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 Prologue

 


His battered body tumbled backward over the
balcony and plummeted toward the roaring waves below. His aching
lungs strained for air, and he hadn’t even hit the water yet. He
hoped to avoid landing on the sharp boulders abutting the vertical
cement seawall, though it was too dark for him to see his final
destination. Not that it mattered. He couldn’t control his
trajectory at this point. As he waited for impact, his mind flashed
to a series of disturbing images. Gina. Misty. Eden. The sound of
gunfire. Twice.

He smacked the water back-first and
disappeared beneath the cold, frothy waves. He flailed his arms,
searching for an exit. An angry swell thrashed him against the
seawall, then carried him back out to sea.

He gasped for air. Another wave swallowed
him. The currents dragged him under for what felt like an eternity,
tossing and tumbling him like laundry in a washing machine.

A cresting wave lifted him and, in what
seemed like slow motion, thrust him headfirst, vertical, onto a
hard surface. He heard the vertebrae in his neck pop. “I’m
screwed,” he thought. He felt excruciating pain, and wondered if
his arms and legs still worked. He couldn’t feel his legs.

Starved for air, his lungs reflexively
inhaled a mouthful of salt water. He gagged and swallowed.

He surfaced. His throat spasmed, reluctant
to let the good air in or the bad water out. He forced a cough, and
water sprayed from his bluing lips. Before he could take a full
breath, the churning water pulled him under again.

He wished he was already dead.

His strength waned as the roiling water held
him down. His oxygen-deprived arms ached, his body tangled in
rubbery seaweed. He worked too hard for everything, to have it all
undone by a soap opera actress! Not just any actress either, but
Gina Martin.

Why couldn’t he recognize her for who she
was? This strange crap was only supposed to happen in soaps.
“Damn them,” he thought.

He stopped struggling. He figured he was
good as dead anyway. He deserved this. Besides, he’d always heard
drowning was one of the better ways to die. He allowed his arms to
go limp and he gave himself to the current.

For the first time in his life, he prayed to
a higher power for forgiveness. The searing pain turned to
numbness. An imperceptible smile crept over his face as he waited
for the bright light at the end of the tunnel people always talked
about.

A moment later, the currents bobbed him to
the surface like a cork. He coughed hard, followed by a slow
succession of convulsive breaths. He looked around. The tide had
carried him away from the pounding surf at the seawall. Less than
100 yards away he could see the gleaming white sand of a moonlit
beach, and closer still was a dock.

***

 


ONE

 


 


Three Months Earlier

 


 


Jason Christiansen’s actors demanded Xanax
and organic tampons. He had one hour to retrieve the items before
afternoon production ground to a halt.

As the publicist for Tranquility Bay,
daytime television’s number-two rated soap opera, he was accustomed
to such requests.

The first panicked call came from Eden
Jordan, a popular actress on the show. The 27-year-old was stranded
in her dressing room, ill-prepared for the early onset of her
period, and too embarrassed to seek help from anyone else. She
refused to leave her room until Jason brought her organic tampons
from Herganic, a store on Sunset Boulevard.

Scud Hudson, the actor who played Eden’s
love interest, was suffering from an agoraphobic panic attack. He
wanted Jason to pick up a Xanax refill from the pharmacist.

Jason took a deep breath. He’d been holed up
in his office all morning, two floors above the network’s sprawling
Burbank studio, without pause for even a bathroom break. In between
the media requests for interviews and photo shoots, he’d written a
press release announcing that Gina Martin, an up-and-coming actress
from Pennsylvania, was joining the show to replace Misty James, who
had quit one month earlier.

Misty’s manager told reporters she moved to
New York to pursue a career in primetime and films. Soap actors
quit all the time for this reason, but not mid-contract.

Thinking of Misty, he felt the familiar knot
form in his throat. They were a couple, after all, and remained
intimate on and off after their breakup a year ago. It was foolish
maybe, but he never imagined her out of his life. He always hoped
they would reconcile. With each passing day without a response to
his calls and emails, he wondered if she ever made it to New
York.

His attention returned to the work at hand.
He inspected the mountain of unfinished work on his desk. Unread
magazines, press clippings, memos and e-mails. Actor head shots
waiting for his forged autograph. The taunting, blinking light of
unplayed voicemail. A spoiling tuna sandwich wrapped in plastic. He
closed his eyes and paused to consider the blur of the last seven
years since graduating from college. Sixty hour work weeks. Lost
weekends. No wife yet, as his grandchild-hungry mother was all too
willing to point out at each holiday. Too much to do, and not
enough time. It would all have to wait. He rushed downstairs to his
car.

Forty-five minutes later he returned to the
studio and knocked on Eden’s dressing room door.

She answered dressed in a low-cut red
Versace evening gown, her wardrobe for the afternoon’s taping.
Vanilla-scented candles flickered against the walls.

“Hi, Jason,” she purred, posing in the
doorway.

He handed her the Herganic bag.

“You’re so thoughtful, but my period stopped
so I don’t need them anymore. Would you like to come in for a
drink?”

“I didn’t know periods started and stopped
on the same day,” he deadpanned. It wasn’t the first time in recent
weeks she’d sent him on strange errands. Last week she had him pick
up her dry-cleaning – all bras and lingerie.

“Oh come on, Jase, loosen up. Can’t you come
in for just a second?” She grabbed his hand.

He pulled it away. “Sorry, I have to take
care of Scud now.”

“What’s wrong?” she said, pursing her lips.
“Don’t you like me?”

“Sure I like you. Nothing personal.” No
doubt, he reflected, she intrigued him. She was drop-dead gorgeous
by any measure. But she also reminded him why he’d sworn off
actresses since his breakup with Misty. Eden, like the last two
actresses he dated, had long struggled with drug abuse, eating
disorders and emotional instability. Hollywood bred these women, he
was sure.

“Okay,” she murmured, “a quick question
then. How does this dress look on me?”

She followed his eyes as he gave her a
hesitant once over. She wasn’t accustomed to working this hard for
a man’s attention.

“The material is transparent,” he said,
surprised to see so much of her. “You should put on a bra or
pasties.”

She knew a bra wasn’t necessary. Ever since
she upgraded from a C cup to a D, the implants provided all the
support she needed.

He retreated into the hallway with her
anatomical features seared in his mind. Trying to purge the
intrusive image, he focused his thoughts on Scud.

The 25-year-old actor’s real name was Albert
Tinkle, a fact known only to Jason. Scud once confided that he
chose the stage name Scud as a reference to the SCUD missile,
because, he believed, “it sounded strong, confident and
compellingly unpredictable.” The last name, Hudson, was a bow to
his favorite classic movie actor, Rock Hudson.

Jason knocked on Scud’s door. No answer. He
knocked again. Still no answer. Concerned, he pressed his ear to
the door. He heard movement inside. The door swung open and Scud
bounded out, his tousled blonde curls matted as if he just rolled
out of bed.

“Jase, I’m so glad to see you!” he
exclaimed. He hugged Jason.

Jason handed him the Xanax. “You alright?
You look flushed.”

“Just out of breath. Come on in.”

Jason stepped inside Scud’s dressing room.
The walls were adorned with inspirational posters featuring one
line messages such as, “Courage,” “Serenity” and
“Strength.” Above the mirror was a framed photo of
Scientology founder L. Ron Hubbard, a staple in the lives of many
soap actors in Jason’s orbit.

Underneath the posters, Jason saw Spencer
Douglas lounging on Scud’s white couch, his brown coif as precise
and styled as ever. At 44, Spencer was considered one of
Tranquility Bay’s “older” leading men, and was one of its most
popular. Jason knew Spencer received more fan mail than anyone else
on the show.

“Scud was afraid to be alone, so he called
me,” Spencer offered as a greeting.

“Sorry about the panic attack, Jase. Hasn’t
happened in months.”

“No problem,” Jason answered. “You okay
now?”

Scud dropped his muscular hands on Jason’s
shoulders, and flashed his trademark dimples. “Buddy, you’re a life
saver,” he gushed, giving Jason a heavy slap on the back. “I don’t
know what I’d do without you.”

Jason shrugged off the compliment. He was
finally free to grab lunch at the commissary.

***

 


TWO

 


Gina Martin pressed her cheek against the
airplane window, her thoughts a jumbled mass. She strained to catch
a final glimpse of her hometown of Hershey, Pennsylvania. Down
below, amid the verdant farmland hills, she could see the sprawling
corporate headquarters of Hershey Foods, where she worked in the
public relations department for the last three years after
graduating from Penn State with a degree in Communications and a
minor in theater. Her job at Hershey helped finance her budding
acting career, her true passion. Over the years, she’d built her
acting resume with credits including regional theater, two
off-off-Broadway plays and some modeling gigs.

She was about to embark on the biggest role
– and challenge – of her career. Although television, and
particularly a role on a soap opera, was always a goal, this was
her big break.

Gina was no stranger to soaps. Throughout
her adolescence, the sound of her mother’s ever-present soap opera
was a comforting and familiar backdrop to her home life. It was a
common interest her late grandmother passed on to her mother and
her mother passed on to her. Tranquility Bay was their favorite.
Gina’s childhood was filled with times the three generations of
women gathered to watch “their show” together on the VCR while
eating TV dinners from 50’s style TV trays.

Although Gina enjoyed soap operas, she never
obsessed over them like her mother. Gina was often surprised at the
profound, visceral impact the soap storylines could have on her
mom. Her mom’s feelings would pour out as verbal rants and tirades
against men – how they couldn’t be trusted – how they were all pigs
– how they only viewed women as sexual objects. These discussions
invariably degenerated into demonizing diatribes against Gina’s
father. Gina guessed her mom never remarried because of this
persistent anger and unwillingness to trust men.

Gina’s own views toward men were more
positive. Growing up, she was a proud tomboy, and relished games of
pickup football, baseball and soccer against the boys. In high
school, as her figure developed and the boys’ interests changed,
she found it difficult to maintain platonic friendships with them.
Guys always wanted more. In college, when she was ready for more
serious relationships, she was never without a boyfriend for
long.

She always wondered if these men would still
appreciate her if she ever gained weight or lost her youthful
looks. A persistent fear nagged at Gina that she might wind up like
her mom someday – bitter, unappealing and alone.

Her thoughts returned to her new job. In a
few hours, she would meet her manager, Simon Mason. Her agent in
New York arranged the introduction because he thought she needed
someone in LA to oversee her career. Simon’s clientele included
Misty James, whom Gina would replace on the show, as well as
several other Tranquility Bay actors. He had a reputation as a
heavy-hitter, a star-maker. Simon previously represented Eden
Jordan, an actress Gina admired and who would play her half-sister
on the show.

The Tranquility Bay audition process was a
nerve-wracking experience. It began with an initial field of 100
girls at the first audition. Then Gina waited. Then the call-back.
Then more waiting. Then a final call-back for a screen test against
four other finalists. Even after the screen test, she didn’t expect
to land the coveted role of Jasmine Everett. Lucky for her,
however, she bore an eerie resemblance to her predecessor in the
part, Misty James. She knew from experience that half the battle in
show business was having the right look. This was especially true
for a soap opera recast.

The night before, as she was packing, Gina
found an old copy of Soap Opera World magazine with Eden and Misty
on the cover. She compared her appearance to theirs. She shared a
petite frame with Eden, but, unlike Eden, her curves were all
natural. Whereas Eden’s hair was dark brown and curly, hers was
dirty blond and straight. Eden’s eyes were the color of milk
chocolate, and hers were emerald green. She didn’t look anything
like Eden she concluded, but she was a dead wringer for Misty.

***

 


THREE

 


“Sex?” the LAPD police officer panted,
wiping cascading beads of sweat from his brow. At 280 pounds, and
in full blue uniform with a bulging bullet proof vest underneath,
he was ill-prepared for an off-trail jaunt in the 100 degree heat
of Hollywood’s Runyon Canyon.

“Female,” the forensic detective answered,
hovering above the skeletal remains of a body. “Most men don’t wear
jog bras and thong underwear.”

“I’ve seen stranger in this town,” the
officer huffed, still trying to catch his breath. “How long has she
been here?”

“Maybe four weeks. There’s not much
left.”

“Cause of death?”

The forensic detective craned his neck to
see through the dense chaparral to the hiking trail above.
“Possibly a suicide, maybe an accident. It’s a pretty steep fall.
Autopsy might reveal something.” He used tweezers to pull away the
thin fabric of the woman’s shirt, and placed the pieces in a
plastic evidence bag.

“How did they find her?”

“Some guy’s Dalmatian. Thing went nuts,
wouldn’t stop yelping or leave the body until its owner came.
Weren’t for that dog, this woman might not have been found for a
long time.”

“Any I.D?”

“No, though she was wearing an engraved
Cartier watch from a guy named Calvin.”

“Then we’ll I.D. her from missing persons
reports or dental records.”

***

 


FOUR

 


Jason’s mouth watered as he rushed into the
large, bright studio commissary. The expansive room featured
floor-to-ceiling windows overlooking the Burbank Hills to the west.
It was a favorite hang-out for cast and crew, offering gourmet
meals of every variety.

He joined the line at the counter behind
Prudence Prescott, a curvaceous young actress from the show. She
was accompanied by her tattooed rock star boyfriend, Buster Danger,
whom she wore like a fashion accessory. They didn’t notice Jason
because they were deep in the throes of a passionate lip-smacking
make-out session.

He looked away. The couple was known for
their frequent public displays of affection. Ironic, he mused, this
same girl served as the national spokeswoman for The Abstinence
Society, an evangelical Christian organization that preached sexual
abstinence to high schoolers.

Prudence was wearing a mesh top with nothing
underneath, leaving little to the imagination. More than once,
Jason had intercepted her before a public appearance and asked her
to cover up. He knew her breasts were a source of great pride for
her – they were a 17th birthday present the previous year from her
father, a born again Baptist preacher from Baton Rouge who also
served as her manager.

Prudence and Buster’s embrace was broken by
the “harrumph” of the food server behind the counter, who was
waiting for them to move up in the line.

“Filet mignon sauce, please,” Prudence said
in her practiced Southern drawl. The server plunked a fresh steak
on a plate and gave it to her.

“I want meat sauce, not meat,” she
objected.

“Meat comes with meat sauce,” the server
answered, tired of catering to the finicky eating habits of
actors.

Jason watched Prudence saunter to a nearby
garbage can. She scraped the filet mignon into it with a practiced
nonchalance. He might have expected her to eat the steak first and
throw it up later, but he figured she was trying to save a step
today.

After he ordered a pre-made turkey sandwich,
he took a seat near the window, a table away from Prudence and
Buster. He looked up in time to see Prudence pull a zip-lock bag of
cotton balls from her purse. She arranged a half dozen on her
plate. Then she swished them around in the meat sauce and popped
them into her mouth, one by one, like popcorn. Buster acted
unaware, occupied by his own meal of a double cheeseburger and
fries.

A few minutes later, Jason heard what
sounded like a cat coughing up a stubborn hairball. It was
Prudence. He leaned across the table and asked Buster if she was
okay.

“She’s fine,” he replied. “This is normal
for Prude. Sometimes they get stuck on the way down.” He beamed at
his girlfriend, and kissed her cheek.

“Yes, I’m fine, Jason,” Prudence insisted.
“And I know you’re thinking I’m anorexic, but I’m not because they
don’t eat. Look – I’m eating natural cotton from Herganic, accented
with meat sauce. It’s filling and it’s almost calorie-free.
Wanna try some?”

“Thanks, I’ll pass,” he said with a
smile.

“You don’t know what you’re missing,” she
said, dipping her next ball with a flourish.

Jason heard his name echo from across the
commissary. It was Ivan Rex, a former WWE professional wrestler
turned Tranquility Bay soap star. The red-faced actor was knocking
over chairs as he plowed his stubby legs through the room. “They
airbrushed my wrinkles!” he shouted to Jason as he approached.

“Who did?”

“This week’s Soap Opera World.” Ivan slapped
the issue down on the table.

Jason’s cell phone, ever present in his hip
holster, jangled to the custom ring tone of The Muppet Show theme
song. He ignored it.

“I told the photographer and I told the
reporter, don’t airbrush Ivan Rex’s wrinkles,” Ivan continued.

Jason always thought it was odd how some
actors had a propensity to refer to themselves in the third
person.

“They botoxed my forehead smoother than a
baby’s butt. Fans want my wrinkles. I’m 54-years-old – I earned
every one of ‘em!”

Jason smiled and took a deep breath. When
Ivan was a WWE wrestler his stage name was “Meatball,” a name Jason
considered appropriate considering the actor’s physical description
and personality.

“And this picture makes Ivan Rex look
short,” Ivan declared, shaking his finger. “See the camera angle?
It’s like they took it from a ladder.”

Jason nodded in agreement. At 5’ 4”, Ivan
was short. The shortest man on the show. “I’ll ask them to
change the camera angle next time. Anything else?”

“Yeah, they said I was nominated for an Emmy
last year and didn’t win. That makes me look like a loser.”

“But you didn’t win.”

Ivan grunted and stomped away. Jason was
left in momentary peace to finish his sandwich. His day wasn’t half
over.

After finishing his lunch, he pulled out a
black Sharpie pen and a stack of black and white glossies of Ivan
the Ungrateful. Ivan refused to sign fan autograph requests, so the
job fell to Jason. Every few autographs, just for fun, he tossed in
some X’s and O’s. Ivan would never know, and a few lucky fans might
think Ivan was a sensitive guy.

An hour later, Jason was back to his office
in time to answer his ringing desk phone. It was an editor from
Soap Opera World, requesting a photo shoot with several of his
actresses for a cover story entitled, “The Hot Women of Tranquility
Bay.”

Ten minutes after he ended the call, there
was a loud knock on his door and in walked Norma Wellington, one of
two remaining original cast members.

“Jason, I brought you a task memo for Soap
Opera World’s Hot Women photo shoot.” She handed Jason a
handwritten list. Norma played Raven Whitney Donahue, a character
in her early 40s. Jason knew if fans did the math – and they always
did the math – they’d realize her character was 25-years-old when
the show started, so she’d be 55 today. Fans loved to dissect such
time anomalies and laugh about them. The implication for
57-year-old Norma, however, was no laughing matter.

Jason skimmed the long list. It specified
the photographer, the type of lighting, and the hair and makeup
people she wanted. None of it conformed to his plans or the plans
of Soap Opera World. He looked up at her rigid facial features. Was
she more pickled or preserved, he wondered? Her skin stretched like
cellophane around her cheekbones, giving her a perpetual expression
he might best describe as “pleasant surprise.” Her wrinkled turkey
neck, however, didn’t match her taut face.

“I’m sorry, Norma, you’re not in the photo
shoot.”

“How can they do a cover without me? I
am this show.”

“Who they select is at their discretion. I
appreciate your suggestions for the cover-shoot crew but...”

“They’re not suggestions,” she interrupted.
“They’re requirements.”

“I know for a fact none of the people you
requested are available.”

“Can’t you just pay them more?”

“Doesn’t always work that way.”

“Listen Jason, I’m on that cover. I’ll leave
it to you to make it happen.” She slammed the door to his office
behind her.

He shook his head. He knew why they didn’t
include her. After three decades of relentless cosmetic surgery and
chronic alcohol abuse, she was beginning to resemble a freak
taxidermy experiment. Not exactly “hot woman” material.

Jason wondered for a moment who would have
been cruel enough to give Norma false hope of appearing on the
cover. And then it was obvious.

He walked down the hall to the office of
Calvin Hadley, the show’s Head Writer and Executive Producer. As
always, Calvin’s office was cluttered with bundled stacks of old
scripts and story breakdowns rendered blood red from his line
edits. His office walls were flanked by tall bookshelves that
seemed in danger of toppling over at any moment. Calvin, in
contrast, his bald head hunkered down, red pen in hand, looked
small compared to the towers of paper stacked on his desk. But the
tiny man was by no means diminutive in influence. In Jason’s
opinion, Calvin was a brilliant storyteller and a creative genius.
After 30 years cranking out 260 hour-long episodes a year, Calvin’s
storylines were as fresh and innovative as ever.

“Did you sic Norma on me?” Jason asked.

Calvin raised his head and grinned,
revealing teeth stained brown from years of cigar smoke.

“I couldn’t resist the thought of Norma on
the cover of a national magazine in a bikini. I knew you could
handle it, though.” He stooped over and returned to his edits,
leaving Jason to stare at his own reflection from the top of
Calvin’s shiny head.

***

 


FIVE

 


After work, Jason stopped by Walt’s, a
favorite bar and grill near the studio where he would often eat
dinner before heading to the gym.

He was greeted by the manager. “What will it
be tonight, Mr. Christiansen? We have a wonderful King Ranch
Casserole.”

“Jay-son,” a familiar voice trilled from the
bar. He turned and saw Eden smiling, waving for him to join her.
Gone was her transparent evening gown, replaced by jeans and a
T-shirt. “Bartender,” she called, waving her hand, “get Jason here
whatever he wants.”

Jason could tell Eden had been drinking. She
wasn’t slurring her words, but she was more boisterous than usual.
“I’ll have a V-8 with a slice of lemon,” he said to the
bartender.

“What kind of cheesy ass drink is that?” she
teased, faking a slow punch to his chest.

“It’s my favorite.”

“Don’t you drink adult beverages?”

“Sometimes.”

“Then have a drink. I’m sure there’s
something to celebrate. Sit down and stay awhile.”

“Okay,” he said. “Bartender, upgrade that
V-8 to a Bloody Mary.” He turned to Eden. “Satisfied?”

“Much better,” she said. “You know, you’ve
been our publicist for seven years and I don’t think we’ve ever had
a drink together. Why not?”

“Maybe because I’m always tending to some
crisis, or chasing down feminine products and lingerie.” He winked
at her.

She winked back. She tilted her head and
inspected his face. “I’m trying to figure you out. Everyone knows
you’re one of the best publicists in the business, yet outside of
work you seem like such a loner.”

He smiled but didn’t answer. Sure, he wanted
a girlfriend or a wife someday; someone like Misty but without a
predilection for infidelity or disappearing.

“You should smile more,” she said. “You
always trudge around the set so serious. You’ve got a nice
smile.”

Jason felt his cheeks redden. “I don’t know
about that. My teeth aren’t as straight as they once were.”

“You’re young and good looking,” she
commented, taking in his bright blue eyes, sandy brown hair, and
toned body. “You should be in front of the camera, not behind
it.”

“I prefer working behind the scenes, thank
you very much. You’re the one with the million dollar smile. Every
week, the soap magazines beat down my door to get your mug on their
cover. You make their magazines fly off supermarket shelves.”

“Do you like my smile, Jason? I’m
asking your personal, non-professional opinion.”

He leaned forward and inspected her
features. She wore a dichotomous smile that was at once sultry and
angelic. “Yes, you’ve got a great smile. It’s very expressive.
That’s why fans...”

“No, no, no,” she interrupted, wagging her
finger at him. “I said stick to your personal opinion.
Work’s done. Clock’s punched. It’s just you and me. Tell me, what
does my smile say to you?”

“It says you’re a complex person, that
you’ve got an angel sitting beside a devil in there.”

“What else?”

“Your lips are full, and there’s a
distinctive curve to them.” He took a sip of his drink. He’d never
noticed the curve before. “Do you use Collagen or Restalyn?”

“Hell no,” she said, slapping him on the
shoulder. “Everything on this face is 100% factory original.”

“You’re the reason, then, that the other
actresses on the show are getting injections. They’re trying to
keep up with you, but it makes most of them look like
goldfish.”

Eden laughed. “I like you,” she
pronounced.

“You’re not so bad yourself,” he answered,
surprised at how the words leapt from his mouth.

She stood up to go to the restroom. As she
walked away, she wondered if Jason was watching her from behind.
Maybe she should have worn something sexier. She grinned to
herself, pleased that he probably thought their “chance” meeting
was an accident. She swayed her hip slightly, and knocked over a
bar stool.

In an instant, Jason was at her side. He
righted the stool. “I don’t think you’re driving tonight,” he said.
“Go ahead to the restroom, I’ll cover the tab and take you
home.”

She nodded, holding back a smile that
threatened to engulf her face.

Several minutes later, he accompanied her to
the front porch of her hillside condo in Toluca Lake.

“What’s with the old Audi?” she asked,
pointing to his aging car. “I’d think a hot-shot Hollywood
publicist would be more of a Beemer man.”

“Not my style,” he answered. “I’d rather
save my money for the day I open my own PR agency.”

She grinned. For someone so connected to
Hollywood, he didn’t quite fit in. Maybe that’s why he appealed to
her.

“You’re all set,” he said.

“Would you like to stay for a nightcap?” she
asked, opening the door.

He considered his options. He was in no rush
to return home. Two ungrateful cats waited for him to freshen the
food in their bowls. The last hour was innocent enough. No harm in
hanging out and chatting.

“Okay,” he answered, following her into the
living room. He sunk into her plush couch and watched her pour two
glasses of vintage red wine from behind a mahogany wet bar.

She handed him one and placed the bottle on
the table in front of the couch. “Be back in a sec, I’m gonna wash
my face.”

His eyes scanned the sparsely decorated
living room. It was homey but simple. Above the fireplace mantle
sat her Emmy Award for Best Supporting Actress, and a wrinkled
childhood photograph of a young Eden with another little girl on a
swing. Who would have thought, he mused, that the innocent girl on
the swing would become one of daytime television’s most infamous
actresses.

He sipped the wine and reflected on his
whirlwind day. His legs and back were sore from all the walking and
standing.

Eden emerged from the bathroom in a silk
nightgown. She picked up her glass and sat across from him on the
opposite corner of the couch. She had removed her makeup, revealing
a flawless, creamy complexion.

“I don’t know if I’ve ever seen you without
makeup.”

“Does it make you want to run and hide?”

“Oh, no. You look better without it. I can’t
say that about some of your co-stars.”

Eden knew she was T-Bay’s best-looking
actress, everyone told her all the time, but at the moment only
Jason’s opinion mattered. With Jason, she knew she was in
competition against another person. “Jase, tell me about you and
Misty.”

“We shared incredible adventures together.
Backpacking through Europe. Scuba diving in the Grand Caymans. Long
weekends in Mexico, the Sierra’s and Hawaii. I thought she was the
one for me, but after two years she decided she wanted her
freedom.”

“She cheated on you.”

“Thanks for reminding me.”

“I have to admit, I was always jealous of
her.”

“Why?”

“This business is filled with parasitic
assholes, but you’re not like that. You treat people with respect
and decency. I don’t think Misty realized how special you are.”

“I’m worried about her. It’s not like her to
disappear without so much as an e-mail or text. Even after we broke
up, we still talked and got together every couple weeks.”

“Yeah, it’s weird,” she agreed. “Maybe she’s
like every other soap actor who leaves for prime time or film,
never to be seen or heard from again until they come crawling back
to daytime, begging to be rehired.”

“No, she’s different. And she loved
Tranquility Bay.”

Jason sipped his wine as their conversation
flowed. After an hour of talking and laughing, it dawned on him
that in all his frenetic years on the show, he had never paused for
a single non-work-related conversation with her.

She refilled their glasses. His head grew
foggier and he found himself smiling for no particular reason.

“You’re cute when you smile,” she said,
studying him.

“Thanks.” Out of the corner of his eye, he
noticed that her loose fitting nightgown was threatening to burst
open. He wanted to look but resisted. Yet he found his mind
imagining her body in the clingy dress he had seen earlier in the
day.

“I should get going,” he blurted.

She ignored him. “Are you over Misty? I mean
really over her?”

He was surprised by the question. “It’s a
process. When I first learned she cheated on me I was devastated,
but eventually I realized the root of the problem was her
self-esteem issues. No matter how much I reassured her that she was
a beautiful, talented woman, it was never enough. I still wanted
things to work between us.”

“What are you looking for in your ideal
girlfriend?”

“I’m not looking.”

“What if you were?”

“I’d want someone who’s emotionally stable
and self-sufficient.”

“That rules out most actresses, then.”

“Yeah, you all should come with warning
labels stamped on your foreheads.”

She laughed. “I’m different, Jason.” She
reached out her hand and brushed a fallen eyelash from his cheek.
She made a secret wish.

Her warm touch surprised him. He felt his
pulse quicken. The more he looked at her, really looked at
her, the more stunning she appeared.

***

 


SIX

 


Gina gazed out the airplane window as the
clouds parted to reveal the twinkling lights of Los Angeles. In a
matter of minutes, she would meet Simon. He’d asked her to dress
for dinner at Le Dome, a well known upscale restaurant on Sunset
Boulevard frequented by the rich and famous.

The plane landed and taxied to the gate.
After picking up her large suitcase from baggage claim, she hurried
out to the lobby where Simon was to meet her.

Their eyes connected from across the room,
and she waved. Simon was middle-aged, tall and athletic, with
biceps that filled out the arms of his Hugo Boss suit jacket. His
green eyes and full nose didn’t quite fit his chiseled face. His
wavy salt-and-pepper hair was styled with gel.

“Simon?”

“And you must be Gina Martin.” He did a
double take. “You look like you could be Misty James’ long lost
twin sister.” He inspected her and smiled. She wore a simple Diane
Von Furstenberg wrap dress that emphasized her slender yet shapely
figure. A silver butterfly clip held back her long hair. She wore
little makeup.

“I like the look,” he said, “casual and
clean, but classy. How old are you anyway?”

Gina drew herself up to her full 5 feet, 5
inches and answered, “I’m 24, why?”

“You look younger. That’s good, because your
character, Jasmine, is 19.”

Gina relaxed. “I know. I’m a huge fan of the
show. Spencer Douglas is my favorite actor.”

Simon grimaced. “Let me give you your first
lesson in soap land. Don’t ever describe yourself using the F-word.
The industry prides itself on maintaining a clear separation
between itself and its fans. Clear?”

She nodded. She always thought daytime
television loved their fans. After all, she reasoned, without the
fans watching, there wouldn’t be any soaps.

He held open the door of his shiny red
Jaguar convertible for her. The car pulsed with power as they sped
away from LAX.

Once at Le Dome, Simon handed the car keys
to the valet, and took her arm to guide her through the entryway
into the restaurant. Inside, the maitre d’ greeted Simon by name
with a bow. Then he led them past the front desk, and into the main
room, to a table in the center of the restaurant.

“Shall I bring you and the young lady your
favorite martini, Mr. Mason?”

“Yes, thank you.”

Gina surveyed the dimly lit surroundings and
strained to catch a glimpse of someone famous from among the dozens
of patrons.

“I’m proud of you, Gina,” Simon said.

She turned her dreamy gaze toward him. “You
are?”

“Do you realize you beat out hundreds of
girls for the role of Jasmine?”

“I still can’t believe it. The auditions
went well, though the four other actresses at the final screen test
were intimidating. I’ve never seen so much silicone in my
life.”

“You don’t have to worry about that. The
camera loves you. The casting director’s only concern was your
weight.”

“I’m not fat.”

“The camera adds five to ten pounds. You can
lose that no problem. Teri Hughes was wavering between casting you
and one of my other clients. I tipped the balance in your
favor.”

“Why? You weren’t even repping me at the
time.”

“Your agent asked me to put in a good word
for you. I can help you, you can help me. That’s how a good
manager-client relationship works. I’ll always look out for your
best interests, because if you’re a success, my business is a
success.”

“Fair enough, but what about your other
client? Were you looking out for her when you tipped the
scale for me?”

“That’s a ballsy question,” he said. “I like
your spirit. This wasn’t the right role for her, but you on the
other hand…”

He raised his glass. “A toast to an
illustrious career for you and to a prosperous long term
partnership for us.”

Several sips later, Gina’s glass was almost
empty, and she felt happy and light-headed.

“What can you tell me about the cast?” she
inquired.

“Everything you need to know. Actors Ivan
Rex and Lester Franks, whom you’ll probably meet tomorrow, are my
clients, and I’m a close friend of Calvin Hadley, the E.P. and Head
Writer. Every show, like every family, has its politics. All things
considered, the cast gets along pretty well, though there are
several rivalries you’ll want to be aware of.”

“Such as?”

“Ivan and Spencer. The two have come to
blows on more than one occasion, and it’s always Ivan doing the
punching and Spencer playing the role of punching bag.”

“Spencer’s such a great guy.”

“That’s exactly why Ivan doesn’t like him. I
should also warn you about Eden Jordan. She’s a former client of
mine. She’s manipulative and will sleep with anyone or anything if
it advances her agenda. Don’t believe a word she says and always
watch your back around her.”

Gina nodded, trying to remember everything.
She thought about some of the competitive women she had met over
the years. She stood her ground then, she would stand her ground
now.

“Eden and Prudence Prescott will feel the
most threatened by you, because you’re young and attractive like
them.

“The two most powerful people on the show
are Norma Wellington and Calvin,” he continued. “You keep them
happy and your job is safe.”

“What’s Norma really like? When I met her
during the screen test, she was as cold as the character she
plays.”

“Norma has been playing Raven for 30 years -
since the day T-Bay premiered. Long enough for her and Raven to
become one in the same. Anything Norma wants, Norma gets. She
negotiated in her contract she be paid at least one dollar more
than the industry’s next highest paid soap actor, which makes her
salary one dollar more than Spencer’s. Years ago, she even
negotiated a “grandma clause” to prevent Raven from becoming a
grandmother. She feared a grandchild would make her look old. As
part of the deal, she allows Calvin to write pregnancy storylines
for Raven’s daughters, provided the pregnancies always end with the
death of the unborn baby – a sure ratings booster. If Jasmine ever
becomes pregnant, rest assured you’ll have a tragic accident,
mysterious disease or still birth.”

Gina winced and unconsciously placed her
hand on her stomach.

“You should also know Norma’s an alcoholic.
She usually can’t tape past 3:00 pm because she’s too drunk. Calvin
turned Raven into an alcoholic too so the fans wouldn’t wonder why
she slurs many of her lines.”

“Why doesn’t Calvin try to help her get
sober?”

“He doesn’t want to. If Norma cleaned up her
act, she might want to leave and the ratings would go down. On
T-Bay she can be drunk and play drunk, and the fans love it. I
should also mention she’s a closet lesbian.”

“But she’s married and her husband is so
good looking…”

“Appearances are everything and nothing in
this town. Her husband’s gay too. Did you think a hot 30-year-old
stud would willingly stay married to that old hag for ten years?
It’s all for show. Calvin and the network stage public appearances
for Norma and her boy toy. Then they tip off their paparazzi
buddies, who capture the faux love birds on camera and distribute
the pictures to the tabloids and celebrity blogs.”

“They’re encouraging their actors to lie? I
thought the network had a morality clause in its contracts?”

“Double standards and facades are part of
this business. Your predecessor, Misty, for example. God pity her
troubled soul. She didn’t quit her job. She was fired because she
was pregnant and wanted Calvin to write it into her storyline.”

“Soap Opera World quoted you saying she left
the show to pursue primetime and film...” Gina stopped herself
again.

“The part about Misty pursuing other
opportunities is technically true, though it wasn’t by choice.
Norma wanted her out because Misty’s pregnancy violated her grandma
clause and she viewed Misty as a threat. When Soap Opera World
named Misty T-Bay’s most talented actress, it was the kiss of
death. It’s not the first time Norma knocked off a competitor. A
few years ago, she had her own real life identical twin sister
canned from the show when her sister grew too popular with the
fans. Two bullets in the heart and her organs donated to medical
research. Fans ate it up.”

“If they were pressured to quit, then why
were they both quoted as saying it was their decision?”

“Like every actress fired from the show,
they towed the party line. They wanted to save face, and they’re
hoping Calvin will take them back someday.”

“How’s Misty doing in New York?”

“Let’s just say she disappeared and dropped
out of sight. I know she was distraught over her firing. She
flipped out. I tried to calm her down. I worried she was
suicidal.”

“That’s sad.”

“Yes, it’s a shame. Such a gorgeous girl. I
loved her like my own daughter. I’m sure you won’t make the same
mistakes.”

Gina studied the serious expression on
Simon’s face. He had a fatherly air about him, and a protective
streak she found appealing. Gina had always considered herself
tough and independent, yet she welcomed the council of a strong and
experienced advisor who could help her navigate the Hollywood
landmines.

Simon cleared his throat and tapped his
fingers against the table. “Since you’re playing Norma’s daughter
now, you’ll need to get on her good side to ensure what happened to
Misty doesn’t happen to you. Never say anything negative about her
to anyone, because she has spies all over the set, and if it gets
back to her, she’ll have you off the show the next day. Calvin
usually follows her biding. Even though she’s a thorn in his ass,
he can’t afford to have her leave the show because she is
the show.”

“How do I stay on her good side?”

“Short of sleeping with her?”

Gina opened her mouth to speak but
hesitated.

“Don’t look so shocked, some of your cast
mates already have,” he laughed, amused by her naïveté.

“I’m not sleeping with anyone, so you can
take that off the table.”

“I’m not telling you to sleep with her.
You’ll just have to work hard to establish chemistry, both onscreen
and off, so she doesn’t complain to Calvin.”

“What else should I know about Calvin?”

“His biggest pet peeve is when actors
suggest changes to their storylines.”

“What happens if they do?” she asked.

“Revenge via storyline,” he answered.
“Actors have their characters stricken with impotence or testicular
cancer. Actresses are hit with alcoholism, breast cancer or ovarian
cancer. Across both genders, if Calvin gives you pancreatic cancer
or AIDS, it means you’re a goner. He’s not known for his
subtlety.”

“He sounds like a sadistic S.O.B!”

“Call it what you want. Soap viewers love
the tragic illnesses and freak accidents. Calvin knows how to write
them. Enough about work. Tell me about yourself.”

“What do you want to know?”

“Do you have a boyfriend back home?”

“Ex-boyfriend,” Gina answered, her eyes
dropping to the floor. She felt a surge of resentment. “I thought
he’d be thrilled for me when I landed this role. Instead, he was
upset. He always knew it was my dream. But like his father and his
father’s father before him in that one-company town, his goal is a
lifelong career at Hershey Foods.”

“What does your father think?”

Gina paused. She hated when people asked
this question, because her answer inevitably left the person
feeling sorry for her. Some of her favorite childhood memories
involved her fourth grade soccer coach – a father of her teammate’s
– who took a liking to Gina and would take the girls out for ice
cream after they won a game. She’d imagine, in that moment, the
coach was her father. The joy of the day would always give way to
sorrow the same evening when she’d cry herself to sleep.

“I don’t know my father. He and my mom broke
up when I was too young to remember.”

“I’m sorry, that’s too bad.”

“From what I’ve heard I was better off
without him.”

“You’re in good hands with me. I’ll watch
out for you and protect you.”

“I’d like that,” Gina said, smiling.

Simon leaned across the table, as if he was
about to whisper something. She could feel his breath against her
face.

They were interrupted by a woman’s shrill
voice. Gina saw a voluptuous bottle blonde with a fake tan
approaching the table. She had grotesque bowling ball breasts. Gina
recognized her as one of the finalists from the screen test.

“Hiya, Simey.”

The girl leaned over to hug Simon, and her
surgically enhanced mammaries slid across the table and knocked
Simon’s silverware onto his lap. She giggled as she stood up,
conscious of her conspicuous performance. “Simon, sweetie, when
will I see you again? I’ve missed you.”

“Danielle, meet Gina Martin,” Simon said.
“Gina, meet Danielle Collins.



“Gina just landed the role of Jasmine on
Tranquility Bay,” he added.

“Si-mey...” Danielle whined. “I wanted that
part! I was so close. Maybe when you’re finished with her
you’ll call me, okay, sweetie? Bye bye.” Danielle flashed a fake
smile toward Gina that revealed perfectly capped white teeth.

“I’m sorry about her,” Simon said to Gina.
“Danielle’s been pestering me for years to represent her and I’m
not interested. She’s all boobs and no brains, and girls like her
are a dime a dozen in this town. You, on the other hand, have
substance.”

“She’s obnoxious. How did she do in the
final screen test?”

“She made it in the final three. I had her
nixed.”

“Even though you’re friends with her?”

“I tolerate her. Every now and then I’ll
toss her a bone. I look out for my clients first.”

After dinner, Simon drove Gina to her hotel
and waited while she checked in. Then he carried her heavy suitcase
to her room. She thanked him for dinner and for the crash course on
her cast mates.

“Gina, this was a wonderful evening. You’re
a special girl, and I’m sure we’ll enjoy working together.”

He kissed her on the cheek and bid her
goodnight.

Once in the room, Gina called her
mother.

“I miss you, Mom. I wish so much you were
here to experience this adventure with me. How are you?”

“I miss you too. It’s going to be quite an
adjustment to have you gone again. You spoiled me with your great
cooking and housekeeping.”

“You taught me everything I know about being
domestic, so I’m sure you’ll fare fine.”

“Did you meet with your manager
tonight?”

“Yes, I really like him. He gave me great
advice about the show and provided insight into the backstage
dynamics. He offered to help look out for me.”

“Watch out Gina,” her mother cautioned.
“When men are nice to you it’s because they want something in
return.”

“Don’t be silly Mom, this is a business
relationship. I trust the guy to look out for my best interests
because what’s good for me is good for him – he gets 15 percent of
everything I make. Besides, I have a good feeling about him.”

***

 


SEVEN

 


“Baby, I’m free,” Simon grunted into his
cell phone from outside Gina’s hotel room. “I’ll be home in ten
minutes. Come on over.”

“Are you ready for me?” Danielle asked. “You
know how I like to be put in the mood.”

“For you, anything.”

Danielle arrived at Simon’s Mulholland Drive
home minutes later. It was perched high in the Hollywood hills
above Hollywood and greater Los Angeles.

He answered the door with drinks in
hand.

“Here you go, babe. It was such a nice
surprise to see you at Le Dome tonight.”

“You’re not fucking her like you fucked
Misty are you?”

“You know you’re my only girl now. Come
here. You’ll like what I have for you.”

He led her outside to the enclosed patio,
overlooking the glittering lights of the city. Ahead was a large,
steaming hot tub. Next to it was a bar covered in fine black
Italian marble.

Sitting on the bar was a small jewelry box.
Danielle lifted the lid and removed a vial of white crystalline
powder and a razor blade.

Without looking at Simon, she opened the
vial, licked the tip of her pinkie finger and pressed it into the
vial, then rubbed it across her gums.

“Mmmm...” she purred with pleasure. “This is
good stuff.”

“Nothing but the best for you, baby,” he
said, standing behind her. He started unbuttoning his shirt.

She poured the contents onto the marble
counter top, and cut it into short lines with the blade. She pulled
a rolled up $100 bill from the box, held in the middle with a tiny
rubber band. She placed the bill to her nose, and leaned over and
inhaled one line. Then two.

She dropped the rolled up bill into her
purse and placed both hands against the bar, steadying herself for
a moment. She turned to him and smiled. “What else do you have for
me?”

“How about a quick massage?”

Danielle sat on a bar stool and Simon
massaged her shoulders, neck and scalp.

She turned and gave him a ravenous kiss. His
hands caressed her waist and back. In a single motion he released
her zipper and her cocktail dress slid to the floor.

His hands cupped her breasts.

“Hey, what are you doing?”

“I’m massaging my tits. I bought ‘em,
they’re mine.”

“I suppose I’ll let you borrow ‘em.” She
fumbled with his belt and pushed his pants down to his ankles.

With one hand on her waist and the other
underneath her, he scooped all 95 pounds of her into the air and
placed her on top of the bar.

He stood below her and she wrapped her legs
around him. “Show me how much you love me,” she breathed.

Simon pressed himself into her. She moaned
as he moved. As he thrust, his eyes drifted to the lights of
Hollywood, and he mulled over how he was tiring of this monotonous
cocaine and quick-fuck routine with Danielle. Maybe he should find
himself a new girl. Maybe Gina. He pushed harder and deeper until
Danielle cried out in pain, and then he came.

He grunted and pulled out, leaving her
frustrated and splayed across the bar. He kicked off his pants, and
stepped into the bubbling hot tub to rinse her off.

“Do you love me?” she called out, raising
her head up from behind the bar.

“Of course I do.”

“Why?”

“I think you’re hot. You’ve got the complete
package: great looks, great talent and great prospects.” It was the
same conversation every time.

“You think I have talent?”

“Sure, baby, you’re one of the best. It’s
just a matter of time before you’re discovered. I’m putting good
words in for you all over town. You know you’re my favorite girl.”
The whole spiel had become a mind numbing platitude he could recite
in his sleep.

“Simey, you’ve been my manager for three
years and I’ve only had two walk-ons, one under-five and countless
extra and day player gigs that aren’t paying off,” she complained.
“I want more.”

“Listen babe, talk with your agent about
getting you more auditions. That part isn’t up to me. I’m already
going above and beyond what a manager normally does.”

She pouted as she lowered herself down
beside him in the hot tub. “I’ve done everything you told me. I let
you buy me these mongo boobs and gluteal implants in my ass. I work
out four hours a day. I got my nose done and my tummy tucked, and I
lost another five pounds.”

“Stand up,” he ordered, waving his fingers
in the air, as if sending hand signals to a trained circus
animal.

Danielle stood up in the hot tub. Rivulets
of water rolled down her emaciated body.

“Turn around slowly.”

Her ribs poked out from her lean frame. Her
breasts protruded unnaturally, not moving.

“Hmm...” he said with a trace of
disappointment.

“Do you think I’m still too fat?”

“Baby, if you drop another five you’ll get
more auditions and more call-backs. You should also consider having
a rib on each side removed.”

“Why?”

“It’ll give you more of a natural hour-glass
shape, rather than your current stocky look. You’ll have an
advantage over other girls.”

“You really think so?”

“No doubt. I know a surgeon I can refer you
to.”

“How did your new client there, Ms. Country
Bumpkin, land the part on T-Bay? She’s fatter than me and has
smaller boobs. Who did she sleep with?”

“She’s lucky because she looks like Misty,”
Simon said. “The girl has no clue what she’s doing. No talent. I
don’t think she’ll last the first 13-week cycle of her
contract.”

“I wanted Jasmine. Considering your
relationship with Calvin, I thought I was a sure thing. Why didn’t
you push for me?”

“Believe me, I lobbied hard. I’ll get you in
there when they dump Gina.”

“You promise?”

“Sure, babe, whatever you want.”

He toweled off and walked inside to the
living room. She sauntered back over to the bar and cut more lines.
She snorted the lines, and then began tapping her long acrylic
fingernails against the marble.

“Goddamn it,” she swore under her breath.
She had followed Simon’s advice, yet her prospects were souring,
not improving. Maybe he didn’t want her to succeed.

She reached for a bottle of bourbon from
behind the bar and guzzled it. Minutes later, she tottered into the
living room, still naked. Simon was relaxing in his bathrobe
reading the Hollywood Reporter.

“You know whaaaat?” she yelled. “I just
realized something. I can’t believe a word you say. You’ve been
leading me on, feeding me the same bullshit, using me like a piece
of meat. All your clients are working except me.”

“Danielle,” he barked, glaring at her. “Calm
down. You know I work hard for you.”

She collapsed, dejected, in a love seat
across from him. She stared at the floor, shaking her head.
Mascara-streaked tears trickled down her cheeks.

“I’m just a fuck to you! You fuck me and
make idle promises and then nothin’. I don’t get shit from you. I
hate this town and I hate you, you bastard! My sister was right
about you.” Her anger grew with every word as years of pent-up
disappointment welled inside her.

She grabbed a Waterford crystal flower vase
from the coffee table and hurled it in his direction. The vase
grazed his head and broke into pieces on the tile floor behind
him.

He leapt from his seat and lifted her by the
wrist.

“Get up, you stupid whore!” he yelled, his
face contorted in purple knots. Blood dripped from a cut above his
ear. “I’ll teach you not to speak to me like that!”

His grip tightened. Bones cracked in her
wrist. “Let go, you’re hurting me,” she pleaded. “I’m sorry, I
didn’t mean it, it’s the coke talking...”

He plucked her like a sack of potatoes and
flung her over his shoulder, and carried her to the bedroom. The
pressure against her stomach caused her to vomit down his back,
further stoking his anger. He tossed her ten feet through the air
toward the bed. She bounced off the top of the bed and hurtled
face-first into the edge of a wooden dresser.

For several seconds she just moaned. She
tried to sit up but toppled backward, her head landing with a dull
thud against the hardwood floor. Blood poured from a gash in her
forehead and from her nose.

He lifted her by her hair and leg, slamming
her back onto the bed. She opened her swollen eyes a slit to see
him hovering over her.

For a brief second, he contemplated taking
her again. Instead, he carried her into the bathroom and dropped
her into his large bathtub. “You can sleep it off here, you
worthless bitch,” he snarled, as she lay bleeding, moaning and
semiconscious. He turned on the shower to wash the blood off of
himself.

A few hours later, Danielle awoke, wet,
shivering and scared. Her head pounded. She remembered the evening
with crystal clarity. After a few moments, she struggled to her
feet and looked in the mirror. She had a contusion on her forehead
and black circles under her eyes. One eye was swollen shut. She
wiped herself off with a towel and crawled into bed with Simon.

“I’m sorry,” she whimpered. “I didn’t mean
what I said. Will you forgive me?”

He took one look at her disfigured face, and
with a foot to her gut, kicked her to the floor.

She lay in a fetal position struggling for
air. It felt like hot knives cut into her side.

“You, Eden and Misty have been a bunch of
thankless whores. Get out of my house now. You disgust me.”

She looked up at him. “Why are you so mean
to me?”

“Tough love. It worked for me when I was a
kid, and it’ll work for you. Don’t ever make me do this to you
again.”

“I’m sorry, Simon,” she whimpered.

On her way out, she grabbed the remaining
vials of coke from the balcony. Her side ached, and there was a
dark purple welt where a broken rib threatened to break through her
skin.

She was angry with herself. It was her
fault. Until now, Simon had never lifted a finger to her.
Considering all he had done for her, and all he could still do, she
shouldn’t have provoked him by throwing the vase at his head and
saying hurtful things. He only reacted that way because he cared so
much for her.

She decided to give him a week or two to
cool off. She’d bring her weight under control, talk to his
surgeon, and then he’d welcome her back.

As she drove to the E.R., she worked out her
story: She drank too much and had fallen down a flight of
stairs.

***

 


EIGHT

 


Jason opened his eyes, and for a moment he
wondered where he was. The taste of red wine lingered in his dry
mouth. He was lying atop an unfamiliar bed, fully clothed except
for his shoes. His arms and legs were intertwined with a sleeping
Eden. He looked at the clock on the wall. It was 7:30 am. He’d be
late to work.

The previous evening was a blur. He recalled
moving from the living room to the balcony. They opened another
bottle of wine, talked into the wee hours of the morning, and he
decided to sleep over rather than risk driving.

Did he even want to get involved with this
woman? Things were happening too fast. And what would happen
next?

He disentangled himself from her. He padded
around to the other side of the bed, and crouched down in front of
her face. She looked peaceful. Harmless. She opened her eyes and
smiled at the sight of him.

“Good morning, handsome,” she whispered in a
hoarse, sleepy voice. She shimmied closer, wrapped her arms around
his neck and pulled him in for a light kiss.

They were interrupted by the sound of his
cell phone. “Wonder who would know to call me here?” he joked. He
looked at the caller ID display. “It’s Calvin.”

“If he only knew you were here,” she
laughed. “Next thing you know, my storyline would have Tempest
romantically involved with a publicist.”

He answered the phone. “Oh my God.” He
reached his hand out to the dresser to steady himself. “Where? How?
Do they know the cause?” His face paled. “She was what?”

He closed the phone and turned back to Eden,
his eyes glassy.

“Jason, what is it?” she asked, jumping out
of bed.

“It’s Misty...”

“Calvin heard from her?”

“She’s…” he stuttered. Tears formed in his
eyes. “She’s dead. Her body was found in Runyon Canyon, near where
the hiking trail connects to Mulholland. She’s been there about a
month. And the coroner said she was pregnant.”

“Pregnant? Oh God. What happened?”

“They think she slipped off the trail while
she was jogging and hit her head.”

“How awful.”

“Calvin wants me to write a press release
ASAP.” Jason slumped on the foot of the bed, and stared out the
window. He wracked his brain with what-ifs – what if he had
searched for her – what if he asked more questions? Pregnant? Was
the baby his? He remembered feeling angry at her for not saying
good bye, and for ignoring his messages.

Eden sat up and put her arm around him. “Are
you okay? This must be difficult for you.”

“We used to hike in Runyon all the time,” he
said. “And to think I’ve been hiking there every week since she
disappeared. I should have known she was in trouble.”

***

 


NINE

 


Jason left Eden’s house and rushed home to
shower and change. An hour later, he was at his studio office, a
cappuccino in his left hand and his cell phone in his right.

On his desk sat a pile of newspapers and
magazines waiting to be read and a new stack of head shots waiting
for his signature.

He checked his email, and found Calvin had
forwarded him Misty’s police report to write his press release.

His phone rang.

“I wanna hold a press conference,” Ivan
announced.

“Why?”

“There was a terrorist incident on my train
last night, coming back from San Francisco. It’s a big story,
haven’t you heard? I’ll discuss my experience.”

Jason’s cell phone, sitting beside his
keyboard, started vibrating angrily. He watched it march off the
desk and crash into the waste paper basket.

“I haven’t had a chance to read the papers
yet. You helped foil a terrorist attack?”

“No, it happened in a different car.”

“So why would the press care?”

“They’ll care because Ivan Rex was on the
train,” he insisted. “Book it for this afternoon. I want People, US
Weekly and TV Guide in my dressing room to hear my story.”

“You know the mainstream entertainment pubs
don’t care about daytime television.”

“They’ll care about Ivan Rex.”

“I’ll see what I can do,” Jason grumbled.
“You know, Ivan, Misty was found dead yesterday. Don’t you think
that’s more important news?”

“I hadn’t heard. I can talk about that too.
She played my stepdaughter, so I’ll say she was like a daughter to
me. The press will go crazy. This is great.”

“Please don’t. Just stick to your own story,
okay?”

For the first time that morning, Jason
scanned the front page of the Los Angeles Times. No mention of
Misty yet. Sure enough, though, he saw the train story. According
to the Times, a Middle Eastern passenger with a history of mental
illness caused a disturbance when he insisted on smoking in the
dining car. The man screamed at a steward, punched him in the face,
and then other passengers jumped on him and pinned him to the
floor. Authorities arrested the man as soon as the train stopped in
Los Angeles.

Jason shook his head and sighed. There was a
saying in the industry that there was no such thing as bad
publicity. To the extent that any form of news could increase a
show’s viewership and ratings, he supposed this was true. Still, on
multiple levels Ivan’s press conference didn’t feel right.

He tried to concentrate on writing the press
release about Misty. He found it difficult to write, and even more
difficult to fathom he’d never see her again. Press releases by
design were detached and impersonal, yet he wanted Misty’s memory
to be something more. He knew the media and blogs would pick up his
release word for word, and it would be all that was left of her
memory after a couple of days. An hour and a half later, he was
ready to show it to Calvin for his approval.

Calvin poked his head up, like a turtle
coming out of its shell.

He skimmed the release. “Run with it.”

“I’m still stunned by Misty’s death,” Jason
said. “She knew that trail like the back of her hand. I can’t
imagine her falling off the path.”

Calvin pondered his own history with Misty.
He first fucked her when he made it a condition for winning the
role of Jasmine seven years ago. She continued to sleep with him in
exchange for the occasional favor, such as more screen time, or
better storylines. Oh, how he cherished those memories. Calvin knew
he was being used, but he willingly went along because the girl was
worth it. He would have left his wife and kids in a minute for her
– he offered many times – but Misty wouldn’t have it. She cut off
the perks when she started seeing Jason. Jason somehow made her a
respectable girl, at least for the couple years he was able to hold
on to her. Misty always knew how to use a situation to her
advantage. That was, of course, until she crossed paths with Norma.
Norma sealed Misty’s fate, though it was never part of Calvin’s
plan for Misty to die in Runyon Canyon.

“Soap stars sometimes choose dramatic
exits,” Calvin answered, glancing down at a script. “In her case,
she got too full of herself and probably took one too many
risks.”

“There’s just one thing I can’t figure out,”
Jason pressed.

“What?” Calvin asked, selecting his red pen.
He wasn’t in the mood to play detective with Jason. What was done
was done. He’d rather forget about Misty all together now.

“I haven’t shared this with anyone, but the
day the Soap Opera World story came out naming Misty as T-Bay’s
most popular actress - the same day she quit - she came to me. She
was scared.”

“Why?”

“She told me how much she loved working on
the show, but worried her contract might not be renewed next time
it was up. She didn’t act like someone who was about to quit a few
hours later for greener pastures.”

“And when she asked you about her contract,
what did you say?”

“I said of course you would re-sign
her.”

“And why would I do that?”

“Because her storylines increased ratings;
she always showed up prepared and on time; she never complained
about her character or her storyline; and she was a fan
favorite.”

“Jason, my friend, you have no idea how good
you are. Thanks for the release. Put it on the wire ASAP.” Calvin
waved his red pen in the air, and motioned for Jason to leave.

Calvin watched Jason close the door behind
him. He slowly opened the drawer above his lap, revealing a few
worn publicity photos of Misty. He gritted his teeth, shook his
head, and pounded the desk with his fist before burying his head in
his hands. It was all Simon’s fault she was gone.

***

 


TEN

 


Ivan drove his Hummer down Barham Boulevard
toward the studio, navigating morning rush hour traffic. With short
legs and a shorter torso, his head barely reached above the
steering wheel.

He weaved to the left and right, passing
slower cars, daring them to hit him.

He pulled up to the security shack at the
studio’s front entrance. He sneered at the guard in the white
uniform who approached his car. What an insignificant little man,
Ivan thought. Why wasn’t he waving him through like always?

“Sir, may I see your I.D. please?”

“Do you know who I am?”

“No, sir, I don’t. New anti-terrorist
security regulations. We now check everyone’s I.D., even the
network president.”

“When was the last time you saw a terrorist
driving an $150,000 limited edition Hummer with armor plating,
surround sound audio, and DVD players built in?”

“Sorry sir, everyone must show their
I.D.”

Ivan removed his wallet and thrust his
driver’s license toward the guard’s face. “Ivan Rex. Tranquility
Bay. Remember it or else I’m never coming back to this place!”
Before the gate lifted, Ivan pressed the accelerator and roared
away. The orange and white security gate swung violently back and
forth in his wake.

Inside the studio, Ivan spotted Jason
standing in the hall, speaking with Prudence. He asked Jason who
was coming to his press conference.

Prudence stood back and scowled. Ivan made
her skin crawl, mostly because he was a self-professed atheist and
the Bible told her atheists were virgin-eating demons.

“Ivan, luckily today is press day so you’ll
have a captive audience of five soap reporters.”

“What about People, US Weekly and TV
Guide?”

“I spoke with each of them a few minutes
ago. They all declined the invitation. The TV Guide reporter said
it sounded like a shameless publicity stunt intended to take
advantage of America’s persistent fear of terrorism.”

“So? If Spencer and Scud can get press for
helping retarded kids, why can’t Ivan Rex get ink for helping
America?”

***

 


ELEVEN

 


“Gina Martin, Tranquility Bay,” Gina
announced to the guard at the studio gate with a surge of
pride.

Once inside, she made her way to the office
of Teri Hughes, the casting director. The office’s reception area
seemed bare to Gina without the obnoxious, scantily clad bimbos
from her screen test.

Teri greeted her and congratulated her on
landing the part. She explained that Jason Christiansen, the show’s
publicist, would stop by soon to give her a tour of the set. He
would also show her to her dressing room, which she would share
with Prudence Prescott.

“Have you found a place to live yet?” Teri
inquired.

“No, I’m still at the hotel.”

“The network will only reimburse you for
your first week. I’d recommend you try Oakwood Corporate
Apartments, right up the hill on Barham. Lots of actors stay
there.”

Teri handed Gina a copy of her signed
contract.

She skimmed the document. It was a standard
three year contract, with each year divided into four 13-week
cycles. The show owned her for three years, yet retained the option
to terminate her at the end of any cycle. Standard industry
practice, her agent had explained. She smiled as she read her
salary again – $150,000 a year – four times her pay at Hershey
Foods – plus a guarantee to appear in a minimum of seven episodes a
month. As her agent explained, if the show worked her more than the
seven episodes – which was likely considering she played the show
matriarch’s daughter - and if her popularity increased, she could
double her salary in her first year.

Teri handed Gina an itinerary. “You have a
wardrobe fitting this afternoon. Tomorrow morning we’ll take your
publicity shots for the show’s opening credits and the web site.
Jason will also select a photo to use as your official head shot
for autograph requests and fan events.”

There was a knock on the door and a young
man entered and looked straight at Gina. Gina gave him a quick once
over and caught her breath. He was probably an actor from another
show since she didn’t recognize him.

Jason, in turn, stared at Gina, and was
struck by her uncanny resemblance to Misty. Her broad emerald eyes
were rimmed by long eyelashes. They had mentioned she was pretty,
but they didn’t say she was breathtaking. “Hi, I’m Jason, T-Bay’s
publicist.”

Jason reached to shake Gina’s hand, and an
audible static shock passed between them. They both jumped in
surprise.

Gina noticed Jason’s eyes following hers.
She could tell a lot about a man by how he first looked at her.
Most went straight from her face to her chest.

Jason led her into the hallway.

“I’m eager to see if the set looks the same
as it does on TV,” Gina remarked.

“Oh, do you watch the show?”

“Yes. My mom and I have been watching T-Bay
ever since I was a kid.” She suddenly remembered Simon’s words of
caution.

“Interesting. We don’t see many fans in the
business. I don’t know why, exactly. You’re not a psycho fan or a
freak, are you?”

“Only when I’m off my meds,” she joked. “You
think I’m crazy?”

“Aren’t all actors?” he smiled. “This
business can make even a normal person crazy after awhile.”

They walked to the Transbay Industries set.
“This is where Jasmine’s father, Lorenzo, works,” he explained.
“It’s one of the three sets we have up today on our two
soundstages. We tape on one stage in the morning and the other in
the afternoon.”

Gina’s first thought was that Lorenzo’s
office looked much bigger on TV. In reality, it was only a few feet
wide. Multi-colored lights and cables hung haphazardly from the
ceiling and myriad wires snaked across the floor.

Jason explained each piece of equipment’s
purpose to her. Her curiosity amused him.

The next set was the Everett family living
room. Gina smiled when she noticed the distinctive plush pink
couch.

“I’m sure you’ll tire of that couch soon
enough,” Jason chuckled. “We call it the kiss-and-cry couch because
that’s what usually happens when someone sits there. No doubt some
of your first scenes will take place here.”

“I’m looking forward to it.”

“Shall we stroll through the park now?” he
asked. “I mean Tranquility Bay City Park. It’s the final set we’re
using today.”

They opened a side door and stepped from one
soundstage onto the next and found themselves immersed in a
forest.

“I always suspected T-Bay City Park was
indoors,” Gina said, pleased to have her suspicions confirmed. She
reached out and touched the trees.

“They’re fake.”

Jason laughed. “Welcome to daytime
television. We create our own reality. The larger trees toward the
back are all fake, to save money. The smaller ones in the front by
the camera are real, which is why they look that way when you watch
at home. It’s all about creating the proper illusion.”

“I love it all.”

“We’ll see if you still feel that way after
you meet your new roommate.”

“Prudence can’t be that bad. She’s so sweet
on TV.” Gina cringed as soon as she spoke the words.

“Actually, I like Prude a lot,” he said.
“She grows on you.”

They navigated through the maze of trees,
fountains and park benches, and exited the soundstage. He led her
down several long corridors before arriving at a door with a name
plate that read PRUDENCE ANGELINA PRESCOTT across it. There wasn’t
room for another name.

“Brace yourself,” he said, knocking. There
was no answer. “Maybe we got lucky,” he whispered, pushing open the
door.

The room reminded Gina of a walk-in closet.
There was a small couch on either side, and against the back wall
was a long vanity table with a mirror running across the top.
Cosmetics were strewn everywhere. Two tiny wardrobe racks were on
the left side of the room, brimming with clothes. A plastic,
bloody, crucified Jesus hung above the mirror, looming large over
the small space.

Prudence was kneeling toward Jesus with
hands folded in prayer, mumbling. Silver duct tape ran down the
center of the carpet, dividing it into two sides. Prudence’s couch
was cluttered with clothes and shoes, and the pictures on the wall
featured Prudence posing with various celebrities. The other side
of the room was bare.

Prudence didn’t bother to look up. She
continued mumbling: “Are you there, God? It’s me, Prudence. Please
save me from this new girl. There’s only space in this tiny room
for one of us, and that’s me.”

Gina looked at Jason with a puzzled
expression on her face. Was this a joke? He placed his hand on her
shoulder and led her back into the hall. “I forgot to mention
Prudence chats with the man upstairs from time to time. Near as I
can determine, these are one-way conversations in which she
dictates instructions regarding her own fate – and the fate of
those around her. Some of your less spiritually confident cast
mates try to stay on her good side, just in case she and God really
do have something special going on.”

Jason’s cell phone rang. “Sorry, Mist, er,
Gina, I’ve gotta run. It’s Calvin. You couldn’t have chosen a more
action-packed first day. You’re not due on the set for another
three hours. You should report to hair and makeup now, and you can
study your sides while they work on you.”

“What’s a side?” She was beginning to
realize soaps had a lingo all their own, often completely different
from the theater terms to which she was accustomed.

“The sides are your dialogue for the
scenes.”

She nodded.

“Sometime in the next couple of weeks,” he
continued, “you and I should schedule one-on-one time for your
media training.”

“Did you know I worked in PR for Hershey
Foods? I was Hershey’s press liaison. Whenever print or broadcast
media needed a comment, they’d talk to me. I could teach your media
training class.”

“Good, but we’ll still need to do it. It’s a
new policy for incoming actors. The network wants to make sure
everyone knows how to field questions from reporters and stay on
message.” He waved goodbye and hurried away.

She pushed open the dressing room door
again, and peeked around the corner.

Prudence was still kneeling in the same
spot, but had stopped mumbling.

“Excuse me,” Gina said.

Prudence looked up from her meditation,
startled.

“Who are you?”

“I’m Gina Martin, the new Jasmine.”

Prudence examined Gina head to toe. No one
had told her the new girl was young and pretty. She had asked God
to give Pepper an ugly half-sister. At least the new girl had small
breasts.

“Oh,” Prudence said, devoid of any emotion.
“I’ve divided the room, so stay on your side. I have both of the
wardrobe racks filled, so you put your clothes on your couch or
something. We won’t be roommates for long because God promised me
my own dressing room soon.”

“God?”

“Yes, silly. I just found Him a few years
ago.”

Prudence thought back to the time when God
saved her life. She was 13-years-old at the time. She was riding on
her favorite place on her father’s tractor - straddling the front
barrel where she could feel pleasant vibrations reverberating
throughout her body – while her father plowed. She was happily
bouncing up and down much to her father’s amusement, when
unexpected storm clouds developed over the western horizon. Before
they had time to reach shelter, a blinding zig-zag lit up the sky,
followed by a loud boom and torrential rain.

Her body spasmed, and she was flung from her
perch. Her father watched in awe as her body catapulted through the
air, finally coming to rest face up in the cornfield, her clothes
torn to shreds. She shuddered a few times, flopping against the
ground like a fish fresh out of water.

When her father reached her, there was a
blank look in her eyes as they rolled heavenward. “Prudence, you’ve
been saved, my child. God has exercised his will through you.”

Quoting a Corinthians bible verse to the
still smoldering Prudence, he commanded, “Your body is the temple
of the Holy Spirit, who lives in you and was given to you by God.
You do not belong to yourself, so you must honor God with your
body."

Prudence shivered with excitement recalling
the exact moment God designated her body as his holy vessel. She
was confident the new girl wouldn’t have a story as special as
hers, but she felt compelled to ask anyway.

“Have you found Him yet, and if so,
how?”

“Um, yeah, I guess, but I didn’t exactly
find Him. I was raised with Him. I attended First United
Methodist Church of Hershey with my mom.”

“Good, you’re a Christian, and not one of
those scary atheists or Scientologists.” Prudence pulled out some
leaflets from under the pile of clothes on her couch and tossed
them at Gina. “You might enjoy these, or maybe you could share them
with a friend.”

Gina glanced down – the pamphlets had
cartoon drawings of homosexuals burning in hell.

“Uh, thanks,” she mustered.

“He loves Born Agains best, you know.”

Gina wondered if Prudence was serious,
unsure if she should laugh, and then decided to change the subject.
“Where’s the hair and make up room?”

Prudence looked at her watch. “Oh dear, I’m
late for my makeup time.” She darted out the door and down the
hallway like the rabbit in the opening scene of Gina’s favorite
book, Alice in Wonderland. Gina made a split-second decision
to follow her.

Prudence walked erratically, her attention
fixated on the movement of her feet. Her steps were interspersed
with tiny hops, as if she was truly possessed by a rabbit.

***

 


TWELVE

 


Gina followed Prudence into the hair and
makeup department, which was a large room with mirrors, stations,
sinks, and bright fluorescent lights. Along the wall were two
chairs, two couches and a recliner, where actors waited their
turn.

Prudence sat in the chair of a pleasant
looking woman in her 40s, who wore Harlequin glasses pushed down to
the tip of her nose. The woman turned to Gina, smiled, and said,
“You must be Gina, the new Misty, I mean Jasmine. I’m Pam Barry.
I’ll do your makeup as soon as I finish with Prude.

“Start thinking of what you might like. Each
department breaks down the script in a production meeting so we
know what elements are required for every scene. Since the
Everett’s are hosting a costume ball today, we can amp up your
makeup and have some fun. In the meantime, why don’t you have your
hair done?”

Gina went to the other side of the
partition. A young man with spiked blue hair was finishing styling
the short-cropped hair of a petite blonde who Gina recognized as
Gabriella Sanders. The thirty-something actress played Bambi
Everett, the second wife of Jasmine’s biological father,
Lorenzo.

“Don’t ever let Edward Scissorhands here
near you or you too can look like a shrub,” Gabriella said with a
laugh.

The stylist inspected Gina’s hair. “Don’t
listen to Gabby, honey,” he said with an effeminate drawl. “Today
I’ll put your hair up in fabulous pin curls. It’ll go with the
medieval theme.”

“What’s up with this storyline anyway?”
Gabriella asked. “I bet Calvin is having another mid-life crisis,
what with his fifth kid on the way.” She turned to Gina and
continued, “Have you seen the outfits we’re wearing? I’ll look like
I have boobs.” She looked down at her own breasts and then at
Gina’s. “Are those natural 34-Cs? I guess you don’t share my A cup
problem.”

“How did you know my size?”

“In twelve years on this show I’ve seen a
lot of boobs come and go. You’ll see what I mean soon enough. Have
you seen Eden yet?” Gabriella didn’t wait for a response. “She used
to be as flat as me and now look at her. She’s tits on a stick.
She’s got herself a real nice set of Ds – actually, I heard her
ex-manager bought ‘em for her. Around here, boobs are contagious –
if one girl gets a boob job then the next one wants to get hers
bigger, and then the first girl gets hers redone. Don’t let
yourself get caught up in the boob wars.”

Gabriella had seen many actresses succumb to
the pressures of the business during her years on the show. She
prided herself on staying out of the fray, and tried to maintain
friendships with everyone.

The hair stylist finished Gina’s hair an
hour later, and asked how she liked it. She studied her upswept
hairdo in the mirror.

“I usually wear a ponytail. I wish my mom
could see me now.”

“Does she watch T-Bay?”

“Every day for 30 years.”

“Then she’ll see your hair in four weeks,”
he explained. “That’s about how long it takes from tape date to air
date. You’ll grow accustomed to the hair soon enough, because
you’ll wear glamorous styles every day from now on. Some of the
younger actresses make me give them a new ‘do each day, even though
a single day in T-Bay time might span fifteen episodes. Does anyone
ever notice when they wear the same clothes but have different hair
styles? A few months ago, Norma even changed her hair color twice
during the course of one T-Bay day!”

Gina laughed and returned to makeup, in time
to see Pam attempting to apply lipstick to Prudence’s moving lips.
It looked to Gina as if Prudence was having another one of her
private conversations with God.

Pam saw Gina’s reflection in the mirror and
said, “Makeup lesson #1. I don’t care if you’re speaking to God
Herself, don’t talk or mumble when I get to the lipstick. Some
people, like Prude here, have a biological need to start flapping
their gums as soon as I start applying the gloss. It just doesn’t
work.”

Prudence flounced out of the chair without a
thank you.

Pushing her harlequins up, Pam studied
Gina’s face and complexion. “I’m seeing lavender on you today, is
that okay?” Gina nodded. The makeup room reminded her of the old
hair salon in Hershey where people would stop by just to chat.

“You know what drives soaps, don’t ya?” Pam
asked as Gina sat down. “It’s the hair and makeup. Soaps hook the
viewers with their stories, their love triangles, any way they can.
But in my biased opinion, soaps are all about beautiful people and
their different looks. Ain’t never seen an ugly soap actor with bad
hair and makeup, have ya?”

Lester Franks, a barrel-chested actor in his
late 40s, burst into the room as if on cue, and addressed Gina.
“Simon told me you were starting today, and I wanted to check you
out for myself. I’m Lester, and I play Thunder Tyson.” He leered at
Gina’s chest.

“Simon mentioned you were a babe like
Misty,” he added, “and now I see why. You’ve got some real meat on
your bones, not like all the anorexic skeletons around here. Maybe
you’d like to bring that plump ass of yours by my dressing room for
a de-briefing on your first day? Of course, briefs are optional.”
He snickered.

“Go away, Lester,” Gabriella interrupted.
“Stop pestering her.”

“I was just leaving,” he said. “Gina, doll,
remember to come see me.” He winked.

“Watch out for him, Gina, he’s a total
pervert,” Gabriella warned as soon as Lester was gone. “He’ll flash
you when you least expect it.”

“That’s good advice,” Pam added. “None of us
can figure out why he’s still on the show. Calvin has received
several complaints and threats of sexual harassment lawsuits
because of Lester, but he refuses to can him.”

“Nothing a good kick in the balls can’t
fix,” Gina half-kidded.

The women erupted in laughter.

“You would be my hero,” Pam said. “Gina my
girl, you’re all done.”

Gina didn’t recognize herself in the mirror.
She never wore so much makeup.

“Have you been to wardrobe yet?” Gabriella
asked.

Gina shook her head, still looking at
herself in the mirror.

“I’ll take you,” Gabriella said, motioning
for Gina to follow her. “You’re in for a treat. Karen Joel, the
wardrobe mistress, will take your measurements, which is a very
uncomfortable process. You stand half naked getting pricked,
prodded, puffed and pinned and then refitted all over again for at
least an hour. Once she knows your correct size, she’ll select
several outfits each new T-bay day for you to choose from. The one
constant is everything has to be tight. We’re not allowed to have
wrinkles under the armpits of our shirts showing on TV. They will
stop taping if your clothes are bunchy.”

Gina laughed.

“For once, I’m not kidding,” Gabriella said.
“Karen will also take a Polaroid of you in every outfit for
continuity purposes.” She pushed open the door to the wardrobe
department.

”Wow,” Gina marveled. Racks and racks of
clothes hung from the floor to the ceiling, as far as the eye could
see.

“It’s a bit much isn’t it?” Gabriella
remarked. “You could clothe all of China with everything in here.”
She led Gina down the different aisles, stacked high with shoes,
purses and accessories, as well as clothes.

“I think I’ve died and gone to heaven,” Gina
said, with a blissful sigh.

***

 


THIRTEEN

 


By the time Gina made it to the commissary
for lunch, she was already exhausted from the lengthy blocking
rehearsal, and she hadn’t even begun taping her scenes yet. She
spied the hamburgers on the grill.

Gabriella followed Gina’s gaze. “I wouldn’t
if I were you,” she advised. “Those are for the crew, not the
actors.”

“How come?”

“Nobody in the cast eats a burger unless
they plan to make an immediate pit stop in the bathroom
afterwards.”

“That explains why you’re all so thin.”

“Don’t get me wrong, I’m not advocating you
stick your finger down your throat to keep up,” Gabriella
cautioned, “but you don’t want to be the biggest girl on the set.
Remember, the camera adds ten pounds.”

Eden walked by, carrying a spartan salad of
lettuce and celery without dressing. There were two protein drinks
on her tray.

“Exhibit A: Eden Jordan,” Gabriella said.
“Eden is the poster girl for dysfunctional eating habits and
dysfunction in general, but she looks damn good.”

Gina nodded in agreement and turned her back
on the grill. Her mouth watered from the food’s aroma. With her
quick metabolism, she had never practiced food deprivation. She
reached for a salad.

“You’ll thank me later,” Gabriella assured
her. “Come on over and I’ll introduce you to Eden. After all, you
two play half sisters.”

Eden looked up, surprised, as if she was
expecting to see someone else.

“You’re prettier in person than on TV,” Gina
blurted.

“Thanks,” Eden said, “does that mean I look
bad on TV?”

Gina was spared from responding when Scud
bounded to the table, and greeted Gina with an enveloping hug.

“Hi Gina, remember me? I’m Scud Hudson,” he
enthused. “I play Butch Blake, Jasmine’s love interest. I read
lines with you during your screen test.”

Gina smiled and nodded. Scud played a police
officer pitted against the mob. He’d had a front-burner storyline
over the last six months that showcased the emotional depth and
range of his acting, making him one of her favorite actors on the
show. Butch was also involved in a heated love triangle with
Jasmine and Tempest.

“Jasmine’s got good taste in men,” Gina
said.

Scud smiled, and then turned his attention
to Eden’s extra protein shake. “Is that for me? May I?” He started
reaching for the shake.

“No,” Eden said, swatting his hand away.
“It’s for...oh...never mind. I guess he’s not coming. Take it.”

“Who were you expecting?” Scud asked.

Eden paused. “You.”

Scud grinned. “See, we have that mental
tele-pithy thing going on.”

Prudence descended on the group carrying a
tray of five tiny wheat grass shots. “I thought I’d bring everyone
a shot to toast the new girl.”

“Are we re-enacting the last supper, Prude?”
Gabriella snickered.

“God loves a cheerful giver, Corinthians
9:5,” she quoted. “Take one if you want, otherwise I’ll drink them
myself.”

Gina viewed the murky green-brown liquid
with trepidation.

“It won’t hurt you,” Prudence insisted.
“It’ll clean out all the bad toxins in your system and keep you
from getting fat. You don’t want to get fat, do you?”

Gina took a shot and downed it like everyone
else. She used all of her self-control not to gag. “I feel thinner
already,” she said, scrubbing her lips with a napkin.

Everyone laughed and Prudence waltzed away,
feeling pleased with herself.

“What was that about?” Eden questioned.
“I’ve never known Prudence to perform random acts of kindness.”

“She has her redeeming moments,” Gabriella
said. “It would have been more shocking if it was Norma showing
kindness to us little people. Or Ivan. The meatball hasn’t mingled
with us for months – not that we miss him.”

“Speaking of Ivan, does anyone know anything
about his press conference today?” Eden inquired.

“Spencer told me it has something to do with
Ivan’s heroism during a terrorist incident,” Scud answered.

“The terrorist was probably knocked
unconscious by Ivan’s body odor,” Gabriella joked. “I swear the
military could bottle his B.O. and use it as a biological
weapon.”

“Ivan smells?” Gina asked.

“The man doesn’t use deodorant,” Gabriella
replied. “He says it’s a feminine product and it’s unmanly to mask
his natural musk. He doesn’t use shampoo for the same reason. So
stay upwind of him.”

Lester joined the other actors, uninvited.
He sat beside Gina, and she edged her chair away. A large steaming
kielbasa sausage filled his plate.

The women salivated at the sight and smell
of the aromatic sausage. “You girls want a piece of my meat?” he
asked with a cackle. “There’s plenty more where this came from back
in my dressing room, though you’ll have to form a line. I have a
hot date with the judge of the Sexiest Men in Soaps award.”

“Ewww,” Gabriella screeched. “Lester, get
your sick ass out of here right now.”

He sauntered away, grinning.

“I wonder how he’s landed on that list every
year?” Gabriella pondered. “He’s so not sexy.”

Eden nodded in agreement. “Lester doesn’t
hold a candle to you Scud, or to Spencer either.”

Jason approached the actors’ table, looking
for Gina. Out of the corner of his eye, he could see Eden watching
him.

“I’m sorry about abandoning you earlier.
It’s been a crazy day.” He examined Gina’s hairstyle with her curls
piled on top of her head. A few tendrils of hair had managed to
escape the pins and wisp around her face. Her medieval costume
accentuated a figure he hadn’t noticed earlier.

“You’re looking different than this
morning,” he commented.

“I clean up pretty well, don’t I?” she said,
oblivious to Eden’s intense stare. “Don’t feel bad. I’ve been
making friends since our walk.”

“What walk?” Eden demanded.

“Jason gave me a tour of the set,” Gina
answered, sensing possessiveness in Eden’s tone.

Jason felt Eden’s eyes on him again, and he
looked away.

“Jason!” Prudence shrieked, charging at the
table, her nostrils flaring like a raging bull. Her face was red
and puffy. She clutched the latest issues of Soap Opera World and
Soap Opera Guide.

She threw the magazines down on the table.
“Jason, this is your fault. I’m so humiliated!”

“What’s wrong?” he asked.

“Look at these pictures of me,” she said,
flipping to two earmarked stories in the magazines. “This one is
fine,” she said, pointing to a picture in Soap Opera World of her
signing autographs at a shopping mall charity event. “This one is
not,” she insisted, pointing to what looked like an identical
picture in Soap Opera Guide.

“What’s the problem?” he asked. He would
have thought she’d be pleased to have her photo filling half the
page.

“Look,” she said, placing her finger on the
Soap Opera Guide picture. “They drew nipples on me! I’m so
embarrassed. My picture in Soap Opera World doesn’t have
nipples.”

Jason smiled. He recognized the transparent
mesh top. “Prude, they didn’t paint them on you. Soap Opera World
airbrushed your nipples out of their picture. Soap Opera
Guide did not. It’s that simple.”

“Then why did Soap Opera Guide print this
picture at all? It makes me look like a slut. I was dressed sexily,
not provocatively.”

“You posed for them that way,” he answered.
“If you’ll recall, I warned you when you checked in for that event.
Remember? I even gave you my jacket to cover up.”

“I want a retraction,” she insisted.

“That’s not possible,” he said, trying to
keep a straight face. “You can’t retract a photo unless there was
an error in the caption. Do you want them to print a retraction
that says, ‘We’re sorry we didn’t airbrush Prudence’s
nipples?’”

The logic of his words frustrated her. She
wandered off mumbling.

“Uh-oh, God’s gonna get a tongue lashing
now,” Gabriella cracked.

Jason shook his head and grinned. “I’m
getting a protein shake. Can I bring anyone anything?”

“I’ll come with you,” Eden said. “I want
another salad.”

Eden maneuvered her arm through Jason’s and
synchronized her step with his. She leaned over and whispered in
his ear, “I’ve missed you.”

Gina’s eyes followed Jason and Eden as they
disappeared into the crowd. She felt a twinge of disappointment
that Jason appeared taken.

***

 


FOURTEEN

 


After lunch, Gina visited the commissary
restroom before she was due back on the soundstage. She stepped
into a stall and struggled to unwrap herself from the intricate
medieval-style costume.

As she fussed with the corset strings, she
heard someone turn on the water at the sink, leave it running, and
then enter the stall next to her. Peeping down, she watched the
woman’s feet approach the toilet, face it, and stop. She couldn’t
distinguish the owner’s shoes, because they were the same ballet
flats Gina and thirty other actresses were wearing for the costume
ball.

She heard quiet, almost mute gagging, and
then the sound of a single steady stream of splashing vomit. She
felt a cold chill down her spine, for it was a sound she previously
associated with the stomach flu. But she realized this wasn’t the
flu, because it was too rehearsed. There was another gag, and then
a second, shorter stream. The noxious aroma of wheat grass filled
Gina’s nostrils.

The woman flushed, gargled at the sink,
sprayed some perfume, turned off the water and left. Gina estimated
the entire act, start to finish, took less than sixty seconds. She
found the mechanical efficiency unsettling and a little
intimidating. These actresses were in a different league than her
former theater counterparts.

She shrugged it off, eager to perform the
first taped scenes of her soap-opera career. As she tread the long
hallway that led to the soundstage, she noticed Prudence ahead,
hopping like a rabbit again. She was now dressed in her own
elaborate medieval costume with flowing sleeves and a corset top
that pushed her bosom toward the ceiling. Her blonde hair was
styled in two Heidi-esque braids intertwined on top of her head.
Her eyes were resplendent in glittering gold eye makeup and long
black fake eyelashes. She was mumbling to herself as she hopped,
while concentrating on her feet.

“Hey, Prudence,” Gina called out, “What’s
up?”

Prudence raised her head and frowned at
Gina. “You made me lose count, now I have to go back,” she
explained. “Do you know how many lines there are in the floor
between the soundstage and our dressing room?”

“No,” Gina answered.

“Ask me later and I’ll tell you.”

As Gina followed Prudence, she could hear
her chanting, “Step on a line, break your spine, step on a crack,
break your mama’s back.”

Gina approached the stage area, unsure where
to stand while she waited for her scene to begin. She chose a spot
behind one of three large cameras that encircled the set.

The cast was between scenes. She saw extras
dressed in medieval costumes and masks, mingling, talking amongst
themselves, or quietly reviewing their scripts. She was surprised
so many people could fit into such a small space.

She scanned the costumed crowd for a
familiar face, but found it difficult to distinguish one actor from
the next. It was a sea of high cheekbones and higher cleavage.

She observed Mike Fitzgerald, the
boyish-looking stage manager. He wore an earpiece and a headset
that allowed him to communicate with the director up in the control
booth. He called for quiet on the set. The actors hid their scripts
under the sofa cushions and hit their marks.

Everything was industrial, with cameras on
wheels, low hung bright lights, and telescopic microphones dangling
in the air like spider arms. Everywhere she looked, lighting techs,
grips, production assistants and unit production managers were
running around. Jason had given her a crash course on who did what
during their earlier tour.

She shivered. The cold air caused goose
bumps on her arms. She had noticed all the actors wore robes. She
thought the robes were to keep their costumes clean. Now she
realized they kept the actors warm between takes on the air
conditioned set as well.

Her eyes followed Norma and Ivan as they
took their place before the next take. Ivan was shorter than she
had imagined. On screen, he was tall and muscular. In person, he
was stocky, and reminded her of a Cornish game hen.

Norma and Ivan greeted each other with half
smiles and a “Good Afternoon,” but as soon as they turned their
backs on one another, their polite smiles turned into scowls.
“Aging bastard,” Norma muttered. “Lesbian cow,” Ivan grumbled. Gina
couldn’t believe her ears. These two played the famous “Andre and
Raven” - or “Aven”, as they were known in soap lingo - one of
America’s most beloved super couples.

For their first scene of the day, Norma and
Ivan were supposed to share a tender, romantic moment between
husband and wife. During the take, Gina noticed they avoided eye
contact and didn’t touch each other. When they kissed, their lips
barely brushed.

“Hold,” Mike yelled, signaling the scene was
complete. “Take five.”
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