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25 Things You May Want to Know About Me Right Now

1. Where am I right now? At home, with my laptop on my kitchen table.

2. What am I wearing? Jeans, white tank top, and sparkly flip-flops.

3. Where are my daughters? I don’t know. Just kidding. They’re here, working on art projects.

4. Do I talk to Charlie? Yes.

5. What would be my dream job? A role in a movie with Quentin Tarantino directing.

6. What’s the best advice I’ve been given? My mom always told me that I’m a lot stronger than I think.

7. What’s my favorite thing about myself? My patience.

8. What’s my least favorite thing about myself? I’m a little stubborn.

9. What’s my weirdest physical quality? I have flat feet.

10. What do I see when I look in the mirror that other people don’t see? I think people see everything—and many have seen everything.

11. What’s been my best idea? To see the world, starting when I was eighteen.

12. What’s been my worst idea? Too many.

13. What would I change in other people? Their judgment.

14. What would I change about myself? To be less trusting.

15. When was the last time I cried? When one of my girls asked if her Nana—my mom—could see her from heaven.

16. How would I describe my senior high school yearbook photo? Totally ‘80s. My hair said it all.

17. My favorite cheesy song is … Journey’s “Don’t Stop Believing.”

18. What’s the one album I can’t live without? Guns N’ Roses’s Appetite for Destruction.

19. Boxers or briefs on men? None.

20. What did I sleep in last night? A thong and a tank top.

21. If I’m upset … I’m very vocal.

22. Favorite place to travel? Anywhere tropical. I love the beach.

23. Question I’d ask Oprah? If I can have a personal tour of her Montecito home.

24. Every day I try to … live in the moment.

25. Tomorrow I will … try to get closer to where I need to be.
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IF LIFE WERE a dance, what kind would yours be? Ballet? Modern? Country line? The twist? Salsa? Paso doble? A waltz? This came up recently in a conversation with a friend, and as much as I wish mine were a graceful ballet, I’m never going to be that perfect or practiced, and frankly, I don’t care. If my life is more of an improvised two-step, with the emphasis on improvisation, so be it. That’s my style—and one I think many people would recognize as their own.

You’d know what I’m talking about if you’d been with me lately. Over the past two months, I’ve made six trips to New York from my home in Los Angeles. That’s a trip about every ten days. If nothing else, I’m adept at packing and unpacking, zipping through airport security, and running life from the two-inch screen of my iPhone and BlackBerry—yes, I have both. But like any other single working mother of two, my life is packed with so much more.

In the midst of all that travel, I dealt with school projects, packed lunches, and scheduled playdates; I rescued a dog, made valentines for school parties, set up my dad on one of his first dates since my mom passed away three years ago, auditioned for a couple TV pilots, guest-hosted two TV shows, signed an endorsement deal with a perfume company, nursed myself through a bout of bronchitis, made umpteen dinners, had several meetings with my contractor and designer about my home, which I’m remodeling, had meetings for other branding opportunities, launched a monthly pet adoption for Best Friends on Access Hollywood, turned forty, planned my daughter’s seventh birthday party, and watched as my ex-husband, the father of my two little girls, imploded in a public spectacle that left me horrified, worried, and sad.

In The Real Girl Next Door, I talk about how I manage this and more. The cheat sheet is this: I do it just like you, day by day, hour by hour, and if necessary, minute by minute. It sounds like crisis management, but it’s not. Taking life day by day and living in the moment are the clichés of self-improvement, but the approach really does let you handle more than you think is possible, especially when you feel as if the ceiling is caving in. I don’t have a road map full of answers; rather, I am going to take you down the road I traveled as I grew up, glammed up, and ultimately grew into myself. As you’ll find out, I don’t think you find the answers in life as much as you figure out the questions to ask and muster the courage to move ahead during difficult and confusing times, confident that you can handle new challenges.

On my thirtieth birthday, a dear friend who’d already gone through her thirties sent me a gorgeous flower arrangement with a note that said, “The best is yet to come.” I’ll never forget that card. She was right. The best did come. I got married to a man who I thought was my everlasting soul mate and became a mother to two beautiful daughters. But then the bottom dropped out of that fantasy. Dolly Parton once said, “If you want the rainbow, you gotta put up with the rain,” and let me tell you, there were times it felt like torrential downpours. I went through a difficult and humiliating divorce, moved out of my home, saw my public image tarnished and my career suffer, and then on top of everything, my mom was diagnosed with cancer and passed away. For three years, I was at rock bottom. Everything pretty much sucked.

As I went through the worst times of my life, I also experienced the best—being a new mom. Since then, I’ve accepted that you never know what’s going to happen. I like that about life—not knowing what’s around the corner. Of course, I always hope for the best, but even during the worst of times, I’ve found some good comes out of it.

Indeed, as my friend predicted in her birthday card, the best has come—in terms of self-confidence, motherhood, friendships, life lessons, and wisdom. I’ve learned to expect the unexpected and relish the days when the biggest emergency is when the kids are late for school. I know better than to get too comfortable, complacent, or upset. Nothing about being a mom is routine. But nothing about life is routine. When I look back at how I got to where I am today from my childhood in Downers Grove, Illinois, I don’t see anything I’d describe as routine, normal, or predictable. It’s been a wild ride.

In The Real Girl Next Door, I’ve written the book I wish that I’d had on my nightstand the past eight years. It’s full of stories that I would’ve wanted to hear from a friend, the kind that could reassure me I’d get through my problems, too. As you’ll see, I’ve tried to share not just what I’ve been through, but more important, how I’ve gotten through it all. Although most people reading this will already be familiar with the headlines, they won’t know how I felt as everything happened, and in some cases, how I survived.

Not that my life is any more special or harder than anyone else’s. No, I think the reality is that my experiences are similar to yours, spanning the gamut of good times, magical times, hard times, terrible times, and times when I rekindled hope after it seemed permanently gone. While there’s no one way to live your life, all of us go through similar rites of passage, and I’ve always been someone who’s interested in the ways each of us deal. I don’t care about the what happened as much as I do the what have I learned and what’s next.

I’m pragmatic in that way. I’m a great person to have around in a crisis. As you’ll find out, I don’t pass judgment and don’t hold grudges. Clear-eyed and calm, I move forward. I don’t always know where I’m going. Nor is what I want to accomplish always easy. But I’ve learned that if I’m open and honest with myself and others; if I ask enough people for advice; if I’m not afraid to face the truth; and if I put aside any fear of failure—I’ll be able to figure things out, and usually end up where I need to be, which isn’t always where I intended to go.

Hopefully, you’re nodding your head. But you’ll see as much when I explain how a shy, midwestern girl from a middle-class family who thought she’d be married forever and pop out a houseful of babies ended up a single mom whose trips to the grocery store are chronicled by paparazzi and splattered across the Internet. Some of that I would gladly trade, but for the most part, I like where I ended up and hope I’m pointed in the right direction for the future.

That’s the goal here—to like yourself and be ready to face the day. I work at that all the time. Even as I think I have a grip on my agenda of kids, family, career, friendships, love, and feeling good inside and out, the deck gets shuffled. I don’t need Freud to analyze why I’ve taken on such a huge project by myself in remodeling my home. A lot of my friends were surprised, and even my dad thought it was a big endeavor for a single working woman with two daughters. But that’s who I am. When I make a decision, no matter how big or small, I stick to it and just do it. If I run into challenges along the way, I figure it out. I’ve learned to not live by the “what ifs” and not always worry about the outcome. I think that’s a good quality and maybe sometimes not so good. I always follow my heart and my gut. I have an ex-boyfriend who thought perhaps I should think things through more when making decisions. He thought I was nuts tackling such a big project with my home (I mean, I gutted the damn thing), but he’ll see when it’s done that I was able to do it on my own. What was I gonna do? Wait until husband number two arrives to help me? Nope. I don’t know when that will be and I want my house done! Home improvement. Self-improvement. What’s the difference? If you overheard me on the phone, you wouldn’t be able to tell if I was talking about the house or me. The questions are the same: What’s good? What should I keep? What should I lose? What do I need to fix? Is it even fixable?

When my mother was nearing the final stages of her battle with cancer, she knew the challenges I was going through, and she also saw how frightened I was about losing her. But she reassured me that I was much stronger than I knew, and in looking back, it turned out she was right. What did she see that I didn’t? What did she know that I had to find out? I’ve come to realize it was my honesty. I called this book The Real Girl Next Door for a reason. I’m real, as in a real person, as in real honest, as in just plain real. I don’t carry around a lot of clutter—at least I try not to. If I love someone, the person knows it. If I’m feeling passionate, it’s going to be some time in the bedroom. If I have a problem, people will know about it. The only things about me that are fake are my boobs, but I’m real about that, too. I live to be that way.

When I was a Bond girl, I was prepped on what I said on TV and in interviews. It didn’t matter what question was asked, I was supposed to answer in a way that would have the broadest appeal and try to come off as an accessible girl next door. I was to downplay questions asked about my racy role in Wild Things and try to come up with an intelligent side of my character. Intelligent? I was a Bond girl running around in hot pants! But okay! Everyone was supposed to perceive me a certain way, and therefore like the film. It was like answering staged questions in a beauty pageant. And it never felt right.

Like it or not, I’m someone who tells the truth. I was raised that way. At times I’ve kept my mouth shut rather than letting loose. I do believe in always telling the truth, but I also believe there is a time and a place for when. Being truthful is healthy, and it allows you to live with a clean conscience. I’ve found the more I’m my authentic self, the better off I am when it comes time to make decisions. I never thought I’d get divorced, but once I made the decision, I knew it was the right one for my children and me. I’ve learned I’d much rather be honest and like myself and where I am in my life than worry about everyone else liking me.

All that said, do I always know what I’m doing? No. Do I think I sometimes know what I’m doing? Yes. However, as you’ll learn, though I take on too much and spread myself thin, I always put my children first. I have to remind myself that it’s okay to devote a little time for me. Right before all of my recent trips to New York, I’d finally gotten myself back into shape, physically and emotionally. Embracing single, working mommyhood, I’d figured out how to manage carpooling my daughters, helping with homework, overseeing a huge remodel of my house, deal with all our dogs and the animal rescue I’m involved with, revamp my website, stay up on Twitter, have a social life with my friends, expand my brand, go on the occasional date, and travel.

On my last trip to New York, in mid-February 2011, I got on the plane thinking, “Finally, I’ve got things under control. Life is calm.” I settled in with my decorating magazines and book and thought about my schedule. I was walking in the Red Heart fashion show and having dinner afterward with my friend Lisa Rinna and several other women. This is where I’m sure you moms (and dads!) can relate. I had a couple free days after the fashion show. I easily could have filled those days up instead of flying back home only to get back on the plane a couple days later. But I decided to head back home to be with my girls for those couple of days. My daughters were having Valentine’s Day parties at school and it was important for me to be there. After the parties, I stayed the weekend and headed back to New York. My fortieth birthday was the next day, and I was filling in for Sherri Shepherd on The View.

I was nervous about sitting with Barbara, Whoopi, Joy, and Elisabeth. Although it was agreed beforehand that they wouldn’t ask any questions about Charlie, I worried about other breaking celebrity news. I knew I had no control over anything that might happen, but I didn’t want to be in a position where I was asked to comment on someone else’s life, especially someone I might not know. Having previously been that person in the news, I knew how hurtful it was to hear the speculation and the half-truths about your personal life, and if the reports were true, it was even more painful. But for the first time in ages, I was in a good place; things were quiet and calm in the press with my personal life, and I was actually looking forward to being a cohost for The View.

Then I got off the plane at JFK International Airport and checked my phone. My voice mail was full and I had more than a hundred e-mails, text messages, and tweets. My community of Twitter followers keep me apprised of every bit of news, good and not so good, and when I saw what had happened, that Charlie had called in to the Dan Patrick radio show and unloaded some of his frustration about work, I said, “Oh, shit. I’m going on The View tomorrow.” I had no idea what Charlie was thinking when he decided to do such an explosive interview about his job, but that’s his business and has nothing to do with me. Or does it? We’d been in the kind of stable place I’d hoped to find. But his timing was impeccable as far as it concerned affecting my life and the girls. I wasn’t at home to shield the children, and the next morning I found myself in the hallway of a show whose lifeblood was controversy, celebrity, and news. I’d walked into the eye of the perfect storm. The show had made a promise to me that they would not ask me any questions about Charlie. Of course, I’d made the commitment to the show three weeks prior to the air date, and I of all people know what amount of shit can happen in three weeks. Even so, I hoped they’d stick to their agreement about not asking me any questions about him and that damn radio interview. But I felt like a deer caught in headlights. As it turned out, my fears weren’t unfounded.

Moments before we went live on the air, while I was getting touch-ups to my hair and makeup, there was a knock on my dressing room door. It was Barbara Walters and one of the show’s producers. They said they had to ask me a couple of questions about Charlie. Otherwise, they would look foolish. Personally I would’ve rather they looked foolish but I understood their issues of credibility. But we had an agreement. My publicist, who was also present, asked what I wanted to do. With the clock ticking, and Barbara, the producer, and my publicist staring at me, I had a choice. Part of me was pissed off at being put in the situation, but another part of me realized that this was like thousands of other moments in life. I could get up and leave. I could argue and insist they live up to the agreement we’d made. Or I could grit my teeth, adapt to the new situation, and see what happened.

I’m sure you’ve found yourself in situations like this one, maybe not with Barbara Walters standing inches away as she waited for your decision, but one where you were uncomfortable, didn’t want to be there, and wished it would all go away. Yet you know what you have to do, what you’re going to do; you just don’t know how you’re going to do it. As I said, life doesn’t come with an instruction book. There’s your way. There’s my way. And then there’s that improvised two-step we often rely on. We take a chance and figure things out as we go. We learn from our mistakes. We laugh, we cry, we love, we fall down, and we get back up again. Sometimes I have no idea why we get back up again, but we do. And then we laugh again. We cry again. And we love again.

Welcome to my life.




PART ONE


[image: image]


HOME IS
WHERE THE
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AS WITH ANYONE, to understand me, you have to know my family and how I was raised, and also understand that family has always meant everything to me, and still does. The way I was raised is a major reason why I’ve taken such offense to the slams I’ve received in the media from people who’ve never met me. I grew up in a nonjudgmental home. I remember being out with my mom when I was a little girl and pointing to a kid with grungy clothes and holes in his shoes, one of those “eww, look at that” moments, and my mom quickly shushed me, explaining that you don’t make fun or pass judgment on other people. His family might not be able to afford new clothes and shoes, she said. There might’ve been other circumstances, too. I understood and learned a lesson that’s stayed with me forever. Even though we didn’t have much money, I immediately felt bad and wanted to help.

I learned at an early age that it doesn’t matter what people look like or what their shortcomings may be, or how much or little money they have. I was raised to treat everyone equally and to treat someone how I would like to be treated. I needed few reminders, thanks to my relatives. I had a cousin who was deaf, one who was developmentally disabled, one who was gay, an uncle who lost his left leg, a grandpa who had a hook in lieu of a hand, a second cousin on my dad’s side who went through a sex change and became a woman, an aunt who committed suicide, an uncle who was a recovering drug addict, and a grandma whose best friends were twin dwarfs.

This grandmother of mine ran a tavern in Wisconsin. We went there numerous times every summer. It was an eight-hour drive from where we lived in Illinois. Her place, called Lehmann’s Pub, was next to a lake where we fished and caught bullfrogs. In the afternoon and at night, we darted in and out of the bar, which shared a kitchen with the house. We got to serve draft beer, which we loved, to see who could get the least foam. Imagine not even being a teenager and pouring beer? We were allowed one candy bar from the counter a day. My cousins used to stay there with us, too. With all the alcohol and cigarettes at the pub, it’s amazing none of us ever dabbled in all that, but we didn’t. The dwarf twins—about eighty years old—were regulars. They were sweet, adorable men, who also had a dwarf sister. I loved talking to them, they were so nice to my sister and me. My mom had known them when she was a little girl, and one time I asked if they’d always been that way. “No, they used to be younger,” she said.

That was my mom. She was the smartest, strongest woman I’ve ever known. Even though my daughters, Sam and Lola, are in first grade and kindergarten right now, in many situations, I’ll wonder if I’m being the same kind of sane, strong, tough, stable, and loving role model that my mom was for me. So much of who we become as adults is based on the parenting we received as children. My mom set a high bar, and I don’t think it’s that she always knew what she was doing. In fact, as she later confided, much of her parenting was based on trial and error, asking other moms how they did things, and simply being unafraid to be a parent rather than a friend.

From a family of five kids, she had a brother and three sisters, and I was the beneficiary of all the people skills she acquired from growing up in a large family. My mom was best friends with my dad’s sister, and at fourteen, she met my dad, who was then eighteen and drafted. After serving two and a half years in the Vietnam War, he returned home and they fell in love. I don’t think they spent a day apart ever again until my mom passed away. At sixteen she got pregnant with me, and on August 1, 1970, shortly after her seventeenth birthday, they exchanged vows in the local courthouse. On that same day, in the same courthouse, her parents’ divorce was finalized.

I was born on February 17, 1971, and eighteen months later, my sister, Michelle, arrived. At times we were best friends, and other times we pounded the crap out of each other. We were one grade apart and had a lot of the same friends. We lived in Mokena, Illinois, in a tiny nine-hundred-square-foot, two-bedroom house. After my dad fixed it up, it was twelve hundred square feet. Soon after he finished, we moved to Downers Grove so he could be closer to his job with the phone company and spend more time at home with the family and my sister and I could go to better schools. My parents always put a premium on family time. My dad was home every night for dinner at six, and our weekends always involved family-oriented activities. My parents reserved one evening a week for themselves. Date night.

Unable to afford a home in Downers Grove right away, we lived in a two-bedroom condo while my parents saved up for a house. After two years, they found a hundred-year-old fixer-upper, though that sounds even better than it was. The place needed major TLC. I was embarrassed when we first moved in. It was the ugliest house in the neighborhood, and I didn’t want to live in an old place that needed so much work. Over time, it became a beautiful home. My parents did all the work themselves. They couldn’t afford to pay a contractor. Nor did they want to. Every day after work my dad strapped on his tool belt and sawed and hammered away. My mom helped and did the decorating. They were a team in this effort to not merely reclaim the house, but to transform it into a shared vision.

Though thirty-some years have passed since that experience, it still stands out to me as a powerful primer on marriage, in real terms and metaphorically. My parents built something together: a house, a family, and a life. Tired, pinching pennies, breathing sawdust, they walked the talk, as the saying goes.

Whether or not they realized it, my parents were people who taught us daily to find worth and joy in people and life on the inside. As one who is not adverse to some retail therapy when I need a pick-me-up after a tough day, I appreciate the lessons they drummed into me from an early age: Money can’t buy happiness. Makeup and expensive clothes don’t make anyone more attractive. Judge people for the way they behave, not for what they say. All are truisms that ended up preparing me for a life in Hollywood by drumming into me one basic rule: “be real; know yourself, and be true to that.”

I’m sure I frustrated my mom because from an early age I was a girly girl who loved looking through the fashion magazines and ached to wear makeup, which I was prohibited from doing until I was sixteen. Earlier than that, my mom thought girls wearing mascara, blush, and lipstick were just too young. “What’s the rush?” she used to say. She wanted us to grow up first, develop, and get to know ourselves, inside and out, before we tried to change or enhance our appearance. As a mom, I couldn’t agree more. I say bravo. I can already sense the pressures on my girls—and they’re still babies, relatively speaking.

By junior high, though, I was sneaking lipstick out in my purse and applying it so heavily that one day a boy came up to me and said, “Kissing you would be like kissing a crayon.” My mom wasn’t averse to dressing up. I have some old photos of her with my dad in the mid and late 1970s, and she looked hot for their date nights. I loved watching my mom put her makeup on every day. She always looked beautiful and I still remember what her perfume smelled like.

Soon after my sister was born, my mom lost all of her hair. She was diagnosed with alopecia, a not uncommon condition that generally causes people to lose hair in small patches. In my mom’s case, she lost all the hair on her head. Despite numerous exams, doctors were never able to explain why. It was a mystery. Not that it mattered. My mom was bald. Imagine, a beautiful young woman suddenly finding herself at nineteen years old without the thick mane of blond hair that had been such a defining part of her looks.

And it didn’t grow back as the doctors said it would. Not after a year or two. Not for ten years. My mom wore wigs every day. She had a number of them, which of course my sister and I put on when we played dress-up. But they weren’t the $5,000, high-quality, expensive wigs that looked real. My parents couldn’t afford those, and I’m sure my mom was self-conscious about the way wigs looked on her, though as far as I remember, she never made a point of it. She always wore those wigs and scarves. If it bothered her, I never knew about it. That’s just the way she was.

I spoke about the condition with my mom only a couple times, once when I was in my twenties and another time when she was sick with cancer. On both occasions she admitted that at first she’d been devastated, but then, with a shrug, she said, “What are you going to do? It was gone. I felt healthy in every other way and so it didn’t matter. There were more important things to focus on.”
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WHEN WE LIVED in Mokena, we had a German short-haired pointer named Brutus. He was my dog. The two of us were inseparable, and one morning when I went into the backyard to give him my leftovers from breakfast, I couldn’t find him. Panicked, I ran through the house, the front yard, and into the neighbors’ yards, calling his name, without any luck. It turned out that my parents, anticipating our move to Downers Grove, had given him away. They said he needed a home where he had more room to run, and they found a nice family that lived on a farm outside of town. I was crushed. They hadn’t told me. They hadn’t even let me say good-bye. I cried for weeks. It was very tough love.

As cruel as I thought that was, my parents were practical and knew we were headed to a condo, where Brutus wouldn’t have the kind of room to run that he required. My parents thought it would’ve been easier on me to tell me after the fact. In hindsight, my dad said they wished they had let me say good-bye to him and meet the family that was taking him. My mom was an animal lover, though. When she grew up, her family bred Irish setters, and once we settled into our Downers Grove house, she got another dog, a schnauzer named Strudel. Strudel was a rescue dog who was badly abused and blind in one eye, and when I asked my mom why she’d picked a one-eyed dog who was extremely timid from having been abused, she said, “Honey, she needed a good home.”

Check. Another lesson that made a long-lasting impression. I loved that my mom didn’t care if the dog was perfect or a purebred. In fact, the opposite was true; she wanted to get a dog that was hard to place. Strudel ended up living to be twenty-one. We also rescued a second schnauzer, another girl, which we named Gidget. My mom always wanted to open an animal sanctuary, but she got too sick. As a natural when it came to nurturing children and pets, she would’ve been great, given my soft spot for pets. With many dogs at my house now, and the rescue work I do, my mom and I would’ve had an amazing sanctuary. One day I will build one for her.

When I was a kid, we went camping in lieu of fancy vacations. I’m not talking about parking a motor home in a campsite. We camped with tents, sleeping bags, cookouts, and large spray cans of Off! bug repellent for the mosquitoes. Aside from fun and family time, I got to see how capable my parents were. My mom packed the coolers with all the food, and my dad was in charge of everything else. When we got to the campsite, he put up the tent, got a fire going in the pit, and set up the portable cooktop. My dad could do anything, whether it was putting on a new roof at home or turning a patch of ground in the woods into a cozy campsite.

I loved those trips, but I have to tell you, they made me appreciate the fancy hotels I enjoy now. My sister still goes camping with her family, though, and both of us still reminisce about swimming in lakes and roasting marshmallows at night after a day of hiking and canoeing.

I secretly loved when it rained so hard that we had to check into a local motel or, if we splurged, a hotel. Room service was out of the question. My sister and I always begged to have it, but it was too expensive. Instead, we always ate at an inexpensive coffee shop. Even though I imagined that the food from room service tasted better, I never went hungry or unsatisfied, and truth be told, the crayons and coloring books that many of those coffee shops gave to kids when we sat down were my favorite part of the meals.

As a kid, the simplest things amused me, such as catching lightning bugs or building a fort in the backyard. Riding my bike to a friend’s house, neighborhood block parties, cookouts, ice-skating on the lake next to my grandmother’s house—these were the activities that I loved to do. Now, my kids are so scheduled I keep a calendar just for their activities and lessons, and I know that’s not unusual. But I can remember my mom simply saying, “Go see if so-and-so can play,” and I’d get on my bike and ride to a friend’s house, knock on the door, and see if they wanted to play. There was no setting up frickin’ play dates! What happened to us?

I sound as if I’m dredging up memories of a bygone past, but life was simpler in our homey neighborhood where everyone knew each other. Then, it was safe for kids to ride down the street by themselves. My sister and I and our dad belonged to a father-daughter group called the Drifters, which gave us quality time alone with our dad. Once a month, we got together with a group of other girls and their dads and went on weekend trips. Depending on the season, we went canoeing, river rafting, cross-country skiing, and downhill skiing. At night, we stayed in cabins—girls in one, dads in another.

On one river trip, I pulled over to pee and went in the bushes. A short time later, I started to feel sick, and by nighttime, I had spots everywhere. One of the other dads was a doctor, but, as he said, you didn’t need to be an MD to see the problem. It was poison ivy. On my butt! Not a good place to get it. And a little embarrassing when I had to show the dad who was the doctor my tush.

Downers Grove was a charming little town with cobblestone streets and cute mom-and-pop stores. There was one movie theater, where I saw E.T. and Star Wars. On summer nights, we walked to Bogg’s ice cream, which to this day had the best homemade ice cream I’ve ever eaten. My parents took my sister and me to church on Sundays, and both of us attended CCD classes one day a week after school. We made our Communion and Confirmation.

Though we had our own rooms, Michelle and I did everything together, from gymnastics to pom-poms in junior high. Both of us had a crush on Rob Lowe, we had a poster of him in our room, and we never missed an episode of The Facts of Life. I was always supportive of my sister, until she got her period before me. How could that be? I was so envious because I’d heard your boobs start to develop after you get your period, and now Michelle was getting a head start. I got my period the next year; my boobs never developed, and that would turn into a whole other story years later.
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LOOKS DID MATTER. I’m not going to lie. There is so much pressure on girls and it sure starts young. Any girls who wanted to be like Blair on The Facts of Life had a vision of themselves with thick, long hair, nice, fashionable clothes, and makeup, and I have to plead guilty on all counts. But my fantasies of turning heads as I waltzed through the school cafeteria were tempered all through seventh and eighth grade by a nasty little girl who delighted in tormenting me. She called me Fish Lips and Unibrow, which gives you all the explanation you need to picture what I looked like during those awkward years (think skinny, overbite, and caterpillar eyebrows), and made my walking through the locker-filled hallways at school an emotional minefield.

I had good friends who rallied around and buoyed me when I broke down, while my mom, apparently able to see something in me that I didn’t, advised me to be patient and wait for things to change. Braces helped, and at the end of eighth grade, I walked out of my final orthodontist appointment with a brand-new sparkling smile.

By fourteen, I was boy crazy. (Sorry, Mom!) My parents forbid me to date until I was sixteen, but with a short climb from my bedroom window to my bicycle, I managed to sneak out of the house regularly. I was also caught more often than not, thanks to my sister’s willingness to snitch. There was a period when I was grounded for at least three-quarters of the year. But Michelle got her comeuppance a few years later. One night, a couple guys were knocking on my bedroom window in the middle of the night thinking they were going into her room. Assuming they were burglars, I screamed. That brought my dad, who arrived wielding a gun. By then, the guys had scrambled back out and were long gone. My sister told me in the morning that they were her friends—and no, I never snitched on her.

A year later, Michelle was caught sneaking out at night. As punishment, my dad removed her bedroom door. Shocked and horrified, we watched as he carried it into the garage. Then we laughed our asses off. It’s even funnier all these years later, though my dad insists he’d do it all over again.

Both of my parents were strict. While I may not have appreciated it while growing up, I am grateful now that they had rules, and stuck to them. I do that with my girls. There’s nothing more painful than watching them pout and fume when they have a time-out, but children want and need boundaries and parameters, and they want to know their parents care. My mom was direct when it came to talking to us about sex. It was what you’d expect from someone who was a teen mom herself. She was matter-of-fact, and rather than tell us to wait, she emphasized the consequences of being sexually active, explaining we’d better make damn sure we were serious about a boy before we had sex, and being responsible.

I heard her loud and clear, but I didn’t have a boyfriend. I was content to bide my time until I could date. Meanwhile, I made the Tinley Park High cheerleading squad as a freshman, and I was looking ahead to being a sophomore as the year when my entire life would come together: I’d be a cheerleader, old enough to get my driver’s license, old enough to date, and finally able to wear makeup. Notice the missing concern: academics. I was a solid A-B student who could’ve done better. Drama was one of the classes where I did achieve outstanding marks. I always came to life when we read and performed plays.

We didn’t have a big theater department that put on annual school plays, but if we had, I’m sure I would’ve gone out for it. When I stepped into a character, even if we were just reading a play in class, I found it fun and exciting to get outside of myself and try to create the nuances of another person. I didn’t have the tools or life experience I’d bring to the job later, but I had a willing, outgoing attitude, so whatever emotion was required, whether it was laughter, tears, or love, I did my best and went for it.

As I looked ahead to tenth grade, I saw myself as poised to blossom. All of the hurts and hardships of adolescent awkwardness, at least from the vantage of my perch at age fifteen, seemed to be safely disappearing in the rearview mirror. Indeed, as I skipped into the future, life could not have been set up any better for me. However, as I’d repeatedly find out over the years, every time you think you have life aced, something causes the ground to shift, dust to fly, and your head to spin; and that’s what happened to me.

It was a first for me, and though I sound melodramatic now, back then I was only fifteen, and everything having to do with dating, cheerleading, appearances, and social standing involved melodrama. To be real, as in real honest, it was that time in your life when every matter seemed like life or death and I didn’t know how I was going to survive.

So embarrassing, looking back. But true.
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MY DAD WORKED for Illinois Bell, the phone company, climbing power poles and repairing broken or downed wires. It was hard but good, dependable work, and for the eight or nine months of the year the weather was nice or tolerable, so was the job. But the Chicago winters are extremely harsh, some of the worst in the country, especially when the wind whips up and drives the freezing temperatures even lower, and in those conditions, my dad’s job sucked.

One weekend in the dead of winter while viewing a Battle of the Network Stars special, he watched enviously as the celebrities ran around in shorts and T-shirts. He called my mom into the room and pointed it out, as he did the sunshine, the palm trees, and the stars in their swimming suits. Yes, it was mid-January, and they were swimming in Southern California. For the next couple of months, he started every day by opening the newspaper and checking the temperatures in Los Angeles and San Diego. Then he compared them to Chicago.
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IT'S COMPLICATED.

We've read the scandalous headlines, watched
her sexy breakout performances in Starship
Troopers and Wild Things, and seen her many
public faces on her reality television show—the
beautiful vixen, the devoted mother, the hard-
working entertainer, and the fun-loving friend.
But how well do we really know Denise Richards?

Like so many small-town girls, she dreamed
of making it big in Hollywood. But following
a painful, high-profile divorce from Charlie
Sheen, she found herself raising their two
young daughters alone as her mother was dying
of cancer. Denise writes openly and honestly
about these experiences and more: she lets
you in on her childhood dreams, her fated
move to Hollywood with her close-knit family,
her rise to fame, the pressures of living in the
spotlight, and the controversy surrounding her
relationships. Through it all, she managed to
keep her sense of humor and optimism.

She offers an up-close and personal look at
her most intimate battle scars and the lessons
she’s learned as she’s healed and grown.
Denise’s story will resonate with anyone who
has had to look within herself to find strength
and courage when life is throwing curveballs.

Inspiring and uplifting, raw and revealing,
Denise finally lets her fans in on the resilient
woman behind the bombshell persona, the
person her friends and family already know:
The Real Girl Next Door.
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