







Are You Starring in Your Own Life?


	You walk into a room, and:
a) everyone gathers around you because you are so radiant.

b) nothing happens. No one even notices.

c) the room suddenly empties.



	Your purpose in life is to:
a) shine as brightly as you can, no matter where you are.

b) … well, you have a few ideas, but you haven’t exactly settled on one.

c) … you are waiting to hear from your parents/boyfriend/ husband/kids.



	The last time you had a compliment was:
a) five minutes ago.

b) back in college. Or maybe it was junior high.

c) … you can’t remember. Besides, who needs compliments?



	The last time you gave a compliment to someone was:
a) four minutes ago.

b) back in elementary school. Maybe it was daycare.

c) … you can’t remember. You have to give compliments too?



	When you think about the costars in your life, a few of the things they have in common are:
a) they encourage you, they have similar goals and they are unfailingly positive.

b) they are negative, their goals are completely dissimilar and they always look on the dark side.

c) costars? Who has costars? Your life is a one-woman show.



	Fans of your body of work spot you and start gushing. You:
a) stop and smile. You realize that their attention is a reflection of a lot of hard work.

b) point out the flaws in the work they are praising. No one is perfect, least of all you.

c) rush off to talk to some more important people. You just don’t have time for it.



	You’ve been invited to a fancy-schmancy event. In attendance will be the stars in your field. Problem is that you don’t have a thing to wear. So, you:
a) rent, borrow, beg and otherwise do everything you can so you can present yourself at your spectacular best.

b) find something that looks OK. What do you expect at the last minute?

c) decide not to go. Who needs the hassle of dressing up, anyway?



	The last time you exercised was:
a) this morning.

b) when leg warmers were just coming into style.

c) during your high school gym class.



	There is a villain in your life that you believe is going out of her way to hurt you at work. Your response is to:
a) look for ways of letting that villain help you. She’ll either prompt you to look for another line of work, or she’ll make you dig in your heels because all the interference makes you realize how much you love your job.

b) think about that villain 24/7. So much so that her shadow is cast on virtually everything you do, including overeating, drinking, and taking drugs.

c) spend every waking hour thinking about how you can exact revenge. Of course in the meantime your personal hopes and dreams get lost by the wayside.



	You catch a glimpse of yourself in the mirror as you get out of the shower. You think:
a) go, girl. Those spin/Pilates/kickboxing/step classes are really paying off.

b) okay, so I really have the start that exercise program. Maybe next week or next month.

c) gotta get rid of the mirror.



	It’s been a week from hell. You need to stop and relax. So you:
a) go to the place in your home that you have set aside so you can take five. Here you can light a candle, read a word of inspiration, or do absolutely nothing at all.

b) complain about how hard you are working to anyone who will listen.

c) keep going at the same pace. You snooze, you lose.



	You are facing the toughest crisis of your life. So you:
a) cry. Get angry. Then begin the healing process, as you look to see how the experience can make you better, not bitter.

b) pull the covers over your head. You’ll deal with it later.

c) get consoled by alcohol and drugs. They make you feel good, for the time being.





If most of your answers are A, then you are already Star material.

If most of your answers are B, then you may want to start polishing up some of your rays.

If most of your answers are C, darkness may well be overcoming the light.
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For Mr. Leon Leaster Bothell, aka Malume.

You played so many roles in my life,

from surrogate father to steadfast fan.

I miss you so much. Whenever I need you,

I look up and see you shining down on me.

I look up a lot.

 






Twinkle, twinkle, little star,

how I wonder what you are.

— ANN TAYLOR

Introduction

The sunglasses were Versace. The outfit: Donna Karan. My attitude: exultant as I made my way from the first-class cabin to the exit gate at Los Angeles International Airport where the limousine driver was waiting.

The attention was not expected, but I have to admit that getting the Hollywood star treatment was great fun. Such sharp contrast to all the times I’ve landed at an airport and struggled to claim my luggage only to stand in long car rental lines. But to be honest the limo was not necessary. I probably could have floated to my hotel.

I had flown in from Washington, D.C., to meet with movie and television star Henry Winkler. The man I had grown up watching as “the Fonz” has added “successful producer” to his list of credits. He’d offered me a job as correspondent on a television show he was producing. My visit was arranged so I could meet with him and his staff.

The next morning Henry’s partner and producer were the first to arrive to a breakfast meeting at my Sunset Boulevard hotel. Then came the Fonz himself. Even though the meeting was taking place in casual California, Henry was wearing a sports jacket and what looked to be a Hermes tie. The star of Happy Days had seen videotapes of my work on the Fox network, and he praised me for my ability to get people to open up. My ego was soaring. He could not have been more complimentary.

When we finished, I would leave for Paramount, where the show was produced. Henry was on his way to tape the Larry Sanders Show. But before we took off, our waiter stopped and asked, “May I have an autograph?” Henry graciously agreed. Then the unexpected occurred. The waiter turned and asked for mine!

There couldn’t have been a better scenario. A glamorous location. A famous, generous costar and an ego-enhancing plotline that had me being recognized and courted for a job by someone I had always admired. It was a Sally Field moment. He liked me; he really, really liked me. I was glowing. In fact, I was shining like a Star. Who would have ever thought that a Hollywood scene like this would ever play out in my life?

Well, me.

It’s the kind of scene I had been dreaming of and working for from the moment I aspired to Star in my own life — although I must admit that it would have taken a pretty inventive casting agent to place me in the role I have taken on for this lifetime. I had so many things going against me.

An Aspiring Star Is Born

For starters, my debut came about on a very humble stage. I was born in a tiny village in Malawi, East Africa. The most sophisticated birthing equipment in the small room where I came into the world was a wooden chair with a hole in the middle of it. That’s where my mother sat as she awaited my arrival.

Even in utero, I had a flair for the dramatic. My entrance kept my mother and the midwife on the edges of their seats. You see, my umbilical cord was wrapped around my neck, not once but twice. What had once been my lifeline almost became my noose. Adding to the dramatic tension was the fact that I was silent for the first moments of my life. Not one wail until I was doused in very warm and then cold water. My birth was just one of the daunting odds I would overcome in a land where mothers have as many as twenty children because so many babies die.

My first big break came when I emigrated with my family from my beautiful homeland to America, the land of opportunity. We came out of Africa thanks to a network television program called This Is Your Life. Every week the program would feature someone of note, mainly from the world of show business. It highlighted the principal guest’s life by surprising him or her with real-life costars and supporting players from that person’s past. When my mother, Dr. Alice Princess Msumba Siwundhla, was chosen to be on the program it was the first time This Is Your Life had reached outside America for its star subject.

My umame (an African word for mother) had been born into privilege and nobility. Her father, grandfather, and great-grandfather (and so on) were African chiefs. After a blissful childhood growing up in Johannesburg, South Africa, tragedy struck. The happy young girl watched both her parents die from natural illnesses. To compound the heartache, villagers robbed umame, her sister Tillie, and brother Cameron of their inheritance. They even stole the blanket that covered the body of my grandfather. My mother could have given up at this crisis point, but she knew there was something more out there for her. At a time when women were discouraged from going to school, she was at the very top of the class. In fact, she was the top student of the entire nation. An impressive feat any way you look at it, but especially impressive for a woman, in those days, in those cultures.

My mother’s academic achievements and the fact that she survived and thrived in spite of personal tragedy attracted the attention of missionary Josephine Cunnington Edwards. She in turn alerted This Is Your Life producer and host Ralph Edwards. As a result of my mother’s star turn, I made my television debut in her arms. She effectively set the stage for me to follow my own aspirations.

Princesses and Prostitutes,

Prime Ministers, and Pushers

Almost from birth I was an observer, and a quiet one at that. An introverted child who always had her nose in a book. I now realize that in silence I was starting to develop a rich plotline. I was weaving a demanding role that would ultimately take me around the world. A part that would allow me to traverse the worlds of princesses, presidents, prime ministers, prostitutes, pushers, and prisoners. But it was a role I would have to fight for, not unlike Hollywood stars who have to convince uncertain producers that they are perfect for a particular part.

To look at me, I was hardly star material. My looks and personality were a sharp contrast to my mother whose beauty was so legendary many of the girls and women from her village would ask her what her magic or chitumwa was. My two brothers were considered the good-looking ones in the family. In fact, “friends” of my mother would offer their sympathy, saying it was a shame my two siblings had inherited all the looks.

By thirteen, I was almost six feet tall and I struggled to gracefully grow into my new height. Other kids would taunt me for being too tall, too dark, or just plain ugly. Some of my older brother’s friends would call me “Miss America 199-Never.” Peers made fun of the way I looked and the way I dressed. My clothes were mostly homemade or hand-me-downs, unlike the stylish outfits worn by the “in” group. Of course it would make it all the sweeter, years later, when photographers from such publications as The Washington Post, Newsweek, and Vanity Fair would stop me on the street or at parties to ask permission to take my picture. It was sweeter still when strangers everywhere from the Midwest to Monte Carlo would ask if I was a star — a model, actress, or singer.

All of that would come much later though. As a child, the torment and ridicule were unrelenting. I now realize those experiences were just part of my character development. In the plot I was developing deep inside my mind, I knew that fantastic adventures would be ahead. All the pain I was experiencing would just make me a nobler heroine. That’s what kept me going.

Sure, I cried. But all the name-calling prompted me to start digging deep to find the life I that wanted to live. So how far could a curious, tall, dark-skinned woman go? My conclusion after investigating the matter: just as far as she wanted.

Finding a Star Vehicle

I began concocting a rough draft of the life I wanted to live, what I now call my “life script.” I researched my role in newspapers, magazines, television, and movies. TV Guide gave me as much direction as any career counselor. Black-and-white Perry Mason reruns inspired me to spend time at the San Diego city attorney’s office. Though I must say, I never once saw a witness break down in the courtroom and admit guilt. The fuzziness of the justice system quickly caused my attention to wane.

CUT TO: The Mary Tyler Moore Show. The clothes were nice. Ditto the coworkers, although I kind of wished that Mary would stand up for herself a bit more. I wanted her to chase the big story on occasion, instead of spending so much time stammering, “Mr. Grant.” Overall I liked her though. She was a professional woman in a glamorous career. She used her brain and maintained her femininity, so with the click of the remote control a career in broadcast journalism was born.

Journalism would become the perfect home for my insatiable curiosity; it would become my passport to exotic realms. The ideal setup for an action-adventure role that would lead to real chases and scares and showdowns with villains around the world.

In a world where people judge you by your cover, I also began working diligently on my outward appearance. Reading beauty books. Studying people I admired. I became a self-Svengali, unlike blond bombshell starlets I have observed who never make a move without someone whispering stage directions into their ears.

Instead my aim was to pull my own strings and to take ownership of my stardom. Seeking a role no one could give me meant no one could it take away. By going for my role I could avoid “producers” telling me that I was too fat, too thin, too pretty, too ugly, too light, too dark, too young, or too old. I would take control. Like Shakespeare said, all the world’s a stage. It did not matter if my biggest audience was in my classroom, church, or playground.

On the Air

It would take years and many rejections before getting my first job in television. Development of my life script meant going to school first. After taking classes at community college, I majored in journalism at San Diego State University. Thanks to a recommendation from a professor I got an internship at a KFMB radio station during my senior year. My work schedule was from four to nine in the morning. One semester I juggled those hours along with twenty units of class work. Needless to say I was not much of a party girl. In the same building as KFMB was a television station. Almost from the beginning I tried to worm myself into that side of the building. The weekend newscast director let me come in during his shift so I could do mock newscasts on the set, and one of the cameramen agreed to shoot stories featuring me doing on-camera stand-ups. In return all I had to do was carry his tripod.

I can’t even remember how many people told me that I could never get on a television station in a city as big as San Diego without starting somewhere else first. I did not listen. After applying to stations around the country and getting multiple rejections I eventually reached my goal of getting a job in television news at my first choice, KFMB-TV. After a couple of years I even began winning awards, including an Emmy.

When I started wondering what to do next, critics told me that I could never go to a network after working in a city as small as San Diego. (Now San Diego was suddenly small.) Nevertheless Fox’s America’s Most Wanted and even people from ABC’s Good Morning America came calling. My first choice was the morning show because I thought it would be the best stage for my abilities. Crime stories had always been my least favorite. Too often they made me cry. But after Fox made a firm offer, my agent went back to ABC executives and asked them what was up. They said they were still deciding. Instead of waiting for who knows how long, I made the decision to go to Bart Simpson’s network.

By the late nineties I felt I needed to stretch my role again. I was seeking reinvention. I always thrilled to the challenge of writing my television scripts, so I began working on this very book. It was a challenge to write instead of sleep between television assignments. Some of the paragraphs you are reading were written in places as far-flung as Portland (Oregon) and Paris. But as determined as I was to have a book published not everyone was convinced that I should add to my role by writing. I would hear things like, “You’ll never get it published,” and “How can you go from being on television to writing a book?” One critic even asked me to my face, “Why are you writing a book about starring in your own life when you’re not a big star?”

Expect similar doubts and questions when you reach for your star. It’s those times when I take cues from the movie Mahogany. There is one scene when the title character, a model-wannabe-designer played by Diana Ross, is scheduled to appear at a charity fashion show. Mahogany plots to wear one of her own creations in the show instead of the fashions provided. Mockery and derision greet her as she vamps on the ramp, but she keeps walking, holding her head up high, throwing lots of attitude. There have been times when I have paused uncertainly on that runway of life, taunted by the occasional catcall as I pursued my dreams. But the trick has always been to just keep walking. And if you can muster the strength, strut down that runway.

Your Star Trek

Getting back to that question about me not being a big star. Many of us make the mistake of defining stardom by only the externals. Supermodel looks. Worldwide fame. Millions of dollars in the bank. But when the looks diminish, the wealth wanes, and the fame vanishes, the person who puts all her stock in all those things is left with nothing. If you want a visual aid for what I am saying just look at any E! True Hollywood Story.

The kind of stardom I am talking about takes cues from the enduring radiance of stars in the heavens as well as from the glamour of Hollywood stars. It’s all about radiance. It’s sparkle from within, when we know that everything is right from our motivation to our mittens. It’s when everything works. It’s a good hair day a hundred times over.

Living in the entertainment capital of the world, it’s not unusual to see Sigourney Weaver heading to Starbucks during my morning commute or Tom Cruise going to dinner on my way home. After my close-up view of the very best the world has to offer, I have come to the conclusion that there is no one I would trade places with except the best version of me. Being a star is being the best version of you. It’s a life spent polishing every ray.

I got to know many stars long before I ever set foot in Hollywood, stars like my home economics teachers, Mrs. Reynolds and Mrs. Roberson, who added glamour and grace to whipping eggs and basting hems years BMS (Before Martha Stewart). I also had daily exposure to the enduring radiance of my mother. She had written her own version of a family adventure role by leaving Africa, coming to America, earning her Ph.D., and lovingly raising three demanding children.

Your starring role is uniquely yours. Your parents or best friends don’t select it. You do! Even though I am calling it a role of a lifetime, there is nothing artificial about it. When you take it on, it will fit you as perfectly as a couture gown. It won’t fit your best friend any better than a role designed for Mae West would have fit Lena Horne or Audrey Hepburn.

Your Map to the Stars

Starring in Your Own Life will help you achieve and sustain your unique brand of radiance.

This book takes a multifaceted approach. Sparkling throughout you will find star points (*), which are easy-to-digest, bite-size tips along with five-star exercises designed to make you shine.

You can begin sprinkling stardust along your path immediately. Think of this book as a magician’s bag of tricks. Reach into it every time you want to shine. If you want to get things jump-started turn to chapter 5 and learn how you can bring star quality to your every morning, starting today. If at any point you feel the compulsion to get your groove on, as I constantly do, let me direct you to the suggested soundtrack included in chapter 9. If you need to take a break at this very moment, go to chapter 10 where you’ll find tips on taking five.

Having said that I should be clear that taking on a starring role is not just about instant gratification. The most fulfilling roles are the most demanding ones. There really is no such thing as overnight success. How many times have you watched a television show or movie for the second time, a few years down the road, and seen a newly familiar face — someone who is a big star now, playing a bit part then? I had to rub my eyes when I saw the movie Coming to America recently. There was an actor onscreen for only a few seconds, playing a robber, who looked very familiar. I didn’t notice him years earlier the first time I saw the film. But it was none other than Samuel L. Jackson. The point is that it took years of toiling before he became Shaft.

Starring in Your Own Life offers guidance on making changes as fundamental to your life as going from bit player to featured star. Perhaps you feel that the role you are currently playing is too small, too constraining. Or maybe you are still in search of the role that makes you shine — your star vehicle.

Only you can make that leap to your starring role. I can’t do it for you. What I can do throughout this book is be your fan and your coach. As your fan I will thrill to your doing your very best. That’s one of the best parts of doing this. As your coach I want to share with you stage directions that work.

You’ve been waiting on the sidelines long enough. Raise the curtain today. It’s time to write, direct, produce, and star in the role of your lifetime.

 






Shining star for you to see,

what your life can truly be.

— EARTH, WIND AND FIRE

CHAPTER ONE

Create the Role of a Lifetime

Begin Starring in Your Own Life

Get this. A really big star is coming for a visit. Think big. Oprah Winfrey–Leonardo DiCaprio–Will Smith–Tom Cruise–Julia Roberts–sized big. Elaborate preparation is common for cities and countries that spend hundreds of thousands and even millions of dollars to get ready for a visiting pope or president. How would you prepare for such a stellar visitor? Would you go on a crash diet to lose twenty pounds? Would you make a hasty visit to the beauty salon to give your hair some kind of style? Would you rush off to the mall to find a star-worthy outfit? Would you need a housekeeper to dig you out of your mess at home? Once your Hollywood star arrived, what would you talk about? About what in your life brings you joy? Anything? What would you say about your job? What would you say about your personal life? Would you be tempted to embellish a little bit in order to impress this visitor?

But hold up. The person who I am talking about is not just coming for a visit. This star is going to be around for a while. In fact the person I’m talking about is someone in your city, someone in your neighborhood, someone on your street, someone in your house. You guessed it: the star is you!

By asking you these questions I wanted you to think about why is it we put our best foot forward for others. For many of us, our house is a mess during the normal scenes of our lives. But if company is coming, it’s spic and span. And it’s absolutely immaculate if we’re moving to someplace new. When I called the repairman to fix a spot on my carpet, he assumed that I was moving. (I wasn’t.) And a grocery clerk in Washington D. C. once told me that almost every time a customer buys oven cleaner, she finds out that the buyer is moving. It’s as though we don’t value ourselves enough to think that we deserve a sparkling oven. Or even more to the point, we don’t believe that we deserve to live a sparkling life.

When you don’t recognize the star quality within it means that you don’t treat yourself as worthy of living your dreams. At the core of your starring role must be the unshakable belief that you are worthy. You deserve to live every day that same fantasy life you would want to share with your favorite star.

How can you expect anyone else to see you as a star when you don’t value yourself? Wouldn’t you think something was very wrong if you went to the shopping center and bought a 24-carat brooch for 24 cents? Not valuing yourself is equally strange.

“Role” Call

It’s time to rise and shine. Stop disguising your true brilliance. You’ve been cheating yourself by going through the motions in unchallenging and unrewarding roles that don’t even begin to display your full range. Or you squander your time and energy on pursuits that keep you from reaching for your star. You believe someone else is keeping you from your dream. You put down the dreams of others. You help others achieve their dreams. You live someone else’s dream. You expect someone else to provide you with your dream. Or your dreams are stuck in the past.

See if any of the following roles sound familiar.

Damsel in Distress

Modern-day victims are so easy to recognize in film they’ve become a cliché. These mostly female characters don’t have a clue when monstrous villains are looming. They make you want to yell at the movie or TV screen “Look out!” Once the inevitable chase begins, these Damsels in Distress often stumble, fall, or simply stop dead in their tracks. And they hardly do anything to fight back. One of the original movie victims, Pauline — as in The Perils of Pauline — was actually tied to railroad tracks as a speeding train approached. The Damsel is so popular with this culture that studies have shown that movie roles that “emphasize suffering and victimization” actually help female actors win Oscars.

Damsels in Distress always have excuses for not ascending to their starring role. It’s always someone or something else’s fault. The victim could have been the world’s best student/singer/ mother/salesperson/human or [fill in the blank] — if only her teacher/agent/husband/manager/masseuse or [fill in the blank] hadn’t tied her to the tracks.

Of course at times we all feel like victims. I have catered enough pity parties to know how easy it is to slip into this role. Affairs where you could hear strains of the song “Poor, Poor Pitiful Me” in the background. But the Damsel in Distress doesn’t just play victim one day out of the year. For her it’s a lifelong profession.

Growing up, I saw evidence of the perpetual Damsels in Distress while babysitting. More than one of the mothers I worked for lived life with growing unhappiness. They felt great careers, great adventures, and great passions had passed them by. There were faint echoes of “If I hadn’t gotten married . . . if I hadn’t had any children . . . my life would have been so much better.” But I could not see any attempt by these Damsels to do anything to improve the lives they had.

A major danger of acting out this role is that you spend so much time blaming others for the fate that has befallen you that you don’t look for solutions. A favorite bit of dialogue for the Damsel in Distress is, “Why is this happening to me?” rather than “What can I do about it?” They hold to the belief that there is no way out just as tightly as Pauline is tied to the tracks.

Another drawback in playing a Damsel in Distress is that such a role tends to attract victimizers. I learned this lesson clearly when interviewing a young man in Brooklyn who had a history of being on the wrong side of the law. He told me that he and his criminal cohorts would go out on the streets and specifically look for “Herbs,” people whose demeanor suggested that they would be prime victims. He told me their lack of confidence was always reflected in the way they carried themselves. Don’t be a Herb.

I met someone who consciously chose not to conduct himself as a victim. When hosting a radio program about the AIDS virus, I began introducing my guest as an “AIDS victim,” but he quickly corrected me, his clueless host, and described himself as an “AIDS patient. ” In spite of his devastating diagnosis he would not allow me to define him as a victim.

It’s time to rescue yourself. Cut the ropes holding you back and get on the train. Today. Otherwise you will never know how far you can go.

Make a list of everyone you blame for the difficulties you’ve had in your life. Underneath each name, draw a vertical line. In the left column, write out exactly what they have done to make your life impossible. For example: “My mother never loved me so I did not become all I could be.” Or “My boss doesn’t appreciate what a good worker I am and that’s why I’m not going anywhere.” Think of everything you can. Get it out of your system. In the right column, write out specifically what you can do about each item in the left column. Come up with all of the options you can think of to improve your situation. Options such as “Well, my mother has never loved me, but that is not going to keep me from the life I deserve.” Or, if you have an unappreciative boss, start thinking, “If it’s not possible to succeed where I am, I will search for a place where my brand of stardom is cherished.”



The Critic

You know the type. She doesn’t think Naomi Campbell’s legs are all that good, never mind her own gams are roughly three times the circumference of the supermodel’s. She harps on the performances of network anchors, even though she fumbles when speaking out at the local PTA meeting. The Critic believes she can stir up a feast better than Emeril Lagasse and Martha Stewart combined. She just doesn’t notice when friends surreptitiously dump her creations into planters. I recently saw a quote in a church bulletin that said it all: “A critic is a man who knows the way but can’t drive the car.” When are you going to get behind the wheel?

The Critic is a role that I have seen many aspiring broadcasters take on. There was one, whom I’ll call Carmen Critic, who wanted to be the next Oprah-Whitney-Angela. When asked to research possible stories, she found that the assignments were never good enough. Yet she would not come up with her own ideas. She didn’t want to make calls or check out newspaper articles. No, that was too mundane. What Carmen Critic wanted to do was go out into the field and fly to glamorous locations. When people with more experience were getting those assignments, she didn’t quite understand why. And instead of focusing on learning more about the television business that she claimed held her interest, she spent all her time talking about the shortcomings of her assignments.

When you scratch the surface of these wannabe Roger Eberts who do a thumbs down to the world, you find that they are afraid of being unable to take on the roles of the very people they criticize. Dig deeper and you’ll find that the reason Critics criticize is not because they feel superior. It’s quite the opposite. Often the real reason behind criticism is jealousy and bitterness. These are caustic elements that can only dim your sparkle.

Critics are so busy giving negative reviews they lose valuable time they could be using to build up their own starring role. If you’re a Critic, ask yourself: At the end of the day, what do you benefit from criticizing? How does it enrich your life?

I compare it to gardening. You can look across the street and see all kinds of things to criticize about your neighbor’s garden. Starring in Your Own Life means using your time to make your own garden spectacular. Personally speaking, I always have lots of my own weeds to keep me plenty busy.

Every time you catch yourself criticizing someone else, force yourself to consider what would happen if you did the same thing. Then go out and do what you criticize others for. You didn’t think Sally gave such a great party. Give one yourself and see what goes into it. You really think you could do a better job than all the newscasters you see on television? Then go on public access and see what it’s really like under the lights.



The Spectator

There was a young woman who, when she graduated from high school, wanted to get into television journalism. Let’s call her Lena. She knew someone who knew something about where she should get an education. This guy, we’ll call him Sam, instructed her on what school to go to and what classes to take. Sam was so knowledgeable because he had dreamed about a broadcasting career himself.

So Lena went to school and graduated, as Sam the Spectator watched. Lena went on to get her first job in radio, as Sam watched. She was promoted to a job in television. And Sam . . . well, you know. This Lena went on to win awards and even get a job on national television, while Sam the Spectator never even took one course in his area of interest. He was not sure that he would ever be able to make it. So he did not try.

In Hollywood you will find a particular brand of spectator called Hollywood moms, who watch on the sidelines as their children perform. Often those children are acting out the lives their mothers always dreamed about. But spectator moms are not just relegated to Hollywood. They live in a suburb near you, so absorbed with taking their kids to soccer, ballet, and karate lessons that they find no time to follow their own star. Instead they live through their children’s achievements. They have either given up on their own stardom or they believe it has to be postponed until the kids get older.

Spectators are not unlike supporting players in the movies. You’ve seen supporting players play the best friend of the star, but they watch on the edge of the spotlight as the star lives out her dream. Spectators often glow when they are in the presence of someone who is living their starring role. The Spectator believes deep down inside that she’s not as good as the star in the spotlight. She believes her rightful place is in the bleachers. That she is not good enough to be center stage in her own life. It’s much more comfortable to sit at home and watch someone on television doing what you dream of than it is to do it yourself.

Let’s call the next Spectator Katrina. She works in an industry where she is surrounded by some of the most beautiful and fashionable people in the world. But she admits that she doesn’t take much interest in her own appearance. Katrina says she will not pay more attention to herself until she loses a few pounds. Of course, in looking at her, you’d never think she needed to lose weight. Even if she were heavy, I would advise her to turn on her television set to see a growing number of voluptuous women who don’t let their measurements stand in the way of them looking spectacular. Instead I have actually heard Katrina describe herself as being “a friend of beautiful people.”

There’s another Spectator I know. Let’s call him Boris. It’s his personal life that keeps him from his true stardom. He is pursuing a career in music. Boris has won numerous awards and he even had a smash record in France. When I question him about increasing his time on stage, producing a CD, or making other advances in his career, he keeps telling me that he has to wait until he resolves his divorce. I’ve been hearing this for about a year now and I can’t help but wonder how much further along he would be if it were not for his “I have to wait until . . .”

We could fill stadiums around the world with Spectators who have a bad case of the “untils.” You don’t want to take on your starring role — until. Until you lose weight. Until your children are grown. Until your skin clears up. Until you get more money. Until you move.

Unlike the Critic you applaud the efforts of others, and unlike the Damsel in Distress you blame no one for the fact that your rear is glued to your seat. But it’s likely the reason you stay put is because you are afraid. Perhaps you’re scared of doing well. And scared that it’s lonely at the top. Well, it can be lonely at the bottom, too, especially if you are not fulfilled. What’s been keeping you in your seat, rather than basking in the warmth of the spotlight? Is it stage fright? Do you think it’s too difficult? No matter what your circumstances, you might be surprised by how much you can accomplish if you stand up from your seat.

In the movie Ever After Drew Barrymore spends a lot of time on the bench after she loses her father and gains a wicked stepmother. But then she makes the leap from Spectator to Star and even wins a prince along the way. Making your move can be equally rewarding.

Over the next week make a note of every time you see someone who is playing a role you desire. Any role. It could be a mime, a milkmaid, or a mayor. Once you’ve made your list, figure out how you can act out that desired role. Go perform on a street corner. Get a cow. Get the candidate application papers at city hall for the next election.



Ms. Cast

I once worked with a reporter who was extremely competent when it came to gathering facts and putting together a news report, but when it came time for a live shot this journalist, who I will call Ms. Cast, would freeze. She looked like a doe caught in the headlights. At one point, she was even taking antianxiety medication before her assignments. Live reporting is no passing phase. It’s become the mainstay of newscasts I have seen around the world. It made me wonder why this reporter after so many years would continue to cast herself in a role that made her so uncomfortable.

I’ll admit to have taken on TV jobs that I have not been suited for. And no matter how many exclusives I got, how much critical acclaim I received, or how much money I earned, I never felt good about what I was doing. One example of this was when I was considering doing a television program on a freelance basis. My romantic leading man at the time had seen a tape of the show and advised me to reject it based on the male anchor. He could sense from the tape that I would not enjoy working with this man. I took the part-time job anyway. It turns out this romantic leading man was very correct. I never had a good time and I never lived up to my potential in that environment. I always felt out of place because I turned myself into Ms. Cast.

When Doris Day was offered the role of Mrs. Robinson in the movie The Graduate she turned it down because she couldn’t see herself “rolling around in the sheets with a young man I’ve seduced.” Anne Bancroft would go on to win an Academy Award for that very same role. But Doris Day says she has no regrets about it because it was not a role for her.

You can avoid becoming Ms. Cast by doing a lot of research about the role you take on. I’ve come to ask potential employers, including Henry Winkler, what it is they like about my work. Winkler said my interviewing style, which I pride myself on. But had he said that he wanted me because of my physical resemblance to anchor Diane Sawyer I would have known immediately that I would be miscast if I took on the role.

When you’re Ms. Cast it’s like being forced to wear Laura Ashley when you feel best in black leather. Or it’s being ordered into gray woolen stockings when you would rather slip on a pair of fishnets. We put on those gray woolen stockings for a variety of reasons. You take on a role to make money, to please your parents, or to gain status, not because it’s a role that makes you shine. And even if the money and status come, as Ms. Cast you’ll never feel quite right. The wrong role is an anchor that will always keep your soul from soaring. A sure sign that you have been Ms. Cast is that when you leave your misbegotten part, you’ll feel perfectly content immediately — in spite of bills that need to be paid, glass ceilings that need to be shattered, and lonely Saturday nights spent with your pet chihuahua Fifi.

The truth is that when you take on your starring role, what you desire will come to you anyway as a by-product of your radiance. Don’t limit your choices. You don’t think you can shine as a caterer? That’s how Martha Stewart started her homemaking empire after working as a stockbroker. Think you can’t go anywhere teaching legs lifts and bun tighteners? What about Richard Simmons? (I can’t think of another interview subject I’ve talked to who was more full of life and compliments than Richard.) It’s a matter of how you do it rather than what you do. When you are cast in the right role you’ll do so well you won’t be able to stand it.

Sometimes we turn into Ms. Cast because we can’t figure out what role would fit us better. Or we are afraid to make a run for what our heart desires. Coming up next we’ll talk more about how to avoid backstage jitters and about finding the role that suits you. But I’d like you to start thinking now about how to make that transformation from Ms. Cast to Stella Star.

Make a list of all the times you have dazzled. It can be a memory from last week, last year, or the last millennium. On the opposite side of the list write down ways you can bring those warm, shiny feelings back through your work and play. Say you really glowed when you gave your high school commencement speech. Then determine how to incorporate more speaking opportunities into your life today by changing careers, or perhaps beginning to do engagements on weekends.



Latter-Day Lana Turner

Legend has it that Lana Turner was discovered at Schwab’s Drugstore sipping a soda. (Although she said it really happened at a drugstore across from Hollywood High School, where the Sweater Girl was a student.) During a visit to the Cannes Film Festival, I saw dozens of starlets with similar dreams of being chosen from the pack. They drew attention to themselves by roaming topless at the beach for the paparazzi. I doubt if many of those photos appeared in any place of significance other than the private collections of the photographers. I certainly didn’t see anyone becoming famous — a Hollywood star — as a result of displaying flesh.

Maybe you’re hoping to find a shortcut to stardom by getting discovered. But your starring role takes more than looking good, in or out of a sweater. Sure, things worked out well for Lana, but they don’t always turn out that well. A starring role takes preparation. Do your research. Study your craft. Be prepared. A starring role means paying your dues. Besides, if you’re cast just because of the way you look in a sweater, your good fortune will last only as long as you are able to combat the forces of gravity.

Gravity notwithstanding, being a Latter-Day Lana Turner is no guarantee that you get the job. Journalist-screenwriter Aaron Latham recalls that during the making of the movie Urban Cowboy the casting director presented him with two stacks of photos of actresses. One was comprised of actual performers. The other pile was made up of girls who were being personally “auditioned” by a certain movie studio executive. Latham recalls a young woman who showed up on the lot asking how to find the office of the aforementioned executive. “She explained that she was on her way to audition for Urban Cowboy. ” Problem was she showed up long after the movie had been cast. In fact it was on the very last day of shooting.

I have had a few opportunities to be “discovered” during my career. One incident even happened in Cannes, although it was not at a topless beach. It was at the Cannes Palais du Festival during an international convention for television executives. I angled for an encounter with the innovative head of a TV empire. After stalking his exhibit, I finally tracked him down. I quickly gave him the 411 on my qualifications. His response was to name the hotel where he was staying. He went as far as giving me his room number. An insider at his organization later told me that at least one of his discoveries had made it on-air exactly that way. But sleeping with this television pioneer was not my idea of getting discovered for a starring role.

Latter-Day Lana Turners believe all they have to offer is their physical charms. But look deeper and you will find that you have a lot more going on than your more obvious talents. If you are counting on a Schwab moment, what happens if you are never discovered? My answer for that is: Discover yourself.

Make a list of the proactive things you can do to “discover” yourself. Going back to school, taking refresher classes, considering a new vocation may be on your list. Don’t wait for someone else to recognize your star quality. Find ways to put what you have on display.



Neo-Norma Desmond

In the movie Sunset Boulevard Norma Desmond is ready for her close-up, but no one else seems to really care. Poor Norma did have a starring role, back in the day. But then she continued to hold onto the same dialogue and makeup in spite of the fact that the world had moved on without her. How many of us hold onto a wonderful past only because we just aren’t ready to move forward?

On a plane trip back to California after a speaking engagement in Georgia I could not help but overhear a discussion about a Neo-Norma Desmond. A particular TV personality and former beauty queen had been invited to take part in a charity event. One of the organizers, who was seated behind me, talked throughout the flight about how this woman seemed to be mesmerized by the photos that were shown at this fundraiser from her younger days. The program organizer also talked derisively about how this woman stayed onstage much longer than scripted. By the end of the flight he had shared the story with at least half a dozen people, all of whom were laughing at her.

Perhaps you were the valedictorian in high school, or the homecoming queen in college, the wunderkind at your first job. But then you graduated or moved on to another job. Then what? When you leave behind the role of a Neo-Norma Desmond it is not just a matter of getting a makeover and a new wardrobe. It’s about updating your dreams.

Neo-Norma Desmonds won’t let go of the role that should have been long abandoned. Surely you know someone who wears the exact same makeup and hairdo she had in high school. Or maybe there is someone in your office who misses the days when there were manual typewriters instead of word processors.

There were lots of memories onstage at the Academy of Television Arts and Sciences when I went to the fiftieth anniversary celebration for a prominent Los Angeles television station. Former producers and on-camera performers were a part of the panel. The audience was rapt with attention as these broadcast veterans recounted their experiences. Among them was an actress who had gone on to some national renown. But the panel was suddenly sidelined when a former employee who had been sitting in the audience got up and commandeered the microphone. He reminisced at length, without regard for the panel that had been specifically invited for the event. Finally someone retrieved the mike from him, but it was clear that the man had stopped living after that job at the television station and appeared stuck in memories that were fifty years old.

Actress Ava Gardner had it right when she talked about viewing her old movies. She thought she was pretty back in the day but “much more interesting” in the present tense. “I don’t hanker after lost youth or any of that rubbish. And I’ll never be one of those women who look in mirrors and weep,” she said. You need not be one of those women, either.

As I heard in a sermon recently, “a great past can never beat a great future.” Can you recall any specific instance when you put all your energies into reminiscing about the past to the detriment of creating scenes for your future? Are you constantly talking about the “good old days”? In the last week, how many times have you wistfully thought about the past? Are the following words familiar? “We used to do it this way.” “I used to be such and such.” For your next draft, try “I am going to do it this new way.”

Make it a point to do something new today, even if it is as simple as trying a new route to work. Or try a new recipe, new lipstick, or a new aerobics class. Whatever. But begin setting the stage for a brilliant future.



Breakout Role

Have you had enough of playing Neo-Norma, or Latter-Day Lana? Or the Critic or Spectator? Have you been Ms. Cast or a Damsel in Distress long enough? If you are fed up with your tired old lines and feel you’ve wasted valuable screen time, then tear up that old familiar script and gear up for the production of your breakout role.
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