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For my mother, my brother, and my father—thank you. I know it hasn’t been easy.

For the younger Madison I’m writing this about—thank you for getting me here.

I hope I’ve made you proud.
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Preface

It’s 9:53 on a Wednesday night. I just finished writing the final chapter of this book in my bathtub, and now I find myself here—back at the beginning, meeting you. Before we jump into the thick of it all, I want to take a moment and let you know why I wrote this book in the first place—how we got here.

I’m unsure why I was given the privileged life that I have, when there are millions of girls just like me across the globe who will never be afforded the same opportunities. I wanted to approach this book as carefully as possible, with the understanding of my inherently privileged position. My story is one in a sea of many more vibrant, important narratives, and my day-to-day worries are much different from most, but I only ever wanted to write a book to remind you that someone who might appear more than fine on the outside still has her own share of demons and battles she wasn’t sure she would make it out alive from.

Truthfully, writing this has opened some unhealed wounds. I talk about a lot of things I hadn’t planned on talking about. I realized I was sugarcoating a lot of things—not only to myself but to the people who have been listening all this time. I made connections between events in my early years and emotional instability issues I still struggle with to this day.

I’m the most openly honest I’ve ever been in the following pages, but that isn’t to say I talk about everything I’ve been through in this book. No matter how much you think you know me, there will always be parts of my story that are for me and me only. That’s kind of the point—you never know everything, even when you think you might. You never know the silent battles people are fighting, even the people you think you’re closest to. You’ll never walk in my shoes, and I’ll never walk in yours. And we shouldn’t have to in order to empathize with each other.

I want my story to represent more than just me. While it’s a story of my life, it’s also a story about the power of empathy and understanding, and what something as simple as human kindness can do in changing someone’s life. If I can do any good by sharing my own personal experiences, I’ll never hesitate to speak up.

With that being said, just because it happened this way, that doesn’t mean it should have.
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The Half of It

Music surrounds all of my earliest memories. I listened to all genres from an early age. Like most kids, I was always drawn to creating things and sharing them with people. My dad was decent on the guitar, and every night I begged him to strum me a new song I could sing along to. Whenever we had company, I’d demand their attention and put on a show for them. And even once I burned them out, I’d hide away in my bedroom and write my own music. Very early on, it became my way to escape.

I think that’s how it starts for most children—dancing, singing, and performing are all so self-expressive that we’re drawn to them instinctually, like they’re part of our human nature. I wasn’t swayed by the idea of flashing lights and big crowds. As a young girl I adored the Cheetah Girls, but I wanted to be like them because they got to dance and sing on a stage and connect with people through their music, not because they were famous. I would have wanted to perform whether ten people were watching me or ten thousand. I was just happy to be singing.

From the time I was a child watching Disney Channel all the way up to when I first moved to LA, my idea of what being a “celebrity” entailed was romanticized and distorted, because I was watching from the outside. I didn’t understand that, as a viewer, I was being shown carefully curated moments that the actors and their networks wanted me to see. Young, impressionable kids see a five-minute clip and think it’s representative of a person’s entire life. It takes a while to realize how much is really going on behind the scenes. And who is really to blame? Those who take part in the system built around them, or the people who built the system in the first place?

When I was first signed and started working in the industry—once I got to experience a taste of it for myself—it came as a huge culture shock. I went through a big learning curve as I tried to figure out what was real and what was fake. And I struggled to separate the fantasy I created in my head from the reality of what it actually takes to make a career work.

Before I was signed, I imagined it like this—I would move to LA and be caught up in a whirlwind of music and performances. I’d meet a group of girls in similar positions, and we’d all become best friends. People in the industry would be welcoming and excited to work with me, because I was young and talented and they’d want to guide me in the right direction. For a while, that’s what it felt like. But the truth revealed itself to me with time.

Instead, I went to parties and watched people who hated each other pose and giggle for a video together and then go back to sitting on their phones in silence. I tagged along to friends’ video shoots and saw how they only smiled when the cameras came into the room to film behind-the-scenes footage. I sat in meetings and had every one of my ideas shot down because I was too young or too inexperienced, which was a fair point and a valid reason—but it isn’t what I thought I was signing up for. In a lot of ways, I felt like I’d been lied to.

When I talk about my experience, I am aware that I have to tread lightly. A lot of celebrities and people in any sort of limelight receive backlash for talking about the negative side of fame, for “complaining” about being in such an undoubtedly privileged position. Of course I understand why. We see celebrities as people who have everything. Things like losing all privacy, or being constantly up for criticism—even on things that don’t pertain to the job—are just deemed “part of it.”

It’s almost like an unspoken rule. You can’t complain because you’ve been given such an incredible opportunity. It’s true. But there’s a balance. I have more overwhelming support and love than the average person, this I can acknowledge. I can sing a song I wrote in tears in my room to a crowd of people who love and care, how special is that? Luckily over the years I’ve been able to check myself and try to say, “Hey, this is one negative comment in a sea of positive ones, choose to respond to the love instead.” But at twelve, it wasn’t so easy.

If you make a mean comment about a friend at school, you’re a bully who will most likely face consequences. But if you make a mean comment about someone online, no one bats an eye. That simple switch is frightening to me. What changed? Why should your words hurt less? Why would they not affect someone? People seem to think that because the benefits of fame are so high, the downsides are automatically overshadowed. The fact that I was an insecure child just trying to navigate a very new and intimidating world was always overlooked. Any type of sympathy was always lacking.

I don’t want to glorify the position I’m in by boasting about all the upsides. Glazing over the downsides of being so publicly visible only does everyone a disservice, and keeps us in a self-feeding cycle that places fame at the top of some societal hierarchy. If I only talk about the good things, I’m sending the message to my young fans that I have a perfect life, that this career path is something to idolize.

But there are upsides and downsides to everything. When my parents, grandparents, and only sibling are receiving death threats on social media just because they’re related to me, it’s a big downside. When the police show up at my house in the middle of the night because someone’s made a threat against my life, it’s a downside. There are certain violations of human boundaries that I find inexcusable, no matter the position I’m in.

So even though my career is responsible for all of my proudest, happiest moments, it’s also been to blame for some of my lowest. This is why I can’t help feeling that if I don’t speak openly about my struggles as a result of fame, I would be complicit in selling a false narrative. I have a lot of young fans who look up to me. The last thing I want is for them to see my life and think it’s an end goal. Social media does that enough already, and I don’t feel like reducing something so serious to a teary-eyed Instagram photo is fair to anyone, let alone myself. I’m talking to you here because by picking up this book and choosing to read it, you have made the choice to meet me halfway. I’m happy you have.
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In the decade I’ve been working, the entire climate of social media has changed completely. Fame and online virality have only become more and more attainable as new social platforms continue to appear. I went through it over ten years ago, before apps like TikTok even existed, before the term influencer was coined. Back then, it took a viral tweet from one of the biggest pop stars in the world to get my name out there, but today someone can post a fifteen-second TikTok and go viral overnight. And just like that, they have a shot at a career. “Fame” is more accessible now than ever. While this isn’t always a bad thing, I think it’s important to proceed with caution.

Now, studies show that “social media influencer” and “YouTuber” are two of the top careers that eleven-to-sixteen-year-olds aspire to.* On one hand, I think it’s amazing that so many kids are interested in a field full of creativity and self-expression, but I also worry that so many of us are drawn to these platforms for all the wrong reasons—that the propaganda “dream job” they think they want is nothing like it seems.

Don’t get me wrong, the internet is a great tool for someone who wants to make videos about something they’re passionate about, or connect with other people who have the same interests. But I experience firsthand how the emphasis on celebrities in this generation is teaching kids that in order to be valid, they have to be seen.

There are a lot of talented people who will never pursue fame. Some people go viral overnight and then disappear because the negativity online was too overwhelming. There are a lot of people who are given the same exact opportunity as me and choose not to take it.

And it’s not because they weren’t talented enough, not because they didn’t work hard enough, not because they didn’t want it badly enough. It’s because they got a glimpse behind the curtain and decided it wasn’t for them. When a celebrity slowly steps back from the spotlight, or an artist stops making music, it doesn’t mean they’re a failure. It usually means they’ve made a decision not to equate their art with a world that is hyperfocused on numbers and perceived means of success.

Here’s the thing: fame is merely a side effect of the career I’ve chosen. It’s not the reward or the end goal.

From the start, I only ever wanted to make music—to write and sing lyrics that meant something to me. I’ve only ever wanted to create.

If my goals were different—if I had only used singing as an avenue to gain followers, to get likes on photos, or to become rich and famous—I wouldn’t have stuck it out for this long. And I would be miserable. There’s no genuine fulfillment in something that vapid, at least not for me. All my peers who entered the industry chasing fame and money have burned out just as quickly as they’ve started. And the crash afterward isn’t pretty.
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A lot of people write stories about their life when they feel they’ve come to a good closing point. I’ve finished a few chapters of my life, but I’m still in the middle of my story.

Instead, I want my story and all of its specificity to speak to something bigger. This isn’t me whining and saying, “I went through so much, life is hard!” There are so many upsides to what I do. But most people already know them. Instead, this is me saying, “Because I went through this, I have this insight to share with you.” I believe what I’ve been through speaks to some of the larger issues plaguing my generation.

Mostly, I want to be honest. Even if some people receive it the wrong way, I’d rather make that sacrifice if it means my audience views me on a human level.

I want to demystify what someone in my position goes through—which isn’t all that different from the issues most young adults deal with. I just have more eyes on me. There’s nothing different in my DNA that makes me immune to hate or suffering just because I’ve been incredibly fortunate in my career. I’m sharing my story in hopes that it might make some of you feel less alone. I just ask that you please be gentle with me as I open up about some of the more difficult things I’ve been through.

It took me a long time to develop the mindset I have now, though, so before we spend too much time in the present, we have to go back to where my journey started.
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