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Francesca Hayman, actor


The benefit of Alexa’s experience, and the respect she has for the person behind the professional, makes her one of the best coaches I’ve ever worked with. She goes above and beyond to help, with a uniquely personal approach. Showing a great deal of empathy and understanding, you immediately feel more comfortable and confident in yourself, the profession, and the opportunities within it.


Owen James, actor


The 98% is a priceless resource for actors attempting the virtually impossible task of building a career in the entertainment world. The realities of the industry have never been laid quite so bare as they have in this podcast – I wish it had been around when I was first dipping my toe into the profession. Alexa’s strongest assets are her empathy and courage, courage especially to speak out and be heard. With the use of The 98% online platform, young and emerging actors out there now have somewhere to look to for support and empowerment. The 98% is your armour, and this book is your shield. Essential listening and reading.


Nick Morrison, talent agent


I love The 98% podcast. For the first time I heard fellow actors talking about the reality of the life of the overwhelming majority of us. The 98% illuminates just how difficult, infuriating, unfair, and – let’s face it – unsustainable a career as an actor can be. They do this with verve, intelligence and good humour, which not only makes it entertaining but regularly reminds you that you are not alone and it’s worth carrying on! Alexa should also be thanked by all of us for how she has shone a light on the exploitation in the industry with the platform. The 98% is a lifeline for all creatives.
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Curtain’s Up


If it wasn’t hard, everyone would do it.


Tom Hanks
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Are you an actor at the start of your career, preparing for the realities of the profession? Or maybe you’ve been in the industry for a while and are looking for ways to stay resilient? Perhaps you’re a seasoned professional actor, performer, or creative looking for some tools and techniques to give you an additional edge for longevity in your career? Maybe you’re a parent, partner, or friend of an actor or creative, hoping to understand and support the tumultuous lifestyle of your loved one? Whoever you are, this book is here to help.


Being a professional actor is more than just acting – it’s about navigating an unpredictable and challenging industry, handling setbacks, maintaining your mental well-being, and staying true to yourself through it all. We are here to combine real-life experiences with psychological insight to equip you with the mindset and strategies needed to feel confident and fulfilled not just in your career, but in your general life as a creative.


We say ‘we’ because you’ll hear two distinct voices in this book, each with different experiences, points of view, and lenses through which we look at the topics discussed. One from inside the industry, sharing first-hand experience, and another bringing an expert psychological perspective. Together, we’ll explore the realities of this profession and, more importantly, how to approach it with resilience and confidence. We think that, to fully enjoy the book, getting to know its writers will give helpful context to the subjects covered in its chapters.


ALEXA: THE ACTOR


I’m the actor’s voice in this book. Most of what is shared will be my experiences, thoughts, attitudes and lessons learned regarding being a professional actor.


In my professional actor bio you will see all the key points that showbiz qualifies as a bona fide actor. The exciting projects, opportunities and accolades. What it doesn’t detail are the nights I’ve cried myself to sleep, scared my dreams won’t come true. The bouts of depression and low self-esteem are from continuous rejection. The extended periods of not securing acting work, even after red carpet appearances. The extraneous, and sometimes excruciating effort, time, dedication, passion and hard work put in to not even hear a ‘thanks but no thanks’ in return. The frustration of working three minimum wage jobs to be part of an industry that so often returns radio silence. Essentially, the parts that take up most of an actor’s time, and the experiences that most actors will relate to more so than the impressive accolades. However, in the years following my graduation from drama school, I hadn’t seen these aspects spoken about anywhere, despite most of my actor friends experiencing the same things. And yet, even when bumping into fellow actors, the question of ‘So what have you been up to?’ was always followed by something about the number of auditions, or jobs coming up. As if actors are constantly trying to prove to the world, each other, and ourselves that we are actors, even though a lot of the time we aren’t acting. The constant pressure of having to prove yourself, to always be on, and the assumption that you’re somewhat lacking or not legitimate if you aren’t booked and busy 24/7 can lead to isolation, self-doubt, and low confidence for actors. It’s emotionally exhausting to go from ‘am I not good enough?’ after a string of ‘no’s’, to booking a role and having the time of your life, only to go back to waiting tables night after night.


When I entered the industry, I was prepared for it to be tough. However, I wasn’t quite ready for how brutal it is, and how long the crappy parts can go on compared to the fleeting moments of joy. Some years into my professional journey, I decided I wanted to make it feel a bit less lonely for fellow performers in my position. So, during an existential crisis of ‘I want this so bad and I’m not getting anything I’ve worked so hard for, why is no one talking openly about how challenging this really is?!’ I asked an actor acquaintance, Katie, if she wanted to start a podcast with me, lifting the curtain on the real #actorslife. ‘Because the life of an actor is not Ryan Gosling’s day-to-day. And it hasn’t got a filter on Instagram with a chai tea latte highlighting lines,’ as Katie so eloquently put it in the inaugural episode. I needed a creative outlet that I was in control of, instead of constantly waiting for the phone to ring to give me something I enjoyed doing. I hoped that Katie and I could be the voices we had needed when we’d graduated from our respective drama schools five and eight years earlier. Thankfully, she was keen.


I had met my co-host (now one of my dearest friends), Katie Elin-Salt, at a commercial casting the year prior, where we bonded over being represented by the same agent at the time. She was the funniest, wittiest woman I had ever met and one of the most talented, multi-faceted performers. She had written blog posts online about the harsh realities of being a jobbing actor, and because we were relatively new as friends, we each had brutal, hilarious, toe-curling stories to tell one another about our experiences as young actresses living and working in London, stories that podcast listeners could also enjoy and learn about in real time. We named the podcast The 98%, after reading a 2014 survey from Casting Call Pro (a casting website), which found that 75 per cent of actors had earned less than £5,000 the previous year, with just two per cent earning more than £20,000 which, at the time, would have been around the living wage for the UK’s capital.1


That meant that only two per cent of actors earn their main source of income from acting work alone, and an even smaller percentage of those are the actors we see on our screens at fancy events, on talk shows and big-budget movie sets. As of writing this, there are 65,000 actors registered on the UK’s main casting site, Spotlight, meaning only 1,300 make a living from acting. And yet, if you were to listen to an actor interviewed, it would only ever be a famous one; a well-known face, or someone quantified by a long, impressive list of well-known credits. Where was the voice for the majority of actors and creatives, the 98%? Well, we became it!


The podcast received a hugely appreciative welcome, with gratitude coming from an audience of a wide range of creatives who could relate to the content and who appreciated the honesty, candour and awareness raised about the experiences of those you don’t usually hear from when it comes to representing this industry, despite making up the majority. The 98% became a first-of-its-kind podcast and online platform, starting as a comedic look at the reality of being an actor and morphing into a place of solace, support and solidarity across the entertainment industries around the world. It has been placed in the UK’s Top 10 Performing Arts Podcasts Chart multiple times, and featured in publications such as Backstage, Deadline, The Stage and BBC.


Featuring guests from all corners of the business, highlighting important need for change, shining a light on lesser-known aspects of being a creative, and even helping take down criminals in the industry, The 98% has solidified itself as a community for like-minded creatives over the years, amassing over 10,000 followers across social media platforms and being downloaded almost half a million times, without the reliance of famous names to draw in listeners. Our niche was that we would only platform those who weren’t a well-known name. We also decided not to list people’s credits or plug their work, as it’s too easy for others to compare themselves and make assumptions based on what the wider industry deems as valid and impressive. Moving away from accolades and leaning into authenticity, we were about the people and their experiences, not the lines on their CV. Listeners were incredibly responsive to the message of The 98%, which turned out to be quite simple... You are enough of an actor just as you are, and comparing yourself to the industry elites is pointless in a subjective business in which success isn’t measured by ability or hard work.


The podcast also served as a platform to bridge the gap between actors and others in this industry who don’t always have open, honest conversations with each other. We have hosted brilliant casting directors, producers, writers, well-being practitioners, acting coaches and teachers, agents and many more, as well as fellow actors who aren’t looking back in hindsight at the tough realities of being an actor; they’re knee deep in it with us. We aimed to take industry professionals off their pedestal, to do what we can to dismantle the damaging industry hierarchy, and show that we’re all just people working in different creative roles. The 98% also didn’t shy away from the more difficult topics such as mental health, industry prejudices, abuse and misconduct, and damaging industry norms. We felt the fear that most actors do when speaking out against harmful practices, and did it anyway, inspiring others to do the same.


The ethos I have been sharing on the podcast over the years, and the insight gained from our wonderful guests, has impacted, and initiated, real change in my attitude towards my place as an actor, creative, and human. This is why I wanted to take time to give a bit of backstory… You will see The 98% referenced throughout this book because its themes are so close to those we are delving into here. It also provided a launching pad for my industry advocacy work and personalised services.


After seven years of podcasting, having lived and worked in both the UK and North America in that time, continuing training in Vancouver and experiencing a whole new side of the industry, I launched a coaching and consultancy service for actors. For years, I had been answering emails and taking calls via The 98%, giving advice and helping in any way I could, so much so that it became like a volunteer part-time job. People encouraged me to make it an official service, and so Acting With Alexa (AWA) was born; person-centred acting coaching and consultancy, inspiring empowerment and confidence for the craft and career of actors, offering relatable, accessible support.


Alongside 1:1 coaching, AWA provides online resources, tips and advice. I have also been honoured to be invited to lead seminars, workshops, actor training retreats and classes. AWA became an amalgamation of the previous ten-plus years of my professional career, as well as my life. I had somewhere to share the experiences I had had, and the things I had learned from industry professional podcast guests, in a way that was accessible and genuinely helpful for fellow actors looking for a realistic, supportive and positive place to navigate their journey as actors. With over 100 bookings in the first seven months, it became clear to me that people were appreciating and resonating with the person first, actor second approach; the antithesis to the idea peddled within the business that if you just want it hard enough and give everything to it, at the expense of all else, it will happen! From the sessions I was having with wonderful, talented, brilliant actors (who were unable to recognise their talent and brilliance in an industry full of smoke and mirrors), I was seeing that actors were craving a different kind of approach to their work, life and career – redefining what success meant. Re-evaluating what other parts of their life can also be enjoyed alongside their career. Wanting to feel ready, confident, not anxious and defeated.


By letting go of the starving artist trope, constantly struggling in an industry full of unfairness, brutality, misconduct and rejection, we can instead embrace the fact that the knockbacks, no’s, and perceived rejection are the reality for the majority of those in our profession. So, instead, the focus should be on how we prepare for, tackle and overcome that to live an enjoyable, confident, happy life in the meantime. That’s where this book comes in.


If we choose to be in an industry as notoriously difficult as acting and performing, we must be in a mentally tough, strong, resilient and confident frame of mind. And boy, does this industry have a way of testing that! Through The 98% and Acting With Alexa, I wanted to help actors feel confident in the artistry of acting, but also empowered in their career, even when so much is out of their control. So, my ethos, and the tools I provide actors with when I work with them, are also partly inspired by psychological tips I have picked up from my co-author of this book, Dr Steve Bull.


DR STEVE: THE PSYCHOLOGIST


I’m a performance psychologist. That means I work with people who are usually very good at what they do... indeed, they are sometimes one of the best in the world at what they do. But with this comes pressure. Being a performer, in whatever sphere, requires us to be confident, resilient and focused – especially when the pressure is on. So, I have spent my career doing three things. First, studying and researching the field of ‘performance psychology’ to acquire a deep, thorough understanding of what techniques are most effective in helping performers manage stress, build robust belief, and execute their skills to the best of their ability when the pressure is on. Second, working in the fields of sport, business and education, coaching these skills and techniques to performers who are serious about being ‘the very best that they can be’. And third, writing about the application of performance psychology in articles and books to try and spread ‘the word’ as widely as possible so that anyone can access, and utilise, the tips and tricks used by all the Olympic athletes, business leaders and other elite performers with whom I have had the pleasure of working.


In this book, I will be providing accessible support and advice as a response to the themes that Alexa introduces and explores. I will be using my 40-plus years of experience in the field of performance psychology to help you optimise your performance potential by building your resilience, confidence and focusing skills in a way that enables you to effectively manage the pressures your industry throws at you. The techniques and strategies that I will introduce have been ‘road tested’ in all the various performance environments in which I have worked, and I will share the tools that I have observed to be the most consistently helpful and effective. I have found these tools to work with an incredibly wide range of individuals, such as:


■ Young professional athletes struggling to deal with the pressure of making an impact early in their careers.


■ Highly experienced professional athletes coming to terms with the fact that they cannot deliver the same level of performance that they did when they were younger.


■ Olympic athletes who nail their performance at the critical moment to win the Gold Medal.


■ Seasoned business leaders who have to deal with the vast array of pressures associated with having an executive role in a huge international company.


■ Talented young individuals trying to make their way in the often-pressurised workplace but are held back by their lack of self-belief.


■ Parents of young performers who want to provide the most helpful type of support to enable their child to progress and achieve their goals without feeling ‘pressured’ by those who love them.


■ Athletes who experience a serious injury which either requires a long period of rehabilitation or, sadly, ends their career entirely.


■ Coaches in business and sport who are employed to get the best out of the individuals and teams with whom they are working.


■ Management consultants who are under pressure to add significant value to an organisation’s capacity to generate higher levels of productivity and profit.


■ School teachers who are struggling to manage the ever-increasing demands placed on them.


■ Doctors who are under constant pressure to provide a high-quality service against the backdrop of reduced time and resources.


I could keep adding to this list, but I think you will gather that the essential tools and techniques of performance psychology can be applied in any setting. The context simply doesn’t matter. Hence, the skills will be equally effective in your challenging world of performance and creativity. I am excited to be able to share the ‘insights’ I have acquired from all these incredible individuals and present them in a way that will enable you to create your own personal ‘game plan’ for success and well-being.
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ALEXA


Whilst working with all these individuals from vastly differing worlds over several decades, Dr Steve has also had a front-row seat to all the trials, tribulations and triumphs of being an actor. That’s because… he’s my dad!


I have often heard from friends and those close to me that I am the ‘most resilient person they’ve ever met’. Well, that’s because I was raised by a supportive, positivity-fuelled performance psychologist. I learned from a very young age that there is no option but to be confident in what you want to do, or at the very least work hard to get to a place of confidence, whatever the circumstances. (Especially, I now realise, in a profession that doesn’t necessarily reward hard work or talent.) Growing up, and throughout my actor training and subsequent career, whenever I felt knocked down, Dr Steve was the first person I’d call. Our conversations helped me to learn how to deal with setbacks effectively and to ensure my confidence remained intact. I was encouraged to keep working on my mental game and to view disappointments as a learning opportunity rather than a crushing defeat. I learned to get back on the horse every time I was knocked down.


When The 98% podcast started, Dr Steve was one of our first guests. His episode on resilience is still one of the most downloaded episodes, of which there are well over 100. I have received countless messages about how his psychological wisdom has truly changed how actors view and navigate their professional lives. I would send Dr Steve screenshots of messages and emails I was receiving about his episode, and he offered to return to the podcast a few more times over the years. Then, one day, thanks to the amazingly positive feedback we were getting regarding our various discussions on The 98%, we realised that there was an appetite for the things we were discussing, and much more we could say. When he asked me if I would be interested in writing a book together, there was only one answer… and so, here we are!


We wanted to create something to help actors (and others) manage the uncertainties and pressures inherent in our chosen profession in a way that will build resilience and confidence as well as foster positive mental well-being. We aim to help you deliver high performance, bounce back strongly from disappointments, and maintain a healthy, balanced attitude that enables you to focus on enjoying the process of being an actor, rather than feeling defined by what you achieve. And you don’t have to be an actor to read and benefit from the suggestions and advice within. Whatever you take from this book, we hope you’ll finish it feeling empowered and energised. But we also hope that it won’t be the last time you pick it up. We encourage you to use the chapters in this book as a place to come back to when you need a reminder, a refresher, or a reset.


And if you enjoy the read, do tell a friend! We want to spread the word as widely as possible… That you deserve to feel happy, fulfilled, successful and empowered at all points in your actor journey – whether you’re walking those red carpets, or not.
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#ActorsLife


You thought being an actor would be streets all paved with gold, But you’re working in a call centre, your room is full of mould.


What happened to the movie sets and red carpet events?


Welcome to reality… The 98%


A theme song for an episode of The 98% podcast
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So, You Want to Be An Actor?


Acting is not about being famous, it’s about exploring the human soul.


Annette Bening
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People come to the acting profession from various avenues. Some find their love of it during drama classes at school, others come into the industry later in life, deciding to finally pursue a lifelong ambition. Many have always wanted to be an actor. The ones who begged to be put in performing arts classes as soon as they could, took school plays far too seriously, and could never imagine themselves doing anything else. I’m one of those. The child, on her own in the playground, playing make-believe, or acting as a different character each day… who would watch movies over and over again to act out the scenes while watching. The teenager who entered herself into every school talent show and tried her hardest not to cry when the cast list went up for the end-of-year play and she didn’t get the role she wanted.


My determination and love of performing, coupled with the privilege of having supportive, able and willing parents, meant that I made my stage debut aged seven in my local performing arts club’s performance of Bugsy Malone. I can still vividly picture what I was wearing, how proud I was of my new jazz shoes, and how important my role was to me. I was opening the show. My job was to run across the stage, get splurged in the face with cream and silly string, fall to the floor to play dead, and be dragged off stage. The honour was all mine. I was too young to be cast as any of the bigger roles, and when I say stage, it was the floor of a school hall with a line of tape across it… But it was my first time performing in front of an audience, and the moment my passion for acting was solidified, after having already been telling my parents for years that I was going to be an actor.


Another time, when I was about nine, I was playing Aunt Sponge in a stage adaptation of James and the Giant Peach. For one of the shows, I remember sprinting down the hall of the school we were performing in, shoving pillows down my tights, because Aunt Spider and I were late for our cue. It was one of the most exhilarating moments of my life to date, it felt like the entire production was on my shoulders. Truly, as if the world would end if we were late to the wings. Making it on stage, hitting my mark, saying my lines perfectly, and making the audience laugh... that feeling did not compare to anything else. I was hooked, and I hadn’t even lost all my baby teeth yet.


If you’re reading this and you’re also an actor, you can probably relate.


There are endless reasons for someone to fall in love with acting: self-expression, community, costumes and makeup, creative exploration, history, psychology, performance, storytelling. While some people can’t think of anything worse than standing in front of tens, hundreds, or thousands of others to perform, others are constantly chasing every opportunity to. And if you’re in that camp, the love of it will likely never leave you. The first episode of The 98% was entitled, ‘The acting bug is real. Disinfect your child immediately.’ Once you catch that bug, whatever your age, there’s an itch inside you that can only be scratched when becoming a character and finding a stage. Whether it’s a theatre, TV set, film location, studio space, or in front of your bedroom mirror. Actors are storytellers, and telling stories can happen anywhere. For me it started in our family living room – forcing my sister, four years my junior, to, at best, perform various two-person shows written by me, or, at worst, be my assistant for whatever creative plans I had. My parents had this vintage fabric partition screen that I commandeered as a backstage and wings, and no ‘show’ was complete without handmade theatre tickets to give to our devoted audience – our parents. One year, when we had (arguably, both) aged out of these sorts of performances, I soldiered on. No year was complete without a Christmas Eve show. My sister refused, finally putting her foot down that she wasn’t interested in bearing the brunt of my perfectionism and desperation to perform, and so, my mother was my next victim. I choreographed a dance to a Westlife song, among Christmas-themed scenes and jingles, and we performed to an audience of one – my Dad. Nothing was going to stop me from doing what I loved most.


As I got a bit older, I zoned in more on acting, as opposed to going down the musical theatre route. I love to perform in any sense of the word, but acting was always my number one. Aside from being great fun, acting growing up was – for me and many others – an escape. When you’re in a costume, putting on a voice and rehearsing a performance, there’s no school, cliques, or home life to worry about. Instead, for however long you can do it, you’re a princess, or a knight, or a soldier, or even ensemble member #1… someone else with their own problems – but at least they aren’t yours! When you love to act, you sometimes feel most yourself when being other people. So when you’re engaging in performing and creative exploration before you’re an adult, acting is a hobby that you dream of being able to do all the time. So, naturally, you follow avenues that will get you to the point of being able to do just that… to be a professional actor.


Once you’re there, however – no matter how you come to the profession of working in the entertainment and performing arts industries – you soon realise that pursuing a career in your chosen creative path can end up with the thing you want to do the most, sometimes being the thing you get to do the least.


Before choosing to become a professional, most of us probably knew that the lifestyle wouldn’t be easy. But the idea of ‘big breaks’ and ‘just keep going’, never give up and it will happen keeps us confident that, at some point, our day-to-day would be auditions, rehearsals, table readings, director meetings, appearances, interviews, premieres, and so on – you know, the #actorslife. Most of us are also willing to put in the work, lay the foundations, and reap the rewards when things finally come back around. But ten years in, how many of us are still asking when things will come back around and when our hard work will be rewarded?


Spoiler: that’s not how it works.


The reality of working in showbiz isn’t running from a table read to a makeup chair to prepare for a premiere... It’s working two minimum wage jobs to pay your bills in an overpriced city in the hope of getting an audition this week, or this month. Then, when you do get an audition, it’s sent to 50 other actors who look and sound exactly like you – and chances are, you’re not going to hear anything back. The hardest things about being an actor aren’t learning lines or living pay cheque to pay cheque. It’s the fierce competition, individualism, and over-saturation. The acute unfairness, the endless impossible cycles of needing experience, contacts, and credits to be considered for work, but how can you get them without being considered for work?! The acting industry is hard enough before you throw in economic factors, too. Cost of living crises, job losses, a global pandemic and industry strikes… meaning that there is now less work available than ever, more people looking for work, less funding, and less risk-taking.


The pressure to constantly hustle and stay in the game can be overwhelming, especially when the odds often feel stacked against you, and despite those overwhelming odds and constant setbacks, there is this inner conviction for most that somehow, someway, you’ll be the one to break through.


‘I understand the hardships. But I’ll be the one to make it.’


If you’re like me, then your tenacity and determination will keep you going. I knew, from very early on, that I wouldn’t rest until I made it. And there’s nothing wrong with believing you’re special and destined for things to work out how they’re supposed to – in fact, we all need a bit more of that to get us through. Otherwise, why would we put ourselves through countless day jobs, missing out on major life events and other opportunities, paying for everything from headshots to classes, train fares to subscription fees without much return, if we didn’t think it would all be worth it in the end? As time goes on, though, when you start to see through the smoke and mirrors of the biz, you begin to question what ‘making it’ even really means.


The danger of pursuing your dreams with dogged determination that you’ll make them happen is that life can pass you by in the meantime. This was the case for me. If you asked me what I did with my life the first few years after graduating drama school, I couldn’t tell you anything outside of the relentless graft of #actorslife. It encroached into all aspects of my life to the point that I wouldn’t wear nail polish, go on holiday, or take any work with daytime hours because ‘what if I get an audition?’ Being an actor was everything, to the point where I would say ‘being an actor isn’t what I do, it’s *who I am*.’


I now spout the total opposite. I truly believe, and practise the idea that you are a person first, and an actor second. Putting your life on hold will not make your dreams come true any faster. It has a detrimental effect. Your desperation increases so much that you find yourself having an existential-crisis-inspired emotional breakdown in a rush hour train carriage on the phone to your agent because you just heard, again, that ‘it went another way’. I want you to realise that you are doing all you can, in all the right ways, to work towards your goals, and that your life is also worth living in the meantime. You deserve to enjoy your life, whether you’re in an acting contract or not. It is also important to have a life you enjoy outside of acting work so that when you finish a creative gig, returning to normal life won’t feel like a punishment, or twist the knife even further, with post-job blues. Having metaphorical blooming flowers in all aspects of your life also makes you a better actor. More experience to draw from, people to learn about, and self-assuredness that has you making good choices.


But sometimes being in this industry can do the opposite, and make other aspects of your life less enjoyable. In the introductory chapter, I wrote about learning to get back on the horse. Because it’s not about getting knocked down, but how you get right back up again, and carry on. But the speech of this nature that I expected whenever I called Dr Steve after an audition I had fluffed, a ‘no’ I’d received, or a rough day working a day job I hated, was always prefaced with the question: ‘Do you want to keep going?’


For me, the answer has always been yes. But Dr Steve must ask that question first. Because getting back on the horse when you don’t want to anymore, or when it’s putting you in harm’s way, can do more damage than good. For many actors and others working in this industry, sometimes the answer is no, they don’t want to keep going anymore. And that’s OK.
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This book helpfully attests to the trials, tribulations (and sometimes
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