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For the girl who kept going

 


MEMOIR DISCLAIMER

________________________________________

 

 

This book is based on my lived experiences, the way I remember them. While the events are true to my story, some names and identifying details have been changed to protect the privacy of others. At times, conversations and timelines have been condensed or reconstructed to bring clarity to the moments they were experienced.

This book contains graphic themes and scenarios, including chronic illness, medical trauma, addiction, experimentation, grief, and mental health struggles. Reader discretion is advised.

 


AUTHOR’S NOTE

________________________________________

 

 

There are no words large enough to fully thank the people who carried me through this life, but I want to try. 

This book reflects the moments that shaped me, the ones that broke me, rebuilt me from the ashes, and taught me how to choose myself. It is written truthfully as I know how, with respect to the people who were part of my story, and the version of myself who lived it.

My hope is that somewhere in these pages, you find a piece of yourself and a reminder that you are allowed to keep going, even when it’s hard.
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________________________________________

GLITTER AND ORANGE BOTTLES

 

 

 

At fourteen, I was on Star Search.

Yes, Star Search, the television talent show hosted by Ed McMahon. It was supposed to be one of the biggest moments of my young life, the kind you dreamed about when you’re a kid. My friends and I rehearsed for months until our muscles burned and the pads of our feet were raw. Five girls, all believing this could be the start of something.

I smoothed my costume, feeling the sequins scratch against my skin, my heart beating out of my chest. But underneath it, I couldn’t settle. 

My mom hadn’t come to dress rehearsal the night before. She said she was tired, but I didn’t believe her. So, when I saw her backstage before we went on, her eyes were glassy, her movements slow. I knew something was wrong with her. 

Then I saw them. The orange pill bottles. They peeked out of my mom’s purse, plastic cylinders with childproof white caps, her name printed on the labels. At fourteen, I didn’t know what they meant, but I knew they shouldn’t have been there.

When she shifted her purse, they rattled, a sound that made my stomach sink. 

Everything backstage was amplified; it smelled like hairspray, and it was so hot from the stage lights, I could feel it on my skin. The floor was slightly sticky under my jazz shoes, a thin layer of built-up resin reminding me how many performers had stood there before me, each one chasing their own moment under those lights.

We stretched, pulled each other close for one group huddle, and tried to breathe through the excitement. We could hear the crowd through the curtain, loud enough to give me this little rush of confidence I didn’t know I needed. 

Everything around us moved fast. Stagehands weaving past with headsets and clipboards, someone tapping down a loose wire, another rushing by with a prop umbrella. Voices overlapped, lights shifted, footprints crisscrossed the floor.

Star Search wasn’t a group showcase; it was a duel, one act against another, head-to-head, no second chances. Five of us girls were against one boy that night. At the end of each performance, they held up stars, one to four and whoever earned the higher score moved on. 

Then Ed McMahon’s voice came booming through the speakers:

“Please welcome… the All-American Girls!”

We walked out shoulder to shoulder. The music hit, and we moved together like we had a thousand times in rehearsal. For a moment, I felt light, almost free. But defeated at the same time. I had prepared a difficult tumbling pass, the kind of move that would’ve blown the judges away, but the producers told me no tumbling allowed.

When we were done performing, it was time for our competitor, Daniel, to take the stage. 

Full tumbling passes across the same floor where we had been told no. No hesitation. No restriction. For a moment, the five of us stood frozen in the wings, watching him do exactly what we weren’t allowed to do.

I felt it immediately, that quite unmistakable feeling you get when you realize the game you’re playing isn’t being played fairly. It felt rigged.

Even at fourteen, I knew what it meant when the rules didn’t apply to everyone. It was my first taste of a “no” that had nothing to do with talent or effort. And yet, we went out there anyway.

Smiling. Performing. Doing everything we were told. Trying to win a game that had already been decided for us.

We lined up for the results, sweat slid down my temples, taking our carefully applied makeup with it. My hands were shaking. My chest felt tight. The five of us stood shoulder to shoulder, breathing fast.

“The All-American Girls… three and a half stars.”

My stomach dropped.

“And Daniel… four stars.” 

The disappointment hit hard, not because we weren’t good enough, but because it was clear the rules had never been the same. 

All five of us smiled, clapped like we were supposed to. It didn’t feel real, but it was. I ran to the bathroom and cried. We all did. We had worked so hard for this. It felt like my first heartbreak. 

Flying home, I felt conflicted. I couldn’t wait to tell my dad, my brothers and sisters about everything: the stage, the lights, the moment our name was called. But underneath that excitement, something heavier stayed with me. I didn’t have words for it yet. 

When we got home, I saw Grandma Mary standing outside. She never did that. It made me uneasy.

Inside, my dad and my siblings were sitting at the dinner table. I was eager to see them. But then, my mom walked in. She was holding a bright yellow envelope.

My dad’s face and big blue eyes told us everything before anyone said a word. We were just kids; we didn’t understand what that bright yellow envelope represented. But you could see it hit him.

His whole world cracked right there in his own home, in front of his children, in the place that was supposed to be safe. And even if all five kids didn’t understand it, we felt the heaviness in the room at once. 

Inside were divorce papers. She was asking my dad for a divorce. And then everything broke open. 

My mom started yelling, telling my dad to get the hell out. He didn’t argue back; he just left because he didn’t want to fight in front of us kids.

When something huge happens, and you’re too young to understand it, your body feels it before your mind does. It was like the ground was moving under my feet. And just like that, nothing felt safe anymore.

The pill bottles kept multiplying. One became two. Then a line across the counter. I started noticing my mom moving slower, quieter, like she was slipping into a world I couldn’t reach. My dad moved out and unraveled in his own way, heartbreak turning into depression, depression turning into pills, and eventually into something darker.

And somewhere in the middle of all that, I stepped into a role no child should ever have to fill.

Even though we had grandparents, a babysitter, and adults circling the edges, trying to hold things together, I still felt the pull, that instinct, to manage, to stabilize, to make it all okay. It wasn’t conscious; it was survival. 

When you love people who are breaking, you grow up fast. You learn to read the room the way other kids read storybooks. You learn to listen to danger in the quiet. You learn to carry weight that doesn’t belong to you.

At an age when I should’ve been worrying about homework and which Lisa Frank folder I wanted for school, I was already tracking moods, counting pills, feeling the air change before anything was said. I felt responsible for everything and everyone, long before I even understood what responsibility really meant.

That’s what happens in homes where love and chaos coexist, you become the emotional barometer without ever meaning to.

And then came the day everything shifted. One afternoon, I went looking for my mom to help me with my homework. I opened the door to her room in the middle of the day. There she was.

For a second, my brain couldn’t compute what my eyes were seeing. I remember the lamplight cutting across the wood floors, the stillness of the room, the sound of my own heartbeat thudding in my ears. My legs went rigid; my body was numb.

Kids aren’t built to interpret moments like that. Your brain tries to shield you, tells you to close the door and pretend it isn’t happening. But the truth breaks through anyway, sharp, undeniable.

A spoon.

A lighter.

A needle pressed into her arm.

Something in me split clean down the middle right there, childhood on one side, survival on the other. 

“Mom… please stop. Please put it down. I love you.” 

My voice sounded small.

She looked up at me with glazed eyes. For a split second, I thought she might stop.

“If you love me, you’ll stop,” I said.

And then, she said, “No.”

Something inside me died a little. My mom looked at me like I wasn’t her daughter. She chose a needle over my love. And right then, something in me changed. It was like she became a stranger in front of my eyes. I felt rejected by my own mother, like I wasn’t enough. 

Home became a mix of tension and silence. Each of my siblings reacted differently, with strong personalities, big hearts, all of us too young for what we were carrying. We shut down. Heartbroken and angry. 

I tried to hold it together for all five of us, even as I felt myself coming apart. I stepped into a motherly role without even realizing it, carrying more emotional and mental weight.

By fifteen, I already knew what it felt like to lose people who were still alive. And somewhere in all that heartbreak, a new kind of anger took root, the kind that forms when someone you love helps break the world you’re still trying to hold together.

I resented all of them in different ways. Grandma Mary for standing in that doorway, for participating in a divorce I never asked for, for helping dismantle the only family version I knew.

My parents, for letting it get that far.

Growing up too fast. Aching for a parent who was right in front of you but gone at the same time. And even in all of it, something quiet kept whispering: this is not the end of your story. 

Even as my childhood was collapsing, something else was already rising, a new stage, a new version of me taking shape in the dark. A force I couldn’t name yet was pulling me forward, out of this house, out of this pain, toward a life that would demand everything I didn’t know I had.

I only knew this: the girl standing in that doorway would never be the same. 

Life had already taught me that “no” could come from anywhere, a producer, a judge, or the person who brought you into this world.

But what it hadn’t taught me yet was the most important part: you can still choose who you become after the no.
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________________________________________

THE MAKING OF FEARLESS

 

 

 

Before gymnastics rewired me, before discipline wrapped itself around my childhood like a second spine, there was a time when our family looked like a postcard.

My parents raised us on balance, my mom with her spiritual grounding, her vegetarian meals, her belief in breathing through big feelings; my dad with his steady Christian faith, his jokes that filled the kitchen, his way of making everything feel safe.

We went to private school. We ate clean before it was trendy and ran track and field like a little army of overachievers. Weekend adventures to Disneyland.

Our Christmas decorating had rules. My mom never let us touch the tree. Every year had a theme, perfectly color coordinated, every ornament exactly where she wanted.

And then, there was gymnastics, the thing that would shape me more than almost anything else. When I was a little girl, my parents signed me up. By fourteen, I had already been in it for a decade. I could still close my eyes and step back into that building like it was happening in real time. Flyers felt enormous, like an entire world contained under one roof.

Chalk hung in the air like a haze, dusting our leotards and leaving our hands raw. The smell of leather mats and sweat filled the space. Music blasted from the speakers, competing with coaches barking corrections. Every crash of a landing echoed across the cavernous gym.

For some kids, that intensity might have been overwhelming. For me, it felt like belonging. Most days followed the same rhythm. School ended, and instead of bikes or friends, I went straight to the gym. From three in the afternoon until eight at night, I was theirs.

By the time I got home, there was barely enough time to inhale dinner, finish homework, and collapse into bed before doing it all over again. Childhood slipped past me in chalk and repetition.

Around twelve, it stopped being about sticking the landing. I wanted to mean something. But there was no room for that. Only precision and control. 

Gymnastics trained me to be fearless, to throw my body into the air, and trust I’d land exactly where I was supposed to. But it also trained me in something quieter and far more dangerous: perfectionism.

Every landing had to stick. Every toe point had to sharpen. Mistakes weren’t just mistakes; they were failures that gnawed at me long after practice ended. My brain learned to replay every wobble like a tape looping in the background of my mind.

That perfectionism seeped into everything. My leotards had to match my scrunchies. My hair ties had to line up perfectly. My gym bag had to be packed in the exact same order every time: grips, tape, chalk, water bottle. If something was off, I was off.

Gymnastics didn’t just demand discipline. It rewired me for it.

But even with all that drive, I missed being a kid. Other kids got to be carefree. I was chasing perfection. 

My teammates were my social world, but even though that came with its own tension, we weren’t just girls growing up together. We were competitors standing shoulder to shoulder, always measuring ourselves against one another.

That’s probably where I first learned introversion not in personality, but in survival. In gymnastics, you don’t cry. You don’t complain. You salute the judges, smile, and keep moving, even if your insides are cracked. That discipline followed me everywhere.

So did the loneliness.

I knew my parents sacrificed to keep me there. Being a part of Flyers wasn’t cheap. It couldn’t just be something I loved, it had to mean something. Every routine carried the weight of everything my parents were giving up by keeping me there. 

My dad was the one who drove me to every meet. My first one was in Kingman, Arizona. I was terrified. The gym smelled of chalk and adrenaline. The bleachers were packed. My stomach flipped while I waited for my music to start.

But when the floor music finally hit, something in me shifted. Tumbling was where I came alive—strong, fearless, soaring. My dad’s voice cut through the noise. 

“Gena, you got this!”

I whispered a prayer and launched. Round off, back handspring, full twist, stick. When the scores came in, I placed all-around. My dad’s pride lit up the whole gym and sparked something in me too.

My mom had her role. She made sure my leotards were spotless and my hair in a perfect bun. She wanted me to shine. But perfection came at a cost. Deep inside, I believed that if I did everything right, I would be enough for the judges, coaches, for my parents, and myself.

But for all the hours I poured into gymnastics, there was one place that gave me back pieces of childhood: the lake.

My parents bought a white Sea Ray with teal lettering that gleamed in the driveway. My dad was proud; you could see it all over him.

Weekends became lake days, with coolers packed with sandwiches and Hansen’s sodas, which my mom called “the healthy ones.” Kids darted across docks, Lake Meads sun shimmering on the water. Music drifted from radios. Laughter echoed across the canyon.

At the lake, I wasn’t a gymnast. I wasn’t competing.

I was a sunburned kid, hair tangled, laughing so hard I couldn’t breathe.

The boys were always around Vic, a childhood friend whose smile made my stomach flip, and Bee the wild one, who once shoved me off the dock into a swarm of carp. Their scales brushed my legs in a panicked rush. My dad dove in instantly, lifting me onto his shoulders, carrying me back to the car. 

“You’re safe,” he whispered.

Even with teasing, there was love everywhere. At the lake, we belonged to each other. Those summers are etched in me.

But childhood summers don’t last forever. By thirteen, something in me had started to pull away. My heart wasn’t in the sport like it used to be. The fire that once roared in me started to flicker. And right across the street from Flyers, something new was calling my name.

Dance. Studio C was its own little universe. When the dance teacher came in scouting girls at my gym, they chose me. The day I walked into that studio, something shifted. The air felt different lighter, and more challenging with possibility.

Ballet, jazz, modern, and tap… I knew strength, but not softness. Tumbling passes, not pirouettes.

For the first time in years, I wasn’t the strong one. I was a beginner again and somehow, that felt like relief. I still trained at Flyers, but something in me was drifting. Dance was pulling at me. 

Then came the dream team. Five girls with very different strengths. Mine was raw athleticism. One of the girls had that rare ballet grace that made everything look effortless.

We started training together, forming a group. And somewhere in that, I became especially close with one of them. Starting at a new studio was intimidating, but her family made it easier. They welcomed me in, made feel comfortable. 

Studio C started to feel like somewhere I belonged. 

We rehearsed for hours after school, drilling routines until our legs shook. Pointe shoes bruised my toes, blisters opened across my heels, and I loved all of it. Dance gave me a new kind of discipline. 

My parents sat me down and gave me the choice I had been avoiding. Gymnastics or dance. Not both. My body, our schedule, and our finances couldn’t keep holding the weight of two worlds.

I remember the pause before I answered. For the first time, I wasn’t just growing up. I was becoming someone. And I chose dance.

Not because gymnastics had failed me, but dance, had found me. It made me feel alive again. And I walked toward it with everything I had.

Competitions swallowed entire weekends. I traded chalk for rosin, tumbling for turns, rigidity for expression. Dance became the place where I could breathe, where I could disappear into music.

But at home, another role was waiting for me that I never auditioned for, one I never wanted. My mom was sinking deeper into pills. And Dad was fading into silence. My siblings and I clung to each other, and somewhere in it, I became the protector. I helped cook dinner, clean the house, and fold laundry. I went grocery shopping with Grandma Myrna, and made sure my brothers and sisters had what they needed. 

I tried to hold the center while everything else spun out.

Grandma Mary and Myrna became our anchors. They held us together in the places my parents were coming undone. And somewhere in that, I softened toward Mary. What I once saw as betrayal began to look different. We found our way back to each other, slowly.

I carried that with me to high school. I was looking forward to football games, first crushes, dances, all the awkward, sweet moments that were supposed to define being a teenager. 

But this was Las Vegas. Behind the neon and the glitter, something darker was already waiting. The cracks at home were spreading, and soon, everything would start to show.
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TOO FAST FOR SEVENTEEN

 

 

 

Clark High School felt bigger than I expected. 

The hallways were loud, lockers slamming, voices echoing, the smell of perfume and cafeteria food lingering in the air. Kids moved in packs, like they already knew where they belonged. I didn’t. Not yet. 

There was pressure to become someone fast. To figure out who you were before anyone else decided it for you. And somehow, it felt like everyone else had already gotten the memo. 

I learned quickly how to move through it, head up, shoulders back, like I knew exactly where I was going, even when I didn’t. Confidence came naturally to me on the outside. On the inside, I was still trying to figure it out. 

By sixteen, I was living in two realities: the girl carrying the weight at home, and the teenager trying to fit in and find her place. Making new friends was intimidating and required a lot of energy. And then I met Jennifer. Not just another friend, someone who would become one of the most important people in my life.

She was a sophomore when I was a freshman, magnetic in a quiet, effortless way. Warm brown hair framed her face, stylish glasses she somehow made look cool, and confidence that didn’t ask for attention but held it anyway. 

We became close instantly. Her house felt like a soft place to land. The kind where her parents treated me like I was already theirs. Sometimes I’d watch them laugh together in the kitchen and feel this quiet, aching envy. Not resentful, just aware of what stability looked like when it lived under someone else’s roof. 

We did everything together: school, football games, nights out. We talked about nothing and everything. She was more than a best friend; she was my steady place. And because I trusted her with everything, I even let her cut my bangs once, a decision we still laugh about today. It wasn’t my best era, but it was ours. 

Something else found its way into my life, something unexpected. 

Theatre. 

It felt familiar in a different way. More expressive. Less about getting it right and more about feeling. 

I started to spend more time there; we had rehearsals after school for an upcoming play. That’s when I started to realize someone had been noticing me. 

He was somewhere in the background, running sandpaper over a plank, tightening screws on a platform, working on the set for whatever show we were putting on. His name was Jason. 

I didn’t think much of it at first. I was a freshman. He was older, confident in a way that felt out of reach. But one afternoon, he walked up to me with a gentle smile and a soft voice. Just started talking, like it was the most natural thing in the world. 

“Do you want to go out sometime?”

I remember thinking, me? Really? A senior choosing a freshman?

It surprised me. I didn’t feel like I was pretty enough, part of me didn’t understand why he chose me. 

Before we went out, I told him he had to meet my dad. And he did. My dad liked him right away, and that made everything easier. 

A week later, we went on our first date. He drove past the edge of town, parking where we could see the Las Vegas skyline glowing in the distance. We sat in his blue slug bug, Sublime playing low, talking about everything. My body felt calm. I was present in a way I hadn’t been in a long time. 

He started picking me up for school, waiting for me after rehearsals, taking me to dinner, or just driving with no real destination. He stayed. 

And something about that, about not having to wonder if someone would show up settled in me. 

Jason and I became intertwined quickly. His world became mine. I met his core group of friends, the most unique guys. They were good looking, and every girl wanted to be around them. They called themselves the Hushpuppies. 

We became our own little circle. We’d venture out to raves down by the railroad tracks, go to concerts, and on hikes. 

And as things at home became more intolerable, Jason, his friends, and Jennifer became the place I felt more at ease.

High school was brutal for me; girls didn’t like me before they even knew my name. It could have been how I carried myself or because I was dating a senior. Or maybe it was just mean-girl politics and jealousy. Whispers. Side eyes. Comments meant to shrink me. 

One girl even spit on me in the hallway. 

The way I carried myself could read a little bitchy, but that wasn’t who I was to my core. It was a defense mechanism, a way of protecting myself and everything I was carrying at home. 

I stopped giving that part of school my energy and focused on the people who felt like mine.

I was seventeen the first time Jennifer and I used our fake IDs at a nightclub. We weren’t reckless; we were calculated. Nervous the first time, sure, but we walked in like we belonged there. That was always the trick in Vegas: act like you’re allowed to be somewhere, and no one questions you.

The bouncers learned our faces.

The bass shook the room in a way that only Vegas could, and the lights synced to our heartbeat. 

An after-hours club on the Strip felt like a different universe champagne in the air, cigarette smoke curling above velvet ropes, energy felt like electricity. Once we were inside, age didn’t matter. Nothing did. For a second, I felt the awareness that I wasn’t supposed to be there, that I was stepping into something bigger than me. And then it passed. 

We were part of the city. Two girls chasing freedom in the safest way we knew: Together. 

Some weekends, we drove to California for massive raves: Run-DMC, the Beastie Boys, DJs who made the ground shake. Tens of thousands of people move together under neon lights.

Jason’s friends danced like they were made of water, fluid, hypnotic. They loved the way I danced. We’d battle in the middle of the crowd, feeding off the music and each other. 

I experimented with ecstasy, acid, and mushrooms. And yes, part of me carried guilt. I knew what addiction had done to my parents. I had lived inside it. I understood the risk more than most people my age.  

And still, I went anyway. 

Not because I didn’t know better, but I was seventeen, and for the first time, I felt something other than the weight of the world. I wasn’t looking for destruction. I was looking for space. Connection. A version of myself that didn’t feel defined by where I came from. 

While I was dancing under the stars and starting to feel alive in my body, home was cracking open again. My dad had moved out. My mom’s cruelty grew darker. Her addiction dragged her into a place where she became unrecognizable, and eventually, she was gone completely.

Grandma Myrna swept in like a force of nature. She held us together, stitching routine into everything, loved us in the places our parents couldn’t.

I don’t know how we survived those years.

We were kids maintaining grades, navigating pain, raising ourselves, and still pulling As. It doesn’t make sense unless you know how strong we were.

But my resentment towards my mom hardened.

I shielded my siblings from her. I made sure her anger landed on me, not them. I carried burdens no teenager should have carried. And then came the night everything changed again.

My dad showed up to see us. My mom wouldn’t let him in. He pounded on the door, desperately, then punched through the glass. She called the police, claimed he hit her. He was arrested and served two years.

Visiting him in jail never made sense to me. This wasn’t the man who used to drive me to gymnastics meets. This wasn’t the childhood I remember, the vegetarian meals, the boat days, the version of my parents I still carried in flashes.

Walking through metal detectors, hearing the heavy doors slam behind us, I felt like stepping into someone else’s life. I was eager to see him but confused and heartbroken.

When he finally got out, he wasn’t the same. Something in him had gone quiet in a way that felt permanent. I knew we would have to rebuild our relationship. And I wanted to. I wanted to give him the same love and steadiness he once gave me. I didn’t want to confuse chaos with connection.

School was the one place that still felt steady, something I could hold onto.

Becoming something mattered.

It was my senior year. Changing schools didn’t make sense, but this felt bigger than that. My friend Sadie told me that Las Vegas Academy, one of the most competitive performing arts schools in the city, was holding auditions for dancers. I was at Clark in the theater, but something in me knew I had to try.

I didn’t know what would happen if I left what was familiar, but I knew this could open doors for me. 

I auditioned for the dance program. I got in. LVA demanded everything: discipline, precision, six classes a day, constant rehearsals. It pushed me past what I thought I could handle. The school was diverse, expressive, and accepting of all. I fit in. 

My first show there was Pandora’s Box. I wore a neon-green knitted skirt over a black leotard. Fishnets wrapped around my legs, glitter shimmering across my face and bright red lipstick. 

The stage was dark except for the spotlight, music already pulsing, the audience just out of reach. I was inside a box. Then my cue. I popped out and took the stage. Double pirouette, high kick. I caught it at the top. I was locked in. The fire in me, joy, power radiated through my body. 

Senior year, I wasn’t holding back. I was open to finding my voice, my way through, and my way out. I blended my new world with the old one, the friends who had known me for years and the ones who were just beginning to. For the first time in a long time, I didn’t feel judged when I walked into a room. I felt supported. Seen.

And through all of it, Jason was still woven into my life. Camping trips. Late-night drives. Senior prom, a magical night I would never forget. The running of the bulls. Mushroom tea under the stars. 

He pushed me out of my comfort zone in ways that scared me and shaped me. I loved him for that. But by the end of senior year, we both felt the shift. Two people slowly becoming different versions of themselves. I was stepping into a world that demanded more from me. 

Jason was moving in his own direction, one that no longer ran alongside mine. We loved each other. And that made it harder. Jason was the kind of first love I wish everyone could have. 

By the end of senior year, I thought I had found balance between the stage, nightlife, a friend group that felt like family. A life that looked like it was grown from the outside but was still being held together by a girl who had learned to grow up fast. 

I wasn’t just leaving high school. I was stepping into world with a spine built from discipline, performance, and survival. I was stepping out of seventeen and into a city that would both crown me and cost me. 

And I was ready or at least thought I was.
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FOLIES BERGERE

 

 

 

Folies Bergere. The longest-running show in Las Vegas. Nearly fifty years of feathers, spectacle, discipline, and mythology inside the Tropicana Showroom.

 This wasn’t just another gig. It was a rite of passage. A legacy imported from Paris that helped define what classic Vegas entertainment even was.

So, when I was invited to audition, it mattered. I walked onto the stage and immediately felt the weight of where I was, something that demanded confidence.
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