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Author’s Note: This is true to what I believe happened. I have changed some names and descriptions. And I have reconstructed dialogue to the best of my recollection and reordered or combined the sequence of some events. Others who were present might recall things differently. But this is my story.
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This is for Sadie. Everything I do is for Sadie.


Writing this book is for Sadie. These next words are for Sadie:


My darling child, you are my reason, my season, and my lifetime.
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Andrew Wyeth, Christina’s World, 1948


Christina has a bonny face


Nobody knows the secret place


Nancy Priddy, “Christina’s World,” 1968


“What we all want is someone who will accept us for


what we are and what we have become.”


From my diary, Wednesday, August 6, 2008









PROLOGUE


MY MOM ALWAYS TOLD me that I was a sad little girl.


“You were just born that way,” she’d say.


But I actually don’t believe that’s true. I was introduced to the weight of the world much too early on in life. I think being left by my father and growing up in a household that was abusive and scary and awful may have loaned me those sad eyes. Even if I hadn’t admitted it to myself, my sad eyes had been revealing the true me all along.


Looking back, I guess I’ve faked it until I made it my whole life. When you’ve been through the kinds of things I’ve been through, you have to get good at hiding behind a persona, and my Christina Applegate persona was successful, especially in shielding me from having to face the past.


That was then. But now? I embrace my sad eyes — I’ve earned them.


In my public life, I’ve played the character “Christina Applegate” for so long, since I was a very young child. The comic actor, the serious actor, the all-singing, all-dancing, ultimate performer, the good talk show interview — I was all those things. I even wrote a paper in school professing myself a “triple threat” and saying I wanted to be Meryl Streep.


That person is unrecognizable to me now.


I am not Christina Applegate.


Recently, I noticed that a dear friend of mine had me listed as “Christina Applegate” in her phone.


“Take that out,” I said. “And don’t you ever call me by those two names together.” It took her a moment, but she understood.


Anyone who truly knows me knows I am not Christina Applegate.


I was never, ever that person. Whenever I hear “Christina Applegate” I get spine tingles, and not in a good way. Those two words together do not denote the secret place, the center of my soul, the real me.


Instead, there’s one nickname I save for my true essence. Usually, I don’t want the world to see who I really am, so I have kept it secret. But when those closest to me use my nickname, just two short syllables, I feel they know me in the deepest and most beautiful way.


I promise by the end of this book you’ll know those two syllables, too, and not just in name. I’ll finally reveal every reason for those sad eyes, will describe the full spectrum of a life seen through them — the good, the bad, the ups, the downs, the everything.


It’s not a process I’m looking forward to, being that vulnerable. But I want to reveal who I am, fully, for the first time. Maybe I don’t even know who that is, but hey, I have nothing left to lose.


In 2021, I was diagnosed with multiple sclerosis. MS attacks your nervous system and slows down your functions — your respiratory system, your organs, everything. The disease eats away at all the things we take for granted. Some of us with MS have a raft of pain; some don’t. I have a lot of it. When I wake up, I often can’t get my arm to move far enough to grab the cup of water by my bed or my phone from its charger. I have infusions every six months to slow the disease’s progress, but those infusions kill all the B cells in my body, making me prone to infection. My stomach frequently slows to a halt, leaving me to regularly rush to the emergency room in agony. Most days, simply walking across the room feels like scaling a mountain.


One of the worst side effects of the illness is the exhaustion. It feels as though I’ve been on a three-day-long sleepless bender, but no bender for me — that’s how I feel after a good night’s sleep. Hence all the time I spend on and in bed, snuggled up against Jake Ryan, which is what I call my heating pad. A sidenote that if you were born in the seventies, as I was, Sixteen Candles was the shit. In the last moment of the movie, Jake Ryan, wearing bad jeans in front of a red Porsche, looks at Sam Baker (played by Molly Ringwald) and says, “Yeah, you.” If you don’t know what that means, put this book down right now and go watch the movie. It’s much more uplifting.


As you may be catching on, on the back of that diagnosis and the symptoms I face, I no longer care what I say or how I come across or how it makes anyone feel. I don’t have patience for bullshit anymore, no patience for things that are meaningless or merely “extra.” Add to that, I don’t have room for inauthenticity or hidden meanings. There’s no longer subtext when I speak. Everything I say is true, and unadorned, and real.


This is new for me, as I’ve always been a private person. When I was growing up, we didn’t have trolls, cellphones, social media. Instead, we just had the Z Channel, which was famous for airing the seminal music video, “Brass in Pocket” by the Pretenders. There was no MTV, no Bravo, no Real Housewives — just that video airing once in a while in between televised movies. I didn’t live a public life the way celebrities have to now. At the time, everything was more private.


In many ways, I know I seem to have lived a perfect life, and I’ve been told that this has inspired some people to look up to me. The truth is, I never felt seen. Just as I know that so many people who have suffered in different ways haven’t felt seen either. I succeeded in life despite what I went through, but it’s time to tell the truth, even if while writing this I feel like I’m giving a TED talk. I promise, I’m not!


And it’s not just because I’m no longer working. Sure, there’s no one breathing down my neck to represent their business or their movie or their TV show, things I’ve had to represent, usually willingly and passionately, for almost fifty years. It goes deeper. I’ve become an honesty missile. When your physical situation deteriorates, and your life shrinks to the size of a California king, suddenly all the things you thought were important shift, too. The truth clarifies, like a camera lens slowly focusing.


I know it’s a cliché that clowns are sad, but my outward success and humor masked a tough life, and an abiding sense that I wasn’t good enough. I hid all that for the good of whatever movie or TV show or play I was representing. Now, those days are gone. I have one friend who insists I’ll work again, but he doesn’t see the full extent of my pain.


In fact, my body has let me down so much that I’ve taken to naming the various parts so I can yell at them. My entire body is Sylvia, so if I have weird things going on, my friends will yell, “Stop, Sylvia, stop it!”


Sometimes I get weird shakes in Barbara (my right arm), and once in a while Stanley (left arm) joins in.


My right leg is Meghan Markle.


Don’t ask.


My left leg is Tootie, from The Facts of Life.


My gallbladder is named Gail, my liver Olivia. My kidneys are Calliope. I haven’t named my intestines yet, and I probably should because I’m mad at them all the time.


Stacey’s a bitch, but Staceys are always bitches, aren’t they? Stacey is my stomach.


When Barbara and Stanley and Meghan and Tootie and Gail and Olivia and Calliope and Stacey are doing weird things, I try to talk to them, and because I have a disease of the nervous system, it’s almost like they listen. When I was first diagnosed, Barbara would shake constantly, and one of my friends, Carolyn, would yell, “Barbara! Be quiet!” Sometimes it would help.


My brain has a name, too: Stuart, aka Fucking Asshole.


This disease has robbed me of who I am, has robbed me of my life, of the things I loved. I was invincible. I loved running. I loved Peloton, I played tennis, and I loved — I mean really loved — to dance.


I want to pick up the guitar over there by the wall, but my hands cramp. I used to love saying to Sadie, my amazing daughter, “Yes, of course I’ll take you wherever you want to go in the car.” Now, I often can’t drive her anywhere.


But I like to watch TV — the worse the better, usually reality shows like Real Housewives — because with TV I get to escape. I don’t have to think. I don’t want narratives, art, series in which you invest in some antihero across seven brilliant seasons. I want rich women screaming at each other.


I keep the TV on twenty-four hours a day because without it the quiet is so loud in my head I can’t bear it.


Would I have wanted it this way, to have everything stripped away? Did I envision finally arriving at a place of raw honesty about my life, and that would be a good thing? Fuck no. I want to work and dance and take Sadie everywhere, but being forced into this home-based life has stripped away my last vestiges of reserve. It has afforded me time and space to look back on my life and take stock of it for the first time. Alongside the need to confront the truth and enormity of all that I have lived through, a beautiful thing emerged: I have started to make a little sense of it, to understand what happened, see patterns, discover meaning, find the love and acceptance and healing in it, and start to forgive myself, to give my young self, especially, some slack for all the bad decisions and self-destructive behaviors.


In my closet there is a locked box of all my journals from the age of thirteen to the time I stopped wanting to write. I had told my best friend and godmother of my child, Rachel, that when I die, she may open the box. I never thought it would be opened before I was gone.


Lucky you — the box is open. I’m going to extensively quote from those journals. I’ve kept meticulous records, all too aware that those pages were the only place I could share the unfiltered truth.


I recently showed my daughter the diary I wrote when I was thirteen, and she said, “You were fucked up.” I mean, my mom was in an abusive relationship when I was little. I gave my first blow job at thirteen. I was madly in love with Johnny Depp at fifteen. I was plagued by disordered eating and self-loathing from my teens on. It’s all in there. All the way up to me having cancer.


I’m finally free to reveal the true me, and in doing so, I hope in some small way you might be able to come to terms with some of your past, too. Just because life has sometimes been tough — and maybe at certain points it even felt impossible — that doesn’t mean we have to wallow in the darkness or be stymied by our histories. I’m here to tell you that despite how dark it gets, there’s a lot to gain from mining one’s past for meaning.


One of the things I’ve begun to see more clearly through my newfound freedom is that I’m a survivor. Given everything, I really shouldn’t still be here. But underneath all that Susan Applebee (what a woman in Santa Monica once insisted my name was) BS was a radically honest, genuine person who formed real connections, lifelong connections. I’m a good fucking friend, and this world needs more good friends. I survived it all thanks to an abiding passion to overcome, and an unwavering belief in myself, a belief that whatever the world threw at me — and man, it threw a lot, and it’s still throwing — I had to get to the other side of something. I want you to know that the other side is worth the fight. That you are always worth fighting for, and that you are never alone in your fight.


This book is a witness to that survival, and all the things I endured that I never told anyone because it was all too heartbreaking: the good stuff, the terrible stuff, the hilarious stuff, the shitty sad stuff. I have a degenerative disease that has probably ended my performing career, and without that, what is there to hide? And I truly believe that living in truth will liberate all of us: you, me, everyone.


I’ve packed a lot into these fifty-something years. For a long time, it felt impossible to find the meaning in everything I’ve been through, but I have come to understand that we ultimately get to choose what defines us — and the working through of that will be what drives the narrative of this book. I will detail what that pain has taught me, and in turn, what it has allowed me to release. I want readers to understand what each of us facing our pain can learn from getting on and getting through.


Many of the revelations about my childhood and much of my life will shock a lot of people. It’s scary — not going to lie — to finally decide to tell it all. Some days, when I open up the box in my closet and turn the pages of the many diaries I keep locked in there, I want to shut it all away as quickly as I opened it. My journals are a contemporary record of a girl becoming a woman and having to fight for every scrap of love she received, and sometimes it’s just too much to read back across those years. I want to save the six-year-old me, the eleven-year-old, the nineteen-year-old, the thirty-two-year-old . . . But I guess I already saved her, a little bit, at least, because here she is, sharing her most intimate moments from forty years of journaling, all in the hope of showing you that you don’t have to feel alone — you too can find your way, you too can survive. Hell, you too can flourish as I once did, before MS forced me into this prison of a bed.


In my ongoing effort to survive, it’s imperative for me to share my life with you. I hope in doing so that you can know you’re not alone, that someone else has had to survive, and has done so while making people laugh.


There is always light, always, and the deeper I dig into my past, the more good I’m unearthing, the more positives I have uncovered, things I can hold on to on the hardest days. I’ll tell a ton of stories about Married . . . with Children, about Anchorman, about Sweet Charity, about Dead to Me, and about the incredible people who’ve been in my life, from my mother to my daughter and so many in between.


There will be happy chapters about my wonderful friends and life, about my daughter’s amazing father and my husband (our love story spans a couple of lifetimes). Sadie, my brilliant daughter, will be a constant character, too, wandering in and out of the book. There will even be an account of my trawlerman boyfriend who is long gone but who now literally haunts my house, and there will be writing about my illnesses: my breast cancer and my MS. I’ll show how my mother got past her addictions. I’ll talk about my faith, and I’ll talk about (and probably to) God, and about karma, and all the things in between, all the things that I’ve learned that have made me a survivor, things I want to share with readers to perhaps help them survive, too. Because everybody has something, and everyone needs to be seen, this book is my way of seeing, of sharing the details of my life so that others can move forward in theirs.


I’ve called it survival, but it’s really more like freedom. By working through it all on the page, I intend to release myself fully into a life of acceptance, hope, and joy.


Of course, none of us turn out perfect. We’re always evolving, we’re always changing. I will work through much of my life in this book, but the true beauty of it is that I’m in my fifties and I still don’t know what the hell is happening. What you’re about to read is an account of something that I’ve only recently started to come to terms with. I may never fully do so. I can’t reshape this life into some perfect story with a cherry on top. It was not a perfect life — far from it.


None of our stories are perfect. Every person has a level of sadness. This is just an account of mine.


I don’t have the answers, but I do have a story.


I’ll still be pissed off, of course, but there’s a river of love that runs through this house these days. People come by, sit on the end of the bed, and we connect and reminisce and most of all we share love and hope. This book aims to capture all that.


In every instance the pain will be matched by the joy, the losses mitigated by the extraordinary life I’ve been so lucky to lead. Not even my best friends who sit by my bedside know the full details; sure, they know some of it, but even then, they often think I’m making it up because it is all so unbelievable.


We find the joy where we can. For me, most often it’s in the form of a teenage daughter who makes everything better.


So no, this book won’t be like some big violin scratching for my life. I’m still pretty funny. But it will be real.


So here I am.


Real me.


Lots to say.









ONE


STAR, FUCKER!


THE LINE FROM GRAUMAN’S Chinese Theatre went all the way around the block. This is Los Angeles, California, 1977. Teens, preteens, parents, nerds, punks, space cadets, hippies, peaceniks — it seemed like the whole, spaced-out, Jimmy Carter, tube-socked world was here, May 25, the opening day of a movie called Star Wars.


Already, even before the first notes of John Williams’s legendary score, the world had lost its mind to Princess Leia and Luke and R2-D2 and Darth Vader. Even though I wouldn’t be six years old until the end of the year, there I was, just as nuts as everyone else — I couldn’t wait to see it. The May warmth bounced off Hollywood Boulevard; intermittent shade beckoned us, and we huddled in it whenever we could as the line inched forward. We drudged forward patiently, but we jiggled about in excitement, too, praying we’d make it to the box office before the whole thing sold out.


I wasn’t alone. Occasionally I’d look up at my mom and smile at her. She’d smile back (her blissful grin was then brought to you by Valium). My mother was, and is, a beautiful woman. She always smelled of rose perfume, and in the evenings, I loved lying in her lap, safe in the scent of her, listening to the house finches and mocking-birds and a distant great horned owl hooting out there in the dark of Laurel Canyon, where we lived.


I always felt safe with my mom. She was my entire world. We were alone together. This was not what she’d envisioned for her life, a single mother with a five-year-old kid, short on cash, her musical career stalled. But here she was, and here I was, and there, soon, would be Luke and Leia and Chewbacca and R2-D2 and a distant, heavy-voiced man who would turn out to be an absentee father . . .


We didn’t come down to the bustle of Hollywood all that often. We lived in Laurel Canyon on Lookout Mountain (which felt many more than the two miles from Hollywood it was), in a 750-square-foot row house.


That day in 1977, Mom and I had driven down the winding mountain and made a sharp left into Hollywood in our beaten-down Chevy Nova, eager to be transported into outer space. But before I could be dispatched into a galaxy far, far away, something else, something even more magical, attracted my attention: everywhere I looked on that burning sidewalk there were stars built into the concrete.


“Mama, what are all those stars for?” I asked.


“They’re for famous performers,” my mom, herself a singer, said.


“What did they do? Was it good or was it bad? Who are these people, Mama?”


As my mother tried to explain, I could feel something sparking in me, indistinctly at first, and then, catching hold, like a wildfire. My mom and I had slowly inched to the front of Grauman’s, to the spot where you can reach down and put your hands in handprints and your feet in footprints of famous performers, and I reached down to put my little five-and-a-half-year-old hands into Jack Nicholson’s imprint, which he’d made in June 1974. (I had no idea that one day I’d be ineffectually flirting with him in an audition for a movie role.)


I distinctly remember thinking, even at five years old, This is magic! These people will be here forever.


A child’s mind can conceive of the beauty of forever. Especially when the present presses hard, like a burden.


That child’s mind had already had to come to terms with too many burdens.


I was raised in Laurel Canyon, which, though once the epicenter of a legendary arts scene, had become, by the time I showed up, at least, a different kind of place.


The original Laurel Canyon scene had developed in the mid- to late sixties — back then, houses in the Canyon had been both affordable and gratifyingly hidden away above the thrum of Sunset Boulevard and Hollywood, and a host of musicians and artists and actors had made the place their creative home. Even today when you turn off Sunset or Hollywood Boulevard and head north into Laurel Canyon, whispers of something ethereal and magical and inspiring seem to drift from the laurels and the eucalyptus.


The streets are narrow and winding, perched on the side of steep hills, which are themselves discreet, peaceful, cool, and shaded. Back in the late sixties, this was the land of Joni Mitchell’s Trina and her wampum beads, where music poured down the Canyon, “cats and babies” all around the women’s feet, characters wrapped “in songs and gypsy shawls.” Mitchell lived here for a while, as did Neil Young, Carole King, Jackson Browne, David Crosby, Stephen Stills, Graham Nash, Mama Cass, and James Taylor, and so did Frank Zappa and his Girls Together Outrageously (GTOs) cohort, who all lived together for a time at 2401 Laurel Canyon Boulevard, opposite Houdini’s house. Mitchell and Nash, the ultimate Canyon couple, famously bought a vase on Ventura Boulevard in the Valley one morning and by the afternoon Nash had written “Our House” about the vase and the house the two artists shared on Lookout Mountain, half a mile from where I would grow up. The power of the Canyon’s creative inspiration could foster a classic song and some attendant wild behavior, but it could also cause these artists to lose their minds — Jackson Browne is on the record as saying, “What was happening in Laurel Canyon was the universe cracking open and revealing its secrets.”


But by the late sixties something else was cracking open — a darker edge to the Canyon was appearing. The Manson murders had taken place in August 1969 a couple of canyons over, at 10050 Cielo Drive in Benedict Canyon, about three miles as the raven flies from Laurel. After that, Michelle Phillips of the Mamas and the Papas said she started carrying a gun in her purse when she walked the winding Laurel Canyon streets. Joni Mitchell and Graham Nash broke up. Folk music stalwarts became mega pop superstars and moved away to places with gates and security. The drugs were maturing from weed to cocaine and heroin. Murders would come to our part of Laurel Canyon, too.


And into this dying scene moved Nancy Priddy and Bob Applegate.


Nancy Priddy was born in South Bend, Indiana, on January 22, 1941, the very day the Andrews Sisters recorded “Boogie Woogie Bugle Boy” and the Americans captured the Libyan stronghold of Tobruk. Later, when the war was over, and when my mother had graduated (from Northwestern with a degree in English), she moved on her own — like so many hippie-folkies — to New York City’s version of Laurel Canyon, Greenwich Village, where, unlike many of the other transplants who barely bathed, she turned into a stunning hippie sexpot. She sang with the house band at the historic Greenwich Village folk club the Bitter End (there she is, her hair dyed black and in a chic bob, bottom right, on the cover of a Bitter End Singers’ album from 1964) and with Leonard Cohen (you can hear her backing vocals on classics like “Suzanne” and “So Long, Marianne”), among others.


In 1968, my mother released a beautiful album of her own called You’ve Come This Way Before, produced by the legendary Phil Ramone. On that record’s cover she’s sitting on cobblestones and looking wistfully over her right shoulder, her long ginger hair cascading just so. She might well be thinking about Stephen Stills in that photo — the title song is about him. In the late sixties he and my mom had fallen into a passionate relationship. They lived together for a while in New York at around the time one of Stephen’s bands, Buffalo Springfield, was recording his seminal song “For What It’s Worth (Stop, Hey What’s That Sound),” which he wrote about the L.A. Sunset Strip curfew riots of late 1966. Stephen would come back to the house he shared with my mother and complain that he was singing flat, or say ridiculous things like “This song’s horrible,” even though it would become one of the greatest songs of the 1960s counterculture scene. Stephen would later become my godfather. I call him Uncle Dadu (Uncle Daddy), but that comes later.


At about the same time, there was a guy named Bob Applegate hanging around, a music promoter who would eventually become a producer at Casablanca Records. In the pictures of him from back then, a wide, smiling, warm face peers out, usually above a wide-lapelled, open-necked shirt, gaudy chain, and three-piece suit, as he hobnobs with music industry people or leans over a mixing board in a studio. This obviously charming man desperately wanted to date the enchanting Nancy Priddy.


One weekend, Stephen Stills was supposed to call my mom and didn’t. Nancy Priddy was so pissed off that she went on a revenge date with Bob Applegate. As the story goes, Stephen hadn’t called my mother because he was deep in a secret affair with Judy Collins, a relationship that birthed yet another classic track, “Suite: Judy Blue Eyes,” one of the best songs that was ever recorded. So it all worked out right in the end, I guess: the world got “Judy Blue Eyes,” and my dad got my mom, and thereafter, moi.


After that date my mom and dad fell super crazy in love, moved west, and lived together in Laurel Canyon on Lookout Mountain, where all the doors were still open, where musicians wandered up and down the streets in their bathrobes, went in and out of each other’s homes to play music, write classic songs, smoke pot, all in that free-love, happy-happy, goody-goody kind of way — a place where everybody had their legs spread, including the men. The 1960s gave way to the 1970s, and it seemed like everybody was still doing everybody.


And then sometime early in 1971, Nancy Priddy fell pregnant. With the jasmine night-blooming across the Canyon, my mother bloomed, too, until spring became summer became fall, and it was Thursday, November 25 — actual swear-to-God Thanksgiving Day — and instead of gobbling down turkey and gravy, my parents were rushing to a hospital in the Little Armenia section of Los Angeles. I was born at 5:45 p.m., in what is now a huge Scientology building (its address is 1403 North L. Ron Hubbard Way), but which at the time was the Cedars of Lebanon medical building. As an aside, my dear friend was born the day before Thanksgiving, and her parents gave her the middle name Cranberry. I guess I dodged a bullet with Christina — lord knows I could have been Turkey Gravy Applegate, or worse, Stuffing Applegate.


My mother was thirty years old when I showed up. Thanksgiving Day had delivered her a child, a girl she did indeed name Christina, after her favorite painting, Andrew Wyeth’s 1948 masterpiece, Christina’s World.


It’s almost too strange a coincidence, given everything that’s happened to me in the past few years, that Christina’s World depicts a neighbor of Wyeth, one Anna Christina Olson, who suffered from some kind of degenerative muscle condition. Ms. Olson always refused a wheelchair, choosing instead to crawl. Wyeth once said of the painting, “The challenge to me was to do justice to her extraordinary conquest of a life which most people would consider hopeless.”


And here I am, with MS, some days feeling hopeless, but still crawling my way forward, still in my own extraordinary conquest of a life. My mother called me Christina — nothing is an accident — after a girl who couldn’t walk.


Now, five decades later, some days I can’t walk either. But no wheelchair for me. Instead, here I am, crawling around through my weeds. Back then, too, my mother was about to fall into deep weeds, weeds it would take her decades to crawl through until she made her own kind of escape.


By my bedside I keep a large, battered, brown leather photo album that my father created back in 1972. At the start of the album, he has written his daughter a letter.




Christina,


Today, May 26th, year 1972, you & I took our first walk together. You had been in New York & New Jersey for the past two months. You were placed in my backpack & off we went.


Now at the beginning of our walk you weren’t too happy and had been suffering with your first teeth. As we walked along, I placed my finger in your mouth. That seemed to do the trick, and you were suddenly fast asleep. We walked up around the back roads of our home, to the top of a big hill. There we sat for a while, looking out over the countryside. You were still asleep, but I knew you were content with the situation. We started back down the hill only to be stopped by a beautiful brown and white bird who so proudly sang for us. As we walked a BIG German shepherd said, “Hello,” and guess what? That’s right, you opened your big blue eyes, but only for a moment, then back to sleep. When we arrived by home, you were, shall we say, sort of awake, sort of asleep. And that was our first walk together. It was a happy moment.


Daddy


PS. Six months old . . . wow.





My father has filled the subsequent pages with pictures of me, of him, of me and him, and of me and my mother. He has decorated the pages with pressed flowers, and with pictures of flowers and children. As I turn the pages, I see my father on a snowy mountainside; there he is again, smoking a joint (he’s written “Peace!” on that photo — of course he has). There I am in a red outfit and white Mary Janes; sitting on his lap on a carousel horse; again on his lap as he plays a piano, no shirt (him, not me). There I am in my mother’s arms, and at a birthday party; in a stroller, or peering in surprise at the flash from a photo booth, my father’s huge beard scratching my baby face.


But there are no pictures of me and my parents together. Instead, there are pictures of my father with a different partner, a different family.


In his note, my father references a trip east to New York and New Jersey. Right after I showed up that Thanksgiving in 1971, my paternal grandparents asked to see me — they lived in Lawrenceville, New Jersey. So when my mom went to New York for work, I went to see my grandparents.


In New York, my mom was to tape an episode of Days of Our Lives, and I was in the episode, too. I was three months old. The episode, number 1,597, aired on March 7, 1972. In it, I play baby Burt Grizzell, “son” of Mrs. Grizzell, played by my mother. (I would be invited back for a subsequent episode, though without my mother this time, and still a boy.) Mom and I also did a Playtex Nurser commercial together, in which my mother is bottle-feeding me with a Playtex collapsible bottle while saying, “What a difference! Now she has less gas . . . because natural nipples mean less air in her tummy!”


(Three and a half decades later I would write in my diary, “Sat up again. Sponge bath humiliation. So gassy. That was funny. Walked to the window.” This was four days after the double mastectomy that saved my life.)


Two months later, my father wrote another letter to me in that album.




Oh my child we are together again, only to find that we shall be together always. We are in Big Sur now, and you are 8 months old — wow! Can you believe it? What is Big Sur, you asked — well, it’s a paradise for those who understand, those who wish to get back to the basics, but wish to grow . . .





That reference to Big Sur hangs heavy. When my mother called my father to say she was heading home from that first trip to the East Coast, his two-word reply devastated her and set in motion a chain of terrible events for me and my mom, events whose ripples still move through both of our lives.


“We’re on our way home,” my mom said.


“So soon?” my dad said.


He really didn’t need to say anything else.


There is a photo from that time that haunts me now because it presages so much of what was to come. In it, my heavily bearded father is sitting cross-legged in a white sleeveless tee, head shaved, at the foot of what looks like two redwoods. This is him at Big Sur — it appears he’s communing with something, almost Buddha-like, the once-slick music executive in a suit now replaced by this uncompromising figure in combat boots. He looks more like he’s spent time in San Quentin than Monterey County.


With those two words — “So soon?” — Dad headed away from Nancy Priddy, away from his newborn, to make a new life in Big Sur on the Pacific Coast, six hours north of Laurel Canyon. When we arrived home, he was gone.


My father never came back.


For us, it was a disaster; for him, it would prove to be a kismet move. On the first day he got to Big Sur, a woman staying at the same rooming house told him that she could feel his presence in the building. Family lore goes that she wandered downstairs and said to Bob Applegate, “Are you a Scorpio?”


“Yes, I am,” he said, and that was about all it took — something ignited, and they were together from that moment on, early in 1972, right up until Tuesday, March 18, 2025, at 4:59 a.m., when my father died.


What to make of my father’s abandonment of me and my mother? He always claimed that he was convinced that my mom was continuing to have an affair with Stephen Stills while she was pregnant with me, but anyone who’s ever been pregnant knows that the last thing you want to do is have sex with someone who’s not the father — if you want to have sex at all. I think it was simply my dad’s way of justifying leaving us.


There is a third letter to me in that photo album.




Christina’s World by Daddy


We’ve been here now for 2 days. You, my darling, have caused quite a rush, not only for me but for everyone who touches you. These two days, as the few times we have spent together before, have been the highest, and most peaceful and fulfilling days of life.


Later tonight if it’s okay with you, we shall sit by the fire and together become one. So high — you make me so high!





I don’t think I was the only thing making my father high back then. My father was doing a lot of acid in the early 1970s, and his brain seemed in chaos. Acid will force a mind into telling lies to itself, lies like the one about my mother continuing to have a relationship with Stephen Stills. They were lies my father believed, and lies that crushed my mother and would eventually confuse and hurt his new daughter, when she became old enough to know that her father was gone.


But there was so much more to my father’s life than LSD-generated stories. And it all began long before I showed up. When I uncovered the real story, everything changed, but that would take me another thirty years.


Bob was gone, into a new relationship, a new orbit, so high, so high, and my mother and I were left entirely alone. I went to Big Sur as a little baby a few times, until my father and his new wife moved first to Burbank, in the Valley, and then to Woodland Hills, out on the 101 near Calabasas. I was court-ordered to go to his new house, which had a pool, at least, every other weekend for years — I hated it, but I’ll admit I loved the pool and idyllic setting. My father was by now back in the music business full-time, and things had gone well enough that he drove a Mercedes.


Mom and I had our beaten-down Nova and lived in a little row house.


It wasn’t entirely my dad’s fault that I didn’t like visiting. I just wanted to be home with my mom. I vividly remember each time we’d head back on the 101. The second I would see the communications tower above the Mulholland Tennis Club, which signals the high point of Laurel Canyon, I’d get giddy — great fluttering butterflies in my stomach — because I knew I was going to see her.


It was just the two of us, Nancy Priddy and her daughter, Christina Applegate, alone together in Laurel Canyon. When I would come home, I’d get the same feeling as when we would go to Magic Mountain — I’d see the waterslide on the hill and know I was close to one of my favorite places in all of Southern California.


My mom was always my Magic Mountain, too.


Back in 1968, in the gatefold of her album, my mother had written a short essay to introduce herself. This is how it begins.




One day a lyricist and good friend of mine said to me, “Nancy, why do you always write sad lyrics? You seem to see primarily the negative side of things.” Taken back a little, I went home and started reading through the reams of backs of envelopes, scraps of crumpled papers, and an occasional poorly typed piece of onion skin that I had accumulated. What a discovery one can make about oneself. It’s not unlike a Rorschach test or finding strange patterns in a collection of doodles.


What I discovered was not necessarily negativism or sadness, but an obvious quality of disappointment throughout the somewhat subconscious ramblings. I am an Aquarian and have been told that I am the true embodiment of Aquarius — for what it’s worth. It’s not negativism, but extreme positivism that is at the basis of what I write — an incurable idealism that often gets rained, snowed, sleeted, and hailed upon by life.





Three years later, her love affair with my father over, the positivism of the move west and the birth of a child had been utterly subsumed by the rain, snow, sleet, and hail of abandonment.


And so was set a pattern that I too would follow my entire life: I share with my mother an idealism, a positivism, that is so often followed by terrible weather. In thinking back across my life, I have realized that when good things happen to me, as many good things have, they are invariably stalked by darkness, dampened by subsequent tragedies and trauma. My mother wrote, “I went home and started reading through the reams of backs of envelopes, scraps of crumpled papers, and an occasional poorly typed piece of onion skin . . . What a discovery one can make about oneself. It’s not unlike a Rorschach test or finding strange patterns in a collection of doodles. What I discovered was not necessarily negativism or sadness, but an obvious quality of disappointment.” In my mom’s words, I see not only her own foreshadowing of the pain Bob Applegate would bring into her life, but my own story, too. Here I am, looking back through the “scraps of crumpled papers” that constitute my own diaries, and I find throughout a similar sense of disappointment.


These days, as I sit on my bed in pain from the MS, my acting and dancing careers over, I think about the moments in my life when wonderful things have been followed by the dreadful. I finally made it to Broadway, only to get a terrible injury; I finally got the role of a lifetime in Dead to Me, only to find out I had MS halfway through. This pattern is seemingly a genetic gift from my mother, a woman so haunted by her own disappointments that she chose to highlight them in the sleeve notes to her album.


My father had escaped to chase a different consciousness in Big Sur, away, perhaps, from the shadows he saw in my mother’s eyes.


She and I, meanwhile, had to pick up the pieces however best we could. She tried her best to make our odd little house a home, but it was hard. Among its many “charms” was one narrow, three-foot-by-two-foot door near the ceiling that you had to walk up tiny stairs to reach and then crouch through to get to my bedroom, which was itself an illegally converted garage. It also housed for free so many fleas that when I wore white socks to school, there would be hundreds of tiny black dots visible on them.


My mom never made us feel like we were poor, though, whatever she was facing on a daily basis. She certainly never said we were poor. The only thing she did say regularly was, “Don’t spend your money because you might be poor one day.” She taught me the value of things, and I still have those values. That’s why to this day I mostly wear secondhand clothing, which is often stuff I stole from set. My mom’s words — “Be careful” — ring in my ears.


But it wasn’t all bad. We could still drive our Nova down the mountain to the movies, just the two of us. We could join the lines on May 25, 1977, to see the magic of Star Wars for the first time. And a five-year-old girl could still dream of a future when she too had a star.


It’s no exaggeration to say that from that moment in 1977 onward, my whole goal in life was to get a star on that Walk of Fame. Because if that was to happen — if one day a crowd would gather and watch a star with my name on it be revealed from under a banner — then I’d be on this spinning planet forever. And maybe someday some kid would say, “Who’s that, Mommy?” And maybe the mommy gets to explain who I was.


An Oscar would be lovely, but you know what? You win the Oscar, give a six-minute speech, and nobody cares two days later, especially if your speech lasts six minutes just like it inevitably does the first time you give one. You put the naked-man statue in your guest bathroom, and it’s over. Ask an Oscar recipient where they keep their trinket and they’re likely to have to take a moment to remember exactly where it is.


But a star? Encased in concrete? Assuming no earthquake destroys it, the worst you’d have to deal with would be the traipsing feet of millions of tourists. No one ever forgets where their star resides — everyone knows the exact cross street without hesitation.


So a star became my lofty goal. A star would be my Oscar.
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