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INTRODUCTION







As far back as I can remember, my father wrote little notes to himself about everything. They were reminders, really, little scraps of paper with nuggets of wisdom. This way, he could recall a thought or follow up on a half-baked idea or new creation. For a time he was an inventor, so ideas were his life, and he would not let one of them pass him by. Even his wardrobe functioned as a facilitator to his ideas. He would not wear shirts unless they had two pockets: one for his pens, the other for his scraps of paper. “Function over fashion” was his motto.


After the invention of sticky notes (someone else’s brilliant idea), they became a staple in our home, perhaps more important than sugar or coffee or rice. They were everywhere, but most of them could be found on the kitchen table in a neatly organized row alongside the orange place mats and plastic fruit centerpiece. The notes were supposed to be relegated to his area of the table, but if they went unchecked they would creep toward my mother’s, my three older sisters’, or my place settings. A day didn’t go by in which my mother wouldn’t rightly complain about “those damn notes.” While she rejected this practice of his, I embraced it. As the youngest of four girls, it was a bond that my daddy and I shared. But I took it to another level: my notes were en vogue, beautifully penned on parchment paper (I think I even went so far as to laminate a few). Canvas inside a shadow box was probably my note de force. I gifted my husband one saying, “My love guaranteed.”


Let me be clear: I don’t write lists. I hate them. Somewhere along the way a list came to represent structure, rigidity, and that perfect girl in class who had the color-coded markers for every day of the week. I write things down on scraps of paper, on Post-it notes, on beautiful stationery, and on my hand. I would have them everywhere—just like my dad—but my husband hates clutter even more than my mother does. So he makes piles of all the scraps and puts them by the phone, on my desk, near my computer.


I curate famous quotes, paraphrases of famous quotes, raw emotion, friends’ quotes, snippets of phone conversations, ideas. To me they are like oxygen. I need them to breathe. A recent inventory yielded these gems:




“You get what you want.”


“Receiving is Giving.”


“Have more faith than fear.”


“Breathe and breathe again.”


“Listen to your instinct. It just might save you from yourself.”


“Service is the rent we pay for living on the planet.”




“Don’t forget to exercise and drink water.”


“Dream Big. You will have it all. You already do.”


“She has a free pass to get the fuck out of my life.” (I threw that one away.)





I have collected countless scraps of wisdom, inspiration, insight, and empathy over the years. One day it occurred to me that a book of such reflections—and the stories that surrounded them—might bring others the joy and comfort and occasional laugh that they bring me. I started to seek out stories that wouldn’t fit on a Post-it but had final messages that could. Notes to self.


 


All of the stories were primarily about moments of redemption following what I call life’s “Big Three”: Humiliation, Heartbreak, and Hardship. However, as in real life, sometimes tough moments cannot be so easily compartmentalized, so I put some stories into a category I like to call “Life’s Constant Complexities,” which can mean anything from coming to terms with a professional setback to accepting the width of one’s thighs.


We all have a “story” that helps define us, a piece of ourselves that reflects who we are today yet is somehow rooted in our past, perhaps holding us back. More often than not, we need to shed that outdated outer shell—that “story”—so that we may finally and fully move into the next phase of life with a lesson of wisdom firmly intact (and if you are like me, taped to a wall). So I asked my fellow contributors not only to share their stories but also to sum them up in a final note to self, something that a reader could scrawl on a Post-it and keep somewhere she could access for a quick dose of wisdom. What they came up with will inspire you.


Each woman in this book has a defining story from which she has moved to a new pinnacle of life, renewed and redeemed by the lessons she learned and will share with you. Punctuated by tears and laughter, these stories are full of incredible strength, invaluable knowledge, insurmountable odds, helpful survival instincts, amazing willpower, humiliation on a national level, and a hefty dose of humor. Through them, I have come to realize that no matter what life presents—however unfair, ugly, or murky it may seem—if you are willing, you can actually learn from the biggest of life’s challenges and find the light in the darkest of tunnels. And once you go through it, the lesson, the takeaway, your note to self, can act as a reminder, a place holder, a bookmark just in case you forget, for one moment, how amazing you are and how awesome the journey has been, even with its difficulties.


It seems only fair that I now join this community of women in this book and kick it off by telling my stories of the “Big Three” that have defined me, emboldened me, and taught me lessons worthy of places front and center on my wall.


 


My story of humiliation came early. I should state that we all have moments when we are humiliated, but I am talking about the one humiliation I could never forget, the Super Bowl champion of embarrassing moments (think Janet Jackson).




I grew up in Lewisville, Texas, a middle-class suburb of Dallas. While some kids spent their summer vacation at camps, on lakes, or, at the very least, at the community pool, I spent mine poring over Christie Brinkley’s operating manual, “How to Look Like a Model.” I studied its glossy pages like a student preparing for my dissertation. I wanted to be a model, and not just for myself. There were many who deemed me beautiful, and I felt I owed it to them, too. At fourteen, I was five foot ten, 120 pounds, and wore a 34C bra. I had been voted both Sophomore and Junior Duchess. I knew my place amongst the jocks, nerds, and burnouts, and I enjoyed the view from up on high as I looked down on my adoring subjects. Senior year was primed to be a royal cakewalk to the ultimate crown, homecoming queen. At the time, this was serious business; signing each other’s yearbooks as we said our good-byes for summer vacation after junior year, we all knew the crown would be mine when we returned in the fall. My acceptance speech was all but written, and my glorious future was laid out before me like my homecoming cape: my star linebacker-boyfriend and I would get married after graduation and our first child was going to be named Rush, after the band. This was the road map of my life. And it was happening just as planned.


That summer, however, my body went rogue. I mysteriously packed on thirty pounds, developed a goiter in my neck, and almost overnight suffered from a serious case of bug eyes. My mother had her theories about what was causing the sudden change. For a while she determined that I had a bacterial infection that I’d caught tubing down the Rio Grande. Not long after that, she knew in her heart of hearts that the chemicals used to perm my hair were ruining my looks. My favorite theory, however, and one that stuck the longest, was simply my cat.


My mother moved beyond these strange explanations for this sudden illness and was determined to find a diagnosis. As helpful as her determination was her sharp sense of humor, which helped us keep a bit of levity in the house during this stressful time.


My parents took me to a specialist in Dallas. As I sat in his cold office barely covered by a paper gown, he examined my body—feeling the goiter in my throat, checking under my arms for swollen lymph nodes and around my breasts for possible cancerous lumps. While he was conducting his exam, he whispered to me, “I can see why your mother is so upset. I can tell you used to be so beautiful.” Though I didn’t give him the satisfaction of seeing it, at that moment I broke into pieces. Life was never going to be the same for me, and I knew it.


I was diagnosed with a severe case of Graves’ disease (a thyroid disorder), and the doctors ultimately had me drink radioactive iodine, which tasted awful, to kill my thyroid, which had decidedly gone berserk. This was followed by all sorts of medication to replace what they’d destroyed with poison so that what was left of my abnormal gland could function. It was a scary time as we attempted to regulate my metabolism with chemicals, and I absolutely didn’t feel or look like myself.


Meanwhile, I prayed for a miracle to keep me out of school, but God wasn’t listening. As I drove to class on the first day of my senior year, it dawned on me that I was an anonymous participant in what used to be my life. I was terrified to face my peers. The responsibility I had felt to my fellow students to be beautiful and to be their homecoming queen was now replaced with utter fear and self-loathing. I felt ugly and disgusting.


Walking through the hallways that early September morning was the first time in my life I wished no one would notice me. Some of my classmates stared too long, while others averted their eyes. I could hear the whispers of concern coming from every direction, and my head was spinning. They say kids can be cruel, really cruel. Well, due to my previously held titles junior and sophomore years, my peers were either kind or felt pity: they nominated me for homecoming queen. I was completely stunned.


But this was Texas, and let’s get real: I knew in my heart I was not going to be crowned queen. I went to the homecoming game anyway, decked out in one of Lewisville’s finest dresses and wearing two gargantuan corsages made of mums pinned to my chest, complete with streamers that hung down to the ground. The queen was to be crowned at halftime.


When the time came, I made my way down the bleachers to take my place with the other nominees. As I descended, I stepped on one of the streamers, ripped a corsage out of my dress, and tumbled down the steps. I knew that I could either fake a serious injury or get up off the ground, brush myself off, and make my way onto the field. I mustered every shred of dignity I had and got up. Limping, I made my way to the fifty-yard line, escorted by my father, only to witness the crown placed on my friend’s head. She was the perfect homecoming queen: beautiful, nice, and gracious. It was the most humiliating moment of my life. All that practice to walk like Christie came crashing down. The one thing I depended on, my looks, had turned on me and sent me plummeting down the stadium steps in front of the entire town. And at a young, impressionable age, it seemed like the world was coming to an end.


Seventeen years later, I was living in Los Angeles. My body had gone through changes due to my Graves’ disease, but I’d regained a sense of self. Granted, I was no runway model, nor did I want to be, but I was healthy, active, and very much in charge of my life. I had traveled the world as a documentary filmmaker covering grizzly bears in the Canadian Rockies, active volcanoes in British West Indies, rock stars in Europe, and the March for Women’s Lives in Washington, D.C. Lewisville felt far away and abstract, as if my darker high-school days there had been a dream from which I had awoken. I was a new brand of queen: a goddess with lip gloss, a woman grounded through meditation, a filmmaker who wanted to make an impact on the world. One night I went out to dinner with a friend, who brought along a woman and her husband, whom I had never met. The moment I saw this woman, Ayrin, I knew she was from my past. I asked her where she was from, and she said sheepishly, “I like to think of myself as being from the East Coast, but for a while I lived in a small town outside of Dallas called Lewisville.”


I choked on my Chardonnay and practically yelled across the table, “Oh, my God! I grew up in Lewisville!” Ayrin asked me to repeat my name again, and it was as if she had seen a ghost.


“Oh, my God,” she said. “You’re Andrea Buchanan. I can’t believe it!” My face flushed. I wasn’t exactly sure how to handle her shock at discovering my identity.


Ayrin blushed, too. “You used to be so beautiful,” she said softly, and I felt as if I’d been punched in the gut. “Not that you’re not beautiful now,” she stammered, “but you were the girl we all wanted to be. You were so perfect.”


She went on to tell us that she had been a misfit. Bone thin and six feet tall, with pale skin and black hair, she’d found herself in a sea of blondes when her parents had moved to our town. She used to hang out in the “freaks” courtyard and smoke cigarettes, counting the days until she could leave Texas.


Ayrin claimed to have had two friends in school. I had two hundred. She was shy. I was outgoing. She dated the mascot. I dated the star linebacker. She wanted to be me, but I wanted to be Christie Brinkley. We both wanted an identity beyond ourselves, a sense of belonging.


Ayrin cut to the chase. “And when you got sick, I was so upset. It just seemed like you were in so much pain. My friends and I tried to figure out what happened to you, because back then, you had set the bar for what was possible in life: being popular and being super-nice. If you weren’t happy and perfect, then what were my chances?” Ayrin, choking back tears, went on, “One day, in homeroom, you looked at me. It felt like you were really seeing me, and that you somehow understood me. You seemed to understand what it was like to be an outcast, and that gave me a big dose of courage, strength, and confidence. I have never forgotten that.”


And then she explained the perfect irony: when she left Lewisville, Ayrin moved to Manhattan and became a Calvin Klein model.


That night, Ayrin helped me realize that I needed to heal the shame I felt for what had happened to me and learn to laugh about the humiliation I’d experienced on the field that night. Through the embarrassment, I had transformed the path of my life. I now went beyond the surface in almost everything I did in my work, my relationships, and how I viewed the world. Through the pain I had learned compassion for anybody suffering something out of their control. Disease in any form is scary stuff, and it can show up when things are humming along and knock you down, however beautiful you may look. And the night I met Ayrin, I truly learned that reaching within yourself to find solace, peace, and love heals you from humiliation. When we are knocked down, we sometimes see things more clearly, below the haze of lost perspective.


Note to self: Losing your crown can be the luckiest moment in your life.


 


Two years later, my life was running on all eight cylinders. I loved what I was doing in my work life, and I also had an incredibly full social life. There were dinner parties, trips to New York, and—my favorite of all—spending time with my four closest girlfriends: my circle. We vacationed together, were in each other’s weddings, threw each other elaborate parties, shared our most intimate moments, and held each other’s deepest secrets. We even went so far as to swear our undying love to one another and made vows and promises I couldn’t imagine breaking. My girlfriends and I were like the dude’s version of a weekly poker group, but instead of playing cards, smoking cigars, and drinking beer, our nights were more about sharing, processing our innermost feelings, and sleepovers.




My husband, family, and other friends outside this circle often played second fiddle to the girls. Belonging to this group of women meant the world to me. My identity and my ego depended on it. At the time, I was too caught up in the intoxicating effects this group’s popularity had on me. I changed so that I would fit in and then I suffered from a false sense of safety, seemingly less vulnerable to the perceptions of others. Perhaps this was my coping mechanism, developed as a result of the earlier days when I’d tried to shoulder the responsibility of being the queen of the school and my subsequent fall from my throne.


Now, let me set the record straight: I don’t consider myself a wimp or a pushover. I consider myself a strong, independent woman who has always figured out a way to forge her own path, even if it meant falling down to get there. I am usually a pedal to the metal speed racer kind of gal. But there was something about this group that rendered me a follower. There were strong personas in our posse, and as easy as it felt to be a part of the group, there was always a part of myself that was hidden, not truly present. As time passed I started to realize that the group resembled more of an incomplete circle, as I was not completely me. At the time, it didn’t matter that I felt more like a member of an entourage, because I was happy to take a backseat, just happy to be in the coolest car in town.


Then, in February of 2006, I had a disturbing reading in which my trusted astrologer said that my circle was in for a shift. It wouldn’t change totally, but the parts that were no longer working for me would undergo a visible change. I was alarmed. How could it shift? We were all so much in each other’s lives. We had a bond that would not break. The results of the reading stuck with me. I would have much preferred hearing, “You are about to come into a large amount of cash.”


Soon after that astrological zinger, one of the girls had a birthday. I suggested a group gift in which all of us could participate: we would give her five delicately thin gold rings, each one representing our individual commitment to her and the fifth band representing a commitment to herself. It was a ritual to solidify our circle. The gift was such a hit that we decided we would gift the rings for each of our birthdays that year. It was like I was marrying my friends. At the time, I felt overjoyed and thought, My astrologer was clearly wrong, thank god. I couldn’t wait for my birthday to arrive, when I would receive my five bands, symbols of our sisterhood. I couldn’t wait to belong more.


By the time my birthday rolled around, not only did I not receive the bands I had coveted but also, through a series of events, miscommunication, and misunderstanding, one of my tribe unceremoniously ended her friendship with me, and before my very eyes, the circle, as I knew it, was broken. At first it seemed inexplicable, but I was suddenly cast aside by some of these friends with routine antics straight out of a petty high-school playbook. Before this happened, we’d always agreed we would speak the hard truth to each other in the spirit of being open and honest. I got a hefty dose that left me bewildered. And then there was silence. What was once open was now closed, hiding and avoiding resolution. No more sleepovers, just sleepless nights trying to pick up the pieces. The bonds of friendship we’d spent years developing were gone in what seemed like a flash. I cried until I wanted to vomit. It was worse than any breakup with a lover, because in some strange way I was breaking up with myself, saying good-bye to a version of myself that was so desperate to belong and define myself through others’ views of me, instead of through my own resolve.


I experienced some of the darkest and hardest moments of my life, feeling worthless, empty, with nothing left to give, even to my husband. It was a sense of loss I had never felt. I recall a night in bed staring at the ceiling. My husband was at my side, trying to help me make sense of it all, and I suddenly recognized a deep-seated pattern. I relied on other people to feel good about myself. The harsh truth was crystal clear: I did not believe in myself enough to be truly authentic in my relationships with these women. My dethroning in high school had victimized me and now this was a different version of a dethroning, but with the same opportunity to heal. When my body had broken down in high school, it had been humiliation. When some of my closest friendships broke down in adulthood, it was heartbreak.


But like that fateful night on the football field, I was at my lowest point possible. I had to pick myself up and begin to reconstruct my ideas of trust, fault, guilt, and forgiveness. I leaned on a few notes to self during the healing:


“To be powerful one must go through the crucible” was one. “Have more faith than fear” was another.


I was fortunate to experience real intimacy with those friends who stuck around, and I was eventually able to forgive the ones who couldn’t seem to move beyond honest mistakes, and most important forgave myself for my part in our demise. I was not without fault, but I needed to let myself off the hook at some point. This time my friends couldn’t do it for me; I had to do it for myself. Through the heartbreak, I learned how to recommit to myself, to love myself and stand on my own. Afterward, that confidence radiated in all of my other relationships, and I was more authentic with everyone, including my husband and family, and I began to see how I had truly been ignoring a part of me for years. I often see the rings on the fingers of the friends who received them, and I am no longer hurt, but my heart has been fortified with self-reliance: “I am my source of love and security.”


My story of heartbreak is not unique. Everyone goes through this sense of getting hurt, getting a raw deal, mistreated, but most important, misguided by one’s choices in some form or aspect of their life. Ultimately you have to take responsibility for healing yourself no matter what you face and realize that every interaction is co-created. But when healing clears the way, the truth really does set us free. And we are strengthened by our resolve.


 


Not long after that breakup, my husband and I moved into our first home. It was a big, ramshackle, turn-of-the-century gem in a transitional neighborhood with taquerias and tire stores on the street corners. Moving into this house, with its sturdy foundation and strong walls, was a beautiful renewal of my commitment to my marriage, and I knew that friendships that were meant to be would follow.


Just as my heart was remodeling itself from the break I had experienced with some of my friends and I was embracing a new sense of self, unknown to us my husband’s heart was breaking down in a much more literal way. A routine trip to the doctor to check up on a congenital condition known as bicuspid aortic valve, or BAV, revealed a time bomb ticking away.


His sweet, strong, thirty-six-year-old heart had an undetected 4.8-centimeter aneurysm growing within. His doctor told him his aorta could rupture at any moment, which would mean game over. This meant that lifting a box or bending the wrong way, or picking up a friend’s child, could mean instant death similar to the way the late John Ritter suffered from a catastrophic aneurysm.


My husband was in the prime of his life; he had just completed his first marathon, bought our first house, and was thriving in his career. Yet quietly his genetics were failing him. There was no time to grieve or think about it; we had to take action. While in the midst of moving into our new home, we were thrown into a fast-track preparation for surgery, which meant massive doses of blood pressure medicine to keep him safe and the mental preparation for the “open heart” part of it. We talked to experts from all over the country in this highly specialized field, and, luckily, the best in the world was in our own backyard. Open-heart surgery was in store for my husband, a terrifying concept that defied my ability to grasp, imagine, or even say it. Putting on a good face, I was calm on the outside, but inside I was growing anxious. I had firsthand experience with the body turning on you, but this was an entirely other level than Graves’ disease—this was untenable. It was the first time I actually considered what life would be without him. The what-ifs came in, and I quickly chased them out so I could be the rock my husband needed to lean on. He had been there for my heartbreak. I HAD to be there for his.


As I had done so many times in my life, I relied on my friends, but this time it was not for acceptance or popularity—it was for survival. I imagined myself standing atop a mountain and using a ram’s horn to make a call throughout the world for people to come and save him. I thought, “If I can gather enough hearts together, I can make sure his won’t fail.” Our community surrounded us. Literally. My circle never actually broke, it just took on a different shape and size, exactly like the astrologer had said it would. She’d been right all along.


A week before surgery, we hosted an evening at our new house, boxes and all, where twenty of our friends sat in the round, shared stories, and prayed to anyone who would listen. As I sat by my husband’s side, holding his hand, I realized I never wanted to let it go. I was one hundred percent completely married to this man, and there was nothing else but that. Love Guaranteed. In the silence of my prayers that evening and with a small piece of jewelry that I gave him symbolizing his courage, I recommitted to him, to my marriage, to seeing the happiness and hardship in relationships, and to standing by his side, through sickness and in health. It was no joke.


One week later, my husband was lying in an ICU in Los Angeles, unconscious. He was hooked up to a heart and lung machine. Only his head was visible. His iPod was still playing, his earbuds in place (the surgeon allowed the iPod in the OR, as I knew it would keep him unconsciously calm), and his body was covered by blankets, which were slowly warming his chilled bones. During the eight-hour, full-circulatory-arrest surgery I’d known all the facts; the human body was chilled down to nearly single digits in temperature to reduce cellular metabolism. With him on ice (think Han Solo frozen in Carbonite), the doctors could shut down his heart, lung, and brain, to replace the faulty pipe with a piece of plastic that would never rupture or break down. I quietly listened to my own heart beat, unwavering in its intention to keep this family together, to love unconditionally all of life’s imperfections as they show us the true meaning of triumph.


When he woke up, our lives were all about recovery, which was incredibly painful at first, as well as aggravating and challenging. It was hard. Really hard. Slowly the healing occurred. It took him three months to go back to work and nine months to feel back to “normal” again, although there is nothing “normal” about being slightly bionic.


Nowadays, when I am lying next to him, my head against his chest, I can hear his robust, healthy, safe and sound heart beating. I slip away and burst into tears when I recall his unconscious body, lying entombed in blankets, surviving by machinery. It is a combo of grief and gratitude. During those hours in the waiting room, my entire life flashed before me; high-school humiliation, my circle of heartache and all of my doubts…all of it paled in comparison to the possibility of losing him, because he remains the truest extension of myself, in all its forms, old and new. It is a miracle: his broken heart had the strength to heal my wounded one. Love actually does conquer all. So I conclude with a simple note:




“Take nothing for granted, especially the miracles found in love.”


 


Each woman seems to have a private mantra that keeps her going through her darkest hours. And something in our own words brings light out of the shadows, keeps us faithful in ourselves. In each of the stories in this book, you will get a chance to learn about amazing women and their triumphs over humiliation, heartbreak, and hardship. Their triumphs are unique, but the lessons they share, the notes they wrote to themselves, have universal appeal to the female condition. I invite you to consider writing your defining story down, and with the notes that sustain you, remind yourself of how a few words can make miracles happen.


Don’t just live it—write it down, make a note, and never forget.


—APB


August 7, 2008
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When Your Pride’s in Jeopardy


CAMRYN MANHEIM




Camryn Manheim is an Emmy Award–winning actress, most notably for her roles as Ellenor Frutt on The Practice and Delia Banks on Ghost Whisperer. She wrote her first book, Wake Up, I’m Fat! in 1999. She lives in Los Angeles with her amazing son, Milo. Her running charade skills are unmatched.










Most of my humiliating and humbling experiences have come not from the moments in which the horrifying incidents occurred but long after, when I put the pieces of the puzzle together and the whole picture became painfully clear. Like the time I wore a pearl jeweled brooch in my hair to a Golden Globes ceremony. At the time I thought I looked so chic and confident, but in retrospect it was truly a fashion faux pas. Lucky for me, the picture only showed up on several thousand websites and hundreds of publications…until Tara Reid’s boob fell out of her dress on a red carpet and stole my limelight. I should send her a thank-you note.




I’m no stranger to humiliation. Most of the time, though, I’m able to take the punch, put it in its proper place, and find the amusement in the retelling of it. However, there is one moment that lives on in my memory, in my bones. The humiliation can still be felt when I turn the channel to ABC at 7:00 p.m. on any given night. It’s humiliating times ten million, because that’s about how many people watched me fail, and I failed big.


As the daughter of two Jewish educators who sent their only son to Harvard, there was an underlying pressure that I, too, would follow in their academic footsteps. At the age of ten, when I decided I wanted to be an actor, my parents thought the passing phase was cute. But as ten turned to eighteen, and I decided to seriously pursue being an actress, my parents found it no longer cute but—how shall I say it?—terrifying.


My whole family is a bunch of smarty-pants. And while I think of myself as smart, I guess my strengths would be better described as “differently” smart. For example, I can’t spell my way out of a paper bag, but I like to think of myself as a good writer. When my son was born, I began a journal for him. This is an excerpt from my very first entry.




Dear Little One, There are a few things you should know about me before we go on this journey. First, you’re going to see a few pictures around the house of me on a motorcycle. This does not mean you will ever be able to ride one. Secondly, I’m a terrible speller. I think I’ll have you covered through second grade, but when you get into the five-letter words, you’re on your own, kid.





While other new moms were reading first-time parenting manuals, I was leafing through the Oxford English Dictionary trying to figure out how to spell pacifier. The truth is, I was never able to retain the simple facts you learn in school. Geography? A blur. Social studies? If only it were social. Spanish? I was so bad at it, I couldn’t even remember the swear words. Oddly enough, I could kick ass at charades and poker, but the decade when Trivial Pursuit was the number one parlor game was slightly traumatic for me. Truth be told, I would rather have a root canal than collect all the plastic wedges required to win that tedious game.


My parents used to quiz us in the car when we would go on long family vacations. How many senators are there for every state? What is the capital of Ethiopia? What kind of number is the square root of eight? Ad nauseam. It always felt like when the genes were passed out among the siblings, they were not equally dispersed. My brother got most of the “fact retention” genes, my sister got all of the “visual art” genes, and I got the “social” genes. I could make friends with a lamppost. That came from my mom. Since my dad was a professor of mathematics, you didn’t get the car keys in my household without calculating the wear and tear on the car, the gas mileage, and the increased insurance for having a minor on the policy. Somehow or another, calculating odds and probabilities became my forte. As a result, my reports cards were strangely inconsistent: straight As in math and science, and Cs and sometimes Ds in reading comprehension.


I always wondered why I had so much trouble holding on to bits of information that other people could so easily retain. Because I excelled in so many other areas of my life—math, performing arts, problem solving, public speaking—no one, including me, ever dug deeper to uncover the mystery. I tried to talk about it with my parents and peers, but no one felt it was as important as I did, so I kept my concerns to myself. It was my little secret that I had to read the same sentence three or four times to really understand it but if I read it out loud, I could absorb the information immediately. It never occurred to me that what I was experiencing was a legitimate issue that learning specialists have known about for decades.


But I digress, which is not entirely surprising, considering the fact that I’ve been asked to talk about my most embarrassing moment. So here goes. It was circa 1998. I had just won an Emmy for best supporting actress on The Practice. I was the toast of the town and receiving invites left and right to premieres, charity events, art gallery openings, and talk shows. It was every young actor’s dream come true. I was just about to buy a house (and contrary to popular belief, I was not making crazy TV money) when my publicist called and asked if I wanted to be on Celebrity Jeopardy! Um, lemme think about that for a second…. NO! But then she told me that in lieu of payment, all three celebrity contestants would get ten thousand dollars’ worth of Sony electronics. So, although my gut said I probably wouldn’t fare that well in a game requiring a knowledge of endless facts, ten thousand dollars’ worth of electronics made the idea a little more enticing.


Still, I wasn’t sure if I should do it. I tried to discuss it with some friends: Should I? Shouldn’t I? Should I? Shouldn’t I? But no one really understood my dilemma. Everyone thought I’d be crazy not to go on Celebrity Jeopardy! and get a new state-of-the-art TV. “Everybody knows they dumb down the questions for celebrities, right? Besides, you’re a fierce game player!” When I tried to explain that I don’t retain Jeopardy!-like facts and that Trivial Pursuit gave me hives, not one friend believed that I couldn’t fill out a United States map or name the landlocked countries in South America. It’s not as if they were saying that to be kind or complimentary. They truly believed that I’d go on Celebrity Jeopardy! and kick ass. But I knew better. I knew that as the fateful words “Okay, God damn it, I’ll do it!” were coming out of my mouth, I’d live to regret them.


When I arrived at Sony Studios in Culver City, I was escorted to the greenroom, where I met Alex Trebek. I don’t remember the date. I don’t even remember who my celebrity competitors were. I’ve blocked all of it out, and I have never spoken of it since, until now. It all started out just fine. After meeting Mr. Trebek, I was brought to the Jeopardy! soundstage, where we had a practice run, which mostly consisted of getting used to the handheld buzzer and giving our answers in the form of a question. The rehearsal went fine, because they did dumb down the questions and I wasn’t feeling as hopeless as I thought I would. But when it came time for the real game, the nightmare began.


Thirty minutes never seemed so long. Even recalling it now, all these years later, makes me nauseous. I didn’t know the answers to any of the questions, but I kept clicking my buzzer anyway, making my score dip lower and lower into the negative numbers. What evil person thought of docking people for trying to answer a question and getting it wrong? I didn’t even know the answer to a question about musical comedy, which made me feel beyond humiliated. In the Final Jeopardy round, the clue had something to do with a bicycle race in Europe. I thought the answer might be the Tour de France, but because I had already made such a fool of myself I was sure that anything my brain had come up with would be wrong—so out of total desperation, I peeked over my opponent’s shoulder and copied his answer. Since I had the fewest points, Alex asked me to reveal my answer first—and (OH MY GOD, I WANT TO VOMIT) it was wrong. My only consolation was that contestant number 2 was also revealed to have the wrong answer. When contestant number 3 turned over the correct answer, which was the fucking Tour de France, the lights started flashing and there was a rainstorm of confetti and applause. In all my years doing theater, I have never wanted to get off a stage so desperately. The second they stopped taping, I quickly slipped out a side door, got in my car, drove home, and cried.


You can imagine how I felt, knowing that in three weeks my secret would be aired on national television for millions of people to see—not once, but replayed over and over again for, who knows, possibly the rest of my life? It didn’t matter how many times Tara Reid flashed her boobs, or that Paris Hilton was incarcerated, or that Angelina wore her lover’s blood in a vial around her neck. I was certain that none of these indiscretions would ever overshadow my Jeopardy! debacle.


I considered calling the network to see if I could pay them not to air my episode, or staging my untimely death so they would feel bad about airing, but I chose that familiar friend, denial, and did nothing. Three weeks later that Jeopardy! episode aired, after which a strange silence filled my home. I hoped it was because everyone knew I was about to leave on a big press tour to promote a book I’d recently written and they wanted to give me some space, but deep inside, I feared it was because no one knew what to say to me. It was the first time I viscerally understood what the word dread felt like.


On my press tour, I traveled to all the major cities. Wouldn’t you know it—the same people who read my book also happen to watch Jeopardy! So imagine this. For the previous year and a half, I had poured out my heart and soul into an autobiographical book about what it was like to grow up fat in America. It was about my journey traveling from victim to victor, and writing it had been the most empowering feeling I had ever experienced. I was scheduled to appear at seventeen different Barnes & Noble stores across the country, read an excerpt from my book, and have a Q&A afterwards.


The first stop was Seattle, Washington. After reading an excerpt from my book, I spied a sweet-faced young woman with her hand held high. She seemed safe and sincere, so I called on her. Never has my intuition been so wrong. That sweet-faced imposter looked at me and asked, “What happened to you on Jeopardy!? You strike me as someone who is extremely smart.” I was totally and completely unprepared for that question, and I stood there hoping that lightning would strike the Seattle Space Needle and the city emergency sirens would go off and we’d have to evacuate the building. But no such luck. I just had to try and finesse my way out of it and go on from there—over and over again. It turned out that not only had I humiliated myself in front of millions of television viewers but I also had to relive that humiliation through seventeen cities and three different time zones.


Look, it’s my fault. I knew when I said, “Yes, I’ll do it,” that I would be revealing a carefully covered-up secret. My greed for the coolest new technological gadgets trumped my deepest and darkest fear. And it wasn’t until my son was born three years later that my most shameful memory became my most enlightening one.


When Milo was still a baby, I began to read a lot of child development books. There was one book in particular that really resonated with me—A Mind at a Time, by Dr. Mel Levine. He wrote, “It’s taken for granted in adult society that we cannot all be ‘generalists’ skilled in every area of learning and mastery. Nevertheless, we apply tremendous pressure to our children to be good at everything. They are expected to shine in math, reading, writing, speaking, spelling, memorization, comprehension, problem solving…and none of us adults can do all this.”


In his book there was a story about a third-grade kid who read a book to his mother every night before he went to bed. But when they tested him at school to place him in the proper reading level, they discovered he could not read at all. Naturally, his mom was extremely confused, because her son read to her every night. After further testing, she learned that her son had memorized the books, which made it seem like he was reading them. The school told her that he had gone to all that effort to cover up the fact that he was not learning how to read like the other kids. And despite the fact that this young boy couldn’t read the words, he’d developed an alternative set of memorization and presentation techniques, clever enough to convince his attentive mom. Dr. Levine presented this story to illustrate his belief that one of a child’s primary goals, every day of his or her life, is to avoid humiliation, and that a child will go to any length to protect him or herself from it. But as awful as humiliation is, the child’s overwhelming need to escape it will often inspire the development of many unique creative and empowering skills and abilities.


As I was reading the story with tears rolling down my face, I realized that I was just like that little boy. I knew early on that I was not learning like the other kids. My strategy was to become the class clown, to excel in other areas, and to develop other skills, all to mask what I could never make sense of. I have always had so many expectations of myself, and this was one area that I couldn’t control. Accepting that I had learning limitations has always been the hardest thing for me to do.


It’s taken me a long time to forgive myself for it: for not being able to find a way to overcome it. It is such a relief to finally lift the imposter’s cloak from over my head and accept that I am “differently” smart and that being intelligent has little to do with whether you know what razor-thin country accounts for more than half of the western coastline of South America, or the temperature at which a gas becomes a liquid.


After studying a few other child development books, I learned a lot about myself, as well as how other people process information. I learned that some people learn visually, others tactilely, and some learn audibly—and that I fit into that last group. Turns out that I learn by hearing information, not by reading it. So basically, I had a learning disability that went undetected for forty years. It was through my work with a psychologist that I finally got the proper diagnosis. What a relief to finally understand why I’d struggled for so long! On the flip side, the harsh reality of having a reading disability meant that unless I reread my textbooks from elementary school out loud to myself, I had to continue living life without some of the factual information that others have at their fingertips.


In the end, I choose not to be defined by my humiliating moments but rather by my victories. I choose to see myself as the best of who I am. I am a force of nature, and I refuse to play smaller than that. I live my life out loud, and I count my blessings daily. I may not know about aerospace engineering or the latitude of the Adriatic Sea, but I do know one thing with absolute certainty: you will never see me on Are You Smarter Than a 5th Grader?




Note to Self


If somebody treated your best friend as badly as you treat yourself, you’d kick their ass.
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During the week leading up to my thirty-third birthday, I had a hunch that something huge was bound to happen. It was my Christ year, my year of resurrection. This was going to be big, I could feel it. And to kick it off, my six best girlfriends planned a weekend away to celebrate. They wouldn’t tell me where we were going, but they promised lots of fun. Now, as a rule, I hate surprises. But at the time, I was working with a new therapist on what it means to “trust,” which is all about embracing the unknown. And for the past few weeks, I’d been trying to trust that everything would work out, that life unfolds as it should, and that my friends loved me enough to plan something special for my birthday. I just had to trust.


But as the weekend drew near, I didn’t hear one specific mention about my birthday plans. What should I pack? When would we leave? Now, I love to plan. Some would call me type A. I call it being prepared. So needless to say, I was pretty annoyed. But I pushed past my anxiety and tried to move on with my daily life. During this time, I received a call from my manager about an audition. We were in the middle of pilot season, so I’d had lots of auditions lately, and I was working really hard to book a job. I hadn’t worked in a while, and for a working actress, that’s brutal on the ego. Right or wrong, work equals self-worth. But so far, no bites. Needless to say, I was thrilled to pour my energy into prepping for the audition.


The audition material arrived via fax, and I was psyched. It was a one-hour drama, and I was auditioning for the role of a detective on a cop show. I loved it immediately. The character was thirty-three, just like me, and her name was Maggie. Something felt right about it. The script wasn’t available—just the audition material, which was two scenes taken from the script—but from what I could tell, this was a great show. The dialogue was seamless. Plus, the show was called Searching, and it was produced by Warner Brothers for NBC (two companies I’d worked for previously). The casting director was one of my favorites. The odds really felt in my favor.


That night I ran lines with my sweet husband, Mitch, who’s an actor/writer/director, until I knew every word. (He is beyond talented and extremely helpful.) We then started to break down the character: who Maggie was, and what was happening in each scene. I was in a really playful, creative mood.




“Who is Maggie? Who is she?” I kept saying.


“She’s you,” my husband said. “You are Maggie.”


“Right!” I said. “She is I, and I am she! She is the part of me that could be a cop. She loves justice. I love justice, too!” My husband smiled. I could tell that he was happy that I was enjoying the process, instead of falling apart like a neurotic freak, which is what I usually do.


The next morning I got ready for the audition. I showered and blew my hair straight—with just enough bounce to be pretty on TV, but not look too TV. I applied just enough makeup to hide any signs of being a real thirty-three-year-old detective, and I wore my best black audition suit. I ran my lines, and I knew them all. I felt good.


But driving to the audition, I began to deflate. The old voices of self-doubt grew loud in my head. “Who do you think you are?” I asked myself. “You’ll never get the part. You’re too old, too blond, not pretty enough…” I stopped myself with a pep talk I’d crafted for just these types of moments. “No,” I said aloud. “You deserve this. They want you in the room. Be grateful. Loving. You are auditioning. This is your job. Enjoy the process. Don’t be attached to the outcome.”


By the time I arrived at the Warner Brothers Studio lot, I felt back on track. I signed in at the reception desk, and I was the first one there. I went to the bathroom to apply one last layer of powder, then checked the bathroom stalls to make sure another nervous actress wasn’t hiding in one. I looked myself in the mirror, square in the eye, and said, “You can do this. This is what you do. You’re an actress. You are a great actress. They would be lucky to have you. Let’s do this!”


The casting hallway at the Warner Brothers Studio is famous. My actor friends and I refer to it as The Versailles of Casting. Framed posters of past and present shows are everywhere, and you always see someone you know—either framed on the walls or waiting in the hall to audition. But this time, the famous hallway was empty, which seemed odd to me. I refocused my attention on the audition. I loved this role; I knew I could really run with it. I felt like this could be the big break that would put me on the map. This could be my ER, my Friends, my Searching.


The casting director came out of her audition room.


“Hi!” I said. I tried my best to be reserved, but I was too excited. “How are you?”


“Great,” she answered, deadpan. “You?”


“I’m great. Hey, where is everybody? Am I the only one here?”





OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
 

   
    
		 
    
  
     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
         
             
             
             
             
             
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





OEBPS/Images/crlogo.jpg





OEBPS/Images/titlepage.jpg
NOTE w SELF

30 WOMEN ON HARDSHIP,
HUMILIATION, HEARTBREAK

AND OVERCOMING IT ALL

Edited and with an Introduction by

Andrea Buchanan

S:IE
SIMON SPOTLIGHT ENTERTAINMENT
New York London Toronto Sydney





OEBPS/Images/cover.jpg
NOTE t SELF

30 WOMEN ON HARDSHIP,
HUMILIATION, HEARTBREAK

AND OVERCOMING IT ALL

Edited and with an Introduction by

Andrea Buchanan

TE

SIMON SPOTLIGHT ENTERTAINMENT
New York London Toronto Sydney





