A Taste of Hollywood

Bend author’s new book was inspired by the time she spent helping her daughter chase the dream
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It would be a mistake to confuse the life of Bend author Diane Hammond with that of character Ruth Rabinowitz in Hammond’s new novel, “Seeing Stars,” out March 23 from Harper Collins. But given Hammond’s two-year stint as a Hollywood mom, the temptation to connect the dots is hard to resist.

“The book is not autobiographical in the sense that we’re in it, but it’s certainly about everything we saw and experienced.”

The book is Hammond’s fourth novel and the follow-up to her critically lauded 2008 best-seller, “Hannah’s Dream.” That was the tale of an elephant at a run-down Seattle zoo, her aging caregiver, a plucky new zookeeper and their risky plan for Hannah’s future. According to Hammond, it sold 52,000 copies within four months of being released a year and a half ago.

“Seeing Stars” is set a world away, in a different kind of zoo: Hollywood.

In the book, Hammond writes of four child actors attempting, with varying degrees of success, to make it in the competitive, high-pressure land of professional actors. It’s a world of head shots, agents and auditions, she says. The word “amazing” crops up several times during Hammond’s 80-minute interview with The Bulletin.

The down-to-earth 53-year-old rents her Old Mill-area home with her husband, Nolan, their six cats and two corgies, and likens her two California years to a kind of cultural anthropology.

“It was an amazing two years,” Hammond says.

Taking the plunge 

Hammond is no actor herself. Prior to the move to Hollywood, the closest she’d come to the acting world was when she lived in Newport, where she lived for 15 years and worked as spokesperson for Keiko the whale, of “Free Willy” fame.

Since then, the family has been somewhat nomadic, living in Bend from 1998 until 2002, then Tacoma until October 2004.

That’s when Hammond, her husband and their daughter, Kerry, moved to California in order to pursue Kerry’s Hollywood dream. At the time, Kerry was in eighth grade, just shy of her 14th birthday.

Today, Kerry is a Summit High grad who attends Evergreen College. For now, the acting bug seems to be out of her system, says her mother, who came back to Bend with the fodder for her next novel.

“I had no preconceived idea of what it would be like in Hollywood,” Hammond says. “I never had any Hollywood dreams myself. I was never someone who read The Star or tabloids. I didn’t have a sense one way or another. But when you get down there, you hit the fast track. There’s so much to do, and so much to get ready, and so much is so weird.”

Getting on the plane in Portland, she felt normal enough. “You arrive in L.A. going, ‘Well, I’m badly dressed,’” she says, laughing. “‘I fit in up there.’ Things just revolve around a different set of values” in Los Angeles.

Ever the good sports, Hammond and husband Nolan went for it. With a spirit of adventure, they stuffed themselves into an 800-square-foot apartment. He landed a job as a tour guide at Universal Studios and picked up some small acting roles himself. Meanwhile, Hammond played the role of Hollywood mom.

Among the stars 

It was another world, one in which they did see stars, maybe Tim Allen at Starbucks, and wound up having coffee with him.

That happened to Nolan.

“He was just behind him in line, and they just fell to talking. Tim said, ‘You’re here by yourself. Why don’t you join me?’”

“The thing is, that’s where everybody lives, so it really isn’t unusual,” Hammond says. Nolan had more of a knack for spotting celebrities than she did, she says.

“Nolan was forever saying, ‘Did you notice who was in the car next to us?’ I never did. ‘It was Paris Hilton!’”

When she wasn’t tending to Kerry’s career, Hammond tried her hand at screenwriting, just like everyone else in town, she says.

She also did a lot of driving. One comment her editor, who lives in New York, made about “Seeing Stars” was that “there’s an awful lot in this book about finding places and getting directions to places and driving and traffic,” Hammond says.

“I laughed and I said, ‘You obviously didn’t have to spend any time there, because the world revolves around traffic: ‘OK, let’s see, if we get to Santa Monica in X time, we can probably miss the worst of the traffic coming back.’ It’s all a big, huge, strategic enterprise.”

Hollywood parenting 

The book opens with Ruth Rabinowitz and her 13-year-old daughter abruptly moving from Seattle to Los Angeles. In one early scene, Ruth is told by a more jaded mom that “they’re not children. They’re job applicants. You’re new here, aren’t you?”

Explains Hammond, “You’re in a world where children are treated sort of like currency: what they look like, what they’ve done already, what their niche might be, in terms of whether they’re commercial actors, or whether they’re TV, or dramatic.”

And an industry where children are the workers, she found, changes the way you parent. “They’re job applicants, essentially, and what you do is do everything possible to make them employable. And I can’t think of any place else, short of a third-world country, where that’s what your focus is: making your child employable.”

Hammond says she met all sorts of parents — mostly moms, but also dads — whose dreams are to see their kids on the cover of People magazine or in the cast of “Desperate Housewives.”

“Depending on the children, (they) either put up with it, have the same incredible drive that the parents have, or just go along because that’s what everyone does. I have that same cynical character saying that ‘working in the business is what kids here do instead of going to 4-H.’”

“But there were a lot of people like us,” she adds, pausing for a moment, then explaining: “We wanted to give Kerry the chance to try it, because she wanted it so much. But we always told her, ‘If you’re done, just tell us, because we’re doing this for you, not for us.’”

Kerry had a fair amount of success, says Hammond, appearing in a couple of sitcoms on Fox and Nickelodeon as well as a stage production of “Macbeth.”

Two years of auditions and all the other work that went into it led to just 15 days during which she was on-set of one or another production. “That’s it. And she was successful.”

Hammond says that most Hollywood kids reach a point around age 16, when they’re ready to drop the dream. Either they realize they don’t have what it takes, or decide for themselves that they want to pursue other careers as adults. That was the case with Kerry.

In January 2007, Hammond and her family moved back to Bend.

Talent and drive 

In a way, navigating the acting world is a lot like that of writing, she says.

“You’ve got so many people who have talent but no drive, or people who have drive but no talent. And so, kind of the unspoken prayer was that you had, or your child had, the drive and the talent. And ultimately, Kerry had the talent, but not the drive. But she was smart enough to recognize it.”

“It’s awful,” Hammond says, when aspiring actors have the drive but not the talent.

“And ultimately, that’s what this book is about, basically — not having those two ingredients, or being a parent of a child who doesn’t have them both, and doesn’t recognize it. In fact, that was one of my mantras: Please don’t let me be deluded into driving a child who doesn’t want this.”

Though still early in her college career, Kerry says she now wants to be a writer, according to her mom. Hammond has told her about the difficulty of making it as a fiction writer. Still, all evidence, at least in that household, points toward the possibility of success.

A little modesty 

Yet Hammond herself is humble, and cautious about the prospects of “Seeing Stars” and its March 23 publication.

“I’ll be having my fingers crossed,” she says of her next book. “I always think what I’ve done is lacking, hugely, and so I think ‘Oh God, this is going to really tank.’”

Don’t believe it. She’s already at work on her next book.

“And I really like this one,” she says. “It’s about three middle-aged misfits.

“It’s not going to be a chipper read. It’s probably a more literary read than the last two have been,” she says. “But I love the characters, and I find I’m reluctant to sit down and work on the book when I’m not focused on it, because I don’t want to ruin it. It has the potential for being a really good book, and I don’t want to blow it.”

Hammond continues to do Web site work, a business she started when she first moved to Bend in 1998. She hopes to one day cut back, but not anytime soon.

As for her Hollywood stint, she looks back fondly. “I was forever going, ‘I can’t believe we’re doing this. I can’t believe we’re here.’ It was fun.”

