderful world of Disney.

As we stepped on set to find squirt guns and an endlessly stocked craft service snack table, I realized I’d hit the jackpot of all jobs for a nine-year-old.

My character, Sally, was written as the annoying kid sister. I never knew what wild antics they’d have me doing: swimming in an aquarium with sharks, hugging lions, dressing up in spandex superhero suits, singing a mock rock opera, falling off surfboards, slipping on ice skates, or pretending to be an Italian pop star for Saturday’s episode and a clone of myself on Sunday. Whatever the gag, I was in charge of delivering the slapstick comedy. This meant mastering the art of being the butt of the joke.

I made sure to follow directions regardless of how embarrassing the skit was, though I sometimes worried that other kids my age might think I was weird. What if they believe this is my real personality and not a character? But that was such a trivial concern compared to the gold mine of steady employment.

On the outside, it looked like my job was to be an actor. On the inside, I knew my real task was to make the executives happy and complete our predetermined deliverables. Every last detail from the script to the set design had already gone through a lengthy vetting process by the Walt Disney Company’s standards and practices department and legal counsel. By the time I walked on set, my lines were basically an epitaph.

For the Haunted Mansion episode, Laurie, our key makeup artist, painted my face green and stuck my head inside a giant plastic fishbowl in the summer heat.

“Voilà! Just like Madame Leota in her crystal ball!” she said, presenting me to the crew. They chuckled, achieving the intended effect. My dignity flew out the window, which was usually how I knew we’d successfully gotten the desired footage.

Surprisingly, the show would last seven years, and I’d learn the exact formula for manufacturing magic across more than one hundred episodes. Over time, working for Disney Channel in Los Angeles versus watching Disney Channel from a living room sofa in Toledo became night and day.

We turned on our over-the-top enthusiasm when the cameras rolled, then yawned in sleepy delirium when Art called cut. The set was still an adult workplace with adult deadlines. Missing our mark would cost the production company overtime charges. A dip in show ratings could mean getting fired or canceled.

Being a series regular shifted something in me, and my mom noticed.

“Why are you so serious now?” she asked two months in.

There was a newfound maturity and stoicism that could only come from taking on adult responsibilities. Without knowing we were a smoke screen for a media conglomerate’s marketing strategy, Mike and I understood that we were the central figures around whom an entire crew was employed and an entire project was funded. That alone curbed most of our dillydallying.

Unintentionally, Mike’s Super Short Show squeezed out the final drops of childhood wonder I had left. Acting wasn’t an art, it was a business. Time wasn’t free, it was money. And the fire hose of positive reinforcement came from adults praising me for behaving like one of them.

“Here comes the veteran!”

“One-take wonder!”

“What an old soul!”

My self-esteem was built around my ability to operate like a grown-up, or, more accurately, a fail-proof robot. When given a sixty-second slot to interview Dame Julie Andrews on the red carpet for Mary Poppins (40th Anniversary Edition), and another minute with Sir Elton John for The Lion King: Special Edition, I couldn’t afford to mess up a single word. I spoke in editable sound bites—concise and quotable remarks that could make the final cut. When Jamie Lee Curtis and Lindsay Lohan riffed off topic at the Freaky Friday premiere, I knew the director needed me to apply the “yes, and” improvisation technique to veer us back to our messaging points so the editor got the footage he needed.

People presumed my joy and satisfaction were derived from the fun of performing. Internally, I knew my real high came from reaching perfection. I got off on following the formula, on impressing adults and standing out from other children. Another comparison to Natalie Portman and Jodie Foster? Tell me more! The director saving my close-ups for last because I could make up for lost time and still get the crew wrapped early? Watch me! As I proved I was convenient to work with (not a liability, like a normal child), I got hired more.

On weekdays, I tackled auditions, dance training, and school. Every time I blinked I was a new character. A string of voice-over jobs for Lilo & Stitch: The Series, W.I.T.C.H., Garfield: The Movie, and numerous others forged a third career pathway in animation and voice dubbing. This overjoyed my sweet and bubbly voice-over agent, Melissa, at CED Talent Agency, which overjoyed sweet and bubbly me. Then a guest spot on Nickelodeon’s Drake & Josh, created by Dan Schneider, helped me cover my bases on rivaling family networks. In the two years it took most children to get an agent, I’d wiggled my way into the 2 percent of actors who earned a living.

I was so happy to be chosen. I didn’t have language for it, but I knew my life was unusually charmed and should be cherished profusely. I sensed that the combination of talent, a superior work ethic, and a spotless reputation could assist with opening more doors. So that’s what I committed to upholding. The catch was, we didn’t know what doors we had opened until we were already inside.



Being a minor in adult workplaces meant there was never a shortage of situations for Mom to monitor. Sets were packed with heavy industrial equipment and loose props, a.k.a. accidents waiting to happen. One time, a boom microphone operator fell through unstable scaffolding while trying to get the perfect angle for audio. On another project, a member from the art department brought in “dummy” weapons that ended up being loaded. A parent of a young actor told us that spur-of-the-moment creative changes meant on-the-job stunt training for her son, which resulted in a broken leg. On the same shoot, the unit production manager lost grip of the schedule, and the crew worked a string of twenty-hour days with less than eight-hour turnarounds. Multiple people got sick and were simply fired and replaced with unpaid production assistants.

On top of regular hazards, crew members didn’t receive any preparatory training
                                                  on how to work with kids—not the director
                                                  telling me to cry harder, not the wardrobe
                                                  assistants undressing me during quick changes, not
                                                  the audio engineers placing mic packs down my
                                                  pants or pressing tape onto my chest with their
                                                  bare hands, not my adult castmates discussing
                                                  their sex lives between takes. At the time, we
                                                  were assured by studios that Screen Actors Guild
                                                  and California labor laws had ample protections in
                                                  place for child welfare. But as it turned out,
                                                  there were myriad loopholes. Unbeknownst to us, my
                                                  own employers at Disney and Nickelodeon hired
                                                  registered sex offenders who were my and my
                                                  peers’ colleagues.

While children were expected to adapt to adult protocols, parents and guardians were rewarded for getting out of the production’s way and not causing a fuss. Mom found a sweet spot where she could safely keep me in her eyeline while remaining on the network’s good side, thus strengthening our mother-daughter reputation. This directly improved my re-hireability, because helicopter guardians or complaining parents were labeled as problematic. But even the most attentive parent couldn’t catch everything, especially when nobody told us what to look for.

During a featured role on ABC’s I’m With Her, I had the privilege of playing opposite Penny Marshall. While rehearsing the final scene with Penny, a producer handed me a cigarette as part of a comedic bit.

“You don’t have to puff, just hold it out of the side of your mouth as you talk,” he said, guiding me. I’d never touched a cigarette before and panicked. Where’s Mom?

She had momentarily looked down to review paperwork for a mere ten seconds.

“Excuse me, is that child holding a cigarette?” denounced a stern voice. By a stroke of luck, a representative from S&P (standards and practices) had passed through for a randomized check-in.

The producer jumped and quickly removed it from my hands. “It was herbal. Chill out.” He shrugged, downplaying his error.

The rest of the crew didn’t bat an eye. They were there to do a specific job, not to babysit or call out questionable conduct and risk their own livelihoods.

Such was the murkiness of being a minor in show business. Surrounding adults—agents, producers, parents, crew members—were trained to overlook issues. Under the wrong authority, a set or professional relationship could easily become the breeding grounds for abuse.

In the meantime, the loopholes kept me burning the midnight oil. When I wrapped I’m With Her on Friday, ABC wasn’t aware of (nor were they technically responsible for) the fact that I was heading into a separate weekend job as Mike’s sidekick for Buena Vista Home Entertainment. Both shows were owned by the same Mouse, but his head conveniently wasn’t talking to his tail. So, even though each individual shoot adhered to child labor hours, it meant no days off for me.

Nonetheless, I was still a kid dealing with kid things like random growth spurts and feeling humiliated by small mistakes. But I could no longer react like a kid, even when my prepubescent body served endless opportunities to feel self-conscious.

“Ready!” I announced one day on set to Calvin, a wardrobe assistant, wearing the polka dot shorts he gave me to try on. His mouth fell open, and he couldn’t look away from my shins. Do I have a bug bite?

“How did we not see this before? You can’t wear shorts on camera until you shave,” he said, aghast. I crossed my legs to hide the dark hair. “Body hair is dirty and unladylike. You’ll blend in with the animals.” I suddenly felt disgusting.

Modifying my presentation, from brightening my vocal tone to adjusting my posture to using makeup and curling irons, had become second nature for my job, but this was the first time my actual body needed to be altered. My mom had made my sisters wait until they were older to shave, but their legs weren’t going to be judged by millions of people on television. Maybe Calvin is saving me from embarrassment.

That night, I climbed up on the bathroom counter and lathered up the shaving cream.

“Razor,” I prompted Mom, like a surgeon requesting her scalpel.

“Extra, extra careful and extra, extra slow,” Mom guided while reaching for the Kodak camera to document the milestone. “My baby’s growing up so fast!”

I grew accustomed to tolerating discomfort as part of the job. But one situation during the episode for Beauty and the Beast: Special Edition passed my nine-year-old threshold. I didn’t know what to do other than to lock myself in the dressing room.

“Please come out of there. Is it because you’re sporty and don’t wanna wear a dress?” Art asked, exasperated.

“No!” I couldn’t tell him my reason.

“What happened? You’ve never had a problem with what I put you in. The Belle costume is a classic,” Calvin said, venting.

“I can’t!”

They sent Mom in to get me to cooperate. She looked at me, dismayed by my unusual resistance. “What’s gotten into you, Al?”

I stared at my body in the mirror and then slowly turned sideways. Tiny breast buds had formed, and they were faintly poking through the silky yellow dress.

“I hate this! Make it go away!”

My body was about to undergo massive physical changes that would be documented on television every month across millions of households. Contractually, I had zero control over what I wore, did, or said. Now, with a high-definition camera lens pointed at me daily, two audiences would witness my body going haywire, from first pimples to asymmetrical breast growth: network executives who were known to replace child actors if they didn’t grow into their features attractively, and fellow kids who gossiped unforgivingly about our own inelegant transitions.

“If they add some ruffles at the top, will you do it?” I’d rather run away. But I didn’t want to be a diva.

“Yes, please. I’d like a ruffle.”



Adult duties persisted as business boomed. Mom patted my bedsheets at ungodly o’clock. “Wake up, Miss President!”

When I came to, I was seated in an office suite across from a man wearing a brown bespoke business suit. Stacks of papers covered his cherry walnut desk. Mom took notes as he word-vomited financial jargon.

“With her steady income and growth potential, an S corporation is strongly advised for tax benefits and structural purposes.”

“S for Stoner?” I checked innocently. He forced a grin out of courtesy.

“As you know,” he said, his eyes fixed on Mom, “agents take ten percent of her paycheck, managers another fifteen to twenty-five. Plus legal’s five percent, the Coogan fifteen percent, biz management fees, SAG dues, and taxes. You only get about fifteen cents a dollar to play with. If she’s incorporated, your entertainment expenses are at least write-offs.”

In California, though every cent earned legally belonged to the child, parents regularly dipped into the leftover funds for administrative upkeep (or selfish prerogatives). At worst, some kids were left with debt upon turning eighteen after a lifetime of labor. Thankfully, John provided for us financially so my money could be saved, and Mom assured me that pursuing the industry was for fun, not material wealth.

Terms like liability protection and establishing payroll were gibberish to me, but I listened out of respect. Then he threw me a question.

“You want a corporate credit card, dear?” I stared blankly. “Just joshing with you. You’ll be president. But your mom will be secretary and treasurer—the real one controlling the accounts. You stick to wowing us onstage.” Phew. As long as I didn’t need to understand what just happened, I could continue doing what I was good at, knowing the rest was taken care of.

“Sign here, champ.”

Reading my name above the title president felt like a grand accomplishment for someone just approaching double digits. I signed my name in black ink, solidifying the legally binding contract.

“Thanks for your help today,” Mom said, shaking hands with him. “Expect a yummy fruit basket for your team this week.”

We turned to exit and she winked over her shoulder. “It’s a write-off!”



Life was changing rapidly, but one thing kept me grounded: our holiday trip to Ohio. Though I only flew back for a week, it was my chance to reconnect with family and savor our favorite traditions together. I still hadn’t grasped the permanence of our move. Time zoomed by throughout the year, during which I suspected the rest of the world was frozen. Wasn’t Toledo the exact way I left it? Wouldn’t Dad be right outside, waiting with the tennis rackets? I needed this to be true, but signs were indicating otherwise.

As always, our first stop was the compulsory queso and margs at Ventura’s Cantina.

“On the rocks, no salt!” I sang out Mom’s order.

Next, Julie O’Connell’s dance studio.

“Hop in the finale!” she said, welcoming me right back into the fold. But this year, my dance peers scoffed.

“Why does she think she can just come back and be in the center?” one said within earshot. Are they mad at me?

My best friend, Francesca, hugged me and invited me to a group sleepover that night. But on the ride over, Mom received a call from the local news station requesting an interview on the morning show to recap my Hollywood wins.

“My baby is a hometown celebrity!” She lit up, shuffling the calendar to accommodate. “Promise me you’ll get a full night’s rest, girlie?”

Francesca and four other girls were already in slumber party mode when I entered her room. They showed off their matching jelly bracelets and talked about making secret AOL screen names. Have I been replaced? After dinner, they ran down to the basement to play Twister.

“Sorry, I’ve got a sunrise gig and need to turn in early for work. You all have fun,” I said like an old-timer.

“Gig?” one of the girls asked, suddenly putting two and two together. “Oh my gosh! You’re the girl who says, ‘And now you know, ’cause it’s Mike’s Super Short Show!’” Everyone re-created Mike’s and my famous sign-off and hand gesture.

I blushed. My world felt like it was light-years away from theirs. I set up my sleeping bag in the other room and listened to their distant squeals as I dozed off.

A few hours later, I awoke to a foreign sensation on my skin. I cautiously moved a limb, and peeked inside my sleeves to find hair scrunchies and Beanie Babies stuffed into my pajamas—a prank for falling asleep first. Shame washed over me. Is Francesca not my best friend anymore? I rushed out to the car without a chance to fix things or say goodbye.

Contrary to the slumber brigade, I had no trouble falling into rhythm with adult news anchors. Our live broadcast reached the county officials, who invited me to dance at the Christmas tree lighting ceremony. Then, Margaret O’Brien called to have me surprise her newest cohort of models: “Can Alyson give them some advice? It’ll only take fifteen minutes. They look up to her so much!” Up to me? I just passed four feet! It was surreal to receive the same regard I had felt for Katie Holmes before the IMTA.

The torrent of attention was beyond flattering. During every errand, I got a hit of happiness as fans screamed my name. The more people who expressed their pride and admiration, the more proof I collected that I wasn’t a mistake. How could I be a mistake when so many people agreed I was destined for this? A deep feeling of purpose and significance made all my social faux pas and physical insecurities endurable.

My relatives were equally spellbound. Grandma brought out a JCPenney poster from my back-to-school campaign and asked me to sign it. Soon enough, the doorbell rang with a truck full of third cousins who I didn’t even know existed, all asking for photos to prove our relation to classmates. I tried to field everyone’s requests with poise, until I realized two hours had passed and no one had asked Correy or Jaimee a single question. I felt guilty and selfish for stealing so much attention and decided to deflect for the rest of the night.

“Missy Elliott was so nice,” I answered for the eighth time, “but did you know that same day, Jaimee scored four three-pointers in her basketball game?” The spotlight didn’t waver.

Five days passed in a flash when the next realization hit. I haven’t seen Dad yet! All the impromptu appearances had hijacked our itinerary, and it ate into the precious few days I had with him.

“We missed MacQueen’s cider! And rating holiday lights at the Toledo Zoo! And Sunday Mass!” I wallowed in the back seat.

Mom drove us to Dad’s house and a twinge of nerves shot through my chest. Will he be mad when we get there? Instead of picturing running into his arms, my thoughts spiraled in an unexpected direction. I haven’t seen him in so long. Does he still love me?

I lagged behind Correy and Jaimee with a slouch in my gait. They visited more frequently than I did and had a closer relationship with him. For them, a few missed days weren’t that dire. For me, they meant everything.

“Would you look at how tall you are,” Dad said with a quiver in his voice. I wrapped my arms around him and held on as if my gloves were superglued to his coat.

“I missed you so much,” I said, tears pooling in my eyes.

Mom shouted from the car before taking off, “Back by five tomorrow!”

How were we supposed to catch up on another year of life in a day? The jobs, the travels, the new schools … It was impossible to pick a place to start. But what I really wanted to know most, I couldn’t bring myself to ask. Is he proud of me? Why hasn’t he visited? Has he been happier without us?

I stuffed down my fears and tried to cherish the little time we had. He preheated the oven for us to bake Christmas cookies. I went to the cupboards to pour a glass of milk. When I opened the cabinet, I was stumped.

“Glasses are on the right, hon.” I recoiled sheepishly, trying to play it off. I forgot where the cups are—in my own home. Or is this only Dad’s home now?

Heartache filled the room and blended in with the sweet fragrance of snickerdoodle. We stood side-by-side at the counter, our bodies inches away from each other, but a new distance between us.

That night, I crawled into bed, hardened by the truth that my dad didn’t know anything about my life anymore. He barely called, and when he did, I was working. Whenever I left set, he was fast asleep, three hours ahead.

The sounds of the evening train lulled my eyes closed. But instead of easing into rest, I replayed our previous partings at the airport terminal. In just a few hours, I’d have to watch Dad wave goodbye and disappear all over again.



Being special was supposed to win my family’s affection and bring us back together. Instead, it was driving us further apart. Hollywood’s presence had become so blown out of proportion that it displaced everything else. I missed raking leaves with Jaimee, making up handshakes with classmates at Maumee Valley Country Day School, and sleeping in on weekends. I never got to receive my first communion at St. Joan of Arc like my sisters. Now my life had no common ground with anyone. Neither adults nor kids knew what to do with a nine-year-old public figure and industry veteran. I didn’t know what to do with them, either. I was adrift in a sea of unfamiliarity, but I couldn’t abandon my life quest.

Returning to LA, I felt a burning resolve to reclaim any ounce of normalcy I could by joining regular kid activities. I did my best to blend in, shrinking myself in public and avoiding the topic of Hollywood whenever possible. Nothing has changed. Life is the same!

Mom found a local youth basketball league. Coach Todd treated me equally to my teammates and gave me no freebies. If I missed practice, I didn’t start in the next game. See, I’m normal!

Mom enrolled me in the local elementary school, and I attended a whole month in a row before work ramped up. Aside from accidentally locking myself in the bathroom on Orientation Day, I found a spot to hang on the basketball courts at recess. Totally normal!

After school, I built forts with my neighbor Harlow. We sold handmade crafts door-to-door until we raised enough money to buy a bike on sale at Walmart. NORMAL!

These moments were pure bliss. No spotlight, no favoritism. Just everyday delights. For a beat, I was human again. But my attempts were always short-lived.

In the second quarter of an aggressive basketball game, my opponent stopped mid-dribble.

“Sally from Mike’s Super Short Show?” No, no, no. Not here. Now I have to smile while I defend you.

At halftime, I took a quick bathroom break when the same player barged in.

“Can you sign this piece of paper?” she asked, looking at me while my pee was midstream. Performer Alyson didn’t miss a beat.

“Yep! I’ll finish, and then meet you outside.”

She persisted. “Can you do it now?” Before I wash my hands? To each their own. I pulled up my pants and flushed.

“Yes, okay.”

After the game, my team went out to a nearby beach before sunset.

“You comin’?” Jen, my best pal on the team, asked while running into the water in her bathing suit.

“Sorry, no direct sunlight!” I responded, joining a few parents under the umbrella in my long sleeves and pants. My agents’ no-tan rule was in effect year-round.

When I attended Jaimee’s varsity basketball game, I expected to lay low in the stands. But word traveled to the DJ, and a group of students chanted, “Do the dance! Do the dance!” until I agreed. By halftime, I was in the center of the court, performing to Missy Elliott. I shriveled thinking about Jaimee watching from her team huddle. I’m stealing her special moment.

Hollywood thwarted every attempt at normalcy. The industry became my reality, and the real world was make-believe. Toledo was no longer home, it was a stop on a press tour. Kids weren’t peers, they were competitors or fans. Education wasn’t essential, it got the scraps of free time left over from work demands. But the scariest disruption of all—which I couldn’t tell anyone about—was happening right inside my own family.






Chapter 7


Glass shattered onto the kitchen floor. I tensed up at my electronic keyboard, and my eyes instinctively checked the time. 10:03 P.M. Like clockwork.

“You’re out of your mind!” John’s nightly rampage against Mom had begun. Their third empty bottle of wine sounded like it had become a prop for throwing.

“Stop yelling!” Mom screamed, belligerent and defenseless. I rushed to the top of the staircase, primed for my family role as peacemaker.

“I’ll ruin her career overnight,” he taunted, grabbing the on-set binder with my work permit and launching it inside his car in the garage, keys dangling in hand. “How you gonna get to set tomorrow?”

“You’re crazy!” Mom slurred, letting out a whimper as he cornered her. I scampered to the phone in my bedroom to call the cops, but there was no dial tone. He cut off the landline?!

Jaimee sprinted into the hallway and went directly into their bedroom, slamming the door behind her. She rustled the handle to double-check it was locked.

John heard the footsteps upstairs. “You better not be in my stuff!”

It was impossible to track everything at once. Is Jaimee stuck? Or is she hiding in there for safety? Is Mom about to be hurt?

“Get away from her!” I blurted as a decoy.

“Shut up, you imp. You’re next,” he threatened. I swallowed my fear and descended the stairs, ready to intervene at any cost to myself. Jaimee zoomed past me into the kitchen.

“Found it!” Jaimee had retrieved Mom’s cell phone, which John hid inside random jacket pockets in their closet in order to block access to help. “Got these, too!” An assortment of John’s pill bottles spilled out of her sweatshirt. After multiple back surgeries, he popped pain medication like candy.

John was outnumbered by us, but we were outpowered by him. His retaliation knew no bounds. If Mom fought back, he might hurt us all. She collapsed under his control and spit out a warning with her waning coherence.

“Don’t call anyone, girls. Every family has problems. Go to your rooms!”

Shaken, I slowly backed away and ran upstairs. Correy came out with suitcases in hand and shushed me.

“Where are you going?” I whispered anxiously.

“Away.” She sneaked down the back stairs and took off with someone waiting in a car. In a year, she’d get her license and leave for months, opting to live in her car over another night of John’s horror.

I withdrew to my bed and pulled the covers over my face. What’s happening to Mom? Where’s Correy going? Make it stop!

If John’s tirade was over before sunrise, I needed to be ready and smiling for work. My body vibrated with adrenaline, and I hummed whatever notes I could to tune out the chaos. Singing helped me take deeper breaths. Melodies gave me somewhere to put my focus. Lyrics were my closest friends, consistent and reliable.

I switched on a flashlight and opened up my journal, flipping past yesterday’s pages. At the first sign of white space, my hand scribbled profusely. There were no words. No specific shapes. Just a single continuous line that refused to stop until the page was dark as night.



The cost of living in Los Angeles was exponentially higher than Ohio, draining John’s retirement quickly. My earnings went toward offsetting my own career expenses (and growing a savings account), but it wasn’t enough to alleviate the financial burden of the whole family. His corporate credentials and lavish lifestyle that supplied him status and power were on the line, triggering a crusade to reassert control. His biological children were out of state and mostly estranged, leaving him with no social support nearby. Without employees to boss around, his perceived authority and purpose evaporated.

Now, he claimed his trophy wife had abandoned him for her nine-year-old’s
                rising stardom, which positioned him and me at irreconcilable odds. His self-esteem
                deteriorated into sullenness and rage. Then came delusions and paranoia, falsely
                accusing Mom of infidelity and, as I’d learn years later, acting out in
                sexually compulsive and abusive ways with others.

We never knew what version of his personality we’d encounter upon entering the house. Would he be gracious and bring Mom roses? Would he be an office recluse, playing Mahjong until we went to bed? Or would he be frothing at the mouth with bloodshot eyes, shouting, “I’ll kill myself if you leave me, LuAnne!” He’d deny all manipulation tactics the next morning, leaving us confused about what was fact and what was fiction.

Amid the jarring destabilization, Mom further lost her footing to alcohol, though she did her damnedest to present as functioning. I wouldn’t learn for another fifteen years that excessive drinking dated back to her teens. But as I approached adolescence, I began recognizing the severity of her habit, particularly how it altered her capacity to parent.

Initially, the cutoff to ask her for help or advice was 8:00 P.M. Her eyelids lowered to half-mast, covering a dazed stare. Her response time slowed and her answers became irrational. Then it receded to 5:00 P.M. I’d catch her grinding her teeth and dozing off at the computer. She’d come to just long enough to confess her unhappiness and ask me for guidance. I worried about her health and wished I could cure her pain. On Michigan football game days, she was incoherent by 1:00 P.M. We carried her to bed and laid her on her side so she didn’t choke on her own vomit.

Mom was stuck under John’s thumb, and completely dependent on his provision and cooperation. She’d made quite the trade-off for economic security and material privilege, but her self-esteem and significance were constantly restored through raising a child star. As long as I shined, she shined. As long as I was a good kid, she was a good parent. Even with a destructive addiction, she never faltered in supporting my career. Her type-A tidiness kicked in to hold my image intact and get me everywhere fifteen minutes early. Upon clocking out, the bottle nursed her to sleep.

She batted away parents at school, basketball, and in the industry who tried to make her alcohol consumption their business. I worked overtime to maintain her innocence. Mom isn’t bad. It’s the alcohol’s fault that she neglects us. It’s John’s fault that she’s sad and stuck. It’s my fault for moving us here. I shifted blame on her behalf like I was her press secretary, and I refrained from mentioning any issues to anyone. It benefited me to overlook her shortcomings. A flawless and likable mother was a safe caregiver worth emulating.

Correy and Jaimee experienced a wholly different mom, one they felt was absent and vindictive. While I could do no wrong, my sisters could do no right. Accomplishments were minimized. Misbehavior was punished and dangled in front of me as an example of what not to become. Correy navigated the stumbling blocks of teenhood—peer pressure with drugs and partying, a violent boyfriend, body image issues, first summer jobs—without parental support. Her promising academic life was derailed by addiction, anorexia, and homelessness. Jaimee, who had vehemently rejected the move to California from the beginning, pleaded to return to Toledo to live with Dad, where she could thrive in community and position herself for athletic recruitment funnels.

I was so busy with work I hardly saw my sisters or spent quality time with them. I didn’t know what they did, how they felt, or where they went. They had no clue about my life except for projects that aired on television. The dysfunction and lack of emotional intimacy in our house further weakened our bond and trust. With Mom drunk, John unhinged, and Dad MIA, we girls split off like three independent islands to form our own survival strategies.

I saw no advantage to feeling helpless, so I doubled down on the areas where I was strong and capable: auditions and performance training.

On my nine-and-a-halfth birthday, Cindy called with news of the next milestone.

“Guess who booked her first feature film?” I rejoiced in the glory of achievement. “Cheaper by the Dozen. It’s a forty-million-dollar budget, star-studded cast. Steve Martin’s your dad, and you just inherited eleven siblings! Are you ready for the most perfect family ever?”

More than you know, Cindy.



I first auditioned to play Jessica in the Baker family. Then Kim, her fraternal twin. But director Shawn Levy wasn’t convinced I fit either type.

“We want to see the attitude you had in the Missy Elliott video. I know you’re nine, but try these sides for the thirteen-year-old, Sarah,” he said, sending me back to the waiting room to rehearse a third character on the spot.

Sarah Baker was a spunky tomboy with enough brainpower and persuasiveness to lead her siblings into total anarchy. I hadn’t realized how uncommon it was for girls in Hollywood to be sporty or tough. In the Midwest, dirt under your fingernails was commonplace. But most characters I auditioned for were passive, innocent, and dainty. This was the template for being a girl, and the basis on which I was frequently rejected, given I was less of a Darla and more of a Spanky. Sarah posed an alternative path, and the role fit like a glove.

“Sarah’s specialty is lacrosse, so we’re sending a UCLA athlete to train you before production,” a rep from 20th Century Fox relayed.

Performing, playing sports, and meeting a smart college student—all together?! This felt like the perfect chance to rekindle my passions for athletics and school from my Ohio years, while bridging my old and new lives. I secretly held out hope that it would also recapture my dad’s attention and he’d want to talk to me again.

Compared to commercial and television shoots, feature films were a whole new tier of cinematic production. A crew of two hundred and fifty people dedicated a year of their lives to building entire sets on soundstages, transporting thirty trailers up and down the state of California, and making sure every single frame of film looked perfect. This was all for a ninety-eight-minute movie that could flop and fade from public consciousness in a week. That’s why studios were increasingly bent on creating blockbusters.

Every year, they funded a handful of major-budget movies with mass market appeal in hopes of seeing astronomical profit. Spinoffs, sequels, and reboots posed the lowest risk because they came with built-in audiences. Cheaper by the Dozen, a remake of a 1950s family comedy based on a popular book from 1948, was poised for such a destiny.

Working with an A-list cast introduced me to the inner workings of power and fame in Hollywood, beginning with the hierarchy of the production call sheet.

“The call sheet says it all,” said the first assistant director as Mom and I walked to base camp, a parking lot with trailers where the cast reported each morning. “Steve is number one, which means he’s getting paid the most, his name is first in the credits, and his trailer looks like that.” She pointed to a motorhome-sized trailer atop a rectangle of turf, fitted with a full outdoor patio furniture set.

Several midsized trailers housed the rest of the Big Five name actors: Bonnie Hunt of Jerry Maguire acclaim; Tom Welling, known as Superman on Smallville; my Disney idol, Hilary Duff, from Lizzie Mc Guire; and Piper Perabo from Coyote Ugly.

“If you keep working hard, maybe you’ll make it and be in one of these someday. For now, let’s find your triple-banger,” she said, facing smaller trailers divided into three rooms. Gratitude for commingling with industry legends washed over me.

The pecking order was palpable in every aspect of our shoot day. Crew avoided eye contact with actors and only spoke to the Big Five if they were spoken to first. Assistants waited on standby to blot oily skin, go for coffee runs, or walk the bosses’ dogs. If you weren’t the director or a Big Five actor, you were a yes-man.

Even though they were treated as an elite and untouchable class, the Big Five quashed the stereotypes of egotistical jerks. They were admirably kind and hardworking, and there was nothing glamorous or self-aggrandizing about their hustle—especially for Bonnie Hunt. A former nurse in real life, Bonnie emotionally attuned herself to every one of the Baker dozen as if she’d carried us in her own womb. Her unconditional care translated through the screen.

“Alyson, dear,” she called warmly, my name always safe on her lips, “want to run our scene a few times?”

I sat on the couch next to her, eager and doe-eyed. We practiced lines, pausing to talk through the subtext of each statement.

“How do you think Sarah is feeling toward her mom during this?” she guided, mentoring me in my craft.

“Hmm. Did I already soak Hank’s underwear in meat?” I asked earnestly. It was my first time working on a project for three months straight. We filmed all the scenes out of order, and sometimes I couldn’t remember what had transpired in the script.

Bonnie clarified the sequence of events and my scene objective. Her questions were intentional and nuanced. She focused on me like I was the only human on the planet. Is this what it’s like to have a heart-to-heart with your mom?

For me, Cheaper by the Dozen was an immersive escape. From March to June, I was fully in my element: performing, wearing beanies and basketball shorts with the boys, and feeling the phenomenon of a supportive family. The younger kids tossed a football during lunch while Steve ripped on his banjo. The older kids formed inside jokes and could finish each other’s sentences. With twelve of us, there was always someone to lean on.

Then came the inevitable crash.

“That’s a wrap!” said Shawn, the director. Cast and crew shouted jubilantly. My eyes burned hot with tears and nausea filled my stomach. Not the goodbye!

I scolded myself for falling into the trap of opening up to another fake family. They’re not going to stay. Nobody stays. It’s not real.

It ached to accept that nothing lasted, but the evidence mounted: my parents’ divorce, our fractured home, switching schools and friend circles, the deep bonds and deep breaks on set. It was intoxicating to feel like I temporarily belonged, but it wasn’t worth the excruciating pain of having it abruptly stripped from me.

So I subconsciously shifted to a new tactic: pseudo-vulnerability. During interactions, I’d express mental empathy for others’ experiences, logically understanding their feelings and responding sympathetically. In return, I’d recount details from my own life with expressive language, creating an illusion of emotional intimacy. Inwardly, I avoided opening my heart to any real mutual exchange, since that risked forming an attachment. I gave up on lasting friendships and reduced my side-hugs to handshakes whenever possible.

Numbing my feelings and burying my needs inside an impenetrable fortress staved off some of the hurt, but it would never fully shield me from the goliath I was about to face: global mass media.



The Cheaper cast reunited for a press junket in anticipation of the film’s Christmas Day release. Like pieces on a board game, a massive team of marketing coordinators rotated us through magazine shoots, television spots, interviews with print publications, and one-liners for radio stations. Mom and other guardians were taken to a holding room as actors were paired with publicists.

My point person, Elaine, hurried to me like the White Rabbit. “It’s 7:57,” she said, tapping her watch urgently. “Let me run you through a few dos and don’ts before your roundtable at eight.” In three minutes?!

“Today, you’re representing 20th Century Fox and the film,” she reviewed, as if briefing a politician. “Your key talking point: movie is in theaters Christmas Day. Eliminate ‘um,’ ‘like,’ and ‘I don’t know’ from your vocabulary. Some reporters play nice to get information from you; they’re not your friend. Some reporters are confronting. If they ask tough questions, redirect them to the movie or look at me for help.”

Having minimal knowledge of the reporters’ motives, minimal time to prepare, and minimal control over the outcome felt like a criminal interrogation, which I only knew about from auditioning for CSI: Crime Scene Investigation.

“Here she is!” Elaine announced.

I waved politely to a table of international reporters. They wore headphones connected to recording devices and pointed their microphones toward an empty chair, which would be my hot seat.

“Tell us about your role,” prompted a woman from Taiwan. Easy. I repeated the character description from the audition.

“Sarah is a sarcastic tomboy who stirs up trouble in the Baker fam—”

“What was it like working with Steve Martin?” interrupted a man from Brazil. His pace was contagious, and I tried to be quicker on my feet.

“Steve was so professional and talented. I—”

“Any juicy details from behind the scenes?” probed an Australian journalist. I paused for a split second. This feels like they’re fishing.

“I guess you’ll have to see when the movie comes out Christmas Day!” I deflected. Elaine gave me a subtle OK sign. Her timer beeped after five minutes, and I moved ten feet to the left for the second of sixteen tables.

Just when I thought I’d nailed an answer, someone threw in a question from left field.

“Sarah is a young teen coming into womanhood. What advice would you give to girls who’ve just started their period?” Ew, I hope I never get one! While Sarah was thirteen, I was only ten and wouldn’t start my period for several years. I didn’t register the invasiveness of the question; I only felt ashamed for being unprepared to answer. My eyes found Elaine’s.

“Next question,” she urged.

I didn’t realize until the car ride home how draining it was to have every word and expression recorded on file. I had to speak and act with extra caution, knowing anything could be turned into a sound bite. Mom congratulated me for a job well done.

“Elaine told me you should be a diplomat,” she commended. “Just think: this time tomorrow you’ll be at the world premiere of your first movie!”



Hordes of groupies gathered outside Grauman’s Chinese Theater, cheering passionately behind security-lined fences.

Troy, Hilary Duff’s bodyguard, leaned over to me at the check-in tent. “Never underestimate the strength of rabid fans, especially tweens and seniors.”

The red carpet was lined with paparazzi thirsting for stars to exit their limousines. Shaquille O’Neal and his kids arrived first. Then Ashton Kutcher with Demi Moore and her family. After them, Lindsay Lohan posed for a few photos.

The aura of fame was mesmerizing. Whether for looks, material privilege, or enviable success, celebrities were unreachable. Men sported the physiques of Greek gods, muscles bulging under designer suit jackets. Women flaunted augmented busts and tiny waists zipped into form-fitting dresses. Stylists and glam squads hovered to make sure there wasn’t a cuff link or strand of hair out of place.

To the naked eye, the glitz seemed like an exercise in pure vanity. No doubt some of it was. But when I stepped out of the car and unexpectedly heard strangers screaming my own name, I sensed that upholding a perfect-yet-distant image was also necessary protective armor. What will people say about me?

Media and audiences had unique entitlement to entertainers’ lives. They also held performers to different standards than other humans. I was just barely starting to experience this unchecked access. At ten years old, I had no reference point for what was healthy or acceptable, so I let everyone have their way, doing my best to please them.

“Autograph this for my daughter!” a gentleman shouted, waving glossy printouts of the movie poster. That’s so sweet. I walked over to the guardrail and security personnel puffed up in case they needed to intervene. I finished signing my name, only for the man to swipe the photo under a stack of the same picture and ask for another. “Just one more for my son!” That seems fair. I signed again. He cycled through the same gimmick, naming new relatives each time. After the sixth, a film representative intercepted and yanked me to the carpet.

“Alyson, he was trying to get your signature so he can sell them for money on eBay.” My signature costs money? I better practice my penmanship.

The movie exploded in popularity, grossing $190 million worldwide and catapulting me into a new realm of visibility and public consumption. From film critics to magazines to strangers, everyone had an opinion about who I was, and they didn’t hold back.

“The girl who played the tomboy deserves more parts!” I reveled in the microdose of praise on IMDb’s chat forum. I should’ve stopped scrolling, but I was itching to see what everyone else said about me.

“Alyson Stoner wore the ugliest suspenders to the premiere…” read the next entry. My stomach twisted in knots. Why are they being mean?

“Why did they pick an actress with a crooked nose and crooked teeth? DEBATE!!!” Like iron to a magnet, I clicked to see the replies.

“I was too busy staring at her lazy eye to notice her nose!” My jaw dropped, and I rushed to the mirror to fact-check their criticism. Oh no. They’re right. I’d never noticed that my nose was slanted and one eye was bigger than the other. What’s wrong with me?

I ran back to the computer and googled my name to gather more feedback. 98,000 results?!

My eyes zigzagged from photos on Getty Images to a Wikipedia profile to fan pages. Then I discovered posers—people who stole my identity and impersonated me in chat rooms. Their posts and interactions ranged from courteous to conceited. It was horrifying that my hard-earned reputation could be manipulated and destroyed by complete strangers.

Determined to extinguish the threat, I created an account to reply.

“I’m the real Alyson,” I typed defensively. “And this is not a true account.”

“Prove it with a photo holding a piece of paper that says ‘hi jason,’” commented a fan. I grabbed a piece of paper and used Mom’s camera phone. It convinced Jason but sparked a new problem. A clever poser stole the image, whited out the words, and used it as a blank template to fulfill other fans’ requests for evidence. My attempts at reclaiming my own identity were futile, and I sat at the desktop feeling powerless.

A few days later, I returned to Google and jumped ahead to the tenth page of results. I saw a mysterious link labeled “XXX Alyson Stoner NUDE XXX.” Fear coursed through my body. Did someone see me naked? Where?!

I covered my eyes with one hand and left a tiny peephole as I clicked on the website. A dozen pop-ups of naked people having sex and moaning like hyenas knocked me out of my chair. I exited out of the windows faster than a game of Whac-a-Mole. Then, in the center of the screen, I saw my own face and gasped.

Someone had taken a picture of me from the neck up and had spliced it onto a naked body with large breasts and wide-open bare legs. Even though it wasn’t my actual body, I felt violated and dirty. Mom would be so mad to know I clicked on this. We’d hardly discussed the birds and the bees. While I didn’t know what porn or pedophilia were, I knew she would’ve never approved of this. I worried about the implications of having these images online for anyone to find. What if someone tries to really see me naked?

New articles, opinions, and requests poured in daily, shaping my self-perception and how I interacted with the world. Cindy Osbrink forwarded piles of fan mail, which were overwhelmingly uplifting and positive. Kids across the country stated how much I inspired them and thanked me for being their role model. I better be a good example! Every so often, a hate letter landed in my lap, and I went from being likened to the Second Coming to being called the scum under their shoe. Other letters felt eerily out of place, like when inmates wrote from jail to collect autographs for bail money. But after a while, not much surprised me. Mom and I were a dynamic duo, and we had our weekly ritual down to a science: I went through the stack and wrote personalized responses; Mom mailed off everything the next business day.

Trying to be good enough for the industry and lovable to the general public was a full-time job on top of my actual job as an entertainer. I watched actors fall from grace for the smallest misstep. One unflattering photo and they were blasted in a tabloid. Veering off-brand was met with scorn from fans, who resented their idols for evolving beyond what first captivated them.

My mind kicked into overdrive to anticipate and avoid traps. A voice resembling a publicist’s appeared in my head night and day, and it grilled me with questions and hypothetical scenarios to shield me from potential criticism and humiliation.

“You’re going to dance class,” the Inner Publicist tested me. “What outfit are you wearing in case you have to take photos?” I’ll wear my turquoise Limited Too set and put my hair in pigtails because it matches my brand.

“Smart. Since your nose is crooked, how will you hide that?” I’ll turn my head to the side so it makes my nose look straighter.

“They’ll like that. When people ask you what it’s like to be famous, what will you say?” I’m just a normal kid. I don’t do it for fame. I love performing. “Bravo!”

As my life grew less relatable to share with peers and family, the Inner Publicist became a trusted companion who always looked out for me. We hung out in my bedroom nightly, forecasting future situations. The longer we prepared, the more my rapid heartbeat relaxed.

Then I’d grab a journal and doodle until the page was black with ink. The rhythm and repetition of the pen transferred my angst onto paper, slowing my racing thoughts just enough to fall asleep.



Close to my eleventh birthday, I booked an exciting job in a yet-uncharted area of the industry: music. JammX Kids was a youth ensemble of triple-threat performers who could act, dance, and sing. No offense, but we ate Kidz Bop for breakfast.

Initially, I bombed the audition when I squeaked “Happy Birthday” off-key. Fortunately, my career momentum pulled its weight, and they hired me as a lead to bring “name value.” But with notoriety sprouting, my margin for committing errors was narrower. The Inner Publicist freaked out.

“You don’t understand. You were always good at dancing and acting. But you’ve never sung professionally in your life. These kids are great singers. Do not let anyone hear you sing!” Okay, I won’t. But how am I going to do my job?

“You need voice lessons, a lot of them. Whatever the vocal coach tells you to do, do it tenfold. You can’t be bad at this, okay? You’re a lead! You need to stand out.” You’re right. I don’t want to fall behind.

“Speaking of falling behind, if you pull this off, you crack open a new career path for musicals and becoming a pop star. You need to catch up with the other kids if you want to make it.”

Unbeknownst to the Inner Publicist, my least developed skill wasn’t only a future career asset. It would also lead me to a much-needed safe haven where I could let my guard down. There weren’t many places left where I didn’t have to have it all figured out and be publicly perceived and evaluated. I was about to find somewhere I could be a human-in-progress and let myself experience emotions. The problem was, that meant I suddenly felt everything.






Chapter 8


Nick Cooper was a leading vocal coach to the stars. But if you asked him, he was a garbageman “sent to take out the trash in people’s lives.”

“Welcome, welcome,” he sang soulfully as I entered his work loft in downtown Los Angeles. He was seated behind a Yamaha digital piano and had just wrapped a session with Beyoncé for her next live performance. But he wasn’t bewitched by prestige. Every student, global icon or ten-year-old novice like me, was an equal human with innate gifts to steward.

“We’re going to sing ‘mum mum mum’ to see where the voice is today. Starting on a middle C note,” he said. I winced at being exposed in my area of weakness. I’d only sung in my room where no one could hear me, and I avoided doing anything in front of people unless it was excellent.

“Mumumm—” I cracked, completely off-pitch on an F.

“Ah,” he assessed, “breathe into the belly, drop your jaw, relax your throat. Try again…” My breath seemed to get stuck in my chest, as if something constricted the air from flowing into my abdomen. My mouth grew dry and my throat was sore from straining.

“You know, Alyson, the voice is an extension of our state of being—mind, body, and spirit. Have you been sleeping well recently?”

“Yep!” If by well, you mean I fall asleep on cue from exhaustion.

“Good. And how much water do you drink each day?”

“Lots!” I lied, assuming that was the correct answer.

He saw right through my front, but he didn’t press me. Nick’s work was cut out for him. Not only was I light-years behind in technique compared to the other vocalists in JammX Kids, I was also disconnected from my body, the instrument he was refining. While dancing had strengthened my ability to perform outwardly, I lacked awareness of what was happening on the inside. Inner cues like tiredness or emotions were overridden—or manipulated—as part of my job.

“Any coach can teach you how to hit notes. But”—his arms opened wide with his chest protruding, as if speaking directly from his heart—“if you want to be a great singer, you must tune into something deeper. Honesty. Freedom. Inspiration.”

He flipped on a stereo and shuffled through artists.

“Ella Fitzgerald … syncopation and storytelling. Rachelle Ferrell … weightless flexibility. Karen Carpenter … velvety lower register.” The names didn’t ring a bell, but I faked an “ah, yes” nod.

Nick spoke from his diaphragm and his rich tone bellowed throughout the room. His defenseless, grounded posture was captivating. I was intimidated by such a raw, unfiltered presence, and my Inner Publicist held up a shield. Focus on vocal mechanics; cut the vulnerability. You just need to improve until you’re better than the other kids.

“Maybe you can demonstrate today and then I’ll go home and practice alone,” I bargained.

“How about some ear training?” he said, adjusting his plan. “I’ll sing a phrase from ‘Get It Together’ by India.Arie, and you repeat what you hear. Don’t worry about getting the notes perfectly. Just connect with the emotion of the lyrics.”

The first melody rolled off his tongue. “One shot to your heart without breaking your skin.”

I butchered every single note and prayed for a helicopter to fly by and drown out my ineptitude.

“No one has the power to hurt you like your kin.” Kin, like family? A pang of uneasiness hit my stomach as I repeated the phrase.

He continued with a line about carrying pain privately and never telling a soul. Is
                    he trying to say I’m hiding something? I defied the lyric’s
                intention with a smile to prove I was happy.

Then came a zinger about living in denial. I coughed midsentence, unable to go on. A
                wave of heat rose through my legs, gaining power until it reached my face. Nick
                waited for me to try again, but I burst into tears instead, betrayed by my own body.
                    What the heck is happening?

“Emotions are normal and okay,” Nick consoled readily. Stop crying right now. Do not trust this man. I started heaving, shocked by my own volatility and hysterics.

Mom came in for the last five minutes and saw the waterworks on full display. She looked at Nick disapprovingly. “What happened here?” I made a total fool of myself.

He offered his sincerest answer. “Sometimes music strikes a chord and moves us to tears.”

Careful not to overstep professional boundaries or ruffle any feathers, he sent me home with daily homework to improve basic vocal mechanics, including exercises for vowel placement, agility, and range extension. The Inner Publicist forced me to practice religiously, scared of regressing if I missed even one day. I hoped to master the technical skills and worry about the emotional stuff later. But Nick insisted I practice both. Feelings were nonnegotiable.

Twice a week, I went into his studio for one-on-one training, and twice a week, I wound up in tears.

“Why are we sitting in an hour of traffic and paying four hundred dollars a week for a man to break you down?” Mom interrogated as I climbed into the car.

It was hard to articulate, but once I set aside my pride of being terrible at a new skill, I recognized that Nick wasn’t trying to hurt me with his expressive teaching method. He was providing the only stable and safe place where I could be fully myself. Everything that was pent up from the week—sadness from being rejected at auditions, self-doubt from hate mail, fear from John’s threats—bubbled to the surface to be released, usually against my own will. But Nick never judged me for it. He framed emotions as key ingredients that gave a song shape and dynamism.

Whereas JammX Kids approached singing purely for commercial profit, Nick found ways to sneak in the deeper power of music. Songs reflected back my innermost feelings and cradled my heart. My mother, not one to venture under the surface, was dubious of Nick’s motives, and she especially worried about what vulnerable information I might be disclosing about our family. In reality, I didn’t have to say anything for him to intuit what was going on.

When I covered John Mayer’s “Daughters,” I clung to fading memories of my dad, and I wondered why Mom continued to drink alcohol every night. When I sang Bonnie Raitt’s “I Can’t Make You Love Me,” I felt the same loneliness that crept up whenever I stood onstage and was so visible to people yet somehow so unseen. When we trained Sting’s “Fields of Gold,” I contemplated the changing seasons and pondered existential questions. Why are we born if we all have to die? If left to my own devices, I would’ve happily explored the mysteries of the universe until I learned every last one of its secrets. For two hours a week, I got to be the precocious kid who interjected an otherwise light conversation with intense questions about the nature of the cosmos.

At the end of each lesson, I stowed away my preteen feelings and put on my armor to reenter the outside world.



My life had officially veered outside all available blueprints for childhood. Try as I might to fit the pattern, I was a zebra among giraffes, and you could spot me a mile away acting every age besides my own.

When it came to basic life skills, I was peculiarly underdeveloped. Dressing myself and folding laundry were mystifying. After all, a wardrobe designer laid out clothes on set, and a hair and makeup team polished my appearance. Learning to feed myself? That was unnecessary when caterers provided three square meals and unlimited snacks. Hanging out at recess? I read 99 Conversation Starters for Children to prepare a script. If an ability fell outside the domain of performing, it was overlooked. On the rare occasions I interacted with normal kids, I detected this imbalance and shamefully regretted my incompetence.

On set, however, I found my stride, shooting the breeze with forty-year-old crew members during their smoke breaks. In fifth grade, I was hired as the youngest teacher at Millennium Dance Complex, co-choreographing weekly routines and instructing students five years my senior. Since the industry pressured child performers to graduate high school early so we could work as “legal adults”—longer hours on set with no guardian or schooling needed—I fast-tracked my studies to earn my GED by fourteen. After work, I returned home to continue my roles as my mother’s emotional caregiver and a coprovider of the family.

One of the strangest parts of growing up on-screen was having my “firsts” while portraying a character, followed by adult reporters asking for the juicy details.

“How was locking lips with a Sprouse twin? Any tips for our young readers who are nervous for their first kiss?” asked a reporter about my character’s smooch on Disney Channel’s The Suite Life of Zack & Cody.

Well, I answered privately, they originally had me kissing both brothers in the episode. I was under a legal contract, so I had no choice but to rehearse whatever was written in front of a crew of strangers; otherwise I’d be seen as unprofessional. At least they changed it to only one boy before millions of children and parents watched the episode.

“It was a positive experience! Don’t forget breath mints!” I smiled, placating the Inner Publicist’s ideal balance of professionalism and relatability.

During my twelfth birthday filming Cheaper by the Dozen 2, my character went on her first date.

“What was it like dating teen heartthrob Taylor Lautner? Are sparks flying?” the next reporter asked.

Well, I’ve never been on a real date to compare it. I didn’t plan to go out with anyone for many years. Taylor is just my sports buddy and I beat him 3–2 in Ping-Pong last night.

“Taylor is wonderful to work with. And easy on the eyes!” I winked, delivering the right amount of ambiguous flirtation to generate interest for tween audiences.

My characters went on to get their driver’s licenses, go to proms, and live in college dorms, and I’d done none of it. All I had was Google and other movies for references. But Google couldn’t answer for everything—namely, the dilemma of puberty.



Puberty is already a nightmare, but it comes with professional consequences in Hollywood. As a young child, the criteria for being hired was mostly about whether I was compliant enough to obey a director’s commands and not throw a tantrum. But adolescence introduced new criteria: weight and physique. An actor’s appearance corresponded to different character types, which funneled into specific career pathways.

White girls who transitioned from cute to pretty and developed breasts were placed on a track for lead roles, which typically came with higher salary potential and more career momentum than supporting characters. Many character descriptions for lead roles read “petite and delicate-featured,” “curious and bright, yet unaware of her strength,” and “an unassuming bombshell awakening to her sexuality.” Audition material became edgier overnight, with scenes involving menstrual spotting or making out with boys under the bleachers. While I felt self-conscious simulating these acts with adult casting assistants, I still longed to be viewed as attractive enough to book the lead. But it was a long shot.

For girls who were late bloomers or more average-looking, we were funneled toward secondary roles like “quirky best friend” or “moody misfit.” Our character breakdowns read “plain and unbecoming in an accessible way”; “wit is her greatest offering, since she’ll never turn heads”; and “misunderstood and wounded.” Repeatedly receiving auditions for these characters—and occasionally booking the roles—meant that not only my team, but the casting company and the general public, agreed on these words to be accurate descriptors of me. Why am I so unattractive? I constantly wondered. Does this mean I’ll never play a lead?

Meanwhile, I unwittingly fell into a niche of “spunky tomboy” characters. It wasn’t inaccurate, but it felt like casting had put me in a box and pulled me out to play only when there was an athletic girl in the script. My new managers, whom Hilary Duff introduced me to after Cheaper by the Dozen 2, put a positive spin on being pigeonholed.

“Typecasting is necessary to get your face on the map,” Susan Curtis muttered over the phone in her notoriously rushed cadence. “We remind our other client, Jennette McCurdy, the same … it’s a win to be visible and employed!”

“But when can I be another type? Aren’t we actors? Shouldn’t we be allowed to transform?” I reasoned, my tween urges to experiment with identity peeking through.

Cami, Susan’s daughter and business partner, set it straight. “Casting has no imagination. You have to keep proving your range until they decide to give you a chance. There’s no shortcut.” It wasn’t the plan I’d hoped for, but I valued their honesty, even if it was a punch to the gut.

Candidly discussing my appearance as a “product feature” with adults added a complicated layer to my body image, especially because I wanted to do everything possible to succeed. My body had always been a reliable source of talent. Suddenly, I was aging into someone who lacked ideal physical attributes. Puberty was working against me. If I keep getting uglier, it could ruin everything. I’ll always be the sidekick, and sidekicks never get the big breaks in their career. Why can’t I have a straight nose and B-cups?

Finding myself was already hazy due to perpetually changing roles. Now I had to add “horny, sensual young woman” to the mix long before I understood what horny meant. I swung back and forth from daisy-embroidered overalls and ruffle socks to lace crop tops and bodycon skirts (none of which I would’ve worn had I asked myself what I actually liked). For older roles, I adjusted the timbre of my voice and rested my hands akimbo, hoping to exhibit the physicality of an age I hadn’t reached.

In addition to maturing characters, the material also intensified. Though my mom and I generally turned down auditions with explicit content—scenes with parents being tortured and buried in front of their children; kids being raped; being demonically possessed—some projects were too major to refuse. And when I enacted tragic experiences, they were real to me.

When I was eight years old at the callback for M. Night Shyamalan’s Signs starring Mel Gibson, I auditioned to play his petrified daughter. My on-screen mother had already died in a tragic accident. One brother was clutched in an alien’s razor-sharp claws. The other brother violently beat the intruder with a baseball bat, and I had the misfortune of witnessing it all. The studio ultimately hired Abigail Breslin, a talented young actress who was three whole years younger than me.

At ten, when I auditioned for Man on Fire starring Denzel Washington, I worked with an acting coach to rehearse the horror of witnessing a shoot-out, running for my life, returning to find my protector bleeding out, and being forcibly kidnapped.

“We’ll have you crawl under the chair and get into the fetal
                position,” my coach, Bernadette, instructed. “Tuck your face in your
                sleeve like someone is smothering you, and let out a scream.” I envisioned a
                man shoving me in the trunk of a car and let out a blood-curdling yell.

“Great. Memorize this for when you’re in the room. Let’s run it three more times, and then stay in this zone on the way there. No fun distractions.”

When I entered the waiting room and heard other kids screaming through the walls, it became the perfect setup. The kidnapper is doing this to all the kids, and when they call my name, I’m next. After reenacting what Bernadette and I had prepared, I stood up and wiped the tears and snot off my face. Casting praised me for how convincing my terror was, and then sent me out into the world to carry on with my day as usual. Later, I learned that Cindy Osbrink was already fielding an offer for Dakota Fanning, and my audition was simply her backup plan.

I didn’t have to book the job for a character’s triumphs and wounds to linger. I collected language, behaviors, and beliefs about the world that I felt through a fictional person’s body. False memories were planted in my mind. And there was great incentive to deeply immerse myself. The more I committed, the more callbacks I received.

Actors who went to extreme lengths to bring characters to life became award winners and A-listers. I watched Hilary Swank broadcast her intense boxing workouts for Million Dollar Baby. When a burst blister caught a staph infection, she was so dogged about training that by the time she finally agreed to see a doctor, she only had hours before the infection would’ve reached her heart. Christian Bale lost sixty-two pounds for The Machinist on a daily diet of one black coffee, one apple, a tin of tuna, and water. He read books for ten hours a day without moving a muscle. These were the exemplars of our craft, the behaviors to admire and imitate.

When an entire cast and crew committed to the veracity of a fictional world, it became reality. On the set of House, I lay in a hospital bed as my parents chose which of their two kids to save. Blood poured out of my mouth as I bled to death from my lungs. In search of an emergency lung transplant, my brother, who was severely disabled, offered his own lung, which would shave years off his already shortened lifespan. In a self-sacrificial suicide attempt, I removed myself from my medical tubes. I don’t need to live; I’ll do anything for my brother. With panicked breath fogging up my oxygen mask, I took in every detail of his face as if it were my final image earthside. For the days that I spent hooked up to medical devices surrounded by healthcare supervisors and a cast wearing scrubs, Alyson didn’t even exist. I was Della, a young teen willing to end her life.

In all my training, no one ever mentioned a proper way to get out of character and seal the practice. Saying “Next!” after an audition or job didn’t break the spell. Generally, the whiplash of reentering the outside world is what shook it off. But some memories wouldn’t let go. One in particular imprinted itself as a compulsive intrusive thought and stayed intact even into my thirties.

On the set of what we thought would be a tiny dance flick called Step Up, I met my on-screen brother, up-and-coming actor Channing Tatum, as well as Damaine Radcliff and De’Shawn Washington, who played Channing’s friends. In typical fashion, we gelled quickly and they became my next chosen family.

At the premiere, I ran to say hello to everyone before finding our seats in the theater. Since my role was so small, production had only shown me a partial script, and I was eager to know the larger plot. In the movie, Channing hit up the club with Damaine and De’Shawn. My eyes widened when De’Shawn stole a vehicle. Moments later, a car came to a halt in front of him. Gunshots fired and De’Shawn’s body fell limp on the asphalt.

My body jolted into fight-or-flight mode. It’s just a movie, Alyson, I assured myself. Logically, I knew his death was staged. But I was completely caught off guard by the sight and sound of someone I cared about dying, and it stuck in my memory. From that day forward, whenever I walked down a sidewalk with cars passing, I saw flashbacks of De’Shawn’s death. In making eye contact with drivers, I began picturing them pointing a gun at me to kill me.

My compulsion felt completely unwarranted in comparison to people who had actually lost relatives to gang violence. It felt inappropriate to verbalize such irrational fears. It’s my fault for staying in character too deeply.

So I never told anyone.



I had plenty of legitimate tumult to process anyway. Around my twelfth birthday, John picked me up from an evening rehearsal in an abnormally skittish mood. I made a comment from the back seat about having a headache from his stop-and-go driving. He abruptly rolled up the window while my hand was resting over the edge, jamming my wrist at the top.

“Ow!” I yelped in pain. The child safety lock was on and my circulation was cutting off.

He snarled and lowered the window, claiming it was an accident.

“You just hurt me!” I accused, clasping my hand in the rearview mirror.

He looked back and raised his hand to my face. “Mouth off again and I’ll leave a mark.” I shut up completely. Physical threats were usually reserved for my mom, but his hostility had been escalating, and I had an inkling he might actually follow through this time.

When we parked, I ran inside to duck under a table. “He’s lost it!” I warned the house.

“Get control of your brat, LuAnne,” he seethed as Mom came around the corner. His presence felt like an intruder, not a parent, was at the door. Mom leapt back as he strode for the office. “I’m sick of the bullshit. You’re all cut off.”

Blocking access to bank accounts and transportation had become tried-and-true methods of punishment. So was threatening a smear campaign.

“I’m telling everyone you’re a horrible human, and Alyson will never work again in Hollywood. You’ll be on the street with nowhere to go,” he continued, drafting malicious emails to professional networks.

If he withdrew financial provision and sabotaged my industry relationships, we’d lose our only other source of income and I’d lose my career.

I pleaded for my mom to reply, but she never did. Fear left her nonverbal and limp, helplessly in need of rescuing. Why don’t you do something? Your silence isn’t solving anything! He’s getting worse. Don’t you see?

John beelined for the closet with our important documents, presumably to hide or shred them. Mom gingerly positioned her own body in his way, but he pinned her against the wall.

“Don’t hit her, or I’m calling the cops!” I protested. He pushed against her with more weight, signaling imminent danger. I didn’t want to leave her alone, but I wasn’t big enough to fight him. I sprinted to the landline, only to find he’d preemptively ripped it out again.

I can’t hide this anymore. He’s going to kill us. It was time to breach family confidentiality and tell someone. I ran to the neighbor’s house and banged on their door.

“Help! Call 911!” The wife came to the front, frazzled and half asleep. She was shocked to hear about the abuse happening right next door, but she believed me enough to offer her phone.

In the nick of time, blue-and-red lights came flashing down our street. John made a 180-degree shift in his demeanor to fool the police as if everything was dandy, but he couldn’t mask his petrified wife and her three kids. My eyes were red and swollen from compulsively rubbing them as the police interrogated me in the living room.

Forty minutes later, a heavy silence fell over the house as I watched handcuffs fasten around his wrists, feeling the skin where the window had tightened around my own wrist hours before. Am I the one who set him off tonight? Should I not have called the cops? Guilt bubbled up for being a burden. I broke our family silence. Is this going to make everything worse? Mom hardly seemed relieved to have him out of the house. Is she mad at me? The Inner Publicist stepped in to manage optics. What if this leaks to the industry and ruins your career?

There was no turning back once the authorities were involved. John was locked up in jail, where an interrogator called him a sociopath. As the days passed, detectives offered more labels: narcissism and a potential schizoaffective disorder, based on symptoms of bipolar disorder and schizophrenia. But instead of being charged with domestic violence, he got off with a restraining order—which he immediately broke by walking in his jail clothes and unlaced shoes more than eight miles back to our house to retrieve belongings. Just like that, another parental figure physically vanished from my life. But the fear he instilled in us lingered like a dark cloud.

My mother found the four of us a town house with neighborhood security, and we packed up for yet another move. A new place hardly offered respite, however. Memories of screaming matches and John leaving in a police car followed me to bed. There was also little guarantee that he would stay away. What if he returns unannounced? Will he hurt us? Will Mom let him back in?

Mom continued drinking copiously, leaving the evenings a torment. We never revisited what happened, instead coexisting in a house of unspoken words. Inhabiting what felt like a cold and isolating maze, I moved through rooms wearing an invisible cloak of solemnness, avoiding all unnecessary interactions.

Even though John and my mom had increasingly sparse contact, she remained emotionally and financially tethered to him. Divorce was a pipe dream; he refused to engage as a way to keep her under his control. She neither pushed back nor took steps toward self-sufficiency. It was unclear to what extent he was still providing for us, but it seemed to be enough for her to not have to return to the workforce. I was told he eventually moved to Georgia, yet they technically remained married until he died thirteen years later. Their relationship illustrated everything I would not pursue. I will never be stuck or dependent on someone like Mom.

My respect for my mother was diminishing, but I remained loyal and attentive to her needs. My sisters had long detached themselves, but Mom and I had an unspoken agreement. She was the reason I had a career, and the least I could do was support her when the world beat her down. I couldn’t bear seeing her feel inadequate. As long as I made clear progress in the industry, she could trust she had made the right decision for everyone. Nothing buoyed her more than sharing my latest project with loved ones in Ohio.

Life at twelve years old was heavy and empty all at once. My family was chaos. The industry was chaos. My own changing body was chaos. And I couldn’t tell anyone about anything, lest it land in the wrong hands and circulate around town. I was desperate for someone to tell me it was going to be okay, that there was a purpose for all this mayhem. But who was trustworthy enough to confide in?






Chapter 9


“Want to come to my house for dinner and a sleepover?” asked my old neighborhood pal Harlow, right after hearing the news of John being removed. I eagerly agreed—anything to get out of my house at night.

I stepped inside the side door to find her parents and all four of her siblings seated calmly around the dining table, with an herb-roasted turkey and a vat of glazed vegetables as fragrant centerpieces. You all eat together? At the same time?

“We’ve got a seat for you here, Alyson,” welcomed Harlow’s dad as her brother pulled out a chair, straight out of a Hallmark commercial. I sat down at the corner of the table, careful to take up as little space as possible.

“Shall we say grace so we can get started?” prompted Harlow’s mom. “Harlow, please lead us tonight.”

Everyone bowed their heads. I hadn’t prayed since Catholic Mass with Dad in Ohio, and John and Mom weren’t religious, so I wasn’t sure what to do besides copy everyone else. I dropped my head and folded my hands in my lap.

“Lord, thank you for this meal we are about to receive and the hands that prepared it,” Harlow delivered by rote. “Thank you for your strength and love. Please help this food to nourish our bodies so we can offer our best to the world. In Jesus’s name, Amen.”

“Amen,” echoed everyone in unison. Whoops, missed my line. I peeked to see if they were opening their eyes yet.

The eldest siblings passed around hearty homemade dishes and offered me seconds and thirds like it was my last meal. Receiving such overt care was uncomfortable, but I wouldn’t dare refuse their hospitality.

“Who’s starting our daily roundup?” cued her dad. “How did God speak through your life today?” Wait, God is alive and reachable to chat like that? He’s not an old, faraway guy just watching Earth spin?

“I’ll go,” the middle brother volunteered enthusiastically, unashamed to voice his inner reflections. Any matter related to God would have been a squarely taboo topic in my household. “I noticed my friend Chelsea was sad in the hallway. God just said, ‘Benjamin, can you comfort your sister in Christ?’ So I asked if I could pray for her, and she said her mom’s battling cancer,” he explained gravely.

“We’ll add her to our prayer list,” Harlow’s mom said empathetically, viewing others’ misfortune as equally hers to shoulder.

The siblings revisited memorable moments from their day, all translated through their own ongoing dialogue with God.

“I really feel like God is healing me from the jealous thoughts I had of the girls who won our track meet,” the eldest sister disclosed. Siblings reached over to offer high fives. My mind flashed to John reaching his hand toward me in the back seat, my body flinching and bracing for impact. Everyone here was relaxed like they were on vacation. What is it like to live in a house where you’re not scouting places to hide or mentally rehearsing escape routes?

I sat quietly, listening to them speak with such pure intentions and clarity of purpose, their decisions informed by heaven’s benevolent commander in chief. Everything beautiful and worthwhile led directly back to God’s orchestration of their lives, from the harmonious bond among their family to the tangible peace that carried them through hardships. How do I reach this God? If nothing else, he sounded like he could give my soul a long-desired nap.

The next weekend, Harlow invited me to Sunday service. My mother, ever suspicious of others’ motives, begrudgingly approved of me carpooling with her family. Her parents cheerily cleaned out the third row of their old Ford Expedition and brought me to Grace Baptist Church. My dance friend, Vivian, attended a different service in the valley and was elated to introduce me to her nondenominational church, In His Presence. Then, I found additional Presbyterian and Pentecostal pastors online.

Like any new undertaking, I only knew how to commit 100 percent to the research and development process. And, just as I felt behind other performers who were proficient at a skill I didn’t possess, I was late compared to the kids who had been raised in the church. They’re besties with God already!

Each congregation had their own rituals and core doctrines, but everyone agreed on one thing: Jesus Christ was the pathway to God, who held all the answers to life’s questions. And I had a lot of questions.

Pastor Mel at In His Presence revved up the congregation with his signature call-and-response preaching. “And what does Jesus say in the book of Matthew, chapter sixteen, verse twenty-four: ‘If anyone wants to be my follower,’ you must what?”

“Deny yourself!” people boomed with conviction.

“Deny yourself, and?” His volume raised.

“Take up your cross!” they claimed even louder. I hung on to every word as he decoded God’s infallible wisdom. The concept of self-denial was about letting go of our own personal wishes for our lives and no longer attempting to control events from our flawed vantage point. Instead, God asked us to put our trust in him and let his love transform us and guide our steps. Who wouldn’t want to follow the God who made it all? It’s like a cheat code, but without being bad!

“Now, what does this look like every day?” Pastor Mel contemporized scripture with a personal example. “Yesterday, I found out someone stole from our family, and you know what my flesh wanted to do? Get revenge and hurt him back. But what does Jesus tell us?”

“Turn the other cheek!” This congregation really knew their scripture.

“Amen. Forgive your enemies, for they know not what they do. God was kind to give us grace for our sins through Jesus. Let us show them his grace in return. And he can deal out justice as he sees fit.”

From the intel I’d gathered, following God was not only a noble pursuit; the journey also came with a perfect moral compass and human support system, not to mention an eternity in heaven. God was the only force I’d ever heard of that was larger than my family’s problems, even larger than Hollywood. I was promised a constant, reliable presence who’d always have a solution. And unlike humans, he’d never leave me.

Watching hundreds of congregants of all identities and ages profess their faith in God inspired me to trust I was on the right path. As I inched closer to teenhood, I felt ready to solidify my spiritual commitment to Jesus Christ.

At Christian summer camp with Harlow, the camp counselors prophesied over my life.

“Alyson, God has such bright plans for your future,” my group leader encouraged. “Look how he’s put you in Hollywood to be a light in a dark place.”

“Just like Esther in the Bible,” her coleader confirmed. “She was raised to a position of power to save a whole people from destruction!” Was God conspiring this whole time to place me in Hollywood so I could be an ambassador for Jesus?

“Media has so much influence over the world. If Christians are in visible places, it’s like blasting the ‘Good News’ to millions more people,” the first leader stated.

Their rationalizations were exactly what I’d been looking for. Fame for the sake of status or luxury never jibed well with me. But using fame for a deeper mission? I was more than willing to be a martyr for a good cause!

The camp pastor gave an altar call where people could gather in the front of the building to accept Jesus as their Lord and Savior.

“Jesus is knocking at the door of your heart. He won’t force himself inside; you must ask him to come in,” he prodded.

Like the next contestant on The Price is Right, my hand raised to the sky and my feet ran down the aisle. People cheered in the rows, reassuring the new converts that we’d just made the best—and most important—decision of our lives.

“Repeat after me,” led the pastor. A dozen tweens, including myself, declared every word: “Jesus, I believe you are the Son of God … Thank you for dying for my sins and rising from the dead … I ask you to come into me … fill me with your Holy Spirit … save me from my brokenness and destructive ways … I give my life to you … forever and forever … Amen.”

The building erupted in a cacophony of ecstatic praise. “Heaven’s angels are singing!” the pastor exulted.

My heart swelled. In a split second, I gained a personal relationship with a Savior. Just when I needed family the most, I gained a Father and Provider, not to mention a map for my life. The voids I’d been feeling were now filled, overflowing with what I came to understand as God’s presence. Since God gave me everything, it seemed more than reasonable that he deserved my everything in return. I smoothly transferred my acquired skill of pleasing casting directors, fans, and family into pleasing God. I counted it a gift to obey him.

The leadership team gave me a free Bible, and I joined weekly Bible studies straightaway.

Eager to be a faithful evangelist, I told my mom what I learned when I got home.

“It was so powerful. Pastor Tim talked about being a pure bride for Christ. Since we’re in the end times and a lot of prophecies are coming true from the Book of Revelation, we want to be ready for when Jesus returns, which means living upright lives,” I recited.

“What language are you speaking?” Mom quipped. I remembered what they’d taught us to do when witnessing to nonbelievers. It’s okay, Alyson. Show her Christ’s Love. I continued my speech.

“When we let God work in our lives, our character will reflect the fruits of the Spirit—joy, patience, kindness, forgiveness … I’m forgetting a few. And some ways of being pure are recognizing that our bodies, or our ‘flesh,’ are full of worldly desires that will tempt us. So we want to cleanse our life of as many sources of sin and temptation as possible.”

Mom wasn’t warming up. “This sounds like you joined a cult.”

But you don’t understand! God will always be there and have my back. My patience wore thin, but I tamed my tongue from lashing out.

“Thank you for sharing your experience,” I concluded with a neutral face, and deliberately removed myself to go to my room to list ways to purify my heart.

Stop listening to secular music. Stop wearing clothing that might lead boys into temptation. Do not be horizontal with someone of the opposite sex, because it leads to sexual sin. Remember what Pastor Mel said: “If you dress like a flesh buffet, don’t be surprised when you’re treated like a piece of meat.” Modest is hottest.

Just months before my thirteenth birthday, I was certain I’d found my true reason for living—and performing. I soaked up the love and warmth among the church community and dedicated my days to becoming a disciple. It was crucial to be the best possible reflection of God in every area of my life, particularly my job.

As auditions came in, my Bible study leader instructed me to reevaluate the material alongside God’s Word.

“Lord,” I said, kneeling in prayer, “is it okay if I audition for an evil character if the overall message is good? What about playing good characters if the project is evil? Should I audition for everything just to get in front of casting directors, in case their next project is Christian-friendly?”

Since my mom wasn’t a believer, I had to use my best discernment to turn down auditions that were considered “out of alignment.” My agents and managers were put off by my extremism, but they settled for the upsides.

“At least we don’t have to worry about you getting pregnant or doing drugs on the job like the other kids,” an agent said, pursing her lips after I declined an audition with a scene about being fingered. “But can you please say yes more? You’re going to burn bridges, and what’s the point of submitting you if you’re not going to go? You’re not at a high enough level to be so choosy.”

I was particularly drawn to sermons about keeping my mind and body as a clean temple, which fused wonderfully with my industry protocol of being in tip-top shape. Self-discipline and sacrifice were important parts of following God and making it in Hollywood. Since dance and athleticism were integral parts of my brand, my physical abilities became another opportunity to shine his light. (It didn’t hurt that a late-night run on the treadmill was also an awesome way to blot out uncomfortable memories and riddling anxiety. It was a win-win-win.) The readier and more versatile I am as an entertainer, the more God knows he can trust me with the doors he opens.

And God’s timing was perfect. Judy Taylor, head of casting at Disney Channel, called with mega news.

“You’ve been a favorite on the channel for years, and we just love you. I think it’s time you get your own show! What do you say?”

“No! Way! Really?!” I wailed.

“Really,” Judy confirmed. “We’re going to have two of our best writers turn an episode of That’s So Raven into a spin-off for your own series this coming Pilot Season!”

At that moment, it felt like everything had clicked. This must be why I haven’t gotten my big break yet. I didn’t know the Lord and would’ve unknowingly been used by the enemy for sinful purposes. Now I can show up as a disciple of Christ. Please use me for your glory, Father. In Jesus’s name, Amen.






Chapter 10


“Can I get you some water?” a production assistant asked me for the third time in five minutes.

“No, thank you. But thank you so much,” I answered, feeling like a total impostor as the twelve-year-old lead of a sitcom. My show was positioned as a backdoor pilot, which meant writers inserted it into an episode of an existing hit series, That’s So Raven, before spinning it off as its own show.

My storyline followed a celebrity child actor-dancer, Ally Parker (named after me), who longed to be a regular kid. Upon returning to public school, she’d learn to navigate a double life as a normal kid by day and television star by night. I was literally made for this!

I stared at myself in the hair and makeup chair, sporting the blond wig that Ally wore as her famous alias. The professional stakes had never been higher. This week was a test to prove to a multibillion-dollar company that I could carry a series.

Scene by scene, I inched toward the biggest hurdle of child acting: fulfilling my breakout role. If I didn’t hit critical mass before eighteen, I’d face the curse of the “has-been,” where the industry and public would reduce me to my past characters (“the little white girl in the Missy Elliott video” or “the tomboy from Cheaper by the Dozen”), and toss me on a shelf to collect dust as a nostalgic memory.

Being number one on the call sheet was a golden ticket: It could help me secure elite agents who had higher-ranked industry connections, which would lead to more sophisticated projects and a stronger debut into adulthood.

As networks selected which pilots to greenlight, my managers mined for intel on the competing shows.

“There’s a spin-off of Lizzie Mc Guire with a kid named Selena Gomez,” Susan started to say over the phone.

“As Hilary’s reps … we don’t think it’s going to make it,” Cami interrupted. “But there’s another show … Aly from Aly & AJ turned it down. Taylor Momsen and Daniella Monet were top two. But they went with Miley Cyrus—”

“Who is conveniently the daughter of country pop star Billy Ray Cyrus—” Susan added.

“Who conveniently agreed to also star in it,” Cami said, reclaiming the microphone. “And I just heard how much bigger their budget was…” She didn’t give a number, but I surmised there was favoritism. My cheeks sucked in, feeling protective of my show. But they said I was ready for this.

“What’s the show about?” I asked, fishing for clues.

“It’s your exact same plot,” Susan said grimly, “except your character acts and dances, and this girl sings. Same double life, regular kid and celebrity. Even the blond wig—”

“But I can sing now, too, if they needed, right? Should we tell them that?” I grasped for any levers that could pull their attention back to me.

Susan didn’t sugarcoat one word.

“It’s not about your talent, Alyson.” Then why do I train so hard every day? “It’s the bottom line. Disney’s going to choose whatever product sells the most. They love music-driven programming because they can capitalize off it. They’ll have Miley doing albums, radio, tours—”

“And it’s a double win because the kids will tune in for Miley, but the parents will tune in for Billy Ray. They’ve got the package,” Cami finished. But if they gave me the chance, I could show them I’m sellable, too!

“I should’ve started singing younger,” I said, retracting hope. From the beginning of my career, I tried not to take “almosts” and industry politics personally. But who else could I blame for repeatedly failing to secure the lead when the common denominator was me? What is it about me that isn’t enough? It has to be how I look.

I sought wisdom from God. Christian mentors explained that life events, regardless of outcome, were a chance to choose obedience to him. It required a lot of mental gymnastics to accept that companies made decisions based on profitability, and that I wasn’t good enough to help them achieve that, but that my intrinsic worth was supposedly intact. That was why placing my value in God, versus the world, became imperative.

Miley’s legendary show, Hannah Montana, took the world by storm. My pilot was demoted to being a regular episode of That’s So Raven, and my lead role was relegated to guest star. I watched the series premiere of Hannah Montana from my living room and studied the elements of a winning package. The Inner Publicist gave an analysis. Miley’s tall and skinny like a supermodel. Her face is symmetrical and stunning. And she’s a powerhouse singer. You have to train up your voice.

I was so close to catching my break with Disney, and I could feel a yes around the corner. When casting sent auditions, I sat in their lobby on the twenty-first floor with kids who’d never acted before. The kids looked at me, then at the television playing one of their five series I was on—usually Suite Life or Phineas and Ferb—and then back at me in confusion.

“Why are you at the first-call audition if they already know you?” asked a doe-eyed newbie.

“They never want us to get too comfortable,” I ribbed self-deprecatingly. “I regularly don’t get callbacks, so it really is a toss-up. You never know what they’re looking for!” Because if I knew, I wouldn’t be here.

So when Susan called with a straight offer for a part, I was more than intrigued.

“We received a message from an Emmy Award–winning producer who’s sold multiple Disney Channel Original Movies. He wants to talk to you about starring in your own DCOM.”

The producer and I met in the commissary of the casting building. He was about sixty-five years old and rocked blue-tinted glasses along with silver rings to match his silver teeth.

“Alyson, I’ve had my eye on you. Great to meet in person,” he said slickly.

I shape-shifted to mirror his swagger. “Glad to connect. Congrats on your previous projects,” I responded as we sat down. Then he cut to the chase.

“Disney’s looking for their next mega hit after High School Musical. You’re a triple threat and I know they love you,” he said, wooing me.

The juxtaposition between repetitive rejection and excessive flattery made it tough to interpret people’s motives. Whoever said “Hollywood is the only place you can die of encouragement” was on to something. At thirteen, it was hard not to succumb to his compliments, particularly since he was an acclaimed executive.

“Let’s pitch something with you as the lead,” he conspired. “I have a concept: A teen girl—that’s you—goes to a musical camp for the summer. She’ll face some fears and overcome challenges, but eventually she gets up onstage to rock out.”

“Ooh. Imagine the musical numbers,” I said, my wheels turning. Acting, dancing, singing … This would help Disney see my sellability.

We brainstormed creative ideas and character arcs that would make it a surefire hit.

“This would be your breakthrough, Alyson! If you’re in, I can set up a meeting this week with the executives,” he proposed.

“I’m the innest!” I said, desperately trying to impress him. We shook hands and I did everything possible not to skip gleefully out to my mom at the curb.

That Friday, I put on a checkered denim jacket and stylish black boots for my first pitch to a major network. It was an unforgettable privilege to gain direct access to the suits who controlled the purse strings.

Strolling in with an award-winning producer made for a noticeably warmer reception. The executives rolled their chairs in close. Their eyebrows quirked at the twists and turns in the plot, hands squeezing and smacking the table from the thrill. Then, they swapped looks. They’re thinking of the bottom line. Music. Dancing. Disney alumni. We have the winning package!

They remained tight-lipped with feedback but told us they’d be in touch. To avoid pining, I placed it on the back burner and refocused on animated projects like the Kingdom Hearts video games and the animated Holly Hobbie series. But between training and gigs, my mind was swept into reveries of elaborate musical numbers and avant-garde costumes.

Weeks passed with no response, and I reluctantly digested their silence as a no, coaching myself through the cyclical grief period that came with letting go of yet another unrealized attempt at making it. It was demoralizing yet unsurprising. (Clearly, I was a closeted masochist.) Count your blessings that you got to speak with the bosses, I coached myself. Now move on.

But a few months later, an audition came in for a new untitled Disney Channel Original Movie.

Cami called to review the details over the phone. “Logline: a young girl goes to a musical summer camp with dreams of being a star…” Her voice trailed off as her attention caught up with her. Did I hear that correctly?

“Is … this the same project I pitched?” I asked skeptically. We’d been given no sign that it was moving forward, but the plot was uncannily similar.

Cami huffed in exasperation. “I think they took the idea and then put their own writers on it.” She skimmed the message again. “But the same producer is listed.”

“So I’m still attached as the lead?” I double-checked, hope rising.

“No. They’re bringing you in to audition for the lead. Ugh. Always on their terms…” She was pissed. “Honestly, they’ve put you through the wringer. I wouldn’t blame you if you wanted to skip.”

I reeled in disbelief, struggling to make sense of what happened. Was I just used by a producer to sell his project? Or did he actually believe in me, but Disney doesn’t? Are any of my ideas in this script? Should I just be grateful that they’re giving me a chance? Do I have to pretend I don’t recognize the project at the audition?

Such was the nature of being on the channel. Until you were the chosen one, you were in a gray area, close enough to be recycled across programs, but never close enough to be guaranteed job security or paid top billing.

As children, we thought we were meeting with trusted adults who cared about us on a personal level. In reality, they dangled dreams in front of us like a hypnotist with a pocket watch, raptly watching us duke it out for roles while having a completely separate corporate agenda driving decisions.

Disney knew the best moves for executing their plan while safeguarding their image. They used cyclical methods to avoid giving talent and crew raises, such as creating “spin-offs” of series with the same cast so they could knock down salaries to a base rate. One actress shared that the structure for residuals—the payments received when a show or project is reused—was so poor that her house was foreclosed on and she lost her health insurance, while the hit series was airing a minimum of eight times a week on the channel. Work-arounds in child labor laws had kids clocking in seven days a week. Talent behavior was controlled with threats of termination, and a laundry list of unwritten rules kept us further in our places, like needing executive approval to try extracurricular activities, not being allowed to take photos holding red plastic cups because it insinuated proximity to alcohol, and avoiding backward peace signs because the gesture had derogatory meanings in other countries. (If a candid photo was distributed globally, it could damage Disney’s reputation.) At the time, however, all I saw were friendly adults telling me to never give up.

I didn’t want to lose good standing by declining an audition, nor would it be acceptable to let my personal feelings about a work project disrupt my performance, even if I was only thirteen. Besides, what if they did choose me as their next sweetheart? I couldn’t pass on a chance to strike it big.

“I’ll go.”



I added my name to the sign-in sheet and found a chair in the lobby to rehearse my scenes as the protagonist, Mitchie. Round by round, I met with the same associates I’d seen a hundred times. We jabbered for ten minutes before reading lines, and I advanced to the chemistry reads, feeling emboldened by their insider tips.

On a sunny afternoon, Mom dropped me off at Screenland Studios in Burbank. Two to three finalists per role were mixed and matched to see who formed the most compelling ensemble. I went in with my first partner and saw the row of writers, casting associates, and the director.

“Look who it is!” They greeted us with as much sincerity as a Stepford family reunion.

At the end of the table was the producer wearing his blue-tinted shades. My body fidgeted as the air was sucked out of the room. He hadn’t sent a single message since the pitch. I had no idea how he felt about me. Is he for me or against me? Will we ever have a conversation about what happened? Who do I have to win most at this table? He flashed a silver smile and the casual look of familiar recognition, giving away nothing, and I responded in kind. So that’s how it’s gonna be.

After rotating partners twice, a casting assistant followed me out to the waiting room.

“You’re so amazing,” she commended. I could always count on Disney to slather on the adulation. Then she pulled a stack of scenes from behind her back: “Can you do us a favor?”

I nodded sprightly.

“We’re going to see what it’s like for you to read for the friend named Caitlyn instead. We’ll call you in with the young girl in the corner over there.”

My heart dropped to the floor and a lump formed in my throat. Was this their plan the whole time? To string me along and then switch up the role last minute? The Inner Publicist didn’t flinch. You can’t say no and leave now. Smile and agree. Don’t be rude.

“Totally!” I said. “Sounds good, thank you.”

It felt like the wind was knocked out of me. First it was my own show and then my own movie. Why do they say things if they don’t mean them? My fragile teen self-worth was being held together by staples. Anger tried taking root, but I jerked it out. There wasn’t any room for negativity, I decided—not for a mature industry professional, and not for a holy Christian. God, please forgive my bitterness. You, just like life, don’t owe me anything. I humbled myself and approached the girl in the corner.

“Hi, I’m—”

“Alyson Stoner,” she finished. “From literally every Disney show. I’m Demi Lovato!” Her bubbliness snapped me back to the present.

Aside from a short-form series called As the Bell Rings and a recurring role on Barney & Friends, Demi was still finding her footing in Hollywood. Fortunately, she hailed from a particular acting school in Dallas, Texas, that uncoincidentally instructed Selena Gomez, Debby Ryan, Madison Pettis, Cody Linley, Marsai Martin, and no fewer than two dozen young actors who’d become chosen kids on Disney and Nickelodeon.

“Nice to meet you,” I responded. “I think I’m reading with you next … Mind if we practice together?”

“Oh my gosh, yes,” she agreed.

I oriented to Caitlyn’s character profile, quickly memorizing lines and analyzing the beats of the scene. Demi and I went page by page and found an instant rapport like childhood buddies. There was something so innocent about her demeanor, and it brought out the part of me that wanted to encourage her as an industry veteran.

We were lock and key. I knew the moment we entered the audition room, Disney would see our magic and cast us: Demi as the lead, and me as the sidekick.

“Demi and Alyson, come on in,” casting alerted. I felt my dream slip away. We gave each other an excited look and wished each other luck.

“I’m rooting for you,” Demi offered. I swallowed my sadness and widened my smile further, deciding to bury the past and never tell anyone the backstory. I latched on to her altruism and returned the sentiment.

“You, too, Demi. Let’s do this.”



“Spring Awakening, top three musicals of all time. Convince me otherwise,” said Meaghan at our introductory cast dinner for the untitled DCOM, which was retitled Camp Rock.

She had the silhouette of a slim mannequin and the classic BHLE combo. She commanded the room effortlessly, which came in handy for her role as our on-screen popular girl, Tess Tyler.

“But what about ‘Wanderin’ free, wish I could be,’” sang Anna Maria as Princess Ariel, with Jasmine joining in harmony, “‘part of that world!’” They each had radiant skin and soft, feminine curves, making them perfect specimens for Tess Tyler’s hot posse.

“How about Job for a Cowboy … Death metal, anyone?” said Demi, our leading lady, as her recommendation for best music. She rocked smudged eyeliner and an all-black outfit with a belt cinching an itty-bitty waist. Demi was born cool.

I privately studied each of the girls, guessing at Disney’s process for categorizing us into character types to create a winning ensemble. Demi had the “it” factor; her emotive high belting stopped anyone in their tracks, making her spot-on for a character whose voice carried the plot. More proof you should’ve started singing sooner, came the familiar voice of the Inner Publicist. Meaghan, Jasmine, and Anna Maria were the blessed teens who had evaded the awkward phase and went straight to being gorgeous.

As much as it hurt to face, that left me to be the average best friend—the one boys overlooked, who never had a love story, who existed to support the main character. I wanted so badly to be beautiful and wondered what I would’ve needed to change for Disney to pick me.

My fourteen-year-old body was morphing, but not in the ways Hollywood celebrated. Instead of growing boobs and having taut abs, fat accumulated in my arms and lower stomach (a wardrobe assistant called it an “inner tube”), and my body was rectangular (“shapeless as a ruler,” commented one director). Genetics weren’t leaning toward the idealized svelte hourglass: women in my family were short and stout, with my mother criticizing her own chubbiness since she was in the second grade.

The girls in our cast, however, blossomed like flowers, stretching enviably tall and tiny, or plumping up in just the right places and proportions. Every single one of them had straight, white teeth. Meanwhile, I was on my third round of Invisalign, waiting to correct a crossbite through reconstructive jaw surgery. They had perfectly plucked brows; I held tweezers like chopsticks. Where did I belong in a group of total babes? How could I fit in while still finding a unique edge to stand out?

My talent and work ethic could only get me so far anymore. For career preservation, I needed my teen body to conform to an industry of twenty-three-inch waists and perky busts. But there was a conundrum: Although Hollywood expected teen girls to embody the sex appeal that made audiences salivate, Disney demanded we remain youthful and wholesome, sometimes assigning fuller-chested actors to wear compression binders. Toeing the line between the two in order to retain maximum marketability was an impossible challenge.

For auditions outside of Disney, I was encouraged to layer two padded bras and wear lower-cut tops to fake cleavage, which disturbed me when sitting across from adult casting directors portraying my “love interests.” Not only did it conflict with my morals, I was squeamish about physical attention—even from peers. So if I wouldn’t hop on the “sex sells” train, then I needed to remain infantilized to stay in Disney’s good graces. In Hollywood speak: If I wasn’t Jessica Rabbit, I needed to be Twiggy.

With Camp Rock projected as the next mega hit, the pressure was on to be a Disney Channel star that millions of kids admired. At the very least, I didn’t want to be labeled the ugly duckling of the cast. During rehearsals, I reached triple-digits on the scale and decided 102 pounds was a good place to cap my weight—anything more and my imperfections would show. Besides, previous costars had explained that the camera added ten pounds, so I felt that I needed to subtract ten pounds from my typical weight just to appear normal.

I scoured health magazines and online articles for advice.

“The most important factor for weight management is making sure you don’t consume more calories than you burn,” Shape magazine instructed me. Counting calories it is.

I memorized the Food Guide Pyramid (you know, the hundred-percent-accurate-and-definitely-not-flawed one), and learned how to read nutrition labels. I mapped out workout regimens that were safe for teens. The message from the industry was clear: My appearance required the same dedication to excellence as my actual craft. It would be reckless to ignore it.



My efforts to attain optimal health were buttressed by an ever-radicalizing faith. And it turned out, I wasn’t the only believer on set.

“Your dad’s a church leader? I’m a Christian, too!” I said to Joe Jonas, the lead actor, and his sibling bandmates, Kevin and Nick. The trio performed as pop-rock band the Jonas Brothers. They also happened to be sons of a senior pastor.

Many believers outside of the industry viewed Hollywood as the devil’s playground, an immoral place where evil manifested its influence through lost souls, save for the brave Christians facing spiritual warfare to stand up for God. We were taught that Satan, enemy number one, was the ultimate deceiver and constantly attacked our areas of weakness, be they self-doubting thoughts or sexual temptations or public persecution. That’s why every day demanded putting on the “armor of God” and claiming victory through Jesus.

Ironically, Christians were abundant in the industry—including in positions of power. Upon meeting a believer, we shared an unspoken agreement about fighting “the good fight.”

Nick Jonas and I both had a zeal for God, exchanging interpretations of scripture during schooling sessions and examining current events through biblical lenses. They were atypical conversations for teens and the polar opposite of the hedonistic Hollywood stereotype. But I loved that I could be open about my beliefs with someone.

Daily prayer and Bible study, along with books from the self-help section, like Stephen Covey’s 7 Habits of Highly Effective People, helped me navigate life on set. Each evening, instead of journaling scribbles, I wrote out reflections in my devotional and took accountability for where I fell short. Then I hit the gym, blasting worship music in my headphones.

What I couldn’t see was how my fixation on spiritual perfection and superlative health ignored all the unpleasant thoughts and feelings swirling in my mind and heart. By obsessing over what I could control—what I ate, how I moved my body, and when I prayed—I temporarily escaped all strife regarding the past, present, and future. Everything is going as planned.



“I’ll try your pear salad, please,” I informed the waiter during a cast dinner. “But can I have that without the cheese and candied pecans and pear? And the dressing on the side?”

The waiter thought he had misheard me. “That would leave just the spinach on the plate. Is that right?”

“Delicious!” I confirmed.

A by-product of policing my own behaviors was inadvertently assessing others’ habits. I noticed Demi ordered freely off the menu but said the same thing after every meal: “Gotta go to the bathroom!”

She scooted out of her seat and disappeared for fifteen-minute periods. Nobody else noticed, but something unsettled me. Is she doing something to hurt herself? Would she be mad if I checked on her? A protective instinct kicked in, and halfway through the shoot I gathered the courage to trail behind.

“Hey … Demi … are you in here?” I asked outside the stall door. I didn’t have much prepared to say if she was.

There was a long pause before she answered like everything was fine. “Yeah! What’s up?”

“Um … I just want you to know … that if you’re … having trouble with anything … I’m here for you.”

Demi took an audible breath before coming out. She confided in me that she sometimes purged what she ate through self-induced vomiting. Having never dealt with that, it was scary to hear. From my health research, I knew the damage that bulimia could cause to the body, and my heart ached with care.

“Please don’t tell anyone,” she pleaded. I felt her genuine fear and didn’t want to betray her trust. It was so rare to experience real transparency with a peer in the industry. Normally we were pitted against each other as competition or fake-laughing for a red-carpet photo. I longed for a real friend.

“I won’t,” I reassured her. “I just wanted you to know you’re not alone.”

This opened up conversations about our family history and body insecurities. I hadn’t spoken to anybody about these things, and it felt both sacred and flustering to be seen. Almost no one saw under my optimistic facade—I didn’t even know what was under the hood—and I’d given up on deep connections years ago. But I was still a fourteen-year-old girl.

“I notice you exercise a lot,” Demi offered gently, pointing to a truth I wasn’t ready to face. My regimen was growing more rigid and strenuous by the week. If I didn’t follow the ideal meal plan, guilt and shame sent me straight to the gym until I reached a calorie deficit. “Maybe we can try to support each other?”

Neither of us really knew how that would work, nor were we conscious of how many deeper issues were entangled in our surface-level food challenges. Nonetheless, we wanted to be a source of encouragement and promised to never enable each other as “thinspiration.”

Unfortunately, our good intentions didn’t stand a chance, and there was no time to slow down and course correct.

We were on a runaway train.






Chapter 11


Leading up to Camp Rock, I had Cheaper by the Dozen, Step Up, Disney shows, and straight-to-DVD movies in heavy syndication. A deluge of requests for special appearances came in as organizations, brands, and social movements sought to elevate their impact by aligning with trending talent. Many events were quite intimate.

“Happy birthday, dear Ezra, happy birthday to you,” I sang to an eight-year-old boy receiving palliative care for an incurable neurological disorder at Children’s Hospital Los Angeles.

“This was a bright spot we needed,” his mom said, exhaling wearily. “We’re transferring to hospice tomorrow.” Ezra’s fingers wrapped around my hand, barely able to bend or squeeze. “Can you say it one more time to him before you go?”

“Whatcha doin’?” I said as Isabella, my high-pitched animated character on Disney Channel’s Phineas and Ferb. Ezra’s lips curled up and his eyes flickered. A publicist tapped at the door as a nurse came in to check Ezra’s vitals. I extended my tenderest farewell and continued my rounds on the floor during a special morning of volunteering with child actors.

At lunchtime, I changed in the hospital bathroom from my ARTISTS WHO CARE T-shirt to a silk green dress and bronze heels, mentally shifting gears for the Shrek 3 premiere. Mom dropped me off for paparazzi photos and media interviews, but I couldn’t stay for the movie because I was an honorary judge at UCLA’s annual Spring Sing competition that evening.

Being invited to functions was an encouraging marker of success, and publicity enabled career growth spurts like breakout roles. If my name sold tickets and my presence captivated hearts, my agents could tangibly prove my market value and relevance, and companies would respond with more opportunities in a virtuous cycle. Special attention was fleeting, and therefore, not to be wasted.

I adapted quickly to the next tier of demands. Even if I didn’t care about being a celebrity, fame needed a steady diet of self-promotion to be sustained, otherwise I was out of sight, out of mind. Additionally, there were also social and moral obligations to use my platform to make a difference in the world.

“You’ve got your changes of clothes for the day?” Mom called from downstairs.

“Coming!” I lugged a carry-on suitcase of rotating outfits to the car. Mom hauled us across the city through hours of traffic while I reviewed talking points for the first of six commitments.

“Okay, for the UNICEF Tap Project,” I prepped aloud, “I’m spreading the word about the water crisis. Then three P.M., the gala for global education disparity. What am I forgetting in between?”

“PaleyFest television festival at one P.M. The moderated panel,” Mom said. “And I need to pick up your new headshots on the way to your fitting.”

Unpaid work and publicity were the backbone of the creative industry, easily filling more than half my schedule. Ironically, due to the hefty out-of-pocket costs of being a performer, many rising artists actually lost money climbing the ladder, in hopes that the next rung proffered higher salaries. A partial list of expenses could include a $3,000–$12,000 monthly retainer for a publicist; a $6,000–$10,000 monthly retainer for a fashion stylist and glam team (unfortunately mandatory for the quantity and high-profile nature of events); $2,000 in monthly voice lessons; $500 in monthly dance training; $500 for updated headshots; $75 per audition for acting coaching (and I went on an average of three to four auditions per week); and so on.

Interestingly, the paying jobs often didn’t amount to a living income for artists due to their infrequency and team commission structures. In my case, for every check coming in, my team took approximately 35 percent in commissions. With another 35 percent for taxes, I had, at most, thirty cents left from every dollar to cover my business and life expenses. I was often left wondering: How does anyone make money?

Everyone made money off me, yet the outside world thought I was the cash cow. If I hinted otherwise, people construed it as whining or greedy: “A million dollars isn’t enough? Good luck in the real world!” Little did they know my last residual check was for 37 cents.

Between my presumed affluence and the expectation of celebrity philanthropy, fame led to never-ending favors—even as a high school freshman. Eager to help, I did my best to fulfill whatever expectation was imposed on me.

An orphanage in Louisiana was five thousand dollars away from their annual fundraising goal to stay in operation, and their letter moved my mom and me to tears.

“Dearest Alyson Stoner, great wealth brings the obligation to give to those less fortunate. For you, it’s a small inconvenience. For our children, it’s life and death.” Their logic was undebatable. How can we turn away underserved children?

As a Christian, I learned that riches weren’t meant to be hoarded but redistributed, and I viewed donations as part of the divine principle of tithing, giving back ten percent of all my earnings to God’s work.

“Let’s write a check!” said Mom, a gift-giving connoisseur. Over the years, her fruit baskets and engraved trinkets had garnered universal adoration. My platform provided a whole new outlet to practice generosity.

When it came to finances, we abided by the customary system for child performers. After my corporation was set up, I’d see an initial project fee upon booking a role. Then, paperwork was sent to a legal team to negotiate terms before signing, and a company sent money to my reps, who took their commission and passed the rest on to be sorted into different bank accounts. A portion of my income was locked away until I turned eighteen, and the rest was available for business expenses or savings.

With toppling up-front expenses, it felt like money moved straight through me. The more I earned, the more people took and the more things cost. It was perplexing to have no days off and hardly break even. Forget Bali retreats; I just wanted my near-decade career to cover rent once I moved out and to pay for a few years of college. Without the guarantee of a steady salary or larger booking, I committed to saving every possible penny.

My only area of exception was giving back. Whether the currency was my money, time, or perceived influence, there was always a justification for following through on unpaid commitments.

“Warner Brothers and Sony execs will be there, so the media panel is great exposure.”

“The charitable dance master class will strengthen your core fanbase.”

“Presenting at the university will inspire students and spike viewership on your current projects.”

“Do you not want to save the whales?!”

On the surface, I didn’t question the extra work hours and sacrifices, because it all seemed so purposeful. My existence was in service to whomever was in front of me. Saying no to commitments was never presented as an option. Giving of myself reinforced that I was useful in the world, and being useful was how I’d come to know that my life had value.

The trade-off for stuffing my schedule with endless activities, however, was tossing aside the remnants of my personal life. There was no such thing as leisure. There were no pauses to be present or celebrate milestones, to process the emotions from each day.

I bottled it up and charged full speed ahead.



Once the Christian community got wind that I was a believer, an additional layer of invitations came in.

“We are honored to invite Alyson to be our keynote speaker at the Pure Tour celebrating self-respect for teen girls,” Mom recited from an email. “Woo-hoo! The biggest speech of the night!”

As a new convert, empowering young women to respect their minds and bodies was considered an honor. I wanted to be sure my offering was transformative. Ruth Browne, the mastermind behind the conference, called Mom’s cell phone to brainstorm talking points.

“Alyson, can I just start by praising God for your boldness to stand with us for abstinence,” she said on the phone. Oh! They meant pure like sexual purity. I haven’t talked about that outright before. But okay! I’m willing! “With the way some of the young teen stars are wearing provocative clothes and shaking their hips, it’s so rare to find a well-adjusted and good influence that won’t lead my daughter astray.” That resonated. Since giving my life to Christ, it was harder to find mainstream role models who weren’t openly exploring their sexuality or rebelling against authority. I frequently had to adjust suggestive choreography while taking dance classes.

“It’s all by his grace,” I replied in fluent Christianese. “What are some of the challenges teen girls are facing?” I asked, as if I wasn’t one myself. “Well, they’re dealing with big emotions and moods. Some days are an all-out storm. There are bullies, cliques … some are sneaking out to drink or go to parties. But their self-esteem is what’s taking a hit. The world tells them they need to change how they look in order to be lovable. But they’re beautiful the way God made them.”

Most of the issues were foreign to me, but I had plenty of body image anxieties around gaining weight and wanting to be pretty enough to fit in. I digested the gravity of her words, recognizing my own limited life experience and personal struggles. Feelings of inadequacy bubbled up. Am I qualified to shell out advice? How can I be an inspirational thought leader on something I’m still trying to figure out? I need to read more books and pray for supernatural revelation.

Being a positive role model on a national scale before I’d even formed my own identity meant that normal teenhood activities like experimenting with who you are, challenging authority, and asserting independence were off the table. There was no room to be messy or make mistakes. If I didn’t get everything right on the first try, millions of people would let me know I fell short.

Further, finding myself had to happen while constructing my commercial brand. At fourteen, I hardly grasped that every public appearance was part of manufacturing a persona—a unique and memorable public identity that wooed executives and consumers alike. As if teens didn’t face enough insecurity from hormonal changes, peer pressure, and exploring new interests, I needed millions of people to click purchase on whoever I was becoming. Can companies trust that I’ll make them money? Will people buy the movie if I’m in it? Will they donate to the cause if I endorse it?

It became clear that the only way to be on my best behavior at all times was to completely outsmart growing up.



It was tantalizing to fast-track maturity. The general guideline was simple: If any adult referred to something as “foolish” or “youthful,” then I bypassed the behavior. Outmaneuvering ignorance and potential character defects cushioned me against failure and criticism and protected me from needless harm and sin. I wanted to be noble before God, not a cautionary tale like other child actors. I’ll stay ahead of the curve, I thought.

While other teens idolized pop stars and athletes, I was drawn to luminaries like Mother Teresa, Martin Luther King Jr., Nelson Mandela, Desmond Tutu, the Dalai Lama, and Gandhi. Not only did I want to understand how to inspire people, I also yearned to embody these leaders’ soulful wisdom. I dreamt of being a monk and an ascetic, someone who set aside their worldly pleasures and selfhood to be in spiritual communion. (Anything that helped me escape my body and the physical world was appealing.)

Highlighters marked up self-development books as I memorized strategies for conquering life. I self-assigned research reports based on the themes of charitable events (modern abolitionism, environmental activism, the Sudanese civil war) and recited my summaries during red carpet interviews to amplify the causes. In turn, people qualified me as a worthy spokesperson and extended more invitations, spurring more rigorous study.

What I miscalculated about leaping past mistakes to enlightenment was that disowning messy parts of myself didn’t mean they didn’t exist, nor had I “fixed” them. Avoiding uncomfortable thoughts and volatile feelings did not make them, or the deeper wounds accompanying them, disappear. They were just banished out of my direct awareness, lying dormant in the shadows. And I had a life’s worth of them festering.



“Here’s a folder of all the lyrics I’ve written,” I shared proudly with a music producer who was helping me record my first original songs. “I envision a lot of slow, guitar-driven tracks, lots of minor chords…”

It was the first time I’d shown my own concepts to anyone. Since childhood, singing had been my sacred way to soothe my nerves and let out my unfiltered, visceral emotions. By seven, I’d started leaving paper trails of lyrics lying all around the house. One day, my mother assembled them into a folder and asked what I planned to do with my poems.

Once singing became a third career pathway for me as a triple threat, I finally had an outlet to bring them to life. Unlike learning a television script or choreographed routine, my songwriting reflected my own truth, and it was a dream come true to have a legitimate music producer hearing my art.

“This is called ‘Beat the System,’” I said, pointing to the top sheet. “It’s about trying to make it in the industry.”

“Am I chained or captive / You tell me neither, split the difference / How dare I think anyone would listen / Got played like a pawn in their selfish ambition…”

The producer looked up with a blank stare. “How old were you when you wrote this?”

“Thirteen!” I smiled. The gravity of my word choices didn’t register. I was just searching for whatever metaphors described the feelings I couldn’t seem to name.

“Do you have anything, er, coming-of-age?” he asked tactfully. “Like, expressing yourself through fashion or makeup?”

“Oh, yes.” I thumbed through the stack. “This one’s called ‘Magic’ and it’s about beauty standards.”

“Born and bred in a machine / Lay me down across the table / Trim the fat and wipe me clean / The magic wand is a metal scalpel…”

He uncrossed and recrossed his legs, disturbed. “Let’s try one more time. Maybe something about your loved ones? Family and friends?”

“Yep! This is ‘Tornado,’ inspired by how it felt to be in my house at night.”

“Dark funnels fast approaching, tormenting left and right / Slowly suffocating homes to the eye’s delight…”

He lifted a hand to stop me. Oh, no. Does he think they’re dumb?

“Your lyrics are a little … sophisticated,” said the producer delicately. “Kids your age want simpler things they can pump their fists to. Things that repeat four times in the chorus. Maybe we should write a song about having a crush!”

I deflated. But I’ve never had a crush.

“Also, you’re a kick-ass dancer, so the smartest direction is upbeat pop. I started on a concept called ‘Confetti.’ Let’s build from that,” he said, solidifying his idea. But my voice isn’t suited for belting anthems.

The Inner Publicist mediated. You should’ve known that bringing your creative ideas and intellectual curiosity to the table was futile. As always, if you want to be successful, you have to stay on-brand and fit the industry mold.

This didn’t sit well in my stomach and I felt an urge to push back, but I knew bargaining would still end in the same outcome—compliance. However, in sacrificing my true voice, I didn’t realize I was sealing the coffin on my final outlet for processing the internal pain I’d been accumulating.

Without realizing it, I’d written songs that were cries for help. I’d started writing music the year we moved to Los Angeles, the year life flipped upside down. Now, I was silencing myself for good. There was no room for the vulnerable child, the messy and experimental teen, the sinful or ordinary human. There was no time for sad memories, overwhelming stress, or spiritual temptation. I needed to perform whatever role I was given and please whomever was in front of me without interference.

There was only one way to push through the relentless work schedule and family dysfunction, the public scrutiny and existential uncertainty, all with an unshakable smile. Reality split in two, and my performer persona—Alyson Stoner, the super smart, super fit, super good role model who followed the Inner Publicist’s guidance—took the driver’s seat with an iron grip. Somewhere in the trunk, the other pieces of me were tied up, wholly prevented from ever being on public display.

As worldwide fame knocked at my door, I was no longer in control. I was at the mercy of my persona, and there was no limit to the lengths she’d go to be perfect.



Camp Rock debuted at 8.9 million viewers, outperforming High School Musical at 7.7 million and becoming Disney Channel’s most-watched nonsequel ever. The global success sent Demi’s and the Jonases’ careers through the stratosphere with world tours, hit series, and rabid fandoms. Even as a member of the supporting cast, I passed through a permanently life-altering threshold of fame.

At fifteen, before I could even drive, I’d spent eight years—more than half my life—in the spotlight. I was accustomed to being stopped for autographs and stared at from afar, but Camp Rock marked the end of the sweeter side of status and introduced the darker side effects of fame, for which there was no reversal.

I entered my own version of The Truman Show, where my work and personal affairs were surveilled around the clock for others’ entertainment and benefit.

“Alyson Stoner seen yelling at a young man in a parking lot,” read an article on a gossip site. Really? We were rehearsing as characters in a scene!

“I told my other young patient that the girl from Camp Rock has receding gums, too,” said my dentist with his hands in my mouth. “She felt less alone.” Isn’t that a HIPAA violation?

The loss of privacy was palpable at all moments of the day.

“843 texts? From who?!” my mom asked at the breakfast table.

“I don’t know. Someone gave out my number,” I said, scrolling through hundreds of messages. “I’m scared. I don’t know who has my information now.”

“I’m calling Verizon to make everything confidential,” Mom said protectively. “What are they saying?”

“A lot of people are asking for money to pay their bills. Someone wants me to sign a letter to help them get a work visa. They’re trying to get Demi’s number. There are some really nasty messages about me sucking at acting…”

Overnight, friends and collaborators revealed ulterior motives for elevating their own status or spreading my private information, which sent my already paper-thin trust to the shredder. It proved wisest to be reclusive and maintain a baseline of suspicion.

Going out in public was a mission. Tucking my head down could only get me so far before I was spotted and followed to the car. Devising plans for getting to and from basic destinations required full-on espionage.

“My colleague is there scouting right now,” said a producer before our meeting. “I called ahead to the restaurant and they’re going to let us park behind the building, enter the back door through the kitchen, and sit at a high booth table where you can face the back wall.”

New safety concerns emerged as strangers tracked down my location.

“Alyson, honey! How was your flight?” asked a guy with a camcorder at the airport baggage claim in Seattle. I spun around to see who spoke, confused by his friendly demeanor like we knew each other. Smile. Don’t be rude.

“Oh, hi! Um. It was smooth, thank you. How’d … you know I was here?”

“I saw online that you’re doing the screening at KeyArena, so I called the airlines about the flights coming in from Los Angeles, and eventually tipped someone to tell me your flight info,” he relayed proudly. And none of that feels wrong to you?

When I got to the hotel, a bag of candy and a love letter were outside my hotel room door. Is the person who left this going to come back? We changed future reservations to an alias.

Shortly after, my team vetted a request from an international organization dedicated to fulfilling end-of-life wishes for terminally ill children. I hopped on a virtual call and met Emily, a superfan of Camp Rock. Mom corresponded with their reps, who asked for travel information to book a flight for an in-person visit. After claiming I needed to travel alone, my mom’s intuition sounded an alarm. Though my team approved the request, my mom did her own due diligence and discovered the website was a scam, the young girl was a plant, and I was walking into a kidnapping plot to be held hostage for ransom.

In subsequent months, I received fifty messages on Twitter per day from a middle-aged stalker who was convinced I—as a teen—was his wife, named Cinderella, with whom he shared pet mice. His messages were cryptic and alternated between simpering praise and harmful threats. One day, he implied he might show up to YouthArts, where I volunteered weekly as an instructor.

His IP address traced to Kansas, so I was unsure of the validity of his claims. Just in case, I gave the front desk his photo to be on the lookout, before entering the studio. My students, aged six to twelve, spread out for the warm-up.

Then I spotted him. He entered through the back and stood right in the doorway, wearing a flannel shirt, holding flowers and fuzzy purple house slippers. Oh my god.

I made a thousand calculations in a split second. There are no exits besides that doorway. I have vulnerable children under my care and I can’t scare them. I need to get to the front desk to call the cops. I don’t know what mental state he’s in. I can’t provoke him.

I found the oldest kid in the room.

“Parker, I realized I forgot to go to the bathroom,” I said playfully. “Can you take over the warm-up for a minute? Just the usual routine!” Parker excitedly swapped center with me.

I neutralized my facial expression. Show nothing. Grinning might lead him on. Scowling might upset him. My legs strode toward the doorway as I made brief bouts of eye contact to memorize his appearance. Beard. Salt-and-pepper hair. About five feet eleven. The distance between us closed until I could smell his breath. He smiled expectantly. Does he think I’m his wife? Is he realizing his delusion? Does he have a weapon?

With the blankest poker face I could muster, I nodded and then signaled with my arm the direction I’d be exiting. “’Scuse me, thank you.” I slipped past him in the doorway, my pace quickening as my body slithered along the doorframe to the hallway. Is he going to grab me?

I darted to the front desk, pointing behind me that the man was on the premises. He saw the receptionist pick up the phone to call the police, and he disappeared from view.

When they arrived, he bolted through a back alley and they chased him for a mile. “He should be gone now,” they said upon return.

“What protective measures can I take? Can I get a restraining order?” I asked.

“We can’t prove he was the one typing the messages or that he meant harm.”

“But he said he would ‘end me’ if I didn’t wear my hair in a bun in the way he liked?”

“He has to physically lay a hand on you before we can do much,” they said, taking off to their next call. So I have to die, and then you can help?

When I wrapped class an hour later, he returned in the side window. He was still holding the flowers and fuzzy slippers, but now he was wearing an army green shirt. A costume change?!

I asked a parent to create a decoy. We drove around for thirty minutes to ensure we’d lost him before I went to a friend’s house for the night.

“You’re paranoid,” said the studio manager when I took several weeks off from teaching. Is it paranoia if it’s rooted in reality?

A costar’s security guard offered more empathy. “The danger is real. If you don’t have your own bodyguard, you need to read The Gift of Fear. It’ll help you detect predators, especially the ones who seem nice. You have to know how to read signals.”

Without a budget for a bodyguard, I became an expert at studying body language and herd behavior, noting traits and tendencies among people so I could anticipate interactions. High-school kids were typically harmless but impulsive and attention-seeking; I needed to preemptively temper their excitement and ask for their cooperation in keeping a photo op low-key. Middle-aged men were typically dads of Disney-loving children, Missy Elliott or Steve Martin fans, or creeps. By the time they approached, I’d already clocked how long they’d been staring, whether they were lone wolves, and if their hands were visible or hidden in pockets.

During outings with my church community, believers would comment that I had the “spiritual gift of discernment” because I near-psychically predicted others’ actions and motives. Or it’s hypervigilance. Discernment sounded much holier.

As my name grew bigger, my world shrank smaller. My orientation to life was filtered through fear. I feared for my physical safety. I feared people’s motives. I feared scrutiny. I feared being unattractive, which could lead to fewer bookings, which could mean losing career momentum, which could mean failing at my calling. Fear’s directive was straightforward: forget everything and run.

So I did. Literally.






Chapter 12


“Seven miles on the treadmill, forty minutes of strength training, and thirteen hundred calories,” I wrote twelve times in a row in my journal as part of my nightly ritual calculating my exercise and meals. Double-checking wasn’t enough anymore; the list needed to be written twelve times to feel complete. If letters and numbers weren’t evenly spaced or I smudged a speck of ink, the page was torn out, and I meticulously rewrote the entire entry. The Inner Publicist issued a nightly warning: If you die and your diary is leaked, you need to be perfect, even in privacy.

For four years between the Camp Rock audition and Camp Rock 2 (including a concert tour), food restriction and fitness were the designated battlefield for my inner struggles. With Hollywood being a petri dish for extreme body modification, diet and fitness culture selling ripped abs, and MySpace trends of profile pictures emphasizing thigh gaps, my vices could hide in plain sight. It was not unusual for television networks or management teams—even a child actor’s own parents—to enforce full-fledged eating disorders to meet weight goals. Surgically enhanced beauty, obsessive personal grooming, and diet pills were so omnipresent that my mother and I played a game called Real or Man-Made whenever we were driving through Los Angeles and people-watching from the car.

Because I was a professional dancer and I appeared put-together, no one voiced concerns. (“She’s an athlete; of course she’s fit and mindful about what she eats!”) Besides, people often conflated outer appearance with health status, so if there was someone drastically tinier than me dabbling with more problematic behaviors—and there always was—they presumed I must be relatively fine by comparison. I tried to keep my own intentions in check. The Inner Publicist reminded me that this was all in service of career growth. Other voices co-conspired: The Faithful Servant assured me that clean eating was a way to be a holy temple for God. The Fitness Fanatic added that exercise was a healthier outlet than alcohol and partying. Plus, the now-constant anxiety for my safety led me to rehearse self-defense maneuvers in case I had to run from stalkers or fight off kidnappers. I should be as fast, strong, and compact as possible, I reasoned. No excess baggage. The rituals had a psychological and chemical force of their own, and no amount of prayer could deliver me.

The number on the scale descended from ninety-nine to ninety-eight to ninety-seven pounds. To stay lean before shoots, I browsed the internet for health tips. I found the Master Cleanse liquid diet; the Three-Bite Rule, where I could only have three bites of each food for a meal; and the Shiver Diet, where I kept myself intentionally cold to burn more calories. Twice-a-day workouts toned up my muscles and distracted from my protruding bones and veins, which I obscured with layers of clothing.

By the New York premiere of Camp Rock in June, I was determined for my thighs to be the same width as my calves. That way, my legs would go straight down like the thin women online. I slipped on size triple-zero black jeans and pierced extra holes in a belt so it could clasp snugly.

“You look amazing! Losing your baby weight!” I heard from the paparazzi. I had baby weight?!

When Demi, Anna Maria, and I did a photo shoot for Teen Vogue, my next fixation was being able to stand upright, tuck down my chin, and have a stomach so concave that I could see my mons pubis. The wardrobe lady didn’t think twice when she grabbed a spring clamp to hold up my white pants from behind.

“Are you on your menstrual cycle by any chance?” she asked, nervous about me leaking on rented items.

“No, I lost my period months ago,” I clarified. Does that sound bad? “But the doctor said it’s normal to be irregular the first two years.”

“And you dance so much,” she corroborated. Exactly. I believed the rationale, too, as I peeled off another flaking nail.

My body was nothing more than an object to fix and a project to complete. My food log became more detailed as I delineated grams of saturated, polyunsaturated, monounsaturated, and trans fats. Then I threw myself on the treadmill to erase every bad thought and emotion. There was no criticism from haters or feeling of self-loathing I couldn’t outrun—until the European premiere of Camp Rock in September.

I ate two-thirds of the meal instead of half, I panicked as my fork segmented the in-flight dish. How can I burn this off? I’d already done squats and calf raises in the aisle of the plane. Rumination kept me awake the full ten-and-a-half-hour flight, worried I wouldn’t fit into my press outfit the next day. A sinus infection—my third in two months—and hunger pangs were adding to brain fog and agitation. But I had to burn off the extra calories. At midnight, I rushed to the hotel gym in London to log four miles. Two minutes in, my eyesight grayed out and ringing filled my ears.

“Why won’t you work? Now is not the time!” I yelled at my body, checking to make sure no one was nearby to hear. I sat on a workout bench until the floating spots disappeared, but I couldn’t lift a single weight without gagging from nausea. Ugh!

Defeated, I slipped into the hotel room and locked myself in the bathroom to stare at my reflection. Is this a funhouse mirror? You’re ginormous! How come the other girls don’t even try to be skinny, but they’re smaller than you? And they have straight little noses and full lips and boobs. Your ugliness is ruining your career!

“Al, are you coming to bed soon?” Mom asked from under the covers.

I pinched my arms like a fat caliper, then peered into the toilet for one too many seconds. Do I need to try vomiting? I steadied my finger and brought it up to my mouth. No, you can’t start this. It could damage your throat. But this is an emergency. Just do it quietly. My hand proceeded with its own agenda and reached back as far as possible until clumps of mucus and bile fell out into the toilet.

Eyes bloodshot and stomach sick, I collapsed onto the floor next to the shower. Suddenly, I started sobbing inconsolably.

“I’m so fat!” I wailed, desperate for sympathy.

“Oh, stop. You’re acting like a child,” Mom retorted from bed, putting on a sleeping mask. She wasn’t wrong. I sulked like a toddler until sleep overtook me.

Hours later, a new hair and makeup team arrived to get me ready for the red carpet. Like a closet drunk hiding the bottles and swearing they’ll never drink again, I shoved away the shame and recited scripture to reset my mind. Lord, please forgive me for losing my way. People look to me to be calm and collected. I don’t want to be a hypocrite. Please help me walk in integrity. Psalm 139:14: I am fearfully and wonderfully made.

“Looks like we have some dark undereye circles and puffiness this morning. Long night?” the makeup artist said jokingly as he applied a hydrating mask. “Also, I’m noticing a pale yellow undertone in your skin. Is it okay to use this bottle of spray tanner so we look more vibrant?” My skin was sallow from malnourishment and anemia.

“Yes, please.” I smiled amicably like life was a breeze. “I think I want to go for an Audrey Hepburn–esque moment today!”

“Classic beauty. Love it,” he said as he began coloring over the evidence.



“Guess what? You’re recording the iconic ‘And you’re watching Disney Channel’ commercial promos today,” Mom called from downstairs. “The ones with the glowing wand that traces Mickey’s head.” This was on your bucket list, Alyson.

I pulled out a plastic drain snake covered with clumps of my hair from the shower, and checked to see if my bald spot was showing in the mirror.

“Disgusting, just like you,” I bullied myself out loud. My eyes could no longer be trusted to assess my size, because I only saw a blimp looking back at me. The scale was my benchmark. Ninety-four. Not bad.

At the wardrobe fitting, I tried on an orange camisole and the stylist noted body acne all over my back, arms, and thighs, as well as my protruding breastbone and ribs.

“I know,” I admitted, “the pimples are gross. But they won’t go away.”

“No biggie.” She adjusted. “Let’s add a three-quarter shirt underneath. Layering is cute. And this little vest over top.” She handed me a bangle bracelet to finish the look, and it fell right off my wrist. “Just pull it up higher until it stays on?”

I slid the bracelet up over my elbow to my bicep and tried to conceal my excitement that my upper arm was skinny enough to hold something made for wrists. Actually, you look pretty today!

Afterward, I went to a photo shoot for a Nike fitness campaign. Just like my obsessive self-education generated speaking engagements, my obsession with fitness became a feature of my professional brand. Companies tagged me as a healthy role model to promote their products related to exercise and nutrition, which reinforced the demands to stay in elite shape.

“You know the Nintendo Wii? They want you to create a series called Get Fit with Alyson to encourage kids to be active with their console,” said my manager, Susan.

“That’s super flattering!” I meant it.

“Separately, do you know martial arts? We want to submit you for a Marvel movie,” she continued. An action film star? Um, yeah!

“I can do it!” I said, voluntarily signing myself up for a new set of skills and training.

A former castmate from Cheaper by the Dozen, Kevin Schmidt, reached out with an inspiring idea to address the childhood obesity epidemic.

“Let’s make our own fitness series. It’ll give us a chance to learn about directing and producing, too,” he said.

“That’s brilliant. We can start diversifying our career options if we know how to operate the set ourselves,” I said, recognizing the opportunity at sixteen. Kevin and I created The Alyson Stoner Project, an instructional dance DVD encouraging young people to move their bodies, and launched it in the market.

Once-in-a-lifetime doorways were opened because of fitness, like boxing out former first lady Michelle Obama on a basketball court for Disney Channel’s “The Magic of Healthy Living” campaign, and codesigning my own athletic sneaker with a leading dance apparel company.

Inwardly, damage accumulated across nearly every system in my body. I stopped processing meat and other dense foods. My gut motility slowed, leading to constipation and cramps. A layer of fine hair called lanugo formed all over my body as a survival mechanism for self-insulation. Overusing my muscles without proper recovery led to injuries in my right arm and lower back. I never intended to hurt myself, and I wished I could stop.

Every now and then, my mother expressed concerns, but I was unreachable (at least by her). Our relationship was complicated beyond the typical obstacles of teens acting out and striving for independence. I believed she cared for me in the best way she knew how, but she had her own foibles with restrictive dieting and gorging, which marred my ability to respect her input. Our mother-daughter roles had also become inverted by the industry and codependency—I fulfilled many of the adult responsibilities like exercising authority and caretaking. My work placed me in an unusual position of power, and I used it to continue my behaviors.

But I was confused why nobody else intervened. Is it because my habits are still in reasonable territory? Or is my secrecy just top-notch? I expected someone to say something if it were truly concerning. I craved that an outsider would rescue me so I knew my pain was valid and not only in my imagination. Finally, one person did.

“Alyson,” initiated a casting director who’d seen me grow up since I was seven years old, “what happened?” I didn’t know what she was talking about, my dull brown, oversized sweatpants matching my dull, ratted hair and dull complexion. “You look ragged. You can’t audition today. You have to get help.” Normally people compliment my thinness. She thinks it’s a problem?

I felt a simultaneous rush of satisfaction that I was skinny enough for somebody to finally take a second look, but I was also offended that my weight hindered my chance to book a job. Have I gone too far?

At ninety-two pounds, I admitted to myself that I had an eating disorder, and it was impairing my life. My fitness levels plateaued because I didn’t have enough fuel to complete workouts. My emotions were so repressed that I couldn’t even manufacture them in auditions anymore. This is controlling you, Alyson. It’s going to ruin your life if you don’t fix it.

I knew I was medically underweight and needed to increase my calorie intake, but my identity and livelihood had wrapped themselves around being skinny. The idea of eating was formidable, and I had no skills to manage the catastrophic feelings that followed one bite over one thousand calories. I’m a pathetic failure!

After indulging in dessert for the first time in months, a wicked shame boiled inside my stomach. Instead of running to the treadmill as usual, I sagged in defeat. The Fitness Fanatic in my head screamed that I had lost control and deserved to be punished.

When my mother went to bed, I crept into our kitchen and opened the pantry. Look at you giving up. You couldn’t even stop if you tried. Just don’t show anyone, because you’re a healthy and positive role model. I grabbed a small handful of food from each container so no one could tell anything was missing in the morning.

I was starving. Like a car accelerating from zero to sixty miles per hour in three seconds, I scarfed down food past the point of a stomachache to full-blown catatonic numbness. When I couldn’t think or move or breathe, a sedation took over. For the first time in years, the voices shut up and I felt the illusion of contentment. Please let me disappear. I lay there in utter lethargy, licking my sticky fingers and brushing off crumbs from my clothes and bed. With my only ounce of energy, I rolled up candy wrappers in toilet paper to hide in the trash, and then I crashed.

Before my alarm clock beeped, the Fitness Fanatic woke me up with a fierce game plan to burn off the calories from the night before. You can make like this never happened. But the doorway to gluttony had opened, and I was drawn back to food more and more every day. It all felt so wrong—the dopamine high followed by numbness, the temporary escape from stress, retaliating against perfection—but I couldn’t help myself.

Day by day, the restrict-binge-exercise cycle grew more extreme. Whereas I first ate whatever food was in the house or hotel, I eventually began shopping with future binges in mind. Once I started driving, I drove to the grocery store at night and bought full-sized birthday cakes. I didn’t even get the key in the ignition before stuffing my face until the cake was gone.

There were so many conflicting voices—one counting every calorie consumed, one saying I needed to gain weight to be medically healthy, one telling me God could heal anything, one ready to give up entirely. The mental distress was gruesome.

And still, almost nobody knew. Project to project, my persona shined, while inside, I was trapped in darkness.






Chapter 13


“They’re bringing you back for Step Up 3!” Susan exclaimed.

For as unlucky of a streak as I had with television pilots, my career path was blessed with franchises—Cheaper by the Dozen, Step Up, and Camp Rock. Sequels helped maintain publicity while, behind the scenes, I contended for my big break. And if Step Up 3 was anything like Cheaper by the Dozen, reuniting with my on-screen family would be a salve for the soul.

The top dancers in the world gathered at a studio in Manhattan for rehearsals. My body vibrated with excitement as I stretched out my neck and arms.

“What’s up, what’s up!” hyped Jon Chu, the film director who went on to make Crazy Rich Asians and Wicked. Our motley crew of movers hollered back, and he gave us the lowdown on the epic dance battles ahead. “We want to bring the heart and respect for street dance culture to the mainstream, and capture it in 3D technology!”

I was thrilled to be in the midst of the most daring, inventive, and stylish artist-athletes on the planet, and I was ecstatic to focus on my first love—dance. Curiously, the writers decided to have my character, Camille, give up dancing to go to college (I was only fifteen in real life). The silver lining? Camille would have a casual duet inspired by Fred Astaire and Ginger Rogers with her best friend and crush, Moose, the most beloved and celebrated character in the Step Up franchise, played by Adam Sevani.

Adam was a familiar peer—we’d performed together at the Kids’ Choice Awards and for the JCPenney back-to-school campaign years prior. This was a full-circle moment to reconnect on-screen.

“I’m stoked for your duet,” raved Jon, creativity bursting through his pores. “We’re shooting your number in one continuous take down a block of brownstones.” I was fired up like an American Ninja Warrior contender.

Jamal Sims and Draico, renowned creative directors and choreographers, taught us the first sections. After two eight-counts, Adam’s focus wandered. I figured he was picturing ways to infuse the choreography with his character’s personality. But soon, I noticed a pattern of aloofness with him not learning the steps or practicing full-out with the rest of the cast. Sometimes, it appeared he hadn’t memorized our scenes, either.

“Did you read the script for today, Adam?” Jon asked on set, not knowing the answer he’d get.

“I just wouldn’t say that,” Adam remarked about Moose’s lines. I was confused, given we were playing fictional characters. But I gave him the benefit of the doubt. Maybe, even though he’s an incredible dancer, he’s had less experience in acting roles and hasn’t received guidance about set etiquette. Maybe this is just his unique creative process.

Jon patiently negotiated alternative lines, knowing we couldn’t afford the delay. With 3D technology, a single day on set had astronomical costs, and every unexpected holdup affected a three-hundred-person film crew. I wondered if that registered to Adam.

For three months, the cast and crew adapted to his unpredictable behavior. Because of his prominent position on the call sheet, we acquiesced to whatever method got the job done, telegraphing his improvisation and adjusting on the fly, no matter how stressful. After a while, I felt frustrated by the number of crew members giving me the same apologetic shrug (What can ya do?).

Mid-production, an executive producer pulled me over at lunch. “Thanks for holding it down. We don’t know what to expect each day with him, but it’s nice to have someone who is always ready and can keep us on track.”

I felt a lightning bolt of anger strike my chest and compensated with a civil smile.

“You got it!” I said, concealing it all.

Professionally, I knew that it didn’t serve the project to harbor frustration against the person I had to pretend to be in love with. Like many actors who’d dealt with idiosyncratic or challenging counterparts, I turned his antics into a character exercise. Isn’t Moose so lovable for his flightiness? He means well, he’s just easily distracted.

My toxically positive mind refused to accept that someone might be knowingly disrespectful. But that was put to the test on the set of Step Up 5: All In, when Adam stopped making eye contact with me. Okay, what’s going on?

In his words, he couldn’t pretend to act romantically attracted to me because I “wasn’t beautiful like his previous costar.”

“You’re just not Cassie,” he said. I cowered in embarrassment. You mean the gorgeous R & B artist?

I was immediately self-conscious of my physical flaws, feeling so out of place compared to the beautiful leading ladies in the franchise who had symmetrical noses, sexy cleavage, and sultry physiques. It didn’t help that the writers made Camille extra quirky, with Velma-inspired bangs and a pick-me personality.

In our scene, Moose was supposed to console Camille and passionately recommit to their partnership. Instead, we were begging Adam to look my way.

“Open your eyes, Adam,” the director, Trish Sie, called for the twentieth time. He repeatedly closed his eyes when he faced me. Am I really that ugly?

I tried not to break character, but Trish saw my hurt and mouthed an apology. Adam’s repulsion confirmed a belief I already had, that the executives avoided giving Camille the lead part in all the installments because I wasn’t desirable enough to draw audiences. I wished I was confident enough to brush off his words and make a lighthearted joke. But I could only be silent. Stay in the scene, Camille. Moose is the love of your life.

It was a tough pill to swallow, but I knew I’d have to uphold his positive image for fans and the press. Audiences fell in love with whatever brand Hollywood manufactured for someone, regardless of its accuracy. Moose inspired millions of people to dance, including the moves that actually belonged to David Shreibman, Adam’s dance double. If I hinted at any contrasting facts, I’d immediately be labeled as petty or jealous.

I didn’t want to add to a negative narrative, anyway. Focusing on unflattering details could hurt the whole production, and I had a ton of love and appreciation for the project and people involved. So I tried to let it go. But something about lying on behalf of others touched a nerve. Working in Hollywood from an early age, I inherited its native tongue of doublespeak, adapting to an industry of artifice: agents protected actors’ images by shaping press campaigns; publicists orchestrated paparazzi stunts to spike show ratings; producers covered up indefensible misconduct behind the scenes.

I’d managed to avoid drama my whole career, mostly because the Inner Publicist trained me to keep my mouth shut and speak with political correctness. Every single actor and every single experience has been outstanding! Nothing bad happened on that set at all! But as I got older, dishonesty didn’t feel right. What baffled me was how everyone around me played along, keeping an empire of illusion intact. I wondered if it was possible to be transparent about set experiences without getting labeled a villain or instantly blacklisted. I wrestled with the feeling of incongruence, unsure how to live with integrity in an industry of fable.

At the press junket for Step Up 5: All In, I was paired with Adam for interviews. I crossed my fingers that things would improve, that we’d find a chemistry and rapport that would excite audiences about the film. However, during each conversation, he still operated on his own terms, sometimes ignoring reporters’ questions or scoffing when I spoke about my own projects in development. I worried we might seem rude, so I instinctively tried to compensate for his low energy with extra enthusiasm. Inwardly, I continued crafting his alibi: Maybe he’s tired; maybe it’s social anxiety; maybe he’s introverted; maybe he’s going through something and needs extra support … But after multiple years of giving him passes, I ran out of willingness to bend to his moods. In the final interviews, I grew visibly disgruntled and felt embarrassed about the unexpected edge in my responses.

Admittedly, I didn’t have the skills or courage to address anything directly. It was easier to silence my truth than stand up for myself and potentially cause a problem. I wouldn’t realize until years later that this pattern of self-minimization was one of many behaviors I’d adopted from the person who raised me. Absorb, appease, accommodate. Publicly, I would speak only of the highlights from my cast experiences for the next twenty years. Eventually, as I reprocessed my past, I could no longer cherry-pick details.

Sadly, he wasn’t the only person I defended at the expense of my truth.



By the time Camp Rock 2 released and we were rehearsing for the Jonas Brothers: Live in Concert tour (which featured Demi and the Camp Rock cast), Demi was spinning in a tornado of substances and self-harm. Her moods swung unpredictably from euphoric to furious to dejected. The hardness in her eyes and bite to her speech that she formerly used to jokingly imitate Regina George from Mean Girls cemented as a fixed state.

Whereas during the filming of the first Camp Rock she confided in me about her struggles, secrecy had since taken the reins. While I was chained to the treadmill, Demi took to reckless partying. Our coping mechanisms were polar opposites, creating a chasm in our once kindred connection. Where is my friend?

Over subsequent months, her team hired nearly twenty sober companions whose jobs were to monitor her behavior around the clock and guide her toward health and well-being. But as her former manager put it, she outwitted every one of them and “every day was like going to war.” She sneaked substances on planes and in bathrooms, later admitting that at all hours she was either craving drugs or on drugs. At the time, she lied straight to our faces.

Because there was no explanation for her behavior (which would later be diagnosed as bipolar disorder, cross-addiction, depression, bulimia, and complex PTSD), there was no medication or treatment protocol in place, and she hadn’t yet become self-aware or set the intention of recovery.

To get through the tour, the entire crew bent the knee, accepting that at any moment we could be open targets for her to externalize her pain. At sixteen, being forced to submit to her power plays was confusing. She verbally lashed out behind the curtain, and then we’d walk onstage for a sound check meet-and-greet and publicly kiss her crown.

“Tell us how our queen Demi is to work with!” shouted the first fan.

“Can you give her these flowers?”

“Look! We all made signs that say she’s our idol!”

City by city, I wondered if someone with authority would intervene, but they didn’t. Meanwhile, I gave the audience my best canned response.

“Her voice is amazing!” I answered on a loop. It was true. And it was positive.



In spite of the challenges with Demi, touring offered the highest peak experience of my career to date. Traveling to thirty-four cities in the United States and fourteen countries in Latin America was an indescribable privilege that I took seriously. A close-knit camaraderie formed between the musicians and dancers as we worked together to deliver an electrifying concert. Witnessing the happiness on kids’ faces was unforgettable; I wished we could stop to talk with everyone. Visiting famous landmarks and encountering new cultures reignited my curiosity about the world and filled me with gratitude for the ways music and dance brought communities together.

The experience opened my eyes to what my future could be like if I made it to the top. Seeing the Jonas Brothers’ and Demi’s teams move mountains on their behalfs gave me a close-up example of what it meant to have a higher-tier team who could secure higher-tier opportunities (pathways that led to EGOTs—Emmys, Grammys, Oscars, and Tonys). Having powerful people in their corner helped artists reach critical mass as public figures, where they no longer had to constantly swim upstream and beg for auditions; their projects could make a big enough splash that people swam toward them. While not having to worry about money certainly seemed like a bonus, I was most riveted by the idea that making it could afford me the chance to take time off without fearing my career would disappear in a month.

The Jonas Brothers, including their iconic entourage, exemplified living the dream.

“Stay behind me,” said Big Rob, their head security guard, as we departed the hotel for our forty-foot tour bus. “We secured tonight’s venue, and I’m gonna manage the crowd to get you inside.” He’s making sure we’re protected? Wow, I’m used to being my own bodyguard!

When I peeked into the dressing room backstage, the wardrobe designer was sorting through an outfit rack.

“Freshly washed and pressed! I’ll be right offstage to help with your quick changes between numbers,” she said.

“Wow! I’m used to being the bag lady who carries and organizes all my own stuff constantly,” I admitted.

“Free up some brain space! You’ve got a road team now!” she cheered. I exhaled a bit.

The Jonases’ dad, Kevin Jonas Sr., extended me a special opportunity to sing one of my original songs as the concert opener. To cater to the young audience, I chose an upbeat pop song. For three and a half minutes at each venue, I got to taste the rock-star dream: thousands of people singing and dancing to my art. Is this really happening?!

“Al-y-son! Al-y-son! Al-y-son!” chanted a passionate crowd in Chile. A teenage girl launched a stuffed teddy bear at me, and I caught it midspin. I loosened my in-ear monitor to hear the voices roaring, and their adoring faces imprinted as a core memory in my mind and heart. It surpassed my wildest fantasy.

The flood of endorphins from singing alongside thousands of humans was downright spiritual. I was where I belonged, where I could best serve the world, where all my skills were put to their fullest use. This is what I was made for. The tour reinforced my mission. All the years of hard work, the rejection, the discipline—this was proof it was worth it.

Post-shows, we boarded the massive 747 plane that the Jonases chartered across Latin America, and I popped open my journal to record every detail I could remember from the city we’d been in.

One night, I was overcome with joy, and words spilled out like a faucet. “This is the first gig where I’m feeling the payoff of getting a big break. It’s so different from hustling in survival mode, trying to convince someone to book me. The Jonases are such a great example. They work hard but also make time for fun. And they get to make decisions and people listen! If I make it, I can’t wait to feel like I have a voice of my own.”

Then, an unexpected wave of wistfulness overtook me. I set down the pen, unsure if I wanted to capture my deeper yearnings on paper. I’d never been so close to my dream and so far at the same time. After this, the Jonases and Demi would continue on to television shows, more albums, more awards and endorsements. And I’d go back to the grind, auditioning with a lower-level team. I felt really inadequate that I was once the kid with the most credits under my belt, and now people were pulling light-years ahead. God, I know everyone has their own path, but I’m scared to be left behind. I’m savoring every moment, I promise. But I’m seventeen, and I have less than a year to secure a breakout role that carries me past child stardom. Will I get my chance?



After a night of partying in Colombia, Demi and the dancers got caught when the hotel reported a trashed room to our tour managers. The tour leaders cornered those who were involved. Someone revealed that Demi was doing illegal drugs. In reaction to being called out, she coerced the managers into telling her who snitched.

I was standing in the aisle of the plane that would fly us to our next tour stop when Demi charged in, irate. There was a bloodthirsty look in her eyes. She stormed in my direction. My muscles tensed in fear, preparing to be berated. What did I do? What am I forgetting?

Two rows ahead of me, she squared off her stance with Alex, a well-known dancer in the industry with a pristine reputation and no bad blood with anyone. Alex looked up to find Demi in her face.

Demi raised her fist. Before anyone could intervene, she sucker punched Alex, just millimeters from taking out her eye. Time moved in slow motion and the plane went still. Then, without a word, Demi marched to the first-class section and sat down to go to sleep, leaving Alex holding on to her face, wincing in pain and shock.

Terror gripped the cabin. A few dancers raced to check on Alex, whose face immediately swelled, her eyes watering and skin discoloring from leaking blood vessels. I was a deer in headlights, struggling to grasp the scene unfolding before me. I looked to the front of the plane to see how management would respond. The jet bridge was redrawn and the flight crew and tour executives began exiting and entering the plane. The rest of us waited in the wake. Does Alex need medical attention? Will they contact authorities? Is Demi going to get away with this?

Without missing a beat, the Hollywood machine went into overdrive.

Her team and family sent her to rehab while her publicist artfully spun what could’ve been a career kamikaze into an empowering story of rising like a phoenix from the ashes—or, more aptly, a skyscraper. They prematurely depicted an image of a sober, healthy role model, positioning her as a champion for destigmatizing mental illness before she had actually committed to sobriety and taken accountability. In hours, the cover story reached global scale. It was an admirable and worthwhile aspiration, but it had not come to fruition. How could it? Demi wasn’t even given a realistic chance to heal before she was expected to exploit her recovery and act as if she’d completely overcome complex struggles.

Meanwhile, inside the industry, stories of more mistreated colleagues circulated. Relapse was confirmed. Years later, she’d admit to faking drug tests and going on two-month benders of using daily. But at the time, the rest of us were forced to dismiss our firsthand experiences and protect her image, or else we’d be eviscerated by tabloids and the general public, who were working with wholly different information. On the rare occasion that I crossed paths with anyone from the tour, they cautiously expressed a similar malaise, with some feeling an immobilizing fear that our careers would be shattered if we accidentally disclosed anything counter to the public front. Our truths echoed into a void, never reaching anyone’s ears.

Right after Demi assaulted Alex, fans rushed to her defense, speculating who was to blame for their heroine’s demise. Many decided it must be the people closest to her, choosing her tourmates as targets. For the remaining tour dates, some Lovatics boycotted the concert and made signs demanding we apologize for hurting Demi. Her fans sent me DMs saying I deserved to die and that they’d cut me up if I “messed with” their idol. Alex received threatening messages as if she were the perpetrator. Did you not see the black-and-blue bruises?!

For several years, I felt suffocated under the weight of Demi’s power and terrified of her PR team, the extreme remarks from her fanbase, and the way mass media gave a fabricated identity a life of its own. How—and why—would I, one teenager, ever speak up about someone whose facade helped millions of people worldwide stay strong amid adversity? Real people were finding real comfort in not being alone in their mental health journey. Lives were saved because of her message. I agreed with and supported the message, and I kept hoping some parts of her recovery story were true. I wanted Demi to be okay. I wanted the cycle of pain to end. But, as she would later confess, the messenger was lying, and nothing had been done at that point to address the suffering inflicted on others.

I never heard from Demi after the incident, but I was reminded of the false narrative everywhere. Radio stations blasted her music. Magazines plastered her face on the covers. Organizations elevated her as an advocate. Most uncomfortably, media outlets centered her as a main topic in my interviews, and I answered each question with a smile while feeling sick from withholding secrets. I felt so pathetic about struggling to move on, especially when I knew I wasn’t even a passing thought on her mind anymore. It seemed like the more I shielded others, the more I shrank.

Dominated by her towering presence, I faded into the background and surrendered to being invisible.



“Maybe I should go to rehab, too,” I whispered to myself in my room on the first night home from tour. I’d been attempting to pull myself out of my eating disorder by independent willpower, but the restrict-binge-exercise cycle was still dictating my schedule and self-esteem. If I didn’t get help soon, it would follow me into adulthood.

The next morning, I gathered the courage to confide in a team member.

“I think I need professional help. The timing would work perfectly. Demi’s team is pushing a recovery campaign. I can go covertly with no press coverage and come back stronger for my final pilot season before I turn eighteen.”

“You can’t take off that much time, you’ll lose momentum,” they answered flatly.

“I know, but—”

“Alyson, you’re not that anorexic. You’ll throw away your career if you take a break right now. You’re one role away from everything changing.” At the time, my ears interpreted their words as caregiving. They believe in me and I can’t let them down. I didn’t see their greed staring me right in the face: my breakthrough equaled big money in their pockets.

I sat motionless, mulling over the rhetoric drilled into me since childhood: The industry waits for no one; we must conform to its beck and call or we’ll be disposed of; what if the one audition I skipped was my big break; where is my next job after this one finishes?

Something about bargaining with an adult over my medical health helped me hear the situation afresh. I haven’t taken a break since I was seven years old. In ten years, no one has asked how my health is doing, except when it might interfere with my work output. I might be the only one who’ll advocate for myself.

If I couldn’t do inpatient treatment, I wanted to research other options. Outpatient facilities posed the risk of me being seen entering a clinic every day, so I decided to consult a registered dietitian first.

“Can you fill in an example of what you eat in a day on this sheet, please?” requested Tracy. She had the charisma of a rock.

“No problem. I have the last seven days memorized,” I answered scrupulously, not recognizing my own red flag.

Tracy peered at the page, and then back to me over her glasses before speaking in monotone. “Okay, and what else did you eat on this day?”

“Those were the exact portions for a sixteen-hundred-calorie meal plan,” I stated matter-of-factly.

She held up a calculator. “That totals seven hundred calories.”

I paused in confusion. Did I write it on the sheet incorrectly? “But every night I calculate what I eat twelve times in a row to make sure it’s exactly the right amount and that I don’t under- or overdo it. So I’m positive it was sixteen hundred.” I wasn’t lying. I had a drawer of journals filled with numbers to ease the intrusive thoughts of gaining weight overnight.

“Alyson, sometimes we don’t realize our own slanted perception. Here’s what sixteen hundred calories would look like.” She pulled a basket of plastic food toys onto her desk and arranged meals onto three plates, with a few extra toys on the side as snacks. Yikes. I don’t think I’ve ever eaten that much food in a day.

I already knew I couldn’t trust my eyes since I saw an overweight person in the mirror. But what if I can’t trust my own mind either? What if my own thoughts are lying to me?

Self-trust required believing that I knew what was best for me and would want to choose accordingly. But I’d renounced my own needs since I was a child. I didn’t sense gut feelings or bodily signals. I capitulated to my mom, then to the industry, then to my faith, then to my eating disorder. Whatever the opposite of self-trust was, that’s what I had. Self-doubt, self-denial, self-betrayal … those were my wheelhouses.

Tracy saw my rumination kick in. “Alyson, you’re making a wonderful choice to care for your health. You may want to add a weekly therapy appointment to process these changes.”

That was an incredibly watered-down version of: “When you stop using your eating disorder to avoid all your psychological and emotional needs—when it’s no longer your identity, and you decide to feel your feelings, including all the trauma stored in your body from your childhood, and the fear of losing your career in a weight-obsessed industry kicks in—you’re going to absolutely freak out and either cling to your disorder harder or consider ending your life, because you won’t be able to see another way forward.”

I wasn’t ready—for any of it.



“What brings you in today?” asked Cheryl, a referred therapist. At thirteen years old, I’d asked to meet weekly with another therapist, Kate, but my work schedule often interfered, and the sessions didn’t get very far because I only recounted what happened and had trouble exploring how I felt about what happened. This round, four years later, I wanted to dig deeper, but Kate’s client load was full.

“I’m recovering from an eating disorder,” I said, ready to win over the next health professional with my self-awareness and can-do attitude. (This was an audition, right?) “I’ve collected information from recovery forums and therapy books. Here’s a snapshot of factors that shaped my upbringing, for reference.”

I handed her the page like it was my headshot and résumé.

She read it out loud. “Parents’ divorce. Mom alcoholism. Stepdad abuse and jail. Oldest sister homelessness, eating disorder, drugs. Moved twelve times. Fame pressures. Perfectionism. Workaholism. Sorry, how old did you say you were?”

“Seventeen.”

“Can you tell me more about your workaholism?” she inquired, not knowing my professional background. I imagine she’d heard plenty of young people deal with family trauma and perfectionism before, but it was probably unusual to hear a teen comment about compulsively overworking at their job.

I explained an average week’s itinerary, and for a moment, caught a glitch in her otherwise warm expressions. Does she think I’m lying? Her questions went in an unexpected direction.

“Is the person who brought you today a trusted adult?”

“Of course!”

“Do you ever work without being paid or compensated?”

“All the time. That’s how the industry operates.”

“Do you take breaks to rest, go to school, and see friends?”

“No, that’s not my calling.”

“Are there consequences for not completing your work?”

“Like breaking contracts? I would never.”

“Where does your money go?”

“It’s protected in accounts or used for business. My mom just had the sweetest idea to buy my older sister’s varsity basketball team all-new Nike warm-up suits from my corporation. It’s a write-off!”

“Have you bought anything for yourself recently?”

“Oh, I don’t need anything. I’m so blessed.”

“Tell me about some things that bring you happiness. Is that how you feel when you’re performing?”

“Happiness is a fleeting emotion. I value purpose, which comes from God.”

Cheryl took notes. As we wrapped the consultation, she left me on an odd cliff-hanger.

“Thank you for sharing so openly today. Your information is always kept confidential, unless you may be experiencing abuse. If we continue meeting, I’d love to learn more about your work.” Are those points connected?

The thought of my private information potentially being leaked was enough to sever ties.

“I think we should check back with Kate one more time and see if she has any availability,” I told my mom. Thankfully, one slot had just opened up.



In Hollywood years, the sun was setting on my childhood career. Unless someone was a fellow child actor, people couldn’t understand the compressed timeline for our career phases. My introductory period lasted from seven to eight years old; I established myself from nine to twelve with Missy Elliott videos, Cheaper by the Dozen 1 and 2, and Mike’s Super Short Show and The Suite Life of Zack & Cody on Disney. My midcareer years were thirteen to fifteen, which I spent on Camp Rock, Phineas and Ferb, a dozen television series, a half-dozen movies, building a public brand, and executive-producing The Alyson Stoner Project (though I gave my producing credit to my mom). Now I was wrapping up my last phase from sixteen to seventeen with Step Up 3, Camp Rock 2, four more animated movies, public speaking, choreographing theater programs, and a nascent music career.

Eleven years of unwavering devotion and painstaking progress since the IMTA convention in New York were about to vanish. Without a big break on the horizon, my decline was inevitable. The scariest questions that I never wanted to ask grated on me. What if I did all this work and it doesn’t amount to anything? What if I’m just a has-been?

Since age seven, I was groomed for one thing in this world: to be commodified. Every part of my life was organized around this function, and there was no back-up plan. I didn’t have a functional family to lean on for support. I didn’t have a normal education to open doors for higher learning. I didn’t even have basic life skills—I only remembered to shower when I was going to be on camera or in front of an audience. It was all sacrificed for my career. I could act, dance, and sing on cue for others’ entertainment. Hollywood and fame were my only map, and I justified it all as God’s calling for me.

If it worked out as planned, I was prepared to faithfully carry out my duty to wow crowds until I croaked. But if I failed to make it, it wasn’t just about facing the crushing disappointment. It meant that I’d failed my mission. And I didn’t know how to survive anywhere else.

The clock was counting down to my child star expiration date. I would be remiss if I didn’t give my absolute all in the final hour. I couldn’t let the sacrifices and scars be in vain. But my health was deteriorating, and it felt like I had to choose between success and well-being.

Maybe I need to go to a length I’ve never gone before. I’ve always heard about actors doing wild things to land the role. Maybe I’ve been playing it too safe.

I gave myself an ultimatum. When the next major lead role came around, I would throw a Hail Mary pass and do anything to get the part—pure tenacity and tunnel vision. I’d already made a life of beating the odds where there were exceptionally low chances of success, so I had to believe anything was possible. I have to believe in myself, even if others can’t see it yet. I have to believe I can do this.

In the most ironic of fashions for someone with an eating disorder, the role that would test it all arrived on my seventeen-and-a-halfth birthday.

The Hunger Games.






Chapter 14


“Last workout circuit: Flip the tire down the block. Grab the sledgehammer for twenty slams. Then, push the weighted sled back,” shouted Thad, a yoked personal trainer who prioritized muscle gain over everything.

I locked eyes with the asphalt, visualizing myself in the Hunger Games, a gruesome competition where adolescents were forced to fight to the death. I plotted my route through the fictional Cornucopia, a large metal structure housing weapons and supplies.

“Timer starts … now!” I squatted to grab under the tire, already in character as Katniss Everdeen, the lead role I was auditioning for. Katniss was a lean, lithe, and resourceful sixteen-year-old with black hair, olive skin, and gray eyes. A tough and independent survivalist whose childhood was cut short, she bravely volunteered to replace her little sister in the annual bloodshed.

I’d first come across the books through a friend’s recommendation. Though I avoided fiction like the plague—being immersed in fabricated narratives for a living left me yearning for facts about the real world—I was immediately gripped by its poignant social commentary. Set in a dystopian future, the book gave an illuminating look at economic structures backfiring, classism and injustice dominating, destructive forms of power, and a burgeoning revolution. As an actor, the complexity of the subject matter would allow me to play to the top of my intelligence—something I rarely had the opportunity to do. And as a human, it gave me a chance to get up close to the dark underbelly of life, which I subconsciously longed to understand but didn’t know how to explore personally.

Katniss was the ultimate role and the ultimate strong female lead: purpose-driven, sharp, athletic, and, thankfully, a heroine whose capacities were more important than physical beauty. But the role was playing with fire for me. Katniss was characteristically thin—not starving, but small enough to reflect growing up in an underfed district—and muscular from hunting and archery. If I was going to devote myself to checking every box of the character description, I had to commit to strenuous training without fully succumbing to my eating disorder.

Months before I even had an audition, I upped my workouts.

“Great job today,” Thad said, high-fiving me with his bulging biceps. “Tomorrow, we start shredding, so you’ll eat egg whites, chicken, and protein shakes for a week.” My dietitian would probably not love that, but it’s for my job, I justified.

The Hunger Games casting appointments were highly sought-after. If Lionsgate Films and the director, Gary Ross, didn’t select someone from a straight-offer list, they’d scout reputable working actors, of which there was no shortage: Zoey Deutch, Saoirse Ronan, Shailene Woodley, Brie Larson, Chloë Grace Moretz, Hailee Steinfeld, Abigail Breslin, Emma Roberts, Lyndsy Fonseca, and so many more … all laudably primed for a career breakthrough.

With my lower-tier team and family entertainment credits, I would be a lucky charity case, if my agents could get me in. While casting directors knew that hundreds of actors had the dramatic chops, realistically, they wouldn’t risk presenting a candidate who lacked just the right positioning. (For example, beyond her captivating talent, Jennifer Lawrence was fresh off an Oscar nomination and also represented by CAA, the most powerful agency in show business.)

The long shot of it all was never lost on me. But it technically wasn’t unrealistic for a director to pluck an unexpected person from the crowd and make them a star, either. Media loved an underdog story. I’d spent my whole career erring on the side of practicality and it hadn’t amounted to a breakthrough. So this time, I jumped for the moon.

With the mission in mind, I didn’t hold back. After a month of circuit training with Thad, I convinced a world-renowned medical weight loss camp to approve me—while I was underweight and only seventeen years old—to join a program for two weeks of seven hours of daily exercise on a calorie deficit. I didn’t recognize the irrational exceptions that doctors (and society) made for Hollywood, because it was all I knew. Even at ten years old, I had to get a medical physical before flying to film Cheaper by the Dozen, and an industry-referred doctor discovered a heart murmur. Upon sharing that I had dizzy spells and blackouts, he didn’t mark anything on my file because it “might stop the production company from letting you work.” I followed the doctor’s orders and ignored the murmur like he did, deducing that Hollywood must exist above medicine, above the law, and even above common sense.

I told myself that my goal was to build muscle, not slim down. I thought I was being sensible by seeking professional assistance. Doctors and trainers should’ve never permitted an underweight minor to do seven hours of fourteen-mile hikes, heavy lifting, and high-intensity cardio. But all I had to say was that I was training for an acting role. They assessed me as mentally stable and opened the door. Then, on off days, I took myself (and all my mental stability) bouldering in a nearby forest to build tactical prowess like Katniss.

Other than slipping in a few comments that I was taking the workouts too far, my mother knew she couldn’t stop me. She wasn’t one to enforce limits or check in to understand what I was experiencing internally anyway. Besides, why would she interfere with her mini-me achieving more fame? I held on to my last iota of sanity, reminding myself that if I booked the role, the studio would provide a trainer and nutritionist to make this healthfully sustainable. Just a little longer.

By the end of the two weeks, my arms and abs could cut glass. My body fat percentage dropped into the range of elite gymnasts. I had never been stronger, and I felt indomitable. And then, the tipping point came.

Obsession activated and I got hooked on the extreme regimen like a bodybuilder in competition prep. My immune system weakened and my adrenals were depleted from overtraining. I tweaked my tricep and fractured a finger. But I pushed through the fatigue and lightheadedness, even after catching a flu bug that lingered for three weeks.

Meanwhile, media outlets and fans debated dream cast lists.

“Did you see what Debby Ryan said about you on MTV?” my mom asked, handing me her phone around the door as I got out of the shower.

Debby, a fellow Disney colleague and Christian, was rooting for my success while knowing about the tightrope I was walking with my health. She was battling her own disordered eating and body dysmorphia (who in our peer group wasn’t?), and intimately understood the maladies of growing up in an image-obsessed industry.

I wobbled onto the bath mat, waiting for the head rush and the floating spots in my vision to subside. No sudden movements. You get one egg white in two hours. I tapped Play as the screen came into focus.

“Alyson has this dedication and hardcore-ness … I don’t think she’s been given a chance to be a lead yet … If you spend forty-five seconds around her, you know she can carry a film … I think she would be an insane Katniss. She’s, like, climbing rocks and walls and trees.”

My heart fluttered with appreciation. “That is extremely generous of her to vouch for me. I’m capable of so much more than people have seen.”

I looked in the mirror with a thousand-yard stare. Bruises decorated my thighs in purple and yellow as the towel patted them dry. I pulled up my cargo pants, tying the drawstrings at their maximum tightness. The pants slid off my hip bones onto the floor. Blood from my ripped cuticles speckled my flannel. I sucked off the rest and cringed at the metal aftertaste.

“It will be worth it,” I muttered. My teams and acting coaches always said casting directors had no imagination, and they needed to believe you were the character from the second they saw you in the waiting room. If I’m the fittest, scrappiest, most undeniable candidate, they’ll add me to the running.

My mom’s phone beeped with a new email and I read the subject line. “Oh my gosh! I got the audition for Friday!” I yelped, my throat feeling abnormally sore and scratchy.

Hours later, my tonsils were swollen and I was in the doctor’s office with a positive test for strep throat. The timing couldn’t have been worse.

I texted Susan from the doctor’s office. “Is there any way they can adjust the appointment to Monday so that I’m not contagious?”

“We just fought tooth and nail to get this,” she replied. “Haven’t you been sick for a month? They’re going to have all their picks by the time you get in there.”

“I’m so sorry. I will do anything for this role. Please ask if they can squeeze me in on their last call!”

Casting granted me the 4:45 P.M. appointment at the tail-end of their Monday session. I spent each day willing the antibiotics to work speedily as I prepped three scenes, cross-referencing the books to make thoughtful creative choices.

On Monday, I popped the last antibiotic pill and drove to the building on Wilshire Boulevard that I’d been to a hundred times. Ritually, I designated the audition commute for enrolling into the character’s worldview and sensibilities. By the time I parked and walked into the suite, I was a citizen of District 12 in Panem; I’d already been hunting earlier that morning with my best friend, Gale, and brought back kills for my little sister and deadbeat mom.

As I signed myself in, I stayed vigilant of the other actors, perceiving them as tributes in the Cornucopia. May the odds be ever in your favor. One by one, they went in, averaging the exact same seven-minute audition window. Then they exited promptly until I was alone in the waiting room. My hands clammed up and I wiped them on the cushion.

“Last of the day. Come on in,” a casting associate said, waving me in. I rose to my feet and pretended that I wasn’t blacking out when I handed her my headshot. “Stand on the red X. We’ll just do the first two scenes. Any questions?” They cut the third scene. Did they already find their top candidates?

“No questions up front. But if it’s a miss, let me know and I’ll adjust,” I answered as one of my strategies to demonstrate confidence but also directability.

She framed up the camcorder as I created the postapocalyptic world around me. I sorted out my eyelines—I’d address Gale on camera-left and speak to Prim on the right.

We ran the first scene, and I made sure my face caught the natural shadow in the room to intensify the mood.

“Great. No notes. Let’s do scene two,” she ushered on. Did I actually nail it or is she just ready to go home?

“Are you framing in a medium shot or close-up?” I asked, bidding for more presence so I could leave a memorable mark. Plus, camera framing affected performance. If we were wide, I’d express the emotions more proportionately to real life. If she was tight, you hardly had to think about a line, and the camera would detect an expression loudly and clearly.

“Staying close up,” she confirmed. Then subtlety is key. Keep it all in the eyes.

We enacted the inciting moment when Katniss stepped in to take her sister’s place in the Hunger Games.

“I volunteer as tribute!” I declared with every fiber of my being, my face sharply serious.

“And … cut,” she announced. Still in character, I asked for any notes. “Nope, that was great work. Thank you for coming in.” Her body language indicated the appointment was complete.

“Okay, thank you! Have a good rest of your day!” I said exuberantly.

Instead of releasing the audition after leaving the building, I carried it with me everywhere. Days ticked on, and my agents asked around town for intel.

“No word yet. But it’s not a no,” they pacified.

Hanging in the balance, I gritted through my restrictive meal plan and Spartan 500 workout, my body entering starvation mode and screaming for calories. After a week, I teetered past the edge of deprivation into a full-body emergency alarm for food.

I willed myself to slowly approach the pantry. I spread a modest amount of peanut butter on saltine crackers. 350 calories will be all right to add. But I was famished. An hour later, I rationed out a packet of sugar-free instant oatmeal and added protein powder. This should be enough. My stomach growled for more. Just make it to dinner and you can have twice the portion of chicken.

I watched the clock like a hawk, trying to override biology with willpower. But by the time I sat down and finished my plate, I couldn’t abstain. I poured a bowl of my favorite cereal for dessert. Before I was halfway done I had a hand in the box of Wheat Thins. The shame spiral set in and the pace of my eating sped up. You’re losing control, Alyson. My appetite was insatiable, and the flavors were so pleasurable. I buttered up the rest of the loaf of bread and topped it with cinnamon sugar, still not registering any fullness. I downed the pint of ice cream from the back of the freezer and rummaged through the cupboards, wolfing down chips, popcorn, chocolate bars, and whatever was within reach until my jaw was too sore to chew. With pants unbuttoned, I completed the biggest binge of my life and faded into delirium on the couch.

Twelve hours later, I awoke to a revolting migraine and lethargy. Somehow, I was still craving sugar. But before I could think about spoiling another day, I had to face the self-inflicted damage of the night before. You’re probably up three pounds, but it’s your fault and you’re going to have to fix it. When I stepped onto the scale, I rubbed my eyes in disbelief. What the hell? I gained back every single pound I lost over two months? In a few hours?! It was my worst nightmare. My body had held on to every morsel of food and liquid ounce, unsure when it would be fed again. All my progress was erased.

I canceled my vocal lesson and dance training, falling into a black hole of self-hatred. Somewhere in the abyss, I received the email I had been waiting for: “Heard this morning from casting. They have their short list. You aren’t moving forward. You can remove it from your plate.” Just perfect. I’ve moved on to filling my plate with doughnuts, don’t worry.

I sat on my bed with vacant eyes and a distant mind. I didn’t know what to do with myself. My Hail Mary was incomplete. In all other circumstances, my internal motivators would’ve stepped up to get me back on the horse, but nothing could make me budge. Self-guided resources weren’t enough. Meeting with a dietitian wasn’t enough. Hours of prayer weren’t enough.

“I need more help,” my voice confessed with resignation. But who could I turn to? When I told my team I was struggling, they said to keep working. Anytime I asked my mom to help me clear the pantry of trigger foods, I’d find them back on the shelf in less than a week. With work, I had to be highly confidential about who knew my personal business. Maybe Merilee?

Merilee Crowley was a church leader and the mother of a popular teen
                activist. I respected her media-savvy approach to guarding her child’s
                career.

“Dear Merilee,” I wrote in a
                blank email box. How do I say any of this? I typed and backspaced several
                sentences, attempting to find the most obscure way to communicate that I was in
                crisis.

In less than ten minutes, Merilee responded:


Dear one, your health is paramount. We have many friends who’ve gone into programs and you are not alone. I recommend Remuda Ranch. It’s Christ-centered. We’ve seen a lot of healing through their long-term facility. I applaud you for bringing in helpers. It’s a sign of maturity and a long-term view of life. Please let me know if I can help further.



This was the proactive, motherly care I desperately needed. But she wasn’t my mom, and my mom detested any correspondence I had with other adults, especially ones who provided emotional support. How do I tell Mom without offending her? I vacillated for a few days until I couldn’t stuff it down any longer.

“Guess who I randomly caught up with?” I initiated. Mom raised her
                eyebrows to hear the answer. “Merilee! Jacob’s mom.”

“What was she doing reaching out to you? That’s weird. She should reach out to me.” Here we go, I thought.

“It wasn’t anything out of the ordinary. But when she asked how I was doing … I said that I’ve been working on health-related goals.”

“What did you tell her? People talk.”

“I remembered that she has experience helping girls with body image.” Just rip off the Band-Aid, Alyson. “And, well, I’m at a point of hopelessness. I know we have a lot going on workwise, but please consider letting me go away to get help. She knows a place.”

My mother’s reaction spoke volumes. “What would I tell everyone you’re doing when you’re gone? You have Phineas and Ferb every week. And we’d have to prepare a public statement in case someone reported you being there.” Your biggest concern is optics?

“I could bring a guitar so I’m still training while away,” I negotiated. “Trust me, I’m scared of being perceived as a messed-up child actor in a psych ward. But I think we can keep this confidential and I can come back healthier.”

My mother subscribed to the stigma around professional help, avoiding it herself. “Why would I rehash the past? I’ve always moved forward,” she’d say, filling her water bottle with vodka. Much of society viewed individuals seeking recovery as moral failures who lacked self-control. My mother couldn’t allow her daughter to be viewed as a bad influence or stain on the family. It might tarnish her—I mean my—I mean our reputation.

“Do what you want, I can’t stop you,” she said flippantly, as if I was trying to offend her with my idea. I think that’s the closest to yes I’m going to get.

Although I was terrified of what an inpatient facility would be like, I was sinking
                under burdens I could no longer carry. Merilee’s email gave me just enough
                hope to make the official decision to admit myself. It was the first time I’d
                prioritized my own well-being, and I felt guilty that it defied the preference of my
                team, my mother, and my fans, who wanted me at the ready. Am I being selfish?
                Had I kept following external cues, I never would’ve gotten a break. I
                would’ve wound up dead.

I messaged Merilee, Debby, and two other friends that I was going away. Antsy and
                pacing, I packed my suitcase. My mind clashed with confusing opinions. Was I
                anorexic “enough” for rehab, or was this an overreaction? It seemed
                privacy was a missing piece for recovery, not only so I could dodge paparazzi, but
                also because fame itself fueled the pressure of upholding a polished exterior. Was
                getting help an admission that I was clinically crazy, or that my
                    circumstances were crazy, or both?

Fears about treatment spread like shadows on the wall. What would I do with myself if I wasn’t in back-to-back work meetings? What kind of horrendous monster might live under my smile? And what would happen to my career once I added on weight? By industry logic, caring for my health could be a hazard. It would be foolish to forsake all I’d built. But pushing myself until the wheels fell off seemed backward to me, too.

A faint, less familiar inner voice spoke up. I listened hesitantly as if encountering a spectral presence within myself. Al, treatment will help your mind and body be stronger for work. You need this. The voice was foreign and familiar all at once. I recognized it as some wise inner compass, a guide I’d ignored for far too long.

The night before departure, I didn’t sleep a wink. A pebble hit my bedroom window around midnight. I peered through the blinds to find Debby, her brother Chase, and our friend Brian outside with encouraging posters. (Disney kids only operate in movie moments.) I ran downstairs.

“What are you doing here? I live so far from you,” I whispered.

Debby held out a flower made of pipe cleaners and hugged me. “You were my first friend in LA and the first person to help me feel welcomed on the channel. What you’re choosing is brave. I’m so proud of you. You can do this.”

“We support you,” added Chase.

My lips quivered. I couldn’t put into words the gift that Debby offered me by seeing me as a human. She gave me permission to feel.

“I’m so scared.” The words slipped right out of my mouth and I fell into her arms.

We said a group prayer and I put the pipe-cleaner flower in my pocket as they took off into the night.

There’s no going back.






Chapter 15


“I think we found the middle of nowhere,” said my mom as we pulled up to an isolated campus in the Sonoran Desert. A few sand-colored stucco buildings blended into fifty acres of untouched flora.

I opened the car door and stepped straight onto a cactus spine. “Ouch! Guess that’s one way to prevent us from jogging away.”

The heat turned my skin sticky, and I tugged at my shirt to create artificial wind. The foreignness of entering a residential treatment center left me confused about how to behave. I defaulted to performance mode.

“Honey, I’m home!” I sang to the intake nurse, imitating Ricky Ricardo from I Love Lucy. The nurse stared apprehensively, caught off guard.

It would be a long while before the mask of my performer persona peeled off, but I tried to remind myself that this was a place to heal, not entertain.

“Welcome to Remuda Ranch,” said the nurse. She handed my mom an intake form and we sat down on a saggy couch to fill it out. The room had off-white walls and was modestly furnished with mismatched chairs and an old wooden armoire.

We passed her the form and she swapped it with a bin labeled CONTRABAND. “Set your cell phone in here, please.” The air thickened.

Mom clarified the rules. “So, no phones allowed at all?”

“No cell phones, correct. She gets one ten-minute phone call each Tuesday between 4:30 and 8:00 P.M. on a prepaid phone. You can buy minutes.”

“I don’t know what I’m going to do without you,” Mom said, clutching her heart in distress. “Two months, right?”

“Sixty-day minimum,” the nurse verified. “The average stay is 140 days. But she can write letters via snail mail, too. We just want her to focus on recovery with minimal distractions. Ready to head inside and meet the girls, Alyson?”

I turned to my mother, harried and disoriented. We’d been inseparable since the IMTA convention. Ten years later, this was the first time I would be apart from her. Her anguish made it seem like her own limb was being severed, so I put on my brave face to ease her pain.

“Write whenever you can,” she pleaded.

“I will, I promise. I love you. Drive safely,” I responded, worried how she’d fare in my absence.

The nurse swung open the door that linked to a makeshift living room. Eleven girls aged eleven to seventeen turned away from the television to face me. I’d had a lifetime of being on display, but never quite like this. Instantly, eyes flickered with recognition. Shit.

“By the way, the team told the kids not to ask for … you know … your autograph,” the nurse stammered in a hushed tone.

I prepared myself for the awkward acclimation period of sleeping next to strangers who’d grown up watching me on television.

“Everyone, meet Alyson!” she said, introducing me.

“Hi, Alyson,” came a devastatingly youthful mix of voices in the dreary key of an AA meeting. I’d later learn that many of the girls had been in and out of multiple facilities, unable or unwilling to recover. Some were dropped off by their parents against their will. Four wore feeding tubes, and everyone was visibly gaunt. Am I skinny enough to fit in?

Twenty-two eyes followed me as the nurse gave me a tour. We passed a wooden bookcase stocked with DVDs.

“The girls pick a new movie each night. Middle shelf has their faves,” she said.

My stomach tightened. I spotted three of my movies, and I felt an urge to throw up. “I’m so sorry, ma’am … I’m actually in some of these movies. Is it okay to set those aside, just while I’m here, please?”

“Oh, I’m so sorry we didn’t think of that,” she hurriedly replied.

Shortly after, it was time for the first meal, which was conducted like a military boot camp. At the announcement of a behavioral monitor, the girls rose to their feet and arranged themselves in a single-file line. I fell to the back and scuffled to a table where the resident dietitian, Polly, gave orders.

“For your first dinner, you get some leeway on the amount of food you eat,” she said.

What I heard: “For your first dinner, you can either impress me by eating your whole plate like a good girl, or you can impress the other girls by skipping the meal so they know you’re truly sick. But you can only pick one!”

Polly continued, “After tonight, you need to fully complete each meal. Otherwise, we’ll supplement calories with Ensure shakes. Or, if needed, give you a feeding tube.”

What I heard: “If you’re anorexic enough, you’ll earn a feeding tube as a trophy.” Unfortunately, I was too much of a Goody Two-Shoes to half-ass assignments, and I knew I would comply with her rules.

“Friendly note: We do use a timer for our meals. It’s important to practice pacing your bites,” she finished. So we’re being graded.

At six on the dot, the plates came out hot and confirmed rehab was the worst decision I’d ever made.

“Macaroni and cheese?!” I gasped in horror.

“And meatloaf and steamed broccoli with almond slivers,” finished Polly. “Bon appétit, ladies.”

The clock began. My hand shook as I reached for the fork, conflicted about my strategy. Macaroni was on my never-would-I-ever list. They’re trying to make me fat overnight. I hated that I didn’t have a choice in the foods or portions. But that was the point.

The therapists and girls watched to see my reaction. I went for the classic anorexic move of cutting the broccoli into tiny pieces before picking at it unproductively. Bite by bite, I heard every broccoli stalk and sliver of almond crunch between my teeth. Seven calories and 0.61 grams of fat for that almond. Could’ve had a whole cup of spinach and gotten 0.86 grams of protein for the same seven calories.

With five minutes to spare, there was still the entire mound of macaroni and hunk of meatloaf left. My competitive side kicked in, and I went mind over matter, methodically shoveling down the compact log of brown wretchedness.

“Whoa,” uttered one of the girls with a feeding tube.

The timer beeped. Mercifully, we’d reached the end. Like drones, everyone set down their silverware, stood up to push in their chairs, and returned in single file to the living room. When we walked through the door, the girls quickly found a place to sit.

The last thing I wanted to do after eating a disgusting pile of meatloaf was sit, so I leaned against the wall and rolled out my ankles, which led to some stretches, which inspired some calf raises.

“Excessive movement,” flagged one of the behavioral monitors. “This is your first warning.” Excessive what? My heart skipped a beat, unsure of my crime.

“Psst,” said Naomi, who’d be my first pal (and fellow exercise addict), “you can’t stand for more than a few seconds or you’ll get a warning. Come join Brooke and me on this puzzle.” We’re not allowed to stand?!

I dropped to the ground and crossed my legs, bouncing them rigorously as my next
                go-to. “I wouldn’t do that, either,” Naomi said.
                “Listen, there’s nothing I’d rather do more than go for a
                nine-mile run right now. But the last girl who tried to run away—they took
                away her phone privileges and group outings for weeks.”

“They’ll make you drink Ensure if you get more warnings,” said Brooke. “We’re not allowed to walk until we reach our ideal body weight.”

I looked at the one-thousand-piece jellyfish-themed puzzle, then at the shelves of Disney DVDs, then outside at the free world. I was trapped.

“I know it’s hard. That’s why we distract ourselves. This is our fourth puzzle this week,” Naomi flaunted.

The behavioral monitors kept us under a microscope. They checked to see if any food was stuffed into our pockets or discarded under the table during dinner. Someone listened to us in the rest-room to make sure we used the toilet only for peeing and pooping. They guarded our bedroom overnight from a corner chair so we couldn’t pull off any shenanigans. How am I going to do my push-ups and crunches?

Naomi wasn’t exaggerating. All I could do was stare at puzzle pieces. All comforts were stripped away. I couldn’t grab a cozy sweatshirt or an inspirational book or even a journal. I couldn’t text or call someone. And the two things I relied on for a sense of control—food and exercise—I’d just deferred to strangers who were trying to plump me up by three pounds per week. Without my eating disorder behaviors, there was nothing to numb the oncoming stampede of thoughts and feelings. I had no idea how to cope.

“Puzzle. Now,” Naomi guided, noticing me imploding.

“Has it been thirty minutes yet? I need to go upstairs,” I insisted.

She recognized my restlessness all too well. “How long are you here? The first thirty days are hell, but I can help. I have eighty-seven left.”

“Eighty-seven?! I don’t think I’m going to make it.”

“One day at a time. I had nine months clean before I relapsed,” said Naomi.

Brooke joined in. “It might be weird that we’re talking about food like it’s a drug. But people in ED recovery can have our own form of withdrawal symptoms, too.” You mean this feeling of a thousand flies swarming around me while I have to be completely still?!

“Think about it: If we use our ED all day,” Naomi explained, “and then you take it away? Of course we’re going to freak out. The therapists will explain to you the science and stuff with urges and cravings. All of this is messing with our brain chemistry and physiology.”

The walls were closing in, and their voices faded under a high-pitched ringing in my ears.

Brooke spoke tenderly, “If you feel irritated or sad or not yourself for a while, we get it.”

Reality had never felt so unreal. My concentration and comprehension were shot.

“Has it been thirty minutes now?”



For two weeks, every cell in my body was on fire as I endured destabilizing withdrawal symptoms, while simultaneously experiencing the most stabilizing and consistent daily routine I’d ever had. Topics and activities rotated daily, but the core structure was bolted in place.




	
6–6:15 A.M.:


	
wake up, make bed, and get dressed





	
6:15–6:45 A.M.:


	
check vitals, scale weigh-in (we didn’t see the number), morning reflection





	
6:45–7:15 A.M.:


	
breakfast and cleanup





	
7:15–9:00 A.M.:


	
schoolwork and personal assignments





	
9:00–10:00 A.M.:


	
chapel





	
10:00–10:20 A.M.:


	
snack, a.k.a. didn’t we just eat?





	
10:30 A.M.–12:00 P.M.:


	
expressive therapy





	
12:00–12:30 P.M.:


	
lunch, a.k.a. more food already?





	
12:30–1:00 P.M.:


	
post-meal processing (freak out)





	
1:00–2:00 P.M.:


	
nutrition education or dialectical behavioral therapy (DBT) skill building





	
2:00–3:00 P.M.:


	
body image workshop





	
3:00–3:20 P.M.:


	
another snack, if you can believe it





	
3:30–4:00 P.M.:


	
cognitive behavioral therapy (CBT) skill building or open art





	
4:00–5:15 P.M.:


	
one-on-one therapy or schoolwork





	
5:15–5:30 P.M.:


	
bathroom (better hope you have to poop at the right hour)





	
5:30–6:00 P.M.:


	
personal assignments





	
6:00–6:30 P.M.:


	
dinner





	
6:30–8:00 P.M.:


	
processing, cleaning up, or TV time





	
8:00–8:30 P.M.:


	
more fucking snacks





	
8:30–9:00 P.M.:


	
prepare for bed





	
9:00 P.M.:


	
lights out







The tedium was both troubling and healing for a child actor who knew only chaos. But I appreciated the rigorous itinerary and committed every day to “doing the work.”

During our body image workshop, a therapist named Dr. Lynn led us through an activity for body dysmorphia, the severe preoccupation with perceived flaws in our appearance. It can foster a slew of repetitive habits like mirror-checking, pinching our abdomen, avoiding swimsuits, and negatively evaluating ourselves.

“Each of you has a piece of red yarn next to your chair,” said Dr. Lynn. “I want you to estimate the circumference of your wrist, and then use the scissors to cut the yarn into that length.”

I sized up my wrist. I don’t want to be inaccurate. It’s probably safer to cut a smaller piece so I don’t look like I have that much dysmorphia. Then again, what if I underestimate it, and I’m actually fatter? I tentatively placed the yarn between the scissors and snipped.

Dr. Lynn continued, “Now, hold the yarn up to your wrist and wrap it around to see how close your perception is to reality.”

My confidence tanked when the yarn finished wrapping around my wrist and there was still more than half left.

“Alyson, how’d you do?” Why did you call on me for this one?!

“I … I estimated that my wrist was two and a half times bigger than it actually is,” I admitted, sorely humbled by my own inability to see myself clearly.

Conveniently, our cognitive behavioral therapy (CBT) skill-building class was right after, and it focused on cognitive distortions, which are irrational thought patterns that skew a person’s view of reality. My favorite therapist on staff, Winston, explained that distortions were so common, we might believe we’re thinking an objective fact and not even notice that it’s slanted.

“Alyson, try this one. Here’s a distortion: ‘If I gain weight, no one will love me or choose me anymore.’” Yeah, that sounds familiar. But my body does affect my hireability. So isn’t this true?

I fumbled through an answer. “I guess … the people who really love me will continue to love me no matter what weight I am?”

“Bingo! You’re lovable and worthy at all times and in all forms.”

I wanted to believe that was the case, but I had way too many years of internalizing other messages to adopt the affirmation. Rewiring my brain would take time.



Having next to no contact with the outside world was bizarre. I handwrote a few letters to friends, and I spoke to my mom once a week for ten minutes. That was it.

Mom and I had two kinds of conversations: ones where she was breaking down and I had to talk her off the ledge, and ones where she compiled a list of work requests and social favors that were due.

“I’m just feeling desperate and lonely without you,” she wept. “I don’t have many ups anymore. My downs are getting the best of me. My emotions are crazy.” Judging by the slur in her words, she was on her third glass of Merlot. I felt horrible leaving her home all alone.

“Thank you for sharing,” I answered by the book. “This is the most we’ve communicated about our feelings and that’s important growth. While I’m gone, have you considered talking with someone else?” There was an art form to affirming her needs without her feeling belittled.

“I feel like you’re changing, and now I have to reinvent myself. This will be such a hard journey to become a new person. I have fifty-eight years to undo,” she wallowed.

As the weeks went on, her desolation amplified.

“I shouldn’t have opened your letter to Debby. You never told me it was hard to share emotions with me. If I’m such a horrible parent, just go live with your father!” My dad? I haven’t even heard from him in years.

I unknowingly glossed over the transgression of her opening my private letter and searched for the best way to calm her down. “Mom, this is not your fault. These issues are because of my flaws, and you couldn’t have done anything better.”

Interspersed with the hysteria were phone calls that were completely emotionless, just a boss and secretary taking care of business.

“An organization needs an inspirational quote from you to support girls who are being bullied. What should I say?” she asked, ready to transcribe. I’m not exactly feeling inspirational at the moment. I turned on my performer persona and it rolled right off the tongue.

“Many people, out of their own struggles, try to paint your unique specialness negatively. But you are not defined by their hurtful actions or negative opinions. Share your anger and hurt with someone you trust. You’re significant, and your future is bright.”

Mom moved to the next item. “Okay, my hairstylist texted a few times asking if you could talk to her daughter about sexual purity. Her daughter is boy-crazy. Can you write a letter addressed to Kristen, and I’ll take it with me?”

“Yes, I’ll do that during our time for personal assignments.”

“Two more things: Merilee Crowley googled ‘does alyson stoner have
                anorexia’ and results came up. I think we should get a written statement out
                soon. And Phineas and Ferb is asking when you can record songs. How much
                longer will you be there? Can you listen to these songs over the phone and learn
                them by the next call?”

“Time’s up, Alyson,” announced the behavioral monitor.

“Mom, I have to go. But yes, I’ll learn the Phineas songs. I love you!”

When we hung up, the monitor looked at me quizzically. “This may be out of line, but I’ve overheard a few of your calls. Does she ever ask how you’re doing?”

The comment rubbed me the wrong way, and I defended my mom automatically, though I did acknowledge a perk of having limited contact. “It’s been kind of nice to only have work requests once a week. Normally, this is all day every day.”



The next day, a therapist called me out of the group into a separate room. I could tell something was off.

“We received a message that said it was an emergency. Do you recognize this sender?”

The email listed my manager’s contact. Anxiety struck me. “Yes, I know them. What happened?”

She clicked to open the message. “Casting called from The Hunger Games. They want you to read for another role, Clove. Your self-tape is due tomorrow. Script attached.”

My brain malfunctioned. First, how’d they get their message through a treatment facility that doesn’t allow contact with patients? Second, I’m supposed to be here healing, not working. Third, does my hair look okay for the camera?

“Um. What are your protocols for professional obligations?” I inquired, jonesing to scratch the itch of my workaholism.

Surprisingly (or not, given Hollywood’s sway), my care team agreed to make an exception for me to miss the rest of group therapy to learn lines in a spare office. I’d record my audition alone on a staff laptop. Receiving special treatment stroked my ego while also making me feel like I was breaching my commitment to recovery.

Back in full industry mode, I went through my audition process. Clove was a ruthless and sadistic character who could throw knives with fatal accuracy. Not exactly a cheerful headspace to enter, but it’s the Hunger Games! Yet as the minutes ticked on, my inner conflict increased.

“You’re here to heal.” The words escaped from my lips like I was my own whistleblower.

The Inner Publicist prepared for battle. But this is your biggest dream project and your Hail Mary.

But it’s not for the lead. And let’s be clear: it’s not an offer, it’s still an audition, the pro-recovery part of me reasoned.

But what if—

No more what-ifs. Urgent what-ifs just keep you in the addictive cycle of highs and lows in Hollywood.

But I couldn’t resist the drug. I carried on, setting up the laptop to press record for a first take. Yet as I crouched low to the ground in a stealth combat pose, I felt the same urge to throw up that I had upon seeing the DVDs on the shelves. Body, stop being annoying. Just let me do this quickly. Don’t let recovery ruin acting!

Oh, recovery’s the problem? antagonized the Inner Whistleblower. Or is it more like your eating disorder is ruining your entire life?

What do you want from me?!

I was in a catch-22. I still longed to make it in Hollywood, and no one was stopping me from auditioning, not even the behavioral monitors. But my severe drive to succeed is what landed me in rehab. If I wanted to get better, I had to put recovery first, and nobody could choose it for me.

I shut the laptop, churning with ambivalence. The spare hour was coming to an end, and I was still on the first of three scenes. I feuded with myself internally, until, finally, the pro-recovery part of me conjured enough willingness to choose group therapy over The Hunger Games.

Am I a total idiot for doing this?



The laborious uphill battle of rewiring my brain and eating habits waged on. But some elements of treatment were actually enjoyable, like my one-on-one conversations with Winston. We nerded out on psychoeducation. My curiosity for understanding human behavior knew no end. It also helped me apply the week’s group lessons to my own recovery.

My chart stated that my eating disorder started out as orthorexia—an obsession with healthy or proper eating—in younger years, which evolved into anorexia nervosa and exercise bulimia. I was also diagnosed with generalized anxiety disorder (GAD), obsessive-compulsive disorder (OCD) tendencies, alexithymia, and complex PTSD.

“What’s the Alexa one?” I asked. I’d never heard that word before.

“Alexithymia is the inability to identify, feel, and express your emotions,” he simplified.

“Like dissociation?”

“Mm. The two may coexist in someone’s experience, but they are distinct. Dissociation involves disconnecting from your thoughts and body; a change to the state of your inner sense of self. Whereas with alexithymia, you’re more externally oriented, and unable to tune inward. Does that make sense?”

“Humans are fascinating!” I said, intellectually riveted but completely detached from my body. I could think about hard topics all day long without ever feeling their full emotional impact.

“You also appear to have complex post-traumatic stress disorder. It’s like PTSD with bonus features,” he shared softly with a sprinkle of humor. “PTSD results from a distressing event or traumatizing experience. It can cause anxiety, flashbacks, and a variety of symptoms. But, c-PTSD results from chronic, long-term trauma. So a series of events over a period of time.”

“What a fun, un-untieable knot this is,” I bantered.

As much as his descriptions made sense, I was incredulous of how they applied to my life. Did my health issues really stem from a childhood of trauma, abuse, and emotional neglect? Wasn’t my life dripping in privilege? Weren’t these challenges, according to the Bible, a product of my own sinfulness?

Winston encouraged me to reflect on my relationship with my mother and how it may be beneficial to create some differentiation between our identities. (“What would it be like to focus on your role as ‘daughter’ versus ‘confidant’?”; “How about using ‘I’ statements to describe your feelings, instead of ‘we,’ as if you two are joined?”) He also saw how significantly Hollywood was entwined with my purpose and identity.

“Alyson, what is it that you love about entertainment?” he inquired.

“I think being used by God to inspire others,” I answered by rote.

“Ah,” said Winston, hoping to get underneath the surface story. “Is there something specific about performing that you enjoy? What drew you to it in the first place?”

Normally, I’d give my canned answer about enrolling in dance as a toddler in hopes of being like my older sister, going to IMTA, and then unexpectedly booking a job in LA that kicked off a career. But I was stumped, as if I had amnesia.

My elevator pitch wouldn’t suffice in the transparent space we’d cocreated. “I’m having a brain glitch, sorry.”

“That’s all right. Let’s zoom out a little: When you picture your life, what do you want?” What do I want? Isn’t it about what God wants? Or what my fans and reps need from me?

His innocent and simple query was too much for me to consider. My body went offline and I dissociated. I’d never asked myself what I wanted, and I felt selfish for even saying those words. But the way he presented it made it seem like there were important insights to discover, that my well-being and life mission didn’t have to be mutually exclusive.

In the meantime, I stuck with the story I knew. “If I book a larger role, it will allow me to have more leverage in the industry. From there, I can use my gifts to create meaningful stories that honor God and reach the masses.”

Winston saw my stone gaze and responded with compassion. “That’s beautiful. Wherever life takes you, you have all you need within. Remember: Everything that is in the oak tree is in the acorn.”



“Congratulations. You’re at your ideal body weight! Time to enter maintenance,” said the doctor during our morning weigh-in. Those were the words I’d dreaded hearing most, because it meant I’d officially packed on twenty-five pounds. I’m carrying a two-year-old toddler on my body right now.

Two months of treatment had nearly run their course, and I dedicated every waking hour to developing skills to sustain a new path, all while my body reached a medically healthy weight. But there was no softening the blow; I abhorred this milestone and avoided my reflection at all costs.

I hated that my mom had to send new clothes that were several sizes up. I hated that sweat gathered between rolls just from sitting. I’d never been so round and soft, nor had I been taught that any of those words could have positive associations in Hollywood. My formerly skinny body was the only aspect of my appearance that was attractive according to the industry—so now what would I do?

Revising how I defined physical beauty would be hard-won, and the industry and society weren’t going to assist. No matter how often I reframed the extra pounds as a life-saving decision, a part of me schemed to slim back down the second I got home.

In some ways, rehab made it the easiest it was ever going to be to recover, because every variable in the day was set up to support my success. But before I could “graduate,” there was one more major hurdle: Family Week, during which relatives could visit and receive educational guidance about eating disorders as well as address any larger family dysfunction.

“You mean our family actually flies here? To talk through family problems? In the same room?” I asked Winston. I couldn’t imagine my mother or sisters agreeing to follow a single activity from our daily itinerary.

“Yes,” he said, “and we just confirmed with the office that both your mother and father will be joining.”

My brain short-circuited.

“My dad is coming?!”






Chapter 16


There he was. Besides genes, my father and I were strangers. I didn’t know where he lived or worked. I didn’t know he had gray hair or updated his 1990s Coke-bottle glasses to thin frames. And he didn’t know his fearless and spunky daughter was a broken shell of a human; the Sudoku-loving, Ivy League–dreaming kid had gone numb.

“To kick off Family Week,” said Dr. Lynn, “we designed a special equine session with horses.”

With hardly a moment to greet each other, the intervention began. My dad stood coldly opposite my mom, their presence confronting me in a round horse pen. The last time I saw them this close, I was three years old and had overheard that I was a mistake. Mom served him divorce papers a month later.

“Recovery requires everyone in the family to communicate. Today, we’ll focus on Alyson’s job to reach out for support,” Dr. Lynn continued. This is not going to go well.

My brain escaped to alternate reunions I could’ve had with my dad, none of which included looking this pathetic. I could’ve been at the height of my career, and he would’ve seen that I made something of myself.

“Alyson, please write down the five most important things in your life on these five sheets of paper,” Dr. Lynn coached. “Then, place the papers in the five buckets of hay around the perimeter of the pen.”

My head throbbed as I tried to compute the right thing to do. It would be rude if I didn’t say family was important, so I’ll write that first. And friends should be second or I’ll seem antisocial. Faith, obviously. Career. Oh, right … health.

“Now stand on the center mound,” she continued. “Do you remember the two main words you wrote on the horses’ manes in chalk that symbolized what was driving your eating disorder?”

The suspense grew. I didn’t like where this was headed. “Fear … and admiration…” I said warily.

Most girls chose the word control, but that didn’t feel specific enough. I was starting to recognize that my eating disorder was built upon the ubiquitous fear of not being enough, of screwing up, of messy emotions, of failing in my career, of being forgotten. Then it was fastened into place by admiration—the constant barrage of external praise for my achievements, which reassured me I was useful in the world.

“Correct. On the count of three, I’m going to release Fear and Admiration into the arena. Your job is to stop them from destroying the piles, but you’re not allowed to move. You must communicate with your parents so they can help you.” But it’s my fault they had to fly here. I can’t ask them to fix my problems. I’ve already been such a burden.

My mother and father looked as intimidated and inept as I did. We were damned.

“One … two … three.”

The thoroughbreds trotted in, immediately tearing into the buckets labeled Career and Faith. I tried to speak, but nothing came out. Used to fixing things myself, I sprinted to grab the buckets, but Dr. Lynn halted me abruptly.

I glanced around at everyone’s shoes, the closest I could get to making eye contact. Shame burned up my esophagus. Self-loathing filled my lungs. Years of buried pain rushed forward, and the mask of having it all together shattered open, right in front of my parents. Underneath I was suffocating. I didn’t mean to be a failure, Dad. I was working so hard to make you proud. Mom, I can’t fake being perfect anymore. I’m sorry for being the worst mistake.

The horses chowed down on the last bites of hay when I finally squeaked out a cry for help. I couldn’t articulate specific commands, just distressed mumbles. As if I’d reverted to infancy, my parents had to decode what I needed.

They shifted around the pen, attempting different tactics to separate the horses from the hay. Mom tried to distract Fear with gentle pets, but the horse was hellbent on licking the bucket clean. Dad tried to insert his own body between Admiration and the bucket, but Admiration grew finicky and aggressive.

I watched, dumbstruck by my own incompetence and how out of sync I was with my parents. My chest constricted as my thoughts began to tornado. I don’t even know how to speak to my family. How will they know how to support me? Are they even capable of supporting me? My eating disorder is just going to sneak back and take over my life when I get home, and then I’m going to relapse.

“Okay, that’s enough for today,” said Dr. Lynn. I completely zoned out. “Parents, follow me to my office to discuss post-treatment care plans. Alyson, why don’t you head back to the dorm to clean up for dinner?” Oh, good. Food.



“I’m not ready to leave,” I told my therapist at the two-month mark. That was an understatement.

Family Week was supposed to build confidence and set up routines to mitigate relapse. Instead, it revealed how lonely the road ahead would be. After screwing up my equine session, irreconcilable issues in our family emerged.

My mother, still active in her alcoholism and her own disordered eating, couldn’t demonstrate the capacity to support my protocol at home of sticking with the dietitian’s meal plan and attending weekly therapy. Contrarily, my father was about to fly thousands of miles back to Ohio and perform his favorite magic trick of vanishing. And how is he supposed to stop me from eating a box of Krispy Kremes again?

Beyond issues with food and exercise, my time in treatment was unearthing perplexing questions about my identity, my career path, and what I truly valued. Remuda graced me with a safe environment and a stable support system that showed me a balanced outlook on life. Our consistent routine allowed me to slow down and find equilibrium for the first time since my career took off. For years, I’d unknowingly detached from my body to push through everything. I’d split off into my performer persona, who was invincible and didn’t feel any pain.

Now, I was feebly reconnecting to complicated emotions and repressed memories. My body remembered it all and demanded my attention. Migraines, nightmares, stress seizures, acid reflux—there was no denying how much I’d bottled up. I knew I wasn’t capable of healing my eating disorder and reevaluating all these complex parts of myself without external support. What memories are fact or fiction? What signals from my body are healthy and trustworthy? Are these thoughts from God or from the world? If I’m not who I thought I was, then who am I?

Recalling that neither my mom nor my industry team wanted me to go to rehab, I had low confidence that they would be equipped to help.

“How expensive is it to go to a transition house?” I asked Dr. Lynn, taking matters into my own hands.

Halfway homes were a step between inpatient treatment and returning to LA. Like riding a bike with training wheels, I moved into a supervised house for fourteen days, where I gradually reintroduced daily responsibilities and real-life stressors and used my new tools to manage life independently.

“You make your own meals here,” a house monitor said during a quick tour. “Fridge and cupboards are stocked. You can exercise in the cul-de-sac. Bedrooms and bathrooms aren’t guarded. No daily weigh-ins.”

With increased freedom, I had immediate cravings to overexercise and binge, as if my eating disorder had been waiting for a chance to pounce. I did well for two months, I can reward myself with a long workout and a few desserts now. Relapse was right at my fingertips.

“You’re not going to leave here ‘fixed,’” she reminded me. “Food and exercise aren’t things you can quit cold turkey or wean off of. Your recovery is going to be an ongoing choice, one that you make multiple times a day for the rest of your life.”

“Don’t tease me with a good time,” I replied.

She handed me my cell phone from contraband, and I gasped when I powered it on.

“1,324 messages.” I showed her the phone, stress entering the chat. The obligation to respond to everyone and complete all the tasks came back with a vengeance.

“Is that normal for you?” she asked, disturbed by my workload and the number of people with access to my time and energy.

“Yeah. But right now, I’m exhausted thinking about it,” I admitted. The past two months were the best I’d slept in a decade. I was nervous to return to marathon filming hours and fifteen stops across town daily. “‘One day at a time’ is the new mantra.”

As I finished my final day in the transition home, I braced myself to face the whiplash of life in Los Angeles. I’d be back on the grind recording voice-over series and smiling on red carpets, yet in a body twenty-five pounds heavier.

Time to face reality.



“Finally! My baby’s back!” my mom exclaimed upon picking me up at the LAX airport during rush hour. “I brought you a care package!”

I opened a small box with a card, some plastic tchotchkes, Altoids, and a dozen bite-size chocolates. Chocolate … really, Mom?

“Thank you,” I said, setting it in the back seat out of sight to reduce temptation. I sat still in the car, surveying the bustling metropolitan life with fresh eyes.

When we arrived home, I walked into my bedroom and closed the door behind me. Nothing had changed, yet everything had changed. My bed or, rather, the couch I called my bed, caught my attention. As a younger teen, I’d chosen to repurpose an old family sofa as my bed (though I just slept on it as a couch). It was an economical way to save money on buying a new bedframe and mattress. After two and a half months of sleeping on a twin bed at Remuda, my former frugality was starting to look a little bit like unnecessary self-neglect. I lay down, and the cushions felt scratchy and unsupportive under my heavier body. Did this always hurt my back and neck so badly?

I pulled out the sleeper to rest on an actual mattress, and I felt a tiny bit closer to treating myself like a real human.



My career was nowhere near where I hoped it would be after a decade, but I was grateful to ring in my eighteenth birthday in a healthier state of mind and body, with animated films, original music, and a gamut of creative direction gigs.

Meanwhile, my manager, Susan, emailed with new auditions. I had reservations about getting back on the hamster wheel of vulnerability and rejection, but it was a necessary evil for employment. The longer I delayed, the further away I was from a paycheck. I passed on a few calls for smaller roles until she insisted that one was irrefusable.

“Kirstie Alley and Rhea Perlman are reuniting after Cheers for a new ABC show. It’s a series regular role. Casting hired you years ago and they called you directly to the producer session,” said Susan.

Historically, I would light up at such an opportunity, but the impending competitive gauntlet sounded so unappealing. “You can confirm me,” I responded, ignoring my intuition.

I wore a slightly oversized sweater and straight-leg jeans to cover some of my weight gain, in case it mattered to casting.

“Great to see you again, Alyson,” welcomed the casting director.

We read through scenes, and startlingly, the producers sent me right through to a final callback, then network testing in only a matter of days. On my first audition back, I was not expecting to make it that far. I took it as divine confirmation not to give up on acting.

The news instantly revived my mom. Her baby was back in action, and therefore, so was my mom’s identity. “Remember, you were only eight when you did your first ABC pilot,” she reminisced.

The typical nail-biting stakes ensued. With all network tests, I had to sign a contract outlining my salary and professional terms for the first season of the show before I even got the role, which gave me a glimpse at a possible future. The Inner Publicist, who’d quieted down during rehab, was back calling the shots. If you book it, you can skip the horrors of auditioning in a new body. You’d have a stable filming schedule, which would bring routine to your calendar. Plus, if it stays on air, it could be seven years of financial security!

My body, however, had a much different reaction. A wrench in my chest twisted at the notion of being strictly controlled under a contract into my midtwenties. ABC would monitor and dictate my appearance, take away my freedom to work on other jobs, and I’d have to say and do whatever the writers wrote for my character. They could turn me into a drug lord or put me in bikinis every episode, and I’d be legally contracted to follow through. The thought of millions of people seeing my new body while I was still adjusting to its size felt really exposing. I wondered if the resistance was coming solely from eating disorder fears, or if any of it was also a signal from some wise inner compass.

“Kirstie has a development deal with ABC, so they’ll likely give her the open prime-time slot. Go nail it!” encouraged Susan.

“Will do,” I obliged lukewarmly.

When I entered the ABC building, the casting assistant waved me over to sign paperwork. I looked at the pilot salary. The Inner Publicist drooled. Twenty thousand dollars?! After commissions, taxes, and expenses, that’s only seven thousand, but it would still help make up for your time at Remuda. This is great!

I recalled Winston asking me, “Is there something specific you enjoy about performing?” The Inner Publicist fed me an answer like a showrunner in my earpiece: Of course you love performing. You’ll feel it once you book the job. This neutrality is what it feels like to not be overly desperate for a role.

I refocused on the paperwork, rallying my spirits. I lifted the pen to sign, but it felt like I was sinking underwater with a weight tied to my ankle.

“Ready for you when your paperwork is done,” the casting assistant notified. I inked up the pages, handed them over, and went inside a dark room full of old male executives wearing navy suits.

“I see you all haven’t changed clothes in eight years,” I roused, immediately eliciting laughter.

My performer persona took over, and the rest of me sat in the audience watching. Performer Alyson hit the punch lines. Performer Alyson made the requested adjustments. But the rest of me wasn’t as all-in, and this time, I could feel the tension.

I said farewell, and casting escorted me out. “We’ll be in touch within twenty-four hours!”

Driving home, I was proud of my performance yet put off by my indifference.

“God, thank you for such an incredible blessing,” I prayed, trying to override the muddy feelings with humility. Instead, a different truth spilled out. “I never thought I’d ask this, but … what would happen if I don’t want to book this job?”

I wasn’t sure why I couldn’t go through the motions like a cooperative actor anymore. Am I being entitled and expecting success to come easily? Is this the readjustment period to the cumbersome audition process?

Suddenly, there was a new obstacle I’d never dealt with before—I had a personal opinion. I wasn’t sure that was okay, but I couldn’t ignore its voice. “I don’t think being under a strict contract for seven years is the wisest thing for my mental and physical health. But God, whatever your will is, that’s what I ultimately want.”

Susan called before I reached my house. “You booked it! You’re Kirstie’s daughter and Rhea’s granddaughter on an ABC prime-time series!”

“Are you serious?!” I yelped. Talk about heaven on speed dial.

I amped up for my first week back on a television set, committed to bringing my highest level of professionalism. But the project continued to land oddly in my bones, and I couldn’t tell if the problem was me or something else. The studio atmosphere, the humdrum of rehearsal … it no longer had the sheen it did before treatment. Suddenly, it was just industrial equipment lying around a soundstage and people camera-blocking the same page of dialogue for hours.

It was bad form for someone my age to criticize a network-level project with comedic legends. Privately, I found the show’s premise unstimulating. The jokes were formulaic. The topics were stale. Underwhelming material had never bugged me before, but now I wished the writing could at least inspire audiences to think critically or grow. The wise inner compass reasserted its presence again. I recognized its distinct qualities: faithful, rational, empathetic, and direct (whether I liked it or not). F.R.E.D. Of course the pinnacle of wisdom would share a name with my childhood pet turtle. FRED poked holes in the familiar thought patterns. Do you enjoy reciting words written by other people?

“Okay, FRED, I hear you!” I retorted.

My hesitation was showing itself to be more than concern for my recovery. I was feeling uneasy about continually sacrificing my voice to be a mouthpiece for other companies. I was curious about having more creative control, but that was a privilege reserved for A-listers. The Inner Publicist reiterated that I still had stripes to earn. Don’t get ahead of yourself. This job could be the pathway to that dream position. The Faithful Servant took the same side. Seven years with a steady paycheck is a radical blessing.

When we wrapped, I thanked everybody, but I didn’t linger like usual. I was keen to get back into my own clothes and get to my own room where I could be myself. The moment my car exited the studio lot, a prayer poured out.

“God, I’m so sorry. Can you please not let this show get picked up? Or if it does, can they replace me?”

Call it an answered prayer or impressively bad luck that I booked eleven television pilots that didn’t get picked up throughout my career, but the ABC show was yet another one that wasn’t greenlit. I let out a massive sigh of relief, surprised that I wasn’t more upset.

With no jobs on the horizon, I wasn’t sure where I was headed. But something was changing.



“Hey, Nick. I’m sick again,” I said to my vocal coach. “Can we reschedule?”

“You’ve been having sinus infections and throat issues since I met you.”

“I know, I just got run-down after going from zero to one hundred when I came back from a break. But I’m committed to training. I think I may lean into singing more as my main focus.”

“Oh, really?” Nick knew music had always taken the back seat to acting. “What changed?”

“I think I’m ready to create my own art and share my own thoughts instead of playing characters.”

“If you’re serious, we should get your infections sorted. I have an ear, nose, and throat doc I trust. Can you please set up an appointment?” he suggested.

In the spirit of beginning to listen to my body, I met with an ENT, who took scans and ran through an exam.

“Ma’am, your septum is deviated ninety percent. Have you noticed that you only breathe out of one nostril?” he asked seriously.

“No, I just started paying attention to my health recently,” I said apologetically.

I was making progress in my weekly therapy appointments with Kate, but it was still slow and messy. I still overworked myself to exhaustion, emotions overwhelmed me, and I had daily eating disorder urges.

“I don’t know how you’ve danced with half your air blocked. I strongly advise you to have surgery as soon as possible.”

“You mean, like, going under the knife?” The idea of such an invasive procedure left me queasy. Then something else registered. What if I “fixed” my nose in more ways than one? I couldn’t do that. Could I?



I stared at my nose in the mirror, hearing the comments that had scarred me since childhood: “Your nose is so crooked it took a whole left turn”; “Did you break your nose five times or were you born that ugly?”; “Good luck ever having a boyfriend with that schnozz.” People around the world created ruthless message forums with hundreds of side-by-side photos with my face and hideous-looking creatures. Even after rehab and therapy, I still resented my nose for making me so unlovable.

Why does it have to be right in the center of my face?

Try as I might to accept myself, my insecurity preoccupied an embarrassing amount of mental and emotional energy. After a headshot photographer told me that the left side of my seven-year-old face was more photogenic, and the comments about me turned from being “cute” to “not aging well” during puberty, I began tilting my head slightly to the side on red carpets so my nose would look straighter. When I rewatched my acting work on screen, I was usually analyzing how unattractive I looked.

My nose was my father’s nose, and I despised that I had to be reminded of him—and his absence—whenever I saw my reflection. But I thought I couldn’t do anything about it. So I focused on what I could control and traded a Hollywood face for a Hollywood body, which led to becoming an anorexic fitness addict.

Now that I was twenty-five pounds heavier, it felt like everything had to reverse. If I wasn’t a size triple-zero, then I needed to have a pretty face. My performer persona was still deeply invested in figuring out how to win the Hollywood game, and I didn’t want to keep auditioning for sidekick roles.

If you go under the knife to fix your septum, what if you also straightened your nose? You’re not going to ever voluntarily do this again, so now would be the time.

The raucous inner voices shouted over one another. On the surface, plastic surgery conflicted with my faith and my belief that “all bodies are equally beautiful.” If God didn’t make mistakes, my nemesis wasn’t my appearance: the culprit was societal standards. If I could undo the brainwashing, I’d know I was beautiful as is.

The whole spectrum of body modification came into view, and more questions arose: Why are some forms of alteration acceptable and not others? Men and women are “supposed to” remove hair in some places and grow it out in others. People lose weight and exercise for aesthetic changes. They wear clothes that accentuate or slim and use makeup to cover or enhance. People have tattoos, piercings … then there are fillers and injectables for turning back time.

Is every modification from our plainest state considered vanity? Or could it be self-respect or personal expression? Is surgery where we draw the line? What if modification is done for professional necessity (like contortionists removing a rib)? Is it justifiable if it frees someone to engage with life fully and be less absorbed by self-hatred? Could some body modification be an act of service to God?

These circular reflections weren’t new to me, but I never thought anything would come of them. Now that an opportunity to “fix” my nose was in front of me, I had some real choices to make. How different would my life be if I were conventionally prettier?

The complexity never subsided, but when I listed out the potential pros and cons, the benefits were compelling enough to set up a consultation with the surgeon.

“I understand you’re here to correct your deviated septum,” said Dr. Uchida, “and you’re also considering a few aesthetic changes. Is that right?”

“That is correct,” I said with anticipation.

“Show me your photos, please,” said Dr. Uchida. I handed him a mock before-and-after photo of my face that I’d altered on an editing app.

“First, you are a beautiful young lady and you do not need to change anything cosmetically,” he said hearteningly. “Second, the most important priority is your medical health and correcting your septum. I still want you to look like yourself. The edits you made are very reasonable.” He held up a small mirror and traced along my nose to indicate where he could alter it.

“I’m not going to give you a nose out of a catalog. But we could straighten and narrow it for some symmetry and proportion. I can remove the hanging columella at the tip, which is standard for people who work on-camera. How does that sound?”

The columella was the part that strayed the most from a leading lady profile.

“Yes, I want this,” I confirmed. I was startled by hearing those words come out of my mouth.

He explained how the procedure would work, as well as what the intense recovery process would look like. I took a few weeks to consult with a few Christian friends and talk it over with my mom.

“Do you think this is a sin?” I asked Yvette, who was several years older than me. We met at Millennium Dance Complex when I was eight, and I looked to her as a surrogate sibling when my family grew apart.

“If so, then a lot of pastors’ wives would have to answer for their racks,” she said cheekily. “There isn’t a blatant scripture saying plastic surgery is bad. Plastic surgery didn’t even exist then, obviously. But I think it goes to your heart and principles.”

“That’s what I’m praying about. I feel ashamed for considering something so superficial.”

“But sis, you’ve also cried with me a hundred times about the painful comments and being passed over for roles. People don’t know what it’s like to have millions of eyes on you. This has persisted even while you’ve tried doing the inner work. I love you no matter what you decide. If you do go forward, just remember to continue the journey toward loving yourself, too.”

“Have to,” I agreed. “And to avoid the slippery slope of wanting to fix more things, I’d make a commitment to let this be the only surgery. I’ll deal with my other insecurities without going under the knife.”

Yvette understood the intricacies and judged me far less than I judged myself. My mom, on the other hand, could be convinced of any direction I wanted to go.

“I wouldn’t tell you to change anything. But if you really want it, now’s the time, because you’re not going to live at home forever, and I can help change the ice packs and give you pain meds,” she offered, focusing on the immediate practicalities rather than the bigger relevance to my self-esteem.

“That’s a good point, and thank you,” I responded. “I don’t think I want to tell my team at all. I feel too embarrassed, even though so many people do this in the industry. Hopefully the changes will look natural. I can send them new headshots when I’m healed and revisit the conversation about lead roles.”

After agonizing deliberations, I finally made the decision to move forward. A month later, the anesthesiologist put me under and Dr. Uchida got to work. The surgery was smooth, and within a few months, my breathing capacity and my sleep significantly improved. My chronic infections ceased to exist, and I somehow increased my vocal range by half an octave.

My physical appearance was far from camera-ready, however. The swelling left my eyes nearly shut, and the shape of my face resembled a dinosaur for weeks. At the two-month mark, my nose looked bigger than it was originally, and I wondered if I’d made an irreversible mistake. But the post-op checkups indicated I was making good progress.

“It will be a year or more before the swelling is fully gone, but within six weeks, you can show your face without people noticing,” said the office receptionist. That may have been a stretch.

I had on-camera work and public appearances, and I certainly didn’t look like myself. But all I could do was patiently wait and see.



A year and a half after my surgery, I let myself sneak a glance in the bathroom
                mirror while washing my hands. I was taken aback.

“I’m … beautiful,” I uttered, stunned by my reflection. Tears filled my eyes as I turned my head in all directions to study my face. For the first time in my life, I felt attractive.

Superficial or not, the surgery transformed my self-image and gave me confidence to go out in public and not worry about how ugly I felt. My mental story of playing second fiddle adjusted to believing that I was a true candidate for primary roles. While a part of me wished I could’ve reached this self-acceptance separately, I was grateful to be able to finally love myself, inside and out.

The transformation was aesthetic and energetic, and others noticed. Casting directors loved my new headshots, and it felt like I had the industry in the palm of my hand at eighteen years old.

“You booked the lead!” said Susan over the phone.

“Actually actually?!” I asked.

These were the roles I’d been hoping to land—and knew I was capable of handling. As absurd as it was to prove my lifelong theory, as I settled into my new appearance, I booked not one, not two, but five films as a main character across one single year.

“I told you so!” I yelled at the Hollywood Sign, driving past the Oakwood Apartments from my childhood. While I could still analyze my decision through a variety of lenses—Was I worsening the unattainable beauty standards by giving in? Or could I contribute more to the world now that I wasn’t riddled with low self-esteem?—I couldn’t downplay the fulfillment that came from inner freedom.

In my case, my post-op appearance allowed me to be much more present on set. I focused on the emotions of the scene and worried less about controlling the angle of my face. I could look people in the eyes and listen to them attentively without being self-conscious. In other words: Tweaking the thing that didn’t matter in my actual craft vastly improved my performance.

My growing confidence emboldened me to continue taking charge of my career. I’d made the decision to go to rehab, which saved my health from being completely destroyed. And now, I had made a decision to promote self-acceptance and support professional advancement, and it paid off. I wasn’t interested in making any more extreme decisions, but to be fair, they were responses to an extreme industry. Most important, I was learning that I could trust myself.

It was time to start applying this approach to the rest of my life.






Chapter 17


“Would you like to go to a Bible study together?” he asked. Does he mean that like a date?

I was sweating bullets. As a prudish teen and general late bloomer, my experience with forming romantic connections was scant. It was drilled into me at church to avoid dating until adulthood—too many risky settings at an impulsive age could lead to an unwanted pregnancy. Fortunately, only a few guys paid me attention pre-surgery. I was also averse to physical touch, so no one had to worry about me keeping enough distance for the Holy Spirit. There was enough room for the whole crew at the Last Supper.

At nineteen, I did my annual Google search on healthy developmental milestones that “normal” people were hitting, and it said I should have a growing interest in committed relationships. With logic at the helm, I set out to cross this off my checklist. Since I didn’t have any examples of lasting love at home, my guidance came from the Bible and Christian self-help books.

“Yes, thank you?” I stuttered back, realizing the seriousness of what I had just said. Dating was reserved solely for the intention of marriage. Did I just get engaged?

Daniel was a kind, gentle, and devout young man who I knew through the dance community. Our connection fit neatly into my existing spiritual commitments, which was the only free time in my schedule to allocate to dating anyway.

“I’ll pick you up at seven,” he said with a winsome smile. I was flattered to receive his attention. I borrowed my friend’s floral sweater dress and added beachy waves to my hair in hopes that it pleased him.

Thankfully, we were on the same page about dating protocol. Conversations were to take place in daytime hours because “the later the hour, the more lustful the thoughts.” Flirting, if at all, was to remain nonsexual. Without tooting our own horns, we followed the rules perfectly, and I didn’t feel even a tug of temptation.

“I brought you some roses,” he said, chivalrously opening the door to his old, scraped-up Camry. Accept his gift with elegance and sit down like a lady, Alyson. I side-hugged him and hoped I wouldn’t do anything embarrassing like hit my head ducking into the car.

After several months of going to Bible study together, he formally asked me to be his girlfriend, and I accepted. We shared a peck on the lips, careful not to go further. During a collaborative work trip teaching dance in Texas, I met his sweet parents, who welcomed me with open arms. They may be my future in-laws!

Our relationship deepened, and, eventually, we reached talks about the future.

“We’re just shy of one year,” he initiated while I leaned against him on the couch. “I love you so much. I’m committed to building a life with you and spending a future together. How are you feeling about us?”

I held his hand. As my mouth opened to echo his words, fear crept up, but I didn’t want him to see it. Am I nervous about commitment? Are these just trust and intimacy issues? I tried to picture images of our future house and family, but I didn’t see anything.

“I love you, too,” I said, making sure I didn’t leave him hanging too long. But I couldn’t reciprocate his statement, at least not honestly.

The truth was, Daniel was certain about getting married and having children, whereas I was still waiting for the switch to flip on. I blamed my childhood trauma and workaholism, and figured one day, when I was healed and less selfish, I’d desire to bear children and settle down. Our mismatch didn’t end there. He was freshly out of high school without any clear ambitions besides dancing. Meanwhile, I was holding creative director positions in international theater programs. His pure heart couldn’t account for the nontrivial gaps in our life phases. I didn’t fault him; I was the weirdo who grew up quickly.

I reflected deeply on his question and felt myself pulling away in response. Around the one-year mark, I initiated conversations to break up, second-guessing if I was giving up too early. Aside from a period of sadness, I felt mostly relieved. I cautiously let myself meet a few other guys and learned they weren’t all as caring as Daniel.

“Your parents are divorced?” asked Christian, a pastor’s son. “I won’t be able to go on a second date. Divorce causes too much brokenness, and I can’t bring that trauma into my future family.” Is he saying that I’m damaged goods?

He walked me to my car, and I never heard from him again. Being rejected for events that were beyond my control, and not having a chance to explain myself, stung worse than auditions. It wasn’t only my talents or looks falling short. It was my personal character. I hoped I wouldn’t be written off like that again anytime soon.

One day, I went out to a casual dinner with Jordan, whom I’d met in the acting community. When I sat down, I felt an unexpected nervous energy in my belly. Okay, act cool.

“It’s cold out,” I mentioned awkwardly, suddenly feeling the need to fill the silence. Inconveniently, my mind blanked. “Do you have pets?” What are you saying, Alyson?

Jordan covered for me graciously. “No pets, but I did have a gerbil growing up.” More silence. “Are you from LA originally?”

“Oh, me?” Yes. You. “No, I’m from Holland. Not Holland like the Netherlands. Holland in Toledo. Not Toledo in Spain. Toledo in Ohio.” Why do I feel twelve years old?

This kind of electricity in my body had never happened in my year of dating Daniel, and I wasn’t sure how to control it. I was as giddy as a golden retriever.

“Ohio, eh? My family’s in the Midwest, too,” Jordan said, completely chill, which ironically made me very hot.

“It just got warm in here,” I announced, and immediately regretted it. You might be the biggest idiot on the planet, Alyson. Jordan lifted an eyebrow and gave me a shit-eating grin that sent shivers down my spine.

We eventually found a flow in conversation, and once we started, we couldn’t stop. Hours went by until the restaurant closed. We went for a walk under the moonlight. Our chemistry was strong enough to power a city. When it hit 11:45, I remembered my moral curfew.

“I’m sorry, but I turn into a pumpkin soon,” I said, wishing I could stay there forever.

“That’s too bad. Can we do this again sometime?” Jordan asked.

I blushed. I didn’t know what was happening. But as we leaned in to say goodbye, the magnetism left me yearning to get as close as possible.

I almost kissed her.



“What’s the emotion that feels like flutters in your stomach plus caffeine and being really absorbed by every detail of a person?” I asked Kate during therapy.

“Like, romantic attraction?”

“No, this was a woman,” I explained. “I’m thinking maybe I was admiring her and it was like meeting an idol or something. Anyways. Strange what the body does sometimes.”

I didn’t think much about my interaction with Jordan after that. I didn’t have time. I was neck-deep in charting a new career path in music and contending with the rise of social media. Like all traditional entertainers, I had to adapt to the emerging digital media industry or lose roles to influencers with large followings. Allergic to giving up, I resourced myself as a one-person production team, doing eighty- to one-hundred-hour weeks to learn storyboarding, cinematography, lighting, location scouting, gear renting, directing, editing, uploading, branding, and analytics.

Social media was also serving another critical purpose in the developmental checklist: It was a sandbox for finding my own voice. As I produced my own content, it allowed me to showcase music and dance skills and sneak in inspirational videos centering personal development, a way of paying forward the tools that had supported my own healing and empowerment.

As I researched new digital techniques, I watched a YouTube lecture from a female film professor and found myself distracted by thoughts of what was underneath her tailored button-down. My pastor’s voice echoed in my head. This shows you how powerful the effect of the media is. You’ve been conditioned to objectify and sexualize women’s bodies and focus on their physical beauty. I averted my eyes from the screen and returned to work.

“Do you think maybe it’s a hormonal mix-up?” I asked Kate, analyzing my fantasy. “Maybe the reason I was a tomboy as a kid is because I have higher levels of testosterone, so I’m not feminizing correctly—and maybe the eating disorder messed with that further—and it’s adding confusion to my attractions now.” At the time, I saw that as a logical train of thought. I couldn’t fathom that these desires might’ve been there before, and I was merely too disconnected to notice.

Kate was reluctant to pathologize anything prematurely. But my attractions persisted, and I began worrying we had a bigger problem on our hands.

“Could it be daddy issues?” I investigated next. “Like, maybe the trauma of having an absent father and an abusive stepfather made me leery of guys, so my brain latched on to women as safer companions?”

As a Christian herself, Kate was between a rock and a hard place. Being gay was perverse in many theological camps. Yet regardless of her own stance on this issue, Kate was trained as a therapist not to have undue influence on her clients’ personal decisions, but rather to assist them in considering the consequences of such decisions (barring life-threatening or illegal matters). Even stickier, a primary aim of our work was rebuilding trust with my body and ensuring I didn’t see God and my body as diametrically opposed. These flickers of lust stoked all new fears around identifying feelings and sensations.

Each week, I spouted more possibilities. “There are a lot of gay people in art communities; if I weren’t in the industry, I wouldn’t even have such an unnatural thing on my mind. I might be subconsciously trying to fit in.” But my attractions weren’t shifting.

I decided I needed more support. I needed to enlist the army of God.



“God makes it clear that queerness is an abomination that leads to eternal damnation in hell,” said my pastor. I’d asked him about same-sex attraction on behalf of a so-called friend. “But persistent prayer can help with reorientation.”

Debby Ryan brought me along for a day of fellowship with Sheri Rose Shepherd, former Mrs. United States turned bestselling Christian author and speaker. Sheri understood what it meant to navigate life in the public eye, so I confided in her.

“Alyson, Satan has a target on your back,” said Sheri. “This attraction is a distraction by the enemy so you will miss your calling to lead a major audience to Jesus. We’ll pray over you today.” I bowed my head and closed my eyes as the group laid hands on my shoulders.

Christian peers spread my personal business to recruit people to fight this spiritual battle. “We’re gathering a group tonight to intercede from the East Coast,” said a friend who’d recently moved. “We’re standing in agreement as your pastor exorcizes the demon of homosexuality from your body, mind, and spirit.”

I’d heard stories of exorcisms where possessed people needed to be restrained so they didn’t slither away. Sometimes, otherworldly voices filled their mouths with screams and slurs. As the pastor placed one palm on my forehead, I prepared to convulse or black out. My emotions ran high with a group of people commanding malevolent entities to be evicted from my body and soul.

“We claim your healing in Jesus’s name!” they chanted in unison.

It was shameful for others to witness my sinfulness. But I was hard-pressed to exterminate my immoral thoughts, no matter how humiliating the measure. Sadly, many of my Christian peers stopped talking to me after hearing about my struggle. Am I contagious? Do they think I have crushes on all of them?

When I brought my ailment to Merilee, the woman who helped guide me to Remuda Ranch,
                she added new color to the conversation. “This might be the ‘thorn in
                your side’ that God allows, so that you’ll continue seeking him in
                your weakness. If so, there are options to choose lifelong celibacy, so
                you’re not acting out in sexual sin.”

“But what’s confusing me,” I confessed, “is that the people who are LGBT are acting kind and accepting and loving … like, they’re modeling the traits of Christ. They seem honest and good. Are they lying?”

“Satan is the author of confusion,” Merilee redirected. “He
                masquerades as an angel of light, presenting sin to us—like the gay
                lifestyle—as something beautiful. It’s deception, Alyson.
                They’re lost. Do you want to sin on the level of murderers and
                rapists?”

That sent me straight into the office of a Christian leader who claimed to have reversed and eliminated her same-sex attraction. “As an ex-lesbian, I’ve seen God’s power to deliver us from sin. There are tools to help you be more feminine and learn how to properly date godly young men. We can dig into God’s Word and talk about forming pure friendships with the same sex,” she assured me.

“I promise no one cares more about getting this right than I do,” I said emphatically. I meant it.

The books were stacked a mile high on my windowsill. I pored over pages on exegesis (learning to decode the Bible’s true meaning) versus eisegesis (interpreting the Bible in a way the reader wants). Her colleague pointed me to apologetics, the intellectual defense of the truth of Christianity, to strengthen my faith.

The mental acrobatics of sorting what thoughts and feelings to believe and discard was taxing but necessary. It felt crucial that my sensitivity to hearing God’s voice was unobstructed by personal biases. In therapy, I dissected the narratives I’d internalized from the industry, my family dysfunction, my eating disorder, and society. With a deeper understanding of my mind, I hoped to clear the static.

After months with no resolution, I decided I didn’t want to hide it from my mother anymore.

“Mom, I’m not sure exactly what I’m feeling toward women. But I think there’s a different attraction that isn’t going away,” I said, speaking between the lines. My mother was neither religious nor born-again Christian; I was hoping this would be an anticlimactic update.

She looked at me like I had six eyes and then frowned. “What did I do wrong as a parent that you turned out this way?” Oh, same-sex attraction is wrong even to nonbelievers? I thought. This must be really bad, then. I wasn’t conscious of the cultural backdrop shaping her reaction; she grew up in an era where being gay was classified as a mental disorder, criminalized across some states, and often negatively portrayed in the media. Homosexuality hit home, too. My mom had a gay cousin who was disowned by the family. After a lifetime of facing discrimination, he died by suicide. It’s possible she feared I might experience a similar fate.

My music manager, a former pastor, wore a dual cap of business and spiritual advisorship. I respected him deeply and was overwrought that I had to bring this to his attention. But I needed his input on how to proceed.

“My job is to protect and guide your career, Alyson. Coming out publicly would risk your reputation and alienate your fanbase. You have to be okay with it limiting your industry opportunities.”

“I’m not ready to talk about it publicly,” I responded timidly.

“It’s not that simple. If you’re ever seen being chummy with a woman or people start to speculate, then the media will spin the story and you’ll have no control over the narrative. It’s better to put out a statement if you’re going to choose this lifestyle.” I didn’t choose this, I swear.

I wasn’t ready to face global attention for a part of myself I didn’t ask for, nor did I want to lead anyone astray who looked up to me as a good role model. It felt like my sexual attractions were ruining my connection to my friends and family, my career opportunities, and worst, all of my Christian community said that it went against God. The thought of my own Creator being ashamed of who I’d become broke me. Self-contempt took over, and I grew apprehensive of all forms of intimacy again.

Meanwhile, I fervently translated doctrines with Christian scholars, then cross-referenced white papers on biology, genetics, and trauma research. I was surprised to find that most secular perspectives, and even several sects of Christianity, concluded that being gay was a natural and healthy point of diversity in humanity. While I was nauseated from so much dissonance and my skepticism remained high, I couldn’t stop until I found clarity.



With my soul’s destiny suspended midair, I kept hustling to scale my YouTube to its first fifty million views. Momentum was building in the digital realm. Unlike the game of luck and who you know that I played in traditional entertainment, my efforts were being directly rewarded with a growing audience and, eventually, paid sponsorship opportunities. I paused auditioning for new films and became a full-time digital content creator and music artist. This is either the best or worst decision I could make for my career.

I also moved out of my mom’s town house into an apartment with roommates. Signs of transition and growth abounded, but I wasn’t expecting my faith to be put on trial amid it all. Faith was the one thing that was supposed to be unchanging.

I gave myself one more go at finding trustworthy counsel. Ruth, the woman who hired me for the Pure Tour, connected me to the most senior authority I could access. Irving Sandoval had been a missionary in forty countries for twenty years, as well as a scholar and pastor. Whatever he said would be my final answer, even if I were shunned.

“Alyson,” came a gravelly voice with a Midwestern accent via Skype, “in order to understand scripture, we have to recognize that what we think is true has been saturated in layers of culture, generational bias, historical movements, institutional dogma, power systems, flawed translations, and the state of our own consciousness. Even those with direct spiritual revelation aren’t immune to slanted interpretations. If you’re curious, I have texts you can read.”

“Please,” I said keenly.

“We’ll start with the scriptures most referenced to condemn homosexuality. Then we have to unpack the ‘-isms’: nationalism, commercialism, individualism, militarism, racism, colonialism, and white evangelicalism. Ruth probably didn’t think I would be taking you this direction. But your questions tell me you can handle it.”

This was the first time that someone thoroughly parsed the difference between God, church culture, biblical translations, power hierarchies, and the many factors that influence our unique experience of faith and spirituality. Teachings that I once thought were black-and-white truths were suddenly seen with fresh eyes and nuance. I questioned how many of my beliefs were accurate reflections of God versus conflations with man-made systems.

The crisis of disillusionment churned on. My trusted authority
                figures—Merilee, Ruth, and Sheri Rose—believed same-sex relationships
                were sinful. Irving, Kate, and the most contemplative Christians I knew were more
                affirming and open. Still, to my knowledge at the time, the majority of American
                Christians believed homosexuality was perverse and vocalized judgment. I
                didn’t want to leave the fold. I couldn’t bear their disapproval.
                Christianity was the closest thing to family I’d known. Was I willing to step
                away from the Christian status quo, even if it meant being excommunicated and seen
                as a quack? Who was I to trust my own body over millions of people?

I felt increasingly out of place at church. Meanwhile, I met several queer people who were the most loving examples of being a disciple of Jesus I’d ever encountered. The mixed signals had no end, and the constant fear of failing my Creator caused so much pain that I wasn’t sure I could endure anymore.

One night in bed, thoughts of ending my life entered my mind. I don’t want to be an immoral influence on the people who follow me. Maybe I wasn’t supposed to raise my hand and accept Christ, and my destiny in hell is inevitable. I can’t seem to stop the desires toward women. If I’m going to live a life of sin, what’s the point of being here?

The idea of suicide was my last recourse. Before it turned into real plans, I needed to make a decision once and for all.

“I promise I never meant to be evil, God,” I sobbed into my pillow. “But I don’t want to live a lie anymore. If by being honest I’m banished to hell … if by experiencing real love with someone, that means I’m evil, then I might have to accept that. I only ever wanted to please you and do the right thing.”

I wept, frightful of abandonment. “But I’m not strong enough to stick to a belief that leads me to think I might as well kill myself.” I laid out my ultimatum: “Either your love is bigger than this and you see my heart, or you’re not a God I’m capable of serving. Call me a disgrace; tell me you never knew me. I’m so sorry. But I give up.”

Time froze.

I expected to feel some sort of cold discommunion. My hands released their grip on the sheets and my crying halted. A tingling sensation from head to toe washed over me like cleansing water, relaxing the tension that plagued my neck and shoulders. A blanket of comfort wrapped around me. Is this self-acceptance? Or God? Am I going crazy?

From somewhere deep within, a quiet whisper spoke to me. Through words and impressions, it felt like an invitation to trust that God, life, and love were far bigger than what my initial religious teachers estimated. I didn’t have to know every detail, but a tranquil presence signaled there was light on the other side of the dark night of the soul, and I wouldn’t be alone. Trust this peace.



Throughout my deconstruction, I never intended to leave Christianity. But over time, I collected too many transformative spiritual and nonreligious experiences that fell outside its scope. Like outgrowing a favorite sweater, the contemporary cultural definition of “Christian” was simply too tight. Life had exploded open in infinite directions, and I wasn’t sensing any signals to retreat.

I didn’t speak about this openly. Instead, I let people assess me by my actions. Curiously, many Christians commented that they felt Jesus’s love from me. Then, some retracted or appended their statements once they learned I was queer. Non-Christians said I was “less judgmental and fake,” which surprised me. It would be years before I understood how my self-repression had cut off my connection to my own humanity, and therefore, the humanity I could extend to others.

Broadening my circle of friends to include people of different belief systems and identities held up a mirror to my worldview. Beliefs that I previously rushed to defend (or didn’t know I’d absorbed), like ideas about gender stereotypes, purity culture, science, and social issues, I now felt compelled to reappraise. It took great effort and, ironically, faith to allow my paradigm to transform, like I was tearing down a house while still living in it, uncertain if I’d find a solid structure again. But the evidence was encouraging: every day, I had more love to give people and the planet.

Though several pillars of my life had collapsed—first family, then health, now faith—I entered my early twenties with a daring hope.

But I had no idea what was barreling at me next.






Chapter 18


“Hey, Alyson, can you come here for a sec?” asked Tasha, a dancer accompanying me on tour. My music aspirations were coming true when I secured a spot as the main act on a twenty-four-city digital influencer tour. Opening night was my twenty-third birthday, and artistically, I was at the top of my game.

“You feelin’ okay?” I checked with Tasha, sotto voce.

In a cramped bus with a dozen people, privacy was scarce, so Tasha spoke quietly in the hallway between our bunk beds. “I just wanted to notify you that my check bounced this week.”

“Oh? Probably a glitch,” I responded casually. “I’ll reissue payment tomorrow, I apologize.”

I fired off an email to my business team and told Tasha I’d update her in the morning.

For two months, I’d prepared my setlist with professional choreography and LED visuals. I brought in two dancers, Celeste and Tasha, on my own dime under the impression that I was headlining. Two weeks before our first show, I learned that the other influencers—sweet and friendly beauty vloggers—had nothing solidified for their segments, and the tour company was bringing in a creative director to develop and refine the show. Because of their large online followings, the tour company placed me in the lowest position of opening act, and I received a lower paycheck and fewer brand sponsorships to offset my out-of-pocket costs. It was a humbling sign that times were changing. A whole new generation of creators had cracked the code on building platforms and engaging audiences. In the digital realm, I was nothing more than a pre-show warmup that none of their young fans recognized.

Nonetheless, touring my original music was checking off a bucket-list dream, and I reminded myself that this was a bridge to mainstream circuits. But when I woke up to my business team’s response, all bets were off:

There are zero dollars in your account. Would you like to pull from your savings?

“Zero? How is that possible?” I said under my breath.

I tapped Michael, our merchandise manager, and asked if I was misreading something. “No, you’re correct,” he said. “It looks like there’s no money.”

“There must be a mistake,” I asserted.

I’d been working since I was seven and had a business management team watching the books, plus my mother—a career bookkeeper—requesting and directing payments. I was maximally protected from slimy industry professionals taking advantage. Plus, I refrained from spending even a penny outside of essential costs, since it’d only equate to more work for me.

As I got older, I devoted myself to earning two to three times my annual expenses. Knowing that 35 percent went to commissions, another 25 to 35 percent to taxes, and, during good years, 10 to 15 percent to savings, that left just enough for rent, gas, groceries, and a few unexpected life events. It was a tiring business model, but it kept me afloat while I vied for breakout roles.

“Does anyone else have access to your business accounts?” asked Michael.

“Just my financial advisors, who’ve been with me since the beginning. But they didn’t send any alerts about fraud,” I answered, scratching my head. Did they move money around for some reason?

“Is there a third party who could look in to things?” he suggested.

I thought long and hard about who was savvy with online platforms and also trustworthy enough to know my account information. “My oldest sister, Correy, was really good at finding intel about our stepfather. She also learned how to manage her own finances really young. I don’t talk to her often, but maybe she could see something I’m missing?”

I sent an icebreaker to Correy and was surprised that she responded right away, eager to reprise her role as the private investigator. It felt tricky asking for assistance. My career had severely disrupted our family, and I feared coming across as self-absorbed or a nuisance. Plus, I felt vulnerable letting her see every transaction in my account history.

“I’ll scour the bank statements and whatever data I can find tonight,” she replied. I was touched by her care and felt a bridge to reconnection, even if it was under precarious circumstances. In the meantime, I hurriedly dipped into my personal savings so Celeste and Tasha were paid on time for the remainder of the tour.

The next day, Correy sent screenshots with a red digital pen circling names and amounts. “Do you recognize these outgoing payments? They’re all under general administrative costs.”

I looked at the line items in confusion. Growing up, there wasn’t a single conversation about financial literacy in my house. At thirteen, I’d enrolled myself in a self-guided personal finance course to learn basic budgeting, spending, saving, and investing, but I didn’t quite know how to apply it to my career. At eighteen, I’d gained access to my professional earnings, and asked my mother and team to educate me on how to responsibly build upon my financial foundation.

The industry was a tricky landscape with volatile employment, complex revenue streams, unique expense tracking, child labor laws, and exemptions for people who incorporated themselves, so they encouraged me to lean on their expertise. I was relieved to not be navigating it alone. However, for a reason I couldn’t pinpoint, it felt like no matter how hard I worked, I couldn’t make the same headway as my peers.

“It looks like Mom has been paying herself a monthly salary from your corporate account since you were a child,” Correy explained. “Plus there are one-off payments … several thousand here, several thousand there.”

“All to Mom?” I asked, not yet seeing an issue. “Yeah, I agreed to that as a kid. And she sacrificed a lot. She was always doing paperwork, organizing receipts, taking me everywhere, so that makes sense.”

“But John was paying for her livelihood so she didn’t have to work. And you’ve been running your own career now for several years, and you have a business team, yet she’s still paying herself?” She still helps with bookkeeping and fulfilling payments to contractors, I reasoned. “I noticed some other things. What was your stylist’s rate for this tour?”

“Two thousand dollars flat,” I responded confidently, pulling up my itemized budget.

“That’s what I suspected. Your stylist has been sending multiple invoices after the two thousand dollars for ‘additional work,’ and Mom’s already paid her over thirty-four hundred dollars,” said Correy. “This could be happening with a lot of contractors.”

My face paled. I’ve employed hundreds of people over the years. How much extra money has gone out over budget? I shook my head in refusal. “But how would Mom and my business team not see the corporate account going down? Every time I ask for an update, she says I’m doing well and shows me a report that I’m in the green.”

I didn’t suspect that they had sent me false reports; that seemed too far-fetched of a conspiracy. I didn’t think my mother was pulling one over on me, either. But it didn’t mean there weren’t cracks in the operational framework and communication chain somewhere. It felt more likely to be a case of rampant accidental negligence. Death by a thousand mishaps.

“Well, someone wasn’t keeping checks and balances,” said Correy. Is my account actually empty?! My hands trembled as fifteen years of labor turned into a crumbling house of cards. “On top of that, I did some research on the rate you were paid for certain jobs. Based on what made it to your account, people could’ve been paid double and triple commissions on checks or overcharging for services without a clear statement of work. Do you trust your reps and everyone you’ve been collaborating with?”

I hunched over in hyperventilation, still in denial. “Yes, I do. I don’t think anyone is shady,” I affirmed, hoping it wasn’t just a comforting narrative. Many of my peers faced horrible financial fates due to greedy parents and industry professionals, but I remembered Mom and John discussing ways to protect and steward my money, from establishing an S corp to putting a portion into long-term investments. I experienced my team as people who prioritized kindness and integrity. So what happened?

“Mom isn’t an entertainment industry specialist. There are best practices in Hollywood that could’ve been overlooked when she was liaising between parties. And your reps may be good people, but I’ve worked several jobs in production, and your contracted rates are less than half of what others are making.” It wasn’t the first time I’d heard I was making less money than peers, but that was part of being in the middle tier. I didn’t have an elite team who could push for more, nor would my reps ever operate like some of the cutthroat wolf packs in town. Tons of performers were in my position.

“What else?” I asked warily. I couldn’t take much more.

“Al, do you remember paying for Jaimee’s high school basketball team’s warm-up jerseys?” she asked.

“Yes, Mom said it would be a nice gesture to show Jaimee support, since we couldn’t always be there physically,” I said. “I agreed to that.”

“You may have agreed, but it doesn’t mean you fully understood what you were agreeing to as a child, or that it was right or fair to you,” she offered. “In addition to the jerseys, you spent tens of thousands of dollars on giving wrap gifts to film crews, on helping people with favors…”

The moral reasoning seemed sound. “Yes, it was important to show appreciation—”

“—you didn’t need to send engraved gifts to show appreciation—”

“But since I was earning more than the average person and was young, I wanted to support people who needed extra money to make ends meet.”

“Al, this was your money, and everyone else has been getting it. Since you’re not making films anymore, you’re not earning what you used to in order to offset all of these unknown outgoing payments. Your business account was drained and you weren’t even given accurate information or guidance. By these calculations, you should still have over a million dollars.”

A million.

Instead, my account was at zero.

Paranoia turned my mind into a haunted maze. I contemplated all the places my money could’ve trickled out to or been redirected and never reached my account. A million pounds of pressure weighed on me as I realized I might be unknowingly funding my mother’s livelihood, from her town home to her excessive gift-giving to her alcoholism. Have I been the one enabling her addiction?

I thought about all the times I worried about spending money but followed the direction of trusted adults. They were in consensus: At each career milestone, industry professionals insisted I add new members to the team for greater expansion. I needed more elite training, more expensive styling, and grander music video productions to match my millionaire peers. Without it, I would plateau or fall off, and audiences would rip apart anything that was substandard. So I followed their leads, spending hundreds of thousands of dollars over fifteen years, all to keep the machine running. And it amounted to being the opening act on a digital influencer tour and no money in my account? I’m so fucking stupid!

A mix of shock, denial, and defeat left me sunken. “What do I have to show for fifteen years of work?” I asked, turning numb. I’d given up my family, health, education, community, physical privacy, hobbies—everything for Hollywood. The one comfort was that if I didn’t make it, I’d at least have the financial future that I had worked for. Now even that didn’t exist.

I wish I could’ve seen what was happening in real time from an aerial view, but I was fully immersed in the world in which I’d been groomed. By design, I presumed all my misfortune was my fault; no one else was ever accountable.

The truth was, it wouldn’t have mattered how hard I tried to become a competent adult in the real world. I was living under an invisible dome that had been imposed on me, and I was brainwashed to be submissive and produce work that earned other people money or entertained them. I was raised so that I did not know how to survive outside of the dome. I believed I was pursuing my own dream, but there were puppet masters dictating my fate.

Waking up to an empty bank account pierced through the invisible barrier. I couldn’t process it all right away, but it set off a chain reaction of intense grief and psychological pain. My faith was already disrupted, and now I had to question every adult I’d ever trusted. For the next week, I lay awake in my bunk after the concerts, my thoughts racing.

Why did I do any of this in Hollywood? If I had known I would be rebuilding my account from scratch in my twenties, I could have lived a normal life without all of this baggage. I could have stayed in Ohio. I could’ve played sports with friends. I just wanted to go to school like a normal kid. Everyone told me over and over I was one step away from making it, that I was meant for this. But it was only to keep me going so they could get paid or elevate their own status. I was never a human to them. I was a dollar sign and a trophy. No one has ever had a fucking clue about what’s actually happening in my life. Yet everyone has an opinion and wants more from me. More content, more labor, more favors. There’s nothing fucking left!

“I can’t do this anymore,” I murmured to myself. “How do I fix this and get out of the industry?”



“What are my options?” I asked Gio, an entertainment lawyer referred by my music manager.

“It sickens me when people take advantage of kids,” he started. “If there are bad actors involved and the facts align, you are entitled to compensation and can sue.”

“What would a lawsuit look like?” I asked nervously, still unclear on all the details. It sounded confrontational, and I’d never expressed any feelings outwardly other than timid compliance. What would happen if I confronted someone? Everyone? My mom?

“Lawsuits can bring justice for losses incurred, and you could get back what’s rightfully yours. But they do require a lot of time, energy, and money to analyze facts, build a case … With this many people involved, it could take years to investigate and settle, which can be stressful and straining not only on your health, but also on these relationships. It often burns bridges,” explained Gio.

“Oh, I can’t burn a bridge with my mother,” I answered, hard-pressed to uphold my loyalty. “If she doesn’t have a job or other funds, then a lawsuit would crush her and she’d never recover from the debt. I can’t do that to her at her age. What if I don’t sue?”

Gio tried explaining something about Stockholm syndrome, but it went in one ear and out the other. He continued laying out options. “There are many pathways. On the other side of the spectrum, you’re still young, your personal spending habits are already so low, and you have ways to generate income … You wouldn’t be able to fund your career at the same level, but you could absorb the loss, switch to a new team, and move forward like it never happened.”

The thought of taking on even more gigs in my already jam-packed schedule while keeping up with my digital platforms sounded humanly impossible. If I sued, I could be looking at heavy damages to my family and a pitiful public image for years to come. If I didn’t sue, I could kiss goodbye the momentum I had generated as an independent artist.

“I’ll get back to you,” I told Gio pensively.



Whatever mix of martyrdom, cowardice, or prudence that it was, I couldn’t bring myself to chase after the money. The plan that felt most mentally tolerable was to remove my mother from my finances, switch business management firms, restructure my expenses, and increase my financial literacy. Then I’d dust off the rest, and scrounge up every bit of competence and work ethic I had to chart a new future. While it put the onus on me, I knew I could rely on my workaholism far more than someone else following through. I still had a lot in my favor—my health, the ability to find new jobs, an industry network, and a growing community of kindred spirits.

After substantial analysis, I settled into the decision that was right for me at that time and chapter of life.

“I’m deciding not to pursue this any further,” I told Gio. There was a gap of silence.

“I respect your decision,” he replied. “If you change your mind, there’s a window of time. But I have no doubt you’ll find your way. You’re bright and capable. Let’s get you set up with a new business team, okay? I know people who will ensure you have total awareness and approval before they lift a finger.”

The brunt of replenishing my finances and reconfiguring my business awaited, but I at least didn’t have to prepare for court after tour. I could funnel my energy toward answering the deeper question: If Hollywood wasn’t ever my own dream, whose dream was it? And what is my dream?

I’d only known the story I’d gotten from my mother. Before drawing conclusions, I needed to at least hear the other half.

Within hours, I booked a flight to Toledo, Ohio.



My leg wouldn’t stop bouncing on the plane. What am I doing? I’m running back to the man who never bothered to check on me? Flying back to my father might’ve seemed impulsive. But FRED made it loud and clear that there were clues from my past that needed excavating.

I contacted my father and told him I would be in town for a few weeks. I said there was no pressure to meet up; I could stay at a hotel or cut the trip short, but I hoped to touch base.

He was caught off guard, but said he and his wife, Kay, had a guest bedroom in the house if I wanted to stay with them. That’s one way to face it head-on.

I rolled my small suitcase to an airport rental car kiosk and plugged in his address. Driving under the overcast sky past bare fields was the antithesis of California’s sunshine and mountain ranges. As I crossed into the suburbs, families played cornhole on the lawn, everyone wearing a different sports jersey. Good ol’ Midwest.

My foot let up on the gas pedal as I entered his neighborhood. What kind of man was I about to encounter? My mother had made me privy to his manipulative behavior throughout the divorce and pointed out his absence in our lives and his lack of financial support. When I briefly saw him during Family Week in rehab, we were in a neutral environment with multiple professionals guiding the conversation. Now, I was entering his territory.

I scanned the house numbers. 2251 … 2247 … 2243 …

Just around the bend, I found his house.

There he was, standing outside with tennis rackets, a volleyball, and baseball mitts in hand.

“Take your pick!” he said with a smirk as I got out of the car. I remembered how I once ran across his prickly yellow-brown lawn to give him a bear hug.

“Hi.” I wasn’t quite sure what to do now. A hug was too intimate, but a handshake seemed cold.

“Hello, youngest,” he responded softly. “Let me grab your suitcase for you.” Great, that solves the hug issue.

My stepmom, Kay, was away on a small trip with a volunteer program, which meant we had the house all to ourselves. I wiped my shoes on the doormat and stepped inside.

“What brings you back?” He adjusted his glasses and gently crossed his arms, trying to find a comfortable position by the kitchen island. I climbed onto a stool at the high counter.

“Just craving Ventura’s queso dip,” I deflected. He laugh-coughed, a signature sound I didn’t know I’d missed. “Um…” I began, deciding to dive right in. “As I’ve moved out and taken control of my health and career, the story I’ve had about my life seems to be coming undone. When I left at seven, I never got your side of what happened.”

My dad immediately choked back distress. “What do you want to know?” he asked brittlely.

“I want to know about your marriage with Mom … what happened in the divorce … what you thought about Hollywood … why you didn’t ever visit—”

“I wasn’t allowed to,” he inserted in a low tone. He looked visibly anguished. I sensed he’d been waiting for a chance to tell me this as long as I had been wondering.

“By the time you were in LA, John had convinced the courts to ban me from being within a certain distance of you girls, and he even threatened to build a case around me being a sexual predator, just to keep me away. He sent news clippings of articles on child molesters as intimidation. He and your mom faxed confidential medical information and accusations to my public work office for anyone to read. Your mom told your sisters I did drugs as a way to break their trust in me and my bond with them. She had your sister secretly search my house to find material to use against me in court. The tactics never ended.” Is he lying? Why would they do that? “But maybe we should go back to the beginning.”

My dad monologued for two hours, and I chiseled each word into my memory. He recalled raising my two sisters while my mother was out on the town partying.

“And then I ruined your marriage,” I interjected apologetically.

“No, our issues started years before you were conceived,” he clarified. “She was working as John’s secretary and was a well-loved socialite at the company. John invited us over to his place all the time, and I didn’t think much of it. But at home, her dissatisfaction worsened. I woke up to divorce papers, with John assisting her in court.”

His characterization of my mom and the timeline of relationships was discomfiting. If the events were true, there was a lot to reevaluate.

“After you went to the IMTA convention, she formulated a plan to go to Los Angeles. She didn’t consult me about what was best for you girls. She just told me what had already been decided. In the blink of an eye, you were gone.”

“My career broke up our family,” I said, sulking, one of my biggest regrets. “If I didn’t decide to act—”

“You were seven, Al. You didn’t decide anything,” he said adamantly. “Do you want to know something? You never once told me you wanted to act or be a star. You didn’t even know what Hollywood was. And if you did, it would still take an adult to do anything about it. I asked your mother why you couldn’t go to a local theater class and stay in school, but she wouldn’t settle on anything less than Los Angeles.” Is that why I couldn’t ever answer the question about what I loved most about performing?

As he spoke, I felt a congruence in my chest, as if my body remembered a similar version of events. But his narrative differed greatly from my mother’s, and I’d built my whole life upon hers.

“What was I like as a child? What did I enjoy?” I asked, craving more information.

Tears gently formed in the corners of my dad’s eyes, like he was watching every home video from the few years we had together. He opened his mouth but couldn’t get out a word without emotions overtaking him. He held up a hand for me to wait while he walked to the basement. I heard sniffles and sighs amid clinking containers. A few minutes later, he returned with a pile.

“I’ve been saving these newspaper articles and anything I thought you might like, in case you ever came home. I stopped adding to it a few years ago. There are word games, articles on female engineers in STEM … you always liked figuring out how things worked … some poetry … you loved writing, too … pictures of your school pals who grew up to play college sports who made the news…”

My past came flooding forward with the warmest memories of being on fields and courts, practicing my corner kicks and free-throw form. I thought about the research papers I used to self-assign, and the way my current love of songwriting lined up with his account. So few people knew me as the human he described, including myself.

“You were the happiest little kid,” he mused. “You wanted to learn everything. Yes, you loved dance and you were amazing at it. But, Al, you could’ve chosen anything and you would’ve given your all. I hoped you were at least happy in Hollywood. The stuff I saw on camera seemed that way. When I got the call you were in rehab, I lost it. I didn’t know you were suffering so much.” His pain and shame met mine, and grief filled the room.

“So … what are those papers, then?” I asked, pointing to the final stack. He hesitated before gently sliding them across the counter. The room was dead silent. I skimmed the first words I saw.

“… we are thinking seriously about a move to California, we’ve been advised that I need only give 30 days’ notice and … I can officially take the girls … You should probably take this note as my official intent to begin working out a permanent move…”

My hands trembled as I realized I was holding the divorce file. I peeled back page after page, seeing years of agonizing correspondence between my parents, their lawyers, our doctors, schools, John, and my sisters. The unadulterated truth was at my fingertips.

Line after line, I read my father’s pleas for more visitation time, John’s harassment and degradation of my father’s parenting, my mom’s excitement—and shortsightedness—around my early success and pursuing Hollywood, my dad begging for her to pump the brakes and consider my sisters’ and my health, education, social lives, spiritual development, and need for stability in big life decisions. I saw notes that I was afraid to tell anyone that I wanted to back off auditioning and just be a normal nine-year-old.

I read and read until my eyes were so flooded with tears that I couldn’t see through them.

One thing was clear in every letter. He loved me. He wanted to protect us. He may not have had all the money and resources like John, but he was dedicated and attuned. The notion that a completely alternate life with him could’ve emerged was beyond my capacity to digest.

Fifteen years of life apart were fifteen years we’d never get back. All we could do was start again from here.



For two weeks, I observed my father in all his humanity. I lit up after learning he had a college degree in education. He oversaw a senior living facility, ensuring that residents received proper care during their final stage of life. This doesn’t sound like the selfish or unambitious person I was told he was. He was affectionately married to Kay, whom he called the love of his life. They were saving up to travel in retirement.

In watching him speak, I couldn’t believe how many of my own mannerisms and traits belonged to him first: my overly analytical, hypercurious mind, my love for teaching and public service, even how I speak with my hands. Thousands of miles away, I somehow followed in his footsteps. I wasn’t sure how we might build a relationship, but I wanted him in my life.

Meanwhile, my image of my mother was on the rocks, but my allegiance wouldn’t let up. She didn’t mean to do anything wrong. It’s just unresolved trauma. She needs support, not judgment. I recalled my therapist, Kate, pointing out the common tendency for codependent daughters to protect their mother at all costs: “Notice which parts of you run to her defense. Is it a mature part who has compassion for everyone’s imperfect humanity? Or is it the wounded child trying to preserve her image, because you relied on your mother’s goodness to feel safe in the world?”

I needed her to be good. If I admitted she wasn’t perfect, then it would spiral; I would have to face the guttural blow of betrayal, which would trigger deep regret for being so compliant and never paying attention to the fact that I was taken advantage of, that I didn’t even like Hollywood, that I’d wasted my entire life on something I wouldn’t have chosen for myself. The extravagant materialism, the shallow media conversations, the cultural obsession with fame … it was a source of constant dissonance from the beginning, but I played along because I thought I had to. If I admitted that my mom was the one who’d wanted to move to Los Angeles, not me, I’d have to face that all the hours I put into being socially adored as a star really belonged to her. Instead of becoming a smart, mature, and empowered human, these revelations would expose me as a naive puppet.

Who the hell am I? Was any of it genuine? The story of my life was being rewritten right in front of me, and it all felt like a work of fiction.



“Got you this article for the plane today,” Dad said as I grabbed my bags to head inside the terminal. “It talks about ikigai, the Japanese concept of finding your reason for living. It shows this woman’s journey of figuring out what’s at the center of what she’s good at, what the world needs, what she loves, and what she can be paid to do. Thought this might time well for ya, youngest.”

“Thanks, Dad,” I said, reaching in for a side-hug, and deciding midway to wrap both arms around him.

“Let’s not make it years before we see each other, okay?” he said, sending me off with damp eyes.

This time, I knew it wouldn’t be, because I had a say. I boarded the plane and skimmed the article. What am I good at? What does the world need? What do I love? What can I be paid to do?

It was time to make my real childhood dream come true.

I want to go to college.






Chapter 19


“Hi, I’m calling for Alyson. This is your academic advisor,” came a voice over Bluetooth in the car.

“This is Alyson, hi! Did you receive my transcripts?” I asked like a child speaking to Santa. I was slowly unearthing the “happiest little kid” that my dad remembered, and nothing excited me more than learning.

“We did! I want to congratulate you on taking this next step in your education. I see you’re interested in our online psychology program. I’d like to discuss your pathways.”

Transferring to eight different schools had left me with odd gaps in my education and a well of insecurity regarding my intelligence. But I held on to the aspiration of attending an Ivy League. Natalie Portman and Jodie Foster proved it was possible to succeed in Hollywood and academia, and executives who’d worked with them frequently compared our personalities. I wasn’t sure how, but I hoped that my similarly nontraditional path would assist with getting accepted. In preparation, I’d hammered through high school requirements early and tacked on additional college courses.

My heart swelled speaking to a real academic advisor from a four-year university. “Thank you! Better late than never, right?” I said bashfully. “I’ll still be working full-time. How do other students manage school with their jobs?”

“Before we chat about student success,” she said, tempering my excitement, “your transcripts didn’t meet the eligibility requirements of our program.”

Her tone was foreboding. “Was I late for the deadline?” I asked, biting the inside of my cheek.

“You were on time. But you’re missing a number of prerequisites and core classes, and the majority of your college credits did not transfer.” But I completed all the coursework and had straight A’s. “The document says you took six semesters of phys ed, and you’re missing key English, math, and science credits.”

Was my schooling illegitimate? “Sorry if this is a dumb question … what does that mean for joining the program?”

“If you proceed, you’ll spend several semesters catching up on remedial classes, which will extend your timeline.”

It was almost laughable. Of course my education is messed up. The last remaining pillar I thought I could fall back on collapsed. My voice quieted in devastation. “So I have to go backward before I can go forward…”

Anger flared as I thought about the public charter school I attended in lieu of normal
                                                  high school. Located in a sun-bleached,
                                                  half-vacant strip mall, faculty offered flexible
                                                  learning models for students, including
                                                  independent study, online courses, and night
                                                  school. For my career, it was a godsend. Whereas
                                                  all other schools reached a point where they
                                                  wouldn’t allow more absences (regardless of
                                                  my perfect GPA), the program assessed my irregular
                                                  work schedule, and assigned a plan of 100 percent
                                                  independent study with weekly in-person tests. It
                                                  surprised me that they entrusted a
                                                  thirteen-year-old to fully teach themselves, but
                                                  it wasn’t far off from my other adult
                                                  responsibilities, so I took it in stride.

The man appointed as my weekly test supervisor had taught some of my Disney peers, including Miley Cyrus. If the top stars trust him, that has to be a good sign. I quickly gathered why he was an ideal match. For the kids who viewed performing as their end game, he offered maximal leniency with homework packets and grading. During busy months on set, he’d tell me that he’d fill out packets on my behalf or even pass me through classes that I hadn’t finished. But don’t I need to know these things?

It was true that his questionable practices kept me academically afloat with my full-time workload. Still, I was bewildered that the one adult who should have been advocating for my education seemed to bend the knee to Hollywood’s demands. Sometimes it even felt like the teachers were trying to earn “cool” points with young rising starlets. Now I understood that the program was shortsighted on purpose. It was never about supporting long-term academic aspirations; it was about helping me be a star.

We hung up and I pulled over to the shoulder on the freeway, rage filling my lungs. I was out of money and further behind academically than anticipated, which made exiting the industry more complicated. It felt like Hollywood was mocking me for thinking that I stood a chance to escape it. Face it. You’re stuck here.

A primal scream escaped my body. I felt so ignorant and delusional for aiming for such an accomplished future self. I wasn’t the Shirley Temple or the Natalie Portman people said I’d become. I was a confused twentysomething picking up the misshapen pieces of my life and attempting to figure out a career transition with a suspicious high school diploma. How very impressive.

Resentment kicked in for how many adults had made decisions for me that left me buried under the rubble of their messes. My family, my team, even my teachers operated as if Hollywood were the only thing that mattered. No one mentioned what the aftermath of exploitation would feel like once Little Sally expired.

I was hollow. Depleted. Grief set in for the future, and the versions of myself, that would never be realized. It was silly to have believed any aspect of my life would unfold “normally,” and striving to retroactively make it so was a fool’s errand. I’d always thought of myself as forward-focused, but suddenly I realized how much my past was still controlling my present. Many of my daily decisions and aspirations were veiled attempts to course-correct something I felt had gone astray long ago; I was driving forward with my eyes on the rearview mirror. Even in my race to succeed, I’d been trying to make up for lost time, based on a path that was never mine.

With my hands on my chest, I felt the full weight of sorrow. As I accepted the losses, it freed me to finally look ahead. Instead of trying to make the grief shrink and disappear, I embraced it as a part of my story, focusing on who I could become amid the heartbreak, not without it. Now, I could see the infinite space to grow around and beyond it.

Embracing grief granted me a new clarity and resignation about my future: Never again would I live a life that others chose for me. Never again would I abandon myself. My future would reflect my true path and purpose, not anyone else’s.



I silently pulled out electric hair clippers, feet planted on the dirt ground. The director of my music video for my song “Stripped Bare” held up her film camera.

“We only have one take. Pace yourself,” she said. “I’m going to stay silent, but I’m here if you need me.”

Now, at twenty-five, I was two years into charting my “new life.” I’d made two personal pacts. First, I wouldn’t give up on learning. With a growing passion for the mental health field, I enrolled in several short-term certification programs. Second, I would reclaim my voice through art that expressed my honest perspectives. This song was my most vulnerable yet. It documented the revelation of family members mishandling my affairs, of hitting ground zero and beginning again. To capture the barrenness, I set out to the desert—a place that, even in its harshness, had provided a healing ground for rebirth during rehab.

At the video’s climax, the music cut out, allowing space for the intimacy of this transformation. Wind blew through my long, wavy hair. I lifted the razor calmly.

The first lock fell to the sand. Then the second and third, until my whole head was shaved, symbolizing the past falling away and making space for a fresh start. I exhaled in pure peace.

Even though starting over would be an all-consuming slog, I trusted that the liberation on the other side would be worth it.

A year prior to shooting my music video for “Stripped Bare,” I’d decided I was ready to come out publicly as queer with an op-ed for Teen Vogue. Initially, it garnered death threats and homophobic comments, and even led to being released from a job for a children’s series. After a season of joyful collaboration, the Christian showrunner read my article and expressed fear that I might influence youth to become gay, and I was let go. What confused me the most was that my humanity and character hadn’t changed—I was still the same reliable professional they had trusted the day before—but in a single moment, a barrier formed between us, and I was perceived as an outsider and a threat.

Thankfully, acceptance overwhelmingly won out. I was moved by millions of people online who readily embraced me. Reading their comments of encouragement and support helped me continue living into greater self-love.

However, my appearance was still tangled up in Hollywood’s beauty standards and society’s gender norms. I’d invested so much energy, time, and money into grooming, styling, and even my nose surgery, in hopes of conforming to the appearance of a “leading lady.”

Now that my appearance wasn’t tightly dictated by industry contracts and typecasting, I asked myself what would feel honest and exciting. It wasn’t makeup or painted nails. It was a buzz cut and a cargo jacket.

As I looked in the mirror after wrapping the music video shoot, I rubbed my fuzzy scalp in contented admiration. I adored the human reflected back at me. I’d always wanted to be badass enough to do this. I feel like myself.

Shaving my head represented the risks I was taking by saying yes to things I wanted to do but had repressed and neglected. Of course, I knew that my decision would come with backlash and twisted interpretations from media outlets and strangers. They’re about to say I’m having a mental breakdown, like they did with Britney Spears. As suspected, the comparisons to Britney abounded. Online trolls didn’t stop there.

“She’s a part of the liberal LGBT and feminist agenda. Do not let transvestites take over media”; “I can see her Adam’s apple. She was a boy all along, groomed by perverted Illuminati groups in Hollywood”; “Alyson’s only beautiful quality was her long hair. Sad she threw away the last thing that would make anyone look at her twice”; “Look what she’s doing for attention. She really must be desperate for work.”

Being seen in public brought a different kind of attention I didn’t anticipate. Instead of getting stopped for autographs, I once walked into a store and a shopper requested that security follow me because I looked like a potential criminal while another peered at me with sympathetic eyes and asked how long I had to live, and a third rocker dude catcalled me with a smooch sound. Later, an employer remarked that my hair was unprofessional. All this from a haircut?

The irony of honoring my personal desires was learning that I often wanted the opposite of what mainstream society and the industry celebrated. Far beyond matters of a haircut and appearance, I was less and less drawn to the conventional pursuit of impressive achievements and higher status. I daydreamed about simplifying my needs, which could lighten my workload and allow me to have just enough, while freeing up time and energy for the magical, spontaneous experiences that drew me right into the heart of life.



I crouched down to double-knot my Skechers at the edge of the outdoor community court. A tall woman made a fast break layup on the opposite hoop as I psyched myself up to join the mix. It’s been a decade since you played, so it’s okay if you’re rusty. Just no airballs.

“You must be Al,” I heard as a hand extended into my periphery. I looked up to find a handsome human with shoulder-length curly hair, vintage maroon shorts, and double-striped calf socks. Their face was the dictionary entry for timeless beauty. “Scout. I organize the league.” Welp. They’re hot.

I’d found a queer and trans pickup basketball group that offered an inclusive space for people of all gender expressions to enjoy sports. I hoped it would be a judgment-free environment to return to my favorite childhood sport and make new friends as an adult.

“Yes, hi! How does this work?” I shook their hand nervously.

Scout smiled with confidence. “Grab a jersey and hop into the next game. We’re just here to have fun.”

I stepped onto the court and fell right into the rhythm. The sound of sneakers sliding against the asphalt tickled a nostalgic nerve. Joy brimmed out of me like I was at recess in first grade. I can’t wait to tell Dad about this.

We rotated through back-to-back games for two hours. Scout made witty jabs that were sharp but kind, pushing me to elevate my game without feeling pressured.

“You’ve got a pretty good shot,” Scout remarked after the group began packing up to leave. I walked over to help put jerseys away in their car.

“Just trying to keep up with you,” I complimented back.

A mischievous look passed over their face. “How about a one-on-one scrimmage sometime?”

“Is that a challenge?” I returned, my inner athlete resuscitated.

“It absolutely is.”

Seven weeks of playful teasing, three months of kinetic conversation, and half a year of the gayest dates ever—carpentry class, visiting an animal sanctuary, and social justice mutual aid meetups—I’d met my match. I admired Scout’s passion for self-education, along with their dedication to a community-first, advocacy-driven lifestyle.

By then, I’d faced enough discrimination regarding my sexuality that it opened me up to my own shortcomings around excluding people of different identities. Scout and their inner circle offered a much-needed road map for how I hoped to navigate a new way of being.

Still, I was less experienced with long-term connections, let alone queer dynamics. I wasn’t sure what to do when the rules of relationships that I’d been taught didn’t apply. If Scout and I weren’t a straight man and straight woman, who should open the door or pay the bill? Who would provide the structure versus the nurture? What was the appropriate relationship progression? Was marriage still the goal?

As opposed to the pain that accompanied losing my support systems of faith and finances, I quickly discovered that reconstructing my life could also be joyful. Since I’d seen limited representation of queer love and intimacy in the public, my relationship with Scout became a giant blank canvas upon which we could be infinitely creative with what we designed.

As we talked about our pasts, our hopes, and our visions for the future, we released traditional narratives of happily ever after and romantic jealousy as a means of security; the depiction of “the pursuer” and “the pursued” and gender expectations around caretaking and provision simply didn’t line up with our personalities; we found an exhilarating fluidity within sexual expression, resurrecting pleasure from shame-based narratives. Detail by detail, step by step, we defined a shape for our connection that was uniquely our own.

One evening, squished together in a sleeping bag while roadtripping to northern
                                                  California, I gained the courage to spill it
                                                  all.

“I didn’t even know something like this could exist,” I said softly, their head nestled between my shoulder and chin. “Thank you for creating a place where I can grow freely and feel so safe. I love you.”

Scout tilted their head and kissed my cheek. “This is new for me, too. But here we are, building it together. I love you, too.”

I looked at them under the faint glow of the stars, seeing not only a romantic partner but a collaborator in life. We nuzzled into each other, a silent promise of care passing between us.

Our relationship was the delicious fruit of all the deep inner work we’d done. We were a refuge for each other, which gave us the courage to revisit older wounds and stitch them together with new healing experiences. Instead of fearing intimacy, I melted into our nightly couch cuddles, showering their forehead with kisses. Once conflict averse, I now looked forward to check-ins, knowing we’d address issues as a team, not as adversaries. When one of us fell into despair, the other became a lantern, illuminating unseen paths. Perhaps the biggest cherry on top was our ability to make any situation fun (like belting Celine Dion while scrubbing grime off the kitchen floor, or making out while confined in a stuck elevator).

Scout and I loved each other into wholeness. When a series of unexpected events led them to move out of state, I was devastated by the distance it would add to our relationship. Over many months of bittersweet conversations, we mutually agreed that it was in our best interests to cherish the time we had as partners and release each other to move in separate directions.

Our transition to a friendship was handled with as much care as we had initially bonding. I found solace in knowing that our relationship, though evolving, would remain a testament to the transformative power of love and acceptance. We transcended labels, structures, and expectations. We left each other better than we found each other. And no matter what happened, I now knew this unconditional love was available within me forever.






Chapter 20


“Have you tried our latest supplement, friend?” a buff gentleman asked at a health expo.

After completing my first two certifications in trauma-informed somatic movement facilitation and psychological first aid, I was surer than ever about pursuing new ventures in the mental health field. I stayed motivated by that vision while using my day job as a stepping stone toward the ultimate goal.

In digital media, I continued shifting my content toward topics I believed in. I created ALchemy, a short-form digital series that provided tips on personal transformation, like building new habits and beating stress. Then I created a podcast, Simplexity, which informed people about world issues via interviews with social impact leaders. From astrophysicists to financial coaches, historians to genomics specialists, I asked experts across sectors to simplify the complexities of life. It was the first time my intellectual curiosity and contemplative side took center stage publicly. Why didn’t I do this ten years ago?

As part of my efforts to transition out of content creation into a full-time role as a mental health professional, I attended wellness events to find products I believed in and could share with my audience, while meeting different specialists to learn about potential career pathways.

“I’ll take a sample for home, thank you,” I said, catching a second look at his chiseled jawline and flawless caramel complexion before turning to the next station.

“If you like it, we’ll send you a box,” he said, pulling out his
                phone to show his company’s social media presence. There were posts featuring
                celebrities using his nutraceutical supplements, including some of my industry
                peers. Maybe this is an opportunity for a future brand partnership?

I asked about the science behind his formulas while three different people walked by to hug him. His long, silk cardigan flapped when he spoke. His eyes were piercingly attentive. He wasn’t the typical gym bro at all; there was an eccentricity and even geekiness in his enthusiasm about nutrition. I was glad to be on the radar of someone who was well-adored in the community.

“Well, time to continue my rounds,” I said awkwardly, unsure of how to complete the interaction.

I mingled for a few hours with other experts, keeping a running note of terms to google later: Psychoendoneuroimmunology. Ayurveda. Social change ecosystem map. Feldenkrais and Laban. My body was buzzing from a natural high. I felt like I could levitate. Everyone is so kind! They really care about making a difference!

As I turned to leave, my new supplement friend approached again.

“By the way, if you like the products, it would be great to collaborate on a sponsorship,” he initiated, opening his phone to a photo of people wearing lab coats. “And if you want to come down to see how everything’s made first, let me know.”

“That would be right up my alley,” I answered excitedly, typing my business contact into his phone. A week later, the stars aligned for a short meetup, but I had to get ready for a shoot the next day. A few days after that, I passed through his area after a different evening gig. We agreed to grab a quick tea and then take a look at the lab.

We first tried a restaurant, but the waitress let us know they were closing early. We walked to a second place, which was also closed.

“Should we stroll the boardwalk?” I suggested, pointing to busy paths along the beach.

“I know you’re on a tight timeline and it’s getting late,” he remembered. “Let’s head inside and you can try some products.”

He opened the door to a room on the first floor of an apartment building. Is this his lab or his residence? It was common for entrepreneurs and creatives to have live-work spaces, but this looked nothing like the setup from the photos he showed me. He explained that the larger lab was closed for the night, but he was fulfilling some VIP shipments from his studio apartment and had excess inventory for me to sample.

“The long-awaited elixir, made from superfoods for bone and brain health, and
                packed with antioxidants for immunity,” he said with smooth eloquence,
                hospitably pouring the beverage into a wineglass. Because of my mother’s
                alcoholism and my caution around taking drinks from strangers, my body grew warm
                with nerves. Don’t drink it yet. Wait until he takes a sip first.

“Tell me about your space!” I deflected.

Conspicuously, there were no chairs to sit on. I stood with my legs crossed and arms folded at the counter, trying to acclimate to an unfamiliar setting.

“Join me on the floor first,” he said, sitting cross-legged on the ground. His muscles rippled as he settled into lotus position, as if we were about to meditate. “You’re so intimidating when you’re standing over me,” he added, looking up, his tone becoming more commanding. Was that flirtatious or hostile? I knelt down, self-conscious of the rustling of my pants, which were made of windbreaker material. I clumsily tried to get comfortable. Sit still.

In full business pitch mode, he went into his backstory as the founder of a healing-centered wellness company, not withholding graphic details about abuse he had endured from his mother and the trauma he suffered as a military veteran. I was versed in discussing trauma, but the manner in which he dumped the information on me was startling. As he disclosed intimate details of combat injuries and medical neglect, his eyes were alight with fire.

Seamlessly shifting gears, he transitioned into recounting betrayals he had faced by numerous ex-partners. Saliva pooled at the edges of his mouth as he demonized their unanimously “crazy” antics and contrasted himself as a man of love and supreme integrity, swearing to the validity of his story.

His monologue crescendoed, leaving no room for questions or comments along the way. Now I was the focal point. He locked eyes with me and I watched him morph into someone more suave. He praised me for how different I was from other women, doting on my intelligence and nondramatic personality. Does he think putting down other women will flatter me? “You’re such a pure and empathic soul. The way you think is so clever. And the way you dance and speak is so … alluring—like a geisha.”

My radar was sounding off for textbook grandiose narcissism: oversharing to speed up connection, low empathy toward others, inflated self-importance, and love bombing. Without jumping to conclusions, I inwardly readjusted my intention to collaborate. This was not someone I needed in my life. Removing myself amicably from the situation was my only goal. We had mutual friends, and I knew he might not take a rejection kindly, so I mentally anticipated telling him I had “existing contractual conflicts” so I could move on without a fuss.

I asked to use the restroom to manufacture an exit strategy. When he reached out to point to the bathroom door, his arm grazed my breast. I froze in embarrassment. Did he notice where he just touched? Should I play it off or acknowledge it? He didn’t seem flustered at all. Rather, he studied me closely to see my reaction. I don’t think that was an accident. I stood briskly to walk to the restroom just a few yards away. He stood with me like a mirror, in-step. More alarm bells. Something was very off. I went through a mental checklist: mutual friends liked him, the wellness community celebrated him, my castmates endorsed him. And yet … FRED wouldn’t let him off the hook.

As I stepped toward the bathroom door, I was anxious that he might try to enter with me, so I mentioned that I only needed to blow my nose, and quickly hooked my head and arm around the doorway to grab a tissue. Oddly, there wasn’t any toilet paper or tissues, and I noted that the counter was filthy and stained. The toilet appeared inoperable. Okay, what’s Plan B?

I checked my phone away from his view, searching for an excuse to leave, when I felt his hand on the small of my back. I spun to face him in the doorway, my head at the height of his chest, his body invading my personal space.

“You know.” I peered up at him briefly before looking out to the side. “I’m realizing I’ve got to get on the road already—”

He stationed himself between my body and the front door, and escorted me back to the floor. “Sit with me,” he repeated insistently. “I’m not trying to have sex with you. I just want to collaborate,” he assured me, his eyes focused on my crotch. I shifted noisily in my windbreaker pants, protectively blocking his view with my arm. “The material of your pants is so dense. They look uncomfortable.”

Stillness overtook me. His eyes burned a hole in my body as he calculated his next move. Suddenly, his hand reached to grab my crotch, and I swatted him away.

“What are you doing?!” I said sharply. Without warning, he reached again and again, and I shuffled back on my hands, fighting a rising panic.

“Stop being defensive,” he said with a faux gentleness. There was a sinister twinkle in his eye, and I could see his charming veneer crumbling as a much darker force revealed itself. “I only operate in love and you have nothing to fear,” he said unconvincingly, inching closer. “You should know not to question a wizard.” Huh?

His eyes glazed over, unblinking, as his demeanor oscillated between childlike playfulness and agitation. I recognized aspects of my stepfather, who, along with narcissistic tendencies, also exhibited signs of schizophrenia. I feared he was starting to hallucinate.

“What do you mean you’re a wizard?” I muttered, scanning the environment for clues on how to buy time and escape. I noticed a bow and arrow lying on the floor next to a carved knife. Are those decorations or weapons? My heart pounded. I worried anything I did might further provoke him.

“Take off your socks, baby,” he said, redirecting, becoming less inhibited. Is that a sexual fetish or does he think I’ll be less likely to run away? He reached for my feet to remove my socks. I jerked them away, stunned by his boldness. This only provoked him to do it again, until we’d entered a game of cat and mouse. I squirmed, dodging his advances. He giggled, tantalized by the chase and calling me pet names.

“Our meeting is divine, sweetheart. You and I have been lovers for lifetimes,” he panted, his voice breathless as he painted hallucinatory visions to me. “Remember, in our last life I was Jimi Hendrix!” I was as speechless as I was terrified.

Still on the floor, he wrestled me toward the back corner of the room as I fought back tears. With one arm, he lifted my whole body onto his bed, which was tucked into a recessed nook with three walls enclosing it. His hands pecked at my clothes to remove them.

“I don’t want to do this. We don’t have to do this—” I said, trying to come across collected and clear.

He sneered, pressing me onto my stomach face down and abruptly switching topics. “I don’t ever masturbate, because I just keep ejaculating,” he said, purring close to my ear. “I’d have to finish like five times before I was done.” His smile resembled a sadistic clown as he commanded me: “Remove your clothes.”

My legs fused together and I didn’t move. I briefly exited my body to go into analytical survivor mode: Stay present and list your options. You know what might happen. How can you get out of this alive? Your phone is out of reach. If you scream, he might muffle you. If you run for the door, he’s massive and will beat you there and maybe make it more painful. Dread filled me as I felt more and more trapped and unable to function. Is my only way out of this to endure it and hope he doesn’t kill me? Is the safest option to submit?

He reached for the belt loop on my pants.

“No!” I said firmly with anger. I felt his body back off slowly from behind me, like the spell was broken. Did that work?

Moments later, he dropped a laptop next to my head and cuddled up next to me like we were a couple having a casual date night. What the fuck is happening? I couldn’t anticipate his erratic mood shifts.

“Let’s watch Netflix!” he exclaimed, pulling out his wallet and credit card to create a membership on the spot. He’s making an account right now?! His fingers typed furiously, as I sat up and tried to figure out how to climb over his legs and bolt. When he got to the payment window, he slammed the laptop shut and reached for the light switch to turn off the room lights. “I’m tired,” he pronounced matter-of-factly, extending his legs across the full length of the bed as a barrier.

Like a child trying to fool his parents, he stopped communicating and pretended to fall asleep instantly, though his body was visibly charged with energy. The room went quiet, the only light source coming in from streetlamps outside the window. Is this my chance to run for the door? Is he going to pin me down the second I try to pass him? I held my breath, afraid to move.

I tried to match his nonchalance and deescalate the situation. “You’re right, it’s late. I have to work early,” I said, slowly inching my legs toward the far wall at the foot of the bed. “I’m going to head out—”

He reached an arm across my body to pull me into a spooning position, his strength threatening. His other arm pulled down the waistband of his pants, and I felt his erect penis rub against my butt through my clothes. “Baby, I need you,” he pleaded, breathing down my neck. Outrage and defeat shot through my spine all at once.

“You don’t need me—”

There was no reasoning or physically fighting my way out. My defenses waned as his hands pulled my pants to my knees, flipping me to the side where I could momentarily see his bare body in my periphery. I glimpsed his tattoos and post-combat injuries. His eyes were emotionless. He separated my legs like I was an inanimate object.

I recognized what was about to happen, and while I knew I couldn’t stop it, I made one last-ditch attempt to protect my safety.

“If you’re going to do this, can you at least use a condom?” I asked as calmly as possible.

He smirked. “We won’t need that, baby. You’re the mother of our child!”

His penis penetrated me. The world blurred as my mind completely disconnected from my body. The last image I saw was a poster on the wall of a ravenous feline leaping for its prey. Then I blacked out and he raped me.



I don’t remember when or how it ended. He said something about finishing twice and telling me we would escape to Colorado to start a new life. At some point, there were shoes going on my feet by my own hands, and I was closing his door behind me and trying to remember where I parked. I passed a woman on the sidewalk, who eyed me up and down. Are all my clothes on?

The next coherent moment, I was sitting in my car, pressing the lock button, staring at his building to make sure no one was coming out. I can’t drive right now. I can’t think clearly. What just happened?

For some reason I felt the strangest premonition to open Instagram. My fingers tapped around the screen until I found myself in my private messages. A new message had just arrived.

“I would normally never do this, but I recognized you outside this evening and I know the guy you were with … he has sexually assaulted so many women, a few that I know personally … I hope you stay safe.”

“Was I just…?” I couldn’t finish the sentence. I was disoriented and shocked. “What time is it?” The clock read some early hour in the morning.

You can’t afford to freak out right now, I coached myself from a mostly dissociated place. You need to get home safely. I knew I had to compartmentalize my feelings and act, but I was frozen.

From out of nowhere, a faint image of a human using relaxation tools that I’d practiced in my psychological first aid course faded into view. I’d been training to know how to respond to someone else experiencing a distressing event. Now I was the one who needed help. Shit. How did that go again? Though it might have been an uncommon response, my mind defaulted to auto-therapy mode, pulling on every ounce of psychoeducation I had to get me to a safe enough state to drive. First, create a sense of safety and comfort. Stabilize. I couldn’t concentrate for more than a few seconds at a time before my thoughts went blank or flashed back to his apartment.

“You can do this,” I said like a zombie, putting all my focus into getting the key in the ignition. It only felt possible to drive a few blocks and turn one corner before I needed to stop and regroup again. While robotically scanning my surroundings, I started following a breathing pattern to help with grounding, and I named things that I could feel with my senses. Affirmations that I’d used from rehab popped into my head like a distant echo. It is safe to return to my body. I am safe to be in my body again.

After several minutes, I realized my teeth were chattering from feeling cold, and I slid my arms into a jacket. What do I do next? Something about finding support. I could see the words of my textbook in my head, but their meaning was gibberish. I knew if I weren’t alone in utter shock, I’d be sobbing from overwhelm.

I looked down at my phone, an inkling forming to text someone and ask for help. I managed to text two friends my location. Then I opened a Google search to verify what had just happened. “Was I sexually assaulted?” I couldn’t use the R-word. An article from Planned Parenthood came up, reminding survivors that it wasn’t their fault, and that there were medical centers where exams could be performed to collect evidence and provide treatment.

Even through a screen, it felt like a real human had extended me a lifeline and told me I wasn’t alone. But it mixed in with fear around this information getting back to him as I skimmed the part about reporting the crime. Was this a crime? Would he retaliate and hurt me? Will the wellness community believe me? Will this leak to the media?

Once I was alert enough to operate my car, I drove cautiously across town, drilling mantras to stay present. You are safe to be in your body again. Help is close. You can do this.

I closed my apartment door behind me and double-locked it. I sat awake on my couch, dazed and frozen, until Planned Parenthood’s office opened. At the suggestion of their article, I remained in the same outfit, remnants of bodily fluids visible on my pants and tangible on my skin. I observed a few bruises and tried to differentiate whether those were new or from recent physical training. A part of me wanted to burn the clothes right off my body, but another part of me feared ever being naked and exposed again.

By then, one of the friends I texted had woken up and offered to drive me over to have the rape kit completed. Still in a haze, somehow I found myself in a lobby, and then an examination room with people gathering evidence from my body and clothes. They took photos and checked for STIs. Someone asked me questions.

“Did you want these sexual advances?” a voice asked to confirm that this was not a consensual experience. My body responded like a defensive shield, indicating a clear boundary had been crossed.

“No,” I mustered.

“Do you recall any weapons or unusual paraphernalia from the place of the incident?” she asked.

It felt like I had a short window of time to recall things before the experience would seal itself away from my conscious memory.

“There was a bow and arrow. And a knife.”

“Before you share his name, you need to know that—” I didn’t catch the rest of the statement, but it involved something about having to notify him or potentially face him in court. “You can report the crime today if you want to, but you do not have to.” I didn’t have an answer then and there, only fear and confusion. He was a person with power, and if he was willing to violate me in this way, I had no idea what else he was capable of. Would he even think he did something wrong? Was this my fault? I was just trying to grapple with what happened.

My friend drove me home. To help me feel less alone, she confided in me about her own experience of being raped, sharing that one in three women experience sexual assault. It was surreal to consider all the women and girls in my life. Who else has been through this? I never thought I’d be a statistic.

A male friend brought me warm food and sat with me on the other side of the couch. I couldn’t eat more than a few bites, but I intentionally wanted to experience a safe interaction with a man to remind myself that many men in my life were respectful and trustworthy.

Before bed, I grabbed a journal to document as many details from the night as I could, in case I decided to report the crime and needed evidence. I knew the ways trauma could lurk in the shadows of my mind and body and later show up as mysterious aches, pains, and illnesses. How can I try to process this and heal?

I messaged Kate to schedule the earliest available therapy session. Thankfully, because of my previous training and self-work, it was within reach to give myself grace for whatever emotions arose. I knew it would take time to rebuild trust and experience a sense of safe touch.

In the meantime, I reopened the Instagram DM and saw that the person who messaged had also shared an account of a fellow survivor. I decided to leave a vague request for a private conversation with the survivor, though it was nerve-racking to initiate communication with someone who might repost my message for the world to see.

Soon, I was on the phone hearing about a dozen or more women who’d experienced violence from this person. How is he still walking around Venice? Do the people in the wellness community know? Who can I trust? From the similarities in our stories, his tactics were systematic, though other women experienced even lengthier, stranger, and more severe acts of grooming and violence, including rituals he performed with their menstrual blood. By the time I entered his path, it was as if he’d condensed the entire cycle of violence into a few hours. This checked out with all his rapid changes in speech and behavior after he gave me his business pitch.

“Has anyone reported him?” I asked, astonished by his track record.

“Yes, including myself,” the survivor said. She shared information about correspondence that had transpired between their respective lawyers. For each attempt to seek justice, numerous complications arose, many of which sided in his favor. I’d never felt so unprotected by our legal system. Yet I also felt a responsibility as someone with a platform to speak up on behalf of those without a voice, even if I was still processing the fear of speaking up for myself. Our attempts to hold him accountable continued to hit the same walls. Eventually, we admitted defeat.

All the while, life kept moving forward. I showed up to work the very next day to interview a guest on Simplexity, realizing just how much can be going on in someone’s life that we’d never know on the surface. I hoped that the flashbacks would fade and not infiltrate my future intimate relationships. Without the fortune of previous self-work, therapy, online resources, and a safe community, I don’t know if I could’ve held myself together or found hope. I might’ve retreated further into numbness again.

The experience left me with complex questions that I was reluctant to express, even to Kate. But I knew that I needed to allow myself to be messy in order to sort through it and heal.



“I need some help teasing apart some jumbled thoughts,” I said to Kate, sitting on her deep green couch. She sipped from her large thermos of ice water, eyes soft and welcoming as always. “I’m not trying to blame myself, but I’m stuck on the fact that I’ve experienced a repeated pattern of abuse since childhood.”

Some of the feelings around his sexual violation felt reminiscent of earlier violations. Even though the other instances weren’t sexual, it felt like there was some invisible thread connecting everything: the years of emotional and psychological abuse from my stepfather; the feeling that my body had been handed over to the entertainment industry without my permission; the unrepentant exploitation of my earnings. This latest incident—while horrific—was not an outlier; it was yet another infraction in a long history of abuse.

Defaulting to myself as the singular problem was a deep groove in my brain. I’d done the same at three years old when I believed I had caused my parents’ divorce, and again at seven when I believed I had uprooted the family from Ohio to Los Angeles. Since I was the common denominator, I feared that I had a gap in my awareness that wasn’t yet visible to me. I wanted it all to make sense.

“Alyson,” Kate said with composed gentleness, “I can hear that you’re exploring the connections between his violent actions and your educational training to form a meaningful understanding. I see that you want to take responsibility if and where it is due. This, in particular, is an area we need to tread with tremendous care. We must, must always hold on to two truths: One, anyone can experience unjust violence, not just people who’ve had previous experiences of abuse. Some things happen outside of our control. Two, despite the research showing the increased rates of revictimization, it is never the fault of the victim.” She explained the manifold individual, environmental, and systemic variables that can increase the rate of being targeted or exposed to violence. Then she homed in on my individual experience.

I digested what she shared, many thoughts stirring in me at once. “I still find it easier to take full responsibility for things instead of allowing others to be held accountable, because if I can blame myself, then I feel a false sense of control that I can solve the problem. As a kid, I did whatever felt safest, even if it meant taking on the weight of the world.”

Then, as I spoke, something illuminated. “I guess … I’m also feeling some perfectionism around healing, because I have an assumption that if I had ‘completed’ my healing, it would’ve prevented this painful event and could make me immune to future tragedy. I’m … I’m just exhausted.” I sat with it for another moment.

Tears formed in my eyes, and I felt like my three-year-old self seeing my parents fighting in the house before their divorce. “I just want to be okay … it’s hard that you can’t really get that guarantee.”

She tilted her head empathetically. “You get to choose how you respond and how you let it define the story about yourself and the world,” she encouraged. “And you don’t have to do it alone.”

“Thank you,” I said, looking at the person who, in many ways, raised me into the human I’d become. “Without the work we’ve done, I wouldn’t have been able to coach myself to get home safely.” Kate teared up. She didn’t have kids of her own, but in many ways, she’d prepared me for the world more than anyone else.

We took a moment to marvel at the evidence of healing in my life: my growing confidence, rebuilding my life foundation, forming healthy relationships. No matter what, I’d found a way to move forward. There was nothing more empowering than to feel my resilience.

“As for being exhausted,” she noted with a wry grin, “you have been going nonstop since I met you.”

“I know, I know…” I lifted my hands and bowed my head in admission, defusing the seriousness. Besides rehab, which required deep focus on recovery, I’d never taken a break from work. There hadn’t been a period of empty time to sit with myself and live into these deeper learnings. “I think I’m ready to take an even bigger step back from entertainment and not push through life at the same speed. Maybe I need to give myself some space away from the public eye.”

“What might that look like?” Kate asked supportively.

That was the question. Operating in the public for the public was the only life I’d known. I’d never fully dared to try the alternative. Until now.

“I think it’s time to get out of this city. I want to feel home.”

The intention was clear, but I didn’t have exact directions for getting there. I opened my mind to perceive new opportunities, trusting that I’d recognize the sign when the time was right.

Life overdelivered.






Chapter 21


“Not sure if any of these numbers work? It’s HiHat pls call me,” read her text.

I was in New York filming a Pepsi commercial that paid homage to Missy Elliott, who was receiving the Video Vanguard Award at the MTV Video Music Awards a few days later. Is this message a coincidence? I yipped in excitement, trying not to jump ten steps ahead.

I hurriedly replied to HiHat, Missy’s choreographer, whom I’d first met seventeen years prior at the audition for the “Work It” music video. Even with a different nose and a shaved head, I still had people stop me every week asking if I was the “little white girl from the Missy Elliott video.”

“Missy would like you to join her onstage. You in?” HiHat asked directly.

I stared at the screen and gulped in disbelief. In two days?!

It was the characteristic bid from Hollywood with all the signature elements: forced urgency; switching around all my other commitments; the expectation to be in elite shape; and the intoxicating feeling of a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity. How often will something this magical come along?

I stared at my twenty-six-year-old body in the mirror of my hotel room, catching echoes of the old, fearful mindset. I haven’t been taking dance classes or doing intense fitness workouts for years. I’m out of shape. The world would rip me to shreds if I couldn’t dance anymore. My mind flashed to all the headlines and memes mocking legacy entertainers for not looking or moving the way they did in their prime. People loved pointing out signs of aging and adding in the old “They’re just milking their past for cash and clout. Move on!”

I took a deep breath and slowed down. You don’t have to say yes, Alyson. You can support her from afar and the world will go on as normal. You don’t have to turn on the performer persona. More than ever, I understood that fame was a drug. Whenever I was in the spotlight, there was nothing like the high of being placed on a pedestal and reassured that I was significant. It hooked me at eight years old, skewing my mind to expect these abnormal social privileges and intense dopamine hits every day. For years, I was constantly high. It wasn’t until my projects were smaller that I started to feel the withdrawal from public adoration. Does no one love me anymore? Am I worthless?

I was finally adapting to a new equilibrium and finding the courage to believe that it was okay to live a small, ordinary life. I daydreamed of the beauty of anonymity. Dancing with Missy would “flip it and reverse it,” at least for a news cycle. It would also trigger intense stress, which could lead to me disconnecting from my body. I softly pressed my hand against my chest to check in. From a centered place, I asked myself if I felt capable of finding a way to reclaim this experience. Can I release the pressure and let this be fun? Can I do this in a way where I stay present in my body? A ripple of warmth confirmed that I’d built enough trust and resilience to try.

“Yes!” I typed to HiHat, pressing send.

“Cool, blocking is 12:30 tomorrow.”

Little did I know, I’d only get one fifteen-minute window to rehearse. HiHat didn’t give me any guidance on which dance moves to do in my solo (“I trust you to improvise, you’ve been a perfectionist since you were nine”), and I’d only get two practice run-throughs to learn my stage blocking. I bombed them both by missing my entrance cue and blanking on all my ideas when the spotlight hit me, but I reassured HiHat I wouldn’t disappoint.

That night, I went to the hotel gym and marked the stage layout with dumbbells. I stretched my legs and tried a few floorwork moves, immediately pulling a hamstring. What am I doing?

At every point of self-doubt, I steadied myself with newfound encouragement. I don’t need to go back to the old pattern anymore. I’m writing a new story. I can do this.

The following afternoon, my Uber pulled up to the Prudential Center. Despite the breakneck speed of show days, I willed myself to slow down with deep breathing until I regrounded. I put on my custom tracksuit and initiated a meditation called “I Am That,” which was a practice of seeing the interconnectedness of all people, beings, and things, while also seeing ourselves beyond our everyday identities. It was the perfect antidote to the stage fright and perfectionism that arose when I slipped into my persona.

Instead of trying to live up to my past as “the little white girl in the Missy video,” I focused less on proving myself and recognized the beauty of every person in the arena cocreating this moment together. A luminous clarity overtook me.

With three minutes before showtime, I stooped low to sneak out to the side of the stage.

Even if I didn’t feel as physically conditioned as before, my body remembered its role and primed for performance. Cherish the moment, Al. Stay in your body. And have some fun. Suddenly, I was center stage, all eyes on me. The audience lost it, nostalgia and hype filling the arena. This time, for the first time, I remained completely present, tasting the sweetness of a once-in-a-lifetime reunion. I moved through the original choreography, and then dived onto the floor before rising up with a stank face.

I could feel the memes coming before I broke the pose. I could also feel something I’d hardly experienced since the IMTA: joy in performing.

My body sizzling, I blasted offstage as the gravity-defying dancers completed the seven-minute medley. After an uproar of applause, Missy accepted her well-deserved Vanguard Award.

Backstage, I hugged Missy and the team, thanking everyone for allowing me to jump in on such short notice. And just like that, I headed to the airport.

During my red-eye, I received a text from my publicist.

“You’re the #1 top searched name online right now,” Tommy messaged. Holy shit. What? “We have outlets coming in left and right for exclusive interviews.”

The familiar hysteria kicked in. People care about me! But I caught the thoughts and grounded them in my new reality. You know how this is going to go. You’ll be on outlets’ radars for 0.5 seconds. They’ll have a whole bunch of “comeback” and “where are they now” questions. People will speculate about your life. And then you’ll be old news. Appreciate the attention for what it’s worth, but don’t cling to it or expect it to last. You’re moving forward.

“Instead of bending to reporters’ beck and call, what if I wrote an op-ed about performing with Missy again in my own words like I did when I came out as queer?” I boldly suggested to Tommy.

“You’d have to write the essay on the red-eye and submit it by morning. Is that possible?”

“For the right outlet? Yes.”

In less than an hour, Rolling Stone approved an op-ed, and I spent the flight penning my second published essay. Dad was right. I have always loved writing.

Upon landing, TMZ had a paparazzo waiting to film me in the baggage terminal, and more press interviews streamed in.

“Ellen DeGeneres posted your clip, and you just hit a million followers because of it,” Tommy texted. “They want to have you on the show tomorrow.”

As a child, I’d done Ellen’s pilot episode, teaching her the choreography from the “Work It” video. The thought of a full-circle moment tempted me, but I still wanted to be sober-minded about how I approached it.

“That’s amazing. Can we verify first that it won’t solely be about my past? I want to talk about all my other work and growth over the last seventeen years,” I responded to Tommy.

“Absolutely, this would be perfect for promoting your music and new projects. Let’s get the producer on the phone.”



“Alyson, you were incredible at the VMAs!” schmoozed the producer during a briefing. “Tell me about what’s new in your life so we can prep your segment.”

I thanked him for the opportunity to return, and shared that I’d completed over two hundred projects across traditional and digital media since the first time I appeared on the show. Then I listed what I was presently working on, including my original music, educational podcast, digital series, and my studies in the mental health field.

“That’s so admirable! Okay, we’ll have Ellen bring you onstage. Then we’ll play a clip from your first meeting seventeen years ago. Ellen will ask one question about the VMAs, and then we’ll talk through these new projects. Sound good?”

“As long as we emphasize Alyson’s current work,” insisted Tommy.

“Of course, I will pass the notes to Ellen myself,” he said.

Tommy and I sidebarred when the producer walked away. “Let’s be honest,” I said candidly, “there’s a strong possibility that they’re only going to mention my past. I just need to mentally prepare for that.” One of the things that hurt the most about these flashes of press was that no matter how hard I tried, reporters and audiences constantly glued me to my nine-year-old self, and I was rarely seen for anything I’d done since. Without a “shocking and scandalous rebrand,” people never accepted (or knew) that child stars grew up.

The next day, I showed up to set donning a palatably feminine outfit for her audience: a sheer V-neck blouse with hearts on it, “slimming” dark pants, and red pumps. In the hallway, I saw a former castmate from the Step Up movies.

“Twitch!” I screamed excitedly. He’d become known as “Ellen’s DJ” on the show, though he was a multihyphenate artist and entrepreneur in his own right. We hugged and caught up briefly, before I disclosed my nerves.

“I’m really hoping to show up as my full, genuine self today. I’m a little scared that I’ll revert to my past persona that kicks in with cameras and crowds, you know? I just want to truly represent the human and artist I’ve become—”

“Don’t get me started.” He sighed. “Between you and me, this show has been both a blessing to provide for my family and … complicated. I can’t remember the last time I felt connected to my true creativity or inspiration.” I could see tension in his body, though he kept focusing on the positive. It pained me to think that someone with his immense and diverse talent might be stifled by all-too-familiar industry molds.

The producer called me to the stage and read through the scripted answers we’d outlined together. As the audio engineer placed a mic pack on me, I took a second to repeat a grounding mantra. Let this moment be what it will be. Try to stay in your body.

“Please welcome Alyson Stoner!” I heard Ellen say. I stood tall and poised, strutting out to the stage and waving like a pageant contestant.

When I approached Ellen to give her a hug, we briefly made eye contact. Unlike our first meeting, which felt grounded and playful, there was an unexpected lack of human connection. Something urgent clicked. FRED passed along the message. This isn’t the time and place to be your true, vulnerable self. You’re going to need to recruit the other parts of you. As an adult, I perceived that Ellen’s performer persona—the iconically charming and impeccably lovable comedian—had clocked in for work, but there wouldn’t be an opportunity for either of us to go beyond the surface. It was actually wiser for my own persona to move through the motions with her. Instantly, I exited my body and it took over, with my Inner Publicist riding shotgun.

I’d forgotten what it was like to be on camera day-in and day-out, where no one can share their true selves due to contrived entertainment formulas: setup, punch line, repeat. I recalled that being a guest on a talk show used to be the marker of “making it” to me. Now, the soundstage felt like a claustrophobic box, and the preproduced conversation felt inauthentic. I really don’t belong here anymore.

As the producer indicated, Ellen played the clip from the pilot episode, followed by a question about the VMAs. Then it took a wholly unplanned turn.

“You have a million followers,” she praised. The Inner Publicist caught on. She wants you to thank her for posting about you.

“Yes, thanks to you!” I fawned. She suggested taking a selfie to help me get an even larger audience. You need to pretend that you haven’t been building your online audience for years, and you couldn’t have done it without her. Make it quick so you can chat about new projects.

The selfie was snapped and the crowd wrangler cued the audience to cheer. Then the conversation meandered even further away from the agreed-upon talking points.

“I heard you downsized,” Ellen said, referring to the fact that I had sold my personal belongings to live a simpler, more minimalistic life. The Inner Publicist was unprepared. Wait, you only talked about that once in a short episode of ALchemy on YouTube. This is so random. Answer quickly and redirect the conversation. Minutes are running out.

As I discussed the process of letting go of material possessions, she interjected: “Well, I know you got rid of your television … but you should at least watch me.” Huh?

I looked over my shoulder to see a man carrying a sixty-five-inch television onstage. Ellen added, “And here’s a five-year subscription to Netflix so you can watch my special!” I’m so confused.

Reality sank in while four cameras filmed every microexpression on my face. FRED spoke up against the Inner Publicist’s wishes, giving me the vital context I needed. Al, the producers have to push products from the show’s sponsors, and Netflix needed her to promote her special, so they used your segment to check the boxes. Nostalgia. Product placement. Brand promotion. It couldn’t have been more predictable.

It took everything within me not to reveal my sincere disappointment and hurt. “I’m shaking!” is all I could exclaim. The Inner Publicist jerked back the reins before I misspoke. It’s almost over. Smile and get out of here with elegance.

Pageantry prevailed. I smiled, bantered, and played it off. When I got backstage, I looked at Tommy, speechless.

“Not a single mention of anything you’ve accomplished in your career in seventeen years,” he confirmed.

I found Twitch to say goodbye, and he gave me a knowing look. “At least you’re not under contract,” he said with a half grimace.

“Take care of yourself, friend,” I said, hugging him tight. “Soon you’ll be free to share your true voice again.”

I started my car and rolled down the window to express one last thought to Tommy.

“I’m going to give the TV to the LGBT Senior Center! I hope they use it to play bingo!”



The hype of the VMAs passed and my month of exchanging pleasantries with industry titans was complete. Standing alone in my tiny kitchen—looking at the sink full of my dirty dishes precisely where I’d left them—I welcomed back the weight of the mundane.

After the Hollywood high, I began to feel the familiar crash. But this time, I wasn’t surprised or afraid of the rise and fall. I embraced the rebalancing antidote of plainness and privacy, finding beauty and purpose in all of it. FRED whispered to confirm, This is the sign you’ve been waiting for. Now is the time to rest.

As I plunged my hands into the soapy water, the suds formed ephemeral clouds around my fingers. Cleaning each plate felt like a meditation, the repetitive motions grounding me. The clinking of silverware and the sloshing of water created an amusing beat, over which I hummed a melody that was permanently stored in memory.

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

While wiping my hands with the towel, I contemplated stepping into the role I never knew I needed but wanted more than anything: normalcy. I used my foot to pull open the drawer with the trash bin. I pulled up the bag, which was heavier than usual. It was filled with remnants of gift wrapping and empty bottles of beauty products from brand deals that came in while I was “en vogue.” As I hauled it outside, the bag split, releasing a rancid odor from something spoiled. Instead of recoiling, I marveled at the unvarnished reality of life. I cleaned up the mess, feeling a strange ecstasy that this stench—not the thousand-dollar floral perfumes from the Hollywood event—was exactly what I wanted. Dreams really do come true.

Back inside, I sat on the couch where my phone bill lay. Paying it was a simple task, but it carried a profound significance. I was taking care of basic responsibilities without a swarm of people meddling in every step. As I clicked submit, I felt FRED’s supportive warmth. I’m so proud of you, Alyson.

I texted a photo of my legs outstretched and feet crossed with the caption “race u to bed before 10p” to a group thread with my three closest friends. Clapping hand emojis and a picture of someone already under the covers appeared. I smiled, knowing I’d found my flock of people who’d celebrate me relaxing just as much, if not more, than performing onstage. The love from my inner circle prompted me to think of my family.

Dad and I had continued to keep better tabs on each other, but I still ached for more quality time. I texted the same image with the note “back to reality over here … maybe a visit soon? <3,” knowing he was already asleep in Ohio but would appreciate a check-in and potential visitor. My sisters and I still hadn’t found a regular rhythm of communication; we were spread across time zones and invested in our separate life paths. But an unexpected family tragedy afforded us a chance to come together for heartfelt conversation. It thawed some of the coldness and closed some of our distance; I suspected that, in a few years, we might create our own group chat, too. For now, I made a note in my calendar to send a simple check-in the following week. The only person left to message was Mom.

I opened our thread, which had been inactive for a few months. As I pasted the photo, unease tightened my chest, my body admitting that this decision was mostly out of obligation and not sincerity. The ongoing complexity of my relationship with my mother stirred a mix of emotions, with the most pressing being a need for distance. I’d spent years making failed attempts to establish a respectful and constructive connection as adults. Her continual fixation on my past and industry-related topics, the persistent alcoholism, and her refusal to engage in vulnerable and reparative dialogue highlighted that we were in a loop of old patterns. Though it fostered guilt, I had to accept that the dynamic was unhealthy, and I could no longer participate without necessary boundaries. Our relationship was limited, but it didn’t stop me from wishing on a millionth star for the day that we might rebuild our bond.

Settled with my choice to not send the photo, I closed my phone and looked around the room, appreciating the silence. Then I realized something was conspicuously absent. I didn’t hear the chatter of inner voices who typically jockeyed for position in my psyche after a huge event. Instead of being pulled in different directions by their wants and needs, it was as if they’d all come to realize it was okay to take a break from kicking and screaming. My own voice was the loudest, most persuasive voice in my head. And I loved the sound of it.

The Inner Publicist must have recognized that the world wouldn’t end if I took a hiatus from posting every moment of my life on social media. The Faithful Servant must have recognized the equal virtue of living a simpler, more domestic life—without the bedazzled megaphone. And the Fitness Fanatic finally, finally must have taken a freaking nap.

I crawled into bed in peace and quiet, with FRED queuing up our favorite wind-down routine. Which audiobook shall we listen to as we fall asleep? Maybe the one on regenerative agriculture?

“Ooh, talk dirty to me!” I replied aloud, laughing at my own joke.

Finding normalcy for the first time in my life, I realized I was somehow, against all odds, possibly pretty okay. And despite literally everything I’d been through, maybe I was even semi-well-adjusted.






Epilogue


I’ll never forget driving overnight to the Mojave Desert, the Los Angeles skyline in my rearview. With every possession to my name jammed inside my thirteen-year-old Kia Sportage, I pulled up to a pale green house with a butterfly roof as the sun peered over the mountains, illuminating ancient rock formations and expansive vistas. I removed my shoes and tiptoed indoors like a cautious visitor, sitting down on the warm hardwood floor. Light poured through stained glass, decorating my skin in jewel tones. Exquisite solitude enveloped me. My lungs exhaled in a salubrious hum. I’m home.

I’d moved twenty-five times in twenty-five years, so frequently that by the end, my belongings remained in shipping containers and I tossed a mattress on the floor to sleep. Transience was where I thrived, my life a revolving door of people, places, and projects. But I’d accumulated enough lessons by way of transience and chaos. I was ready to embrace the steady drip of daily life beyond the spotlight.

What would I discover if I dared to settle into consistency, if I unpacked every box and decorated a cozy bedroom that I never wanted to leave? Would I lose my motivation if I stopped glorifying grit and “no pain, no gain” ambition, embracing pleasure and joy as equal teachers? If I removed myself from the rat race, what troves of wisdom were hidden in slowness? Away from the public gaze, who was I in anonymity?

Safely beyond the frame of a camera, life slowly revealed its magic. Iridescent sunsets on the porch. Coyote symphonies at dusk. Local figs at the weekend market. Starry nights with howling winds. From the moment I kissed this new mode of existence, I never wanted to retreat from its warmth. This was life, unscripted. And it was the best role I’d ever played.

No longer an entertainer appeasing an audience, my experimental creativity had permission to come forward. Herbie Hancock’s 1975 album Man-Child played out of my first just-for-fun purchase—a dusty secondhand record player. I put my ear to the speaker, absorbing every musical element: the Fender Rhodes piano, riffing horns, smooth bass lines. As if the groove seeped into my bloodstream, I became one with the sound, my limbs spontaneously responding in movement. Unlike any choreography I’d learned for commercial dance gigs, my body began freestyling with a newfangled freedom. My feet tapped and slid, my hips twisted and dipped, stringing together motions and phrases in a language I’d never spoken—a language all my own.

After a life of collecting reasons to disconnect from my body and desires, I slipped into bed under a pillowy comforter. My finger traced along my exposed abdomen, lusciously caressing my skin with my nails. My muscles relaxed as if I were suntanning in a field of flowers. My breath slowed and deepened into a trance, savoring this sensory gift. My other hand stroked my thigh, giving it a little squeeze and massage. Hair raised all over, tingles shooting in every direction as a new world of sensuality awakened.

With a deeper connection to myself, I grew more attuned to my personal tastes and truths, feeling the sexiest in androgynous clothing and indulging in Adrienne Rich poems that capture the exquisiteness of queer love. Safe to fully unmask, my experience of being human continued to feel more and more expansive. The boxes I once tried to fit in—gender identities, beauty standards, hustle culture—didn’t represent my honest expression and values. Once a chameleon, I finally felt a core sense of self forming. As I allowed this version of myself to be perceived outside the house—in coffee shops, poetry lounges, volunteer events—I encountered kindred folks who inspired me to keep leaning into liberation. They’ve become my chosen family, the kind that sticks around and grows together.

That’s not to say life turned into a fairy tale. Far from it. Chronic illness, painful losses, and new career stress emerged. But this time around, I had a little more confidence, as well as a community, to help me get by. Life wasn’t getting easier, but it was unequivocally better.



As is so often the case, stepping away from the grind illuminated my path with unmatched clarity. I was privileged to have the time, space, and resources to support this kind of healing. Every day, I paced around my home, repeating, “Everyone deserves to feel this safe, comfortable, and confident in their mind and body.” I knew the gaps in access to mental health and wellness support were huge. There were so many barriers, from affordability to the lack of culturally responsive providers to lengthy waitlists. I wanted to create more avenues for people to find support. I didn’t (yet) have an academic degree of my own, but I did still have an online platform.

I went out on a limb and messaged my oldest sister, Correy, with an idea. After discovering our shared chronic illness diagnoses and finding similar health benefits from somatic psychotherapy, we decided to join forces as cofounders. We assembled a diverse team of licensed psychotherapists and experts and launched Movement Genius, a mental health platform with a mission to provide affordable and accessible well-being tools to people of all identities and embodiments. From our first somatic stress-relief class that reached one hundred thousand people, to producing three hundred guided videos for on-demand support, to hosting weekly virtual workshops for our community, I finally tasted the ikigai my dad had wished for me—my reason for living. Movement Genius is a bull’s-eye for what the world needs (effective mental health tools designed by qualified and diverse experts), what I love (distributing resources to aid self-empowerment), what I’m good at (producing purpose-driven content), and what I can be paid for.

Entrepreneurship presents as many hurdles as Hollywood, but we’re steadfast in our mission: In only a few years, our programs have spread to universities and hospitals; our content has made it into consumer products and on public broadcasting channels; and we joined a dance convention to provide the next generation of young performers (and their families and studio faculty) with the mental health tools I wish I’d gotten before stepping foot onstage. I can’t redo my own childhood, but I can use my experience, training, and resources to provide a healthier foundation for future generations.



The more our programs equip people to feel safe and resilient, the more unsettling it is to hear the ongoing horror stories of fellow child stars. I can’t stand reading another memoir of drug addiction and psychiatric hospitalization, watching another documentary about decimated fortunes and sexual trauma, seeing another headline about incarceration and allegations, or hearing breaking news about my own friends dying by suicide—not without taking action.

Because of my own therapeutic journey, I’ve spent a decade recording the recurring variables of our shared downfalls and investigating why these tragedies persist in plain sight with little to no intervention or prevention. In January 2022, I organized a confidential roundtable of industry professionals, spanning award-winning writer-producers to budding teen actors. Multiple generations of former child stars from Disney, Nickelodeon, medical series, crime shows, and soap operas gathered to discuss the health and developmental disruptions of being a high-performing child and commodified product. We also named the on-set procedures and legal structures that leave children vulnerable to exploitation, the impact of Hollywood pressures, the addictive nature of fame, the financial burdens of being a child breadwinner, dysfunctional family and team dynamics, the prevalence of narcissism, secret predatorial and criminal abuse, and society’s fascination, then apathy, toward our trauma.

We recognized a disconnect between the isolating and demanding story we lived and the glamorous and carefree story depicted in the media. Due to what was presented, the outside world typically faulted the “rich, entitled, reckless” child star. Or they blamed a negligent parent or specific evil perpetrators in the industry. Our experiences painted a much more complex story than a few “bad actors.” Yes, there is responsibility to spread around, and yes, there are specific individuals who need to be held accountable and removed. But if you stop the examination at the level of the individual, it fails to address the underlying institutional problems that permit and promote the abuse and bad behavior. And the cycle continues.

Hollywood is an ecosystem. As hundreds of thousands of innocent children get recruited into show business via talent conventions, performing arts schools, agency scouts, their guardians, or, increasingly, the allure of digital stardom via YouTube and social media, they unwittingly enter what I call the toddler-to-trainwreck pipeline.

With a glamorous and often falsified veneer, it’s genuinely hard to spot what could go wrong, even for the most intelligent and protective guardians. What’s the harm of simply spotlighting your child’s talent? There is a striking lack of infrastructure and resources educating guardians on the risks of their child pursuing a commercial industry. Meanwhile, tiny tots with pluck and promise stand in the crosshairs of power, profit, and the public eye.

At a critical and vulnerable stage of development, child performers encounter spaces and scenarios that are, at best, adult-oriented, and, at worst, unconscionably corrupt and abusive. In many ways, my experience pales to what my peers have endured. One friend relayed that her music label pushed a bag of cocaine across the table, claiming it would be the only way she’d survive the grueling rehearsal schedules ahead; she became addicted as a teen, with her “dealers” also maintaining legal power over every aspect of her career. Another friend spent his teen years suffering weekly sexual assaults and injuries from his manager. Several peers were coerced into sex acts, accompanied by threats of being blacklisted. Parents regularly reach out to me sharing stories of their children being traumatized on set after scenes involving violence.

Fourteen years after Demi’s incident on the Camp Rock tour, her team reached out to ask if I would discuss these experiences in her documentary called Child Star. It didn’t feel appropriate to go from no-contact to having a complex and intimate reunion filmed on camera, so I requested a preliminary phone call to gauge Demi’s intentions and the heart of the project. With a mutual commitment to honor each other’s truths, we met for the documentary interview, revisiting the past with more maturity and clarity. Demi apologized, and I didn’t realize that my teen self had been waiting on the doorstep to hear her say sorry ever since that tumultuous time. I also had the chance to more fully understand and empathize with her excruciating experiences. As we explored the possibility of reconnection, we turned our eyes to protecting current and future generations from the same plights.

While there are undeniable perks and privileges that accompany the industry, the one-of-a-kind highs and breakneck speed often obscure the lows until it’s too late. Experiences that are too much, too soon, too fast for a person to manage—including the excitement of overnight celebrity—can leave us stuck in a state of threat, unable to find equilibrium, leading to subsequent health issues and dysfunction. Or worse.

Despite its perks, fame has deleterious effects. Author Jib Fowles recorded that the average lifespan for American celebrities was fifty-eight—compared to an average of seventy-two years for other Americans. A fourteen-year difference. His findings also reveal that celebrities are almost four times more likely to die by suicide than the average American. Further, clinical psychologist and mental health expert on celebrity and fame Donna Rockwell explains that fame mirrors the symptoms and cycles of drug addiction. The celebrity often undergoes the process of “first loving, then hating fame; addiction; acceptance; and then adaptation (both positive and negative) to the fame experience.” She adds, “Becoming a celebrity alters the person’s being-in-the-world. Once fame hits, with its growing sense of isolation, mistrust, and lack of personal privacy, the person develops a kind of character-splitting between the ‘celebrity self’ and the ‘authentic self’…” And these still don’t even begin to dig into the other nefarious elements of the celebrity lifestyle—public scrutiny, cyberattacks, stalking, extreme beauty standards, and more.

If we know the cost of fame leads to premature death and severe mental distress, why are we voluntarily hooking children on a deadly drug?

Our cultural glorification of fame gets projected onto innocent kids. When they become successful by society’s standards, we generally do not understand what we’ve irresponsibly signed them up for. Hollywood stars are constructed to be used and discarded. The track record for famous child performers shows that it’s an exception, not the rule, to have just the right conditions and support system to thrive in—or even survive—the pipeline.

And yet, the industry is not slowing down or going away. Quite the opposite. The supply chain of children entering the public eye is at an all-time high thanks to our personal technology. If a child is going to be subjected to Hollywood and the media spotlight, especially in its current state, we must immediately provide tools to help parents and children navigate the uniquely challenging processes. Any responsible employer provides new hires with onboarding manuals and an orientation; why should this be any different?

Currently, existing resources primarily focus on improving the child’s craft and marketability—things that make them more profitable—and skimp on the mental, emotional, and physical impact of the job. Repeatedly reenacting traumatic scenes, being commodified as a product for sale, and managing media attention are not typical activities for any human, let alone a child who has no other map of the world. They do not yet have an identity of their own, and they’re still learning to differentiate fantasy from reality. Further, there aren’t clear-cut handouts identifying red flags of grooming, coercion, breaching contracts, blackmail, and abuse. While I hope guardians take the time to deeply study all the labor laws and protections in place before enlisting their child, rarely are parents and children aware of their rights and bodily autonomy, nor can they anticipate how significantly the system undermines their health and safety.

To fill the gap of preventative resources, I designed Artist Wellbeing Essentials, a tool kit made alongside therapists and child development experts, to help guardians and child performers create a personalized game plan to navigate the industry. My hope is for the tool kit to be readily available at any key stops on the pipeline: upon signing with an agent, becoming a member of the union, being hired on a job, and so on.

But supplying resources is not enough. If we want to reform the industry ecosystem, we must recognize our collective responsibility to protect children. There are accessible ways to create safer sets for child performers immediately:


	Just like intimacy coordinators ensure productions facilitate sex scenes tactfully, mental health coordinators should be available on sets with minors, ideally full-time, but at least for intermittent check-ins and during scenes involving intense material. Currently, on-set child tutors double as welfare workers on behalf of the children, which is a conflict of interest: the teachers are paid by the production companies, which disincentivizes them to raise complaints or report misconduct given it could risk their job.

	Stronger background checks are needed so sexual predators and unsafe adults are not hired.

	Productions should provide the full cast and crew basic training and best practices on what it means to employ and interact with minors. (Really, any adult in the industry who’s in proximity to minors—from agents to acting coaches to wardrobe stylists—should undergo this training.)

	Built-in communication systems where people can safely report concerns without fear of retaliation need to exist in the industry.

	From a creative storytelling standpoint, writers and directors ought to consider the ethics and implications of how we depict children in media. Do we really need a close-up of the child screaming and writhing in pain, or can we find other ways to imply suffering, at least some of the time?



This is not an exhaustive list, but it’s a start.

If these adjustments sound like too much of a hassle, then we need to consider a bigger question: If production companies can’t provide a safe set for minors, are they qualified to hire children?

At a legislative level, most people are surprised to learn that federal law exempts child actors from child labor laws. With the onus on individual states to step in, seventeen states still haven’t passed a single law, making some child actors the least protected people on the job. Further, as digital media widens the funnel for child influencers and family vloggers to monetize content off their name and likeness, only three states have passed laws protecting a portion of the child’s finances.

As I researched how I could play a role in child advocacy, I learned that my childhood idol, Shirley Temple, went on to have a second act in politics as a diplomat. (Maybe I really was meant to be the next Shirley, just not in the way I thought.) In an effort to translate my past into proactive action, I’ve become an advocate for policy change to safeguard current and future generations. In January 2024, I flew back to my home state of Ohio to meet with representatives and propose the Kid Influencer Protection Act.

Currently, there are even fewer protections in place for children on social media than there are child actors in Hollywood. Kids don’t need to have professional intentions to face modern versions of what so many in entertainment experienced growing up in the public eye: unattainable beauty standards, online bullying, the addictive nature of gaining followers, the lack of privacy, the embedded narcissism of the platforms, and having their name and image monetized (knowingly or unknowingly). Instead of a child actor going to set on-location, children are now filmed as they wake up in their bedrooms, throw tantrums in the hallways, or make cute faces at dinner. Sometimes, others are profiting, whether via platform monetization or brand deals. And if nothing else, studies estimate that by 2030, two-thirds of identity fraud cases will be linked back to the thousands of photos of kids shared by parents and guardians.

Children cannot fully comprehend what it means to have photos and videos of themselves viewed by millions of people, nor can they fully consent. But even if they don’t understand the ramifications of the recordings, children do internalize the role of the camera. Signaling to them that every moment is a performance sends the message that putting on a good show is the priority. If nowhere is off-limits for being recorded and children now feel they are growing up as the stars of their own reality TV shows, where can they feel safe to express their true feelings and needs? What kinds of personalities do we expect to result from such self-absorbed lifestyles? I urge guardians and young people to educate themselves on the best ways to holistically support a child’s well-being and safety in digital spaces, and to exercise caution when publicly broadcasting their children’s lives.

To further break this cycle and prevent future stories like my own, I wrote and independently produced Dear Hollywood, a tell-all podcast exposing the industry ecosystem and implications of child stardom. With over seventy-nine million views and downloads across platforms in the first season, the overwhelming and heartfelt response signaled we’re ready to have meaningful conversations about the systems we inhabit. As an audience consuming media with children, we all play a role in the toddler-to-trainwreck pipeline, even if it feels distant. How might this inspire you to shift how you engage with content involving young people?



One core fear always drove my story as a child star: becoming a has-been. In a culture obsessed with fame and being extraordinary, I was bestowed with society’s markers of success at a young age, determined to never fall short of global significance thereafter. If I failed, I’d become pop culture roadkill. To my child mind, the world would end, because my world was only as big as Hollywood.

Ironically, in considering the people who’ve changed my life the most, and the people I most admire, none of them have a microphone or a million followers. They lead simple lives and balance tending to their well-being with showing up for their loved ones, local communities, and the planet. Having now survived my own strain of child stardom (albeit not without scars and lingering health issues), I can verify that fame isn’t something I’m itching to perpetuate or inspire.

These days, my most tantalizing adventure is the pursuit of normalcy. Noticing the extraordinary in the ordinary. Savoring simplicity. Enjoying moments of anonymity. Creating art beyond industry. Participating in collective progress. Freestyling the days as they come versus following a script. And maybe, just maybe, taking an actual break!

Perhaps I have more music to share or advocacy to spearhead on a public stage, but I’d like to believe it’s equally okay if my name is never in lights again, and I’m just an average human trying to love my neighbors and care for the planet we call home.

In that sense, my deepest fear is my greatest opportunity: to embrace life as a has-been and give myself the radical permission to change, heal, and experiment, even—and especially—if that renders me unrecognizable.
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Resources and References


If you’re seeking support for mental, emotional, and physical health, head to www.movementgenius.com to access therapist-led classes that can improve well-being.

Artist Wellbeing Essentials (AWE), a first-of-its-kind tool kit for performers, is now available. Cocreated with Cristi Williams, an educator, mental wellness coach, and mother of Paramore’s Hayley Williams, along with folks from DEEA (Dance Education Equity Association), a nonprofit dedicated to providing safe and inclusive spaces for young performers, the tool kit provides industry education, a holistic view of how the industry can affect every area of the child’s and family’s life (finances, social development, education, etc.), psychoeducation on the mind-body connection, guided stress relief and emotion regulation techniques (courtesy of Movement Genius), and artist-specific activities to help children navigate processes like getting out of character and overcoming stage fright.

I’ve also joined the advisory council for Looking Ahead, a program within the Entertainment Community Fund uniquely tailored to help professional young performers and their families across the country. Additional groups like the Association for Mental Health Coordinators (www.associationmhc.com) are also providing critical support on sets.

Incredible research is coming out of the Center for Scholars & Storytellers (CSS), a 501(c)(3) nonprofit working out of UCLA. Founded by Dr. Yalda T. Uhls, a former film executive who received a PhD in developmental psychology, the center’s mission is to bridge the gap between psychology research and media creation, particularly in support of youth well-being. As stated on their website, media content has never been more prevalent in the lives of children and teens. Although insights from social scientists can guide responsible storytelling, scientists and storytellers rarely take the time to grapple with problems together and gain a deeper understanding of the other’s mission and work. That’s where CSS comes in. You can find more information at www.scholarsandstorytellers.com.

If you are inspired to get involved, I encourage you to take inventory of your skills and look for opportunities to engage with this movement toward better and safer workplaces, as well as media creation that positively affects audiences and society.






Professional Help and Crisis Support


Here is a list of additional resources and national hotlines to access support. Please note that some resources are available globally, while others are specific to the USA and North America.

To find an inclusive therapist, counselor, or coach who is committed to collective liberation (racial, 2SLGBTQIA+, neurodivergence, and disability justice) and healing for people with marginalized identities, abilities, and bodies, visit www.inclusivetherapists.com.

If you are a teen, parent, loved one, or survivor seeking resources on child abuse, call (or text “HELP” to) 800.422.4453 to speak with a counselor. Visit www.childhelphotline.org for resources and an interactive map on how to report child abuse in your area. To find resources and activities for families and youth (kindergarten and up), visit www.fightchildabuse.org.

If you are experiencing domestic violence, call 800.799.SAFE (7233) or text “START” to 88788 to receive confidential support 24/7/365. Visit www.thehotline.org to find resources.

If you or someone you love is struggling with substance abuse or addiction, call the Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration (SAMHSA) hotline at 800.662.4357 for referrals to community-based organizations, support groups, and local treatment facilities. You can also call the Drug Helpline at 844.289.0879. Visit www.samhsa.gov and www.drughelpline.org for more information.

If you have experienced sexual assault and/or sexual violence, call 800.656.4673 or chat with a specialist online at www.rainn.org for confidential crisis support.

If you are queer or questioning your identity and sexuality, call the LGBTQ+ National Hotline at 888.843.4564 to find support for coming out, relationships, mental health, and more.

If you are struggling with an eating disorder, call the National Eating Disorders Helpline at 800.931.2237 or text “CONNECT” to 741741 for immediate support (Monday–Friday from 9:00 A.M.–5:00 P.M. CST). If you are in crisis, call United Way at 211. For information and services like clinical assessment, treatment placement, cash assistance, insurance navigation, meal support, and community care, visit www.theprojectheal.org.
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