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William J. Bell
March 6, 1927–April 29, 2005


Creator and executive producer of the soap operas The Young and the Restless and The Bold and the Beautiful was an extraordinary man of infinite courage and creativity, inspiring the daytime drama industry to be more than a soap opera. Once a comedy writer in Chicago, Bill’s passion for writing was as infectious as his humor. He mentored in his own legendary way and it was a privilege to be in his wake, breathing and sometimes dancing life into his words as the popular Drucilla Barber Winters for more than a decade on the number one daytime drama, The Young and the Restless. I will forever hold dear his notes, photographs, and our time spent in Malibu with his wife, Lee, or in my own backyard in Hollywood. But above all I will cherish our SECRET. Bill gave new meaning to the Socrates quote, “The best dancer is also the best warrior.”


 


Calysta Jeffries is like a chocolate-covered spider—calculating, delicious, and spellbinding. She can do no wrong in front of the camera and that’s all I care about.


—AUGUSTUS BARRINGER SR.





Author’s Note



What a privilege it has been performing for a global audience as an actress for more than two decades.


Suspending disbelief, true soap opera devotees in the millions escape for one hour a day into the fictional swirl of their favorite daytime drama, five days a week, two hundred and sixty episodes a year. For generations, soaps are shared like a prized heirloom, passed down to children and grandchildren alike.


In England it’s Coronation Street and EastEnders, Brazil tunes into Of Body and Soul, one of India’s many sudsers is Kumkum. The Caribbean is glued to the number one soap opera in America, The Young and the Restless, airing three times daily.


Many die-hard fans go so far as to schedule college classes, while others rearrange lunch breaks, doctor appointments, and business meetings around their favorite daytime drama so as not to miss one second of nail-biting cliff-hanger suspense. Fans around the world would defend this: “It’s a way to put real life on hold, unplug, and unwind.”


As if soap writers intuitively know the despair and dreams of those watching, a single episode can uplift spirits while shedding light on serious topics ranging from foster care, illiteracy, and breast cancer to AIDS. A soap opera and its cast of characters have the incandescent ability to transcend language and cultural barriers, addressing millions of viewers around the world in a single sitting.


Though we can’t accurately measure the global phenomenon of soap opera culture, one thing is certain, the “stories” allow grown men and women to laugh one minute and cry the next without apology.


I’ve read thousands and thousands of letters over the years from fans who shared how they learned to speak English watching a soap opera, or coped with isolation when suffering from chronic debilitating illnesses.


Elders reported how their beloved sudser didn’t just keep them company; by engaging in one of their favorite pastimes, they felt they were keeping up with extended family members on the tube.


The imprisoned, those confined to hospital beds, and those without a bed at all proved they had one thing in common—knowing they could depend on the companionship of a soap opera, hence making it not just a daytime drama but rather a lifeline.


To soap opera fans around the world, from Africa, Greece, India, Poland, France, Germany, Japan, Brazil, Romania, the Caribbean, and Israel to Italy, Australia, Indonesia, and parts in between, Thank you with a capital T for your loyalty over the years.


Warmly,
Victoria
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Like Thoroughbreds at the Kentucky Derby . . . 
so are the bubblers at the Sudsy Awards


Ever noticed how horses act once the shot rings out at Churchill Downs? Those Thoroughbreds show more restraint than the average bubbler, aka fame-obsessed soap star, once their soap is announced winner for Best Daytime Drama Series at the Sudsy Awards. Most soap stars are so desperate to make the leap from the daytime plantation to the promised land of prime time and feature film they lose all sense of decorum when truckin’ toward the stage.


I’m not saying, er typing, any names, but a particular aging actress went so far as to knee an adorable thirteen-year-old child actor in his still-developing nether regions to get her usual spot next to the executive producer onstage. If you don’t believe moi, look at the 2008 Daytime Sudsys on YouTube. A fan recorded it with her Handycam!


In desperate hopes that some CSI, Mad Men, or even Dancing with the Stars producer might “discover” them, soap stars can’t resist the opportunity of having their freshly Botoxed mugs exposed during an hour of prime-time television.


This year, however, it isn’t the award for best show that has people buzzing on the soapvine or around watercoolers. It’s the bubbler battle for Best Lead Actress in a Daytime Serial that has sudser fans and industry insiders alike talking.


I predict gold-plated statuettes will roll, right along with a few heads, if Calysta Jeffries doesn’t finally take home the Sudsy for her role as fan favorite Ruby Stargazer on The Rich and the Ruthless after tonight’s live broadcast from the Kodak Theatre in Hollywood.


Inside sources reveal the feisty actress has been threatening to quit her soap if she doesn’t win this year. Would Calysta Jeffries really do that to R&R’s creator Augustus Barringer, who basically plucked her from Obscurity-ville and made her a star all those years ago? I guess we’ll find out tonight.


Log on to SecretsofaSoapOperaDiva.com right after the telecast for all the juicy behind-the-scenes dish.


The Diva





CHAPTER 1

The Sudsy Awards



The night belongs to you, kid,” said soap opera mogul Augustus O. Barringer, squeezing my hand. The legendary creator and head writer of my sudser, The Rich and the Ruthless, the number-one-rated daytime drama in America and around the world, watched weekly by more than a hundred million fans, said, “I can feel it.”


“You really think so, Mr. Barringer?” I asked anxiously.


“Mark my words.”


The long, boring technical awards were still under way with a svelte Valerie Bertinelli presiding. We were seated in the second row, smack dab behind Oprah’s fabulous head of hair, which only served to remind me of how I had nailed an audition for a movie the talk-show icon had produced, snagging the coveted role opposite one of her favorite actresses as her sister. Naturally, being so excited I told the world, later finding out from my lazy agent, Weezi Abramowitz, who called me in Greece where I was soaking up fun and sun before filming, that I’d been stripped of the part. O’s people decided it wasn’t such great casting after all, replacing me with an out-of-towner. From that moment on, my vacation was wrecked. I drank myself silly with ouzo from Santorini to the Acropolis. Thank God it was only a nagging recurring dream.


Jolted by flashing paparazzi, the cast of The View—Barbara, Whoopi, Joy, Sherri, and the Republican—paraded by, air-kissing their way into front-row seats next to Rachael, Dr. Phil, Tyra, Regis, and Kelly.


Since the financial collapse, the whole daytime industry was on its ear. The soap opera spectacular’s producer, Dick Allen, being on a shoestring budget, agreed to merge with game shows, talk shows, the Internet, and cable TV, resulting in the universe of daytime programming gathering under one roof to pat themselves on the back at the Fortieth Annual Daytime Sudsy Awards, held at the Kodak Theatre in the heart of Hollywood.


After fifteen years of false alarms, I was finally poised to win the coveted Sudsy—the Pulitzer Prize, the MacArthur Genius Grant, the Guggenheim of daytime drama—for my unforgettable portrayal of firebrand Ruby Stargazer on television’s most popular soap opera, The Rich and the Ruthless.


“Calysta, you look amazing,” said Shannen Lassiter, a costar and rare friend from the show, seated next to me.


Shannen played Dr. Justine Lashaway, sexy resident colonoscopy specialist, pediatrician, gynecologist, neurologist, popular obstetrician, podiatrist, and occasional veterinarian for the fictional citizens of suburban Whitehaven, Montana, on R&R.


Shannen’s character was perpetually in a three-way tryst that relentlessly included Phillip McQueen (ex–Otis DuFail, Our Lives to Contend, now Barrett Fink, The Rich and the Ruthless), a Pierce Brosnan wannabe. A diva in his own right and theater scholar from Pepperell University in Maine, he was once the legendary better half of daytime’s hottest gay super-couple and winner of the coveted Sudsy Crier of the Year Award earlier that evening. The gold-dipped statuette rested on his wife Pinkey’s plump lap.


“Thanks, Shannen.” My Rolfed-Boot-Camp-Pilates-Workout body was poured into a stunning strapless peach b. Michael gown emphasizing my derriere, décolletage, and clavicles. My soap critic pal Mitch Morelli had arranged for Jacques St. Jacques, jeweler to the stars, to drape me in half a million dollars’ worth of dazzling borrowed diamonds for the evening. The only drawback was the jeweler’s henchmen following me everywhere.


Shannen would also no doubt make the Best Dressed lists in all the magazines, looking radiant in a ruffled emerald green Moschino Couture, her hair with a teased Brigitte Bardot bump at the crown of her head.


Mr. Barringer had defied strict orders from his doctors and wife, Katherine, by coming to the Sudsy Awards on what was surely going to be a night we’d never forget. After growing weary of seeing me overlooked year after year, Augustus had come out of semi-retirement specifically to pen a Sudsy-Award-winning storyline for his protégée.


Ruby Stargazer’s beloved daughter, Jade, the product of a crossover dalliance with Thrust Addington, who starred on The Daring and the Damned, Augustus Barringer’s number two soap, was kidnapped by Ruby’s archnemesis, deranged scientist Uranus Winterberry.


And in case you missed that episode, let me tell you, I peed all over that scene, I truly did, delivering the monologue of a lifetime as armed gunmen held me at bay while Uranus Winterberry ordered Jade dropped into an active volcano. Not to toot my own horn or anything, but it was one for the soap opera record books. Matter of fact, I won a Silver Star in Soap Suds Digest that week!


Even my jealous costars secretly agreed over mojitos at a pre-Sudsy luncheon at the Barringer Bel Air compound earlier in the week that I wouldn’t be leaving the Kodak Theatre without a Sudsy in hand, though most of them did whatever they could to prevent it from happening.


“I’ll see you in the pressroom and I’m taking out a full-page ad in Variety, Calysta,” Augustus said proudly. “You are to The Rich and the Ruthless what De Beers is to diamonds.”


“Ugh, it’s disgusting the way he gushes over her,” huffed Alison Fairchild Roberts, the sour, aging leading lady on The Rich and the Ruthless, to her husband, R&R’s greedy co-executive producer Randall Roberts. She was wrapped head to toe in pleated gold lamé with a hideous matching cape, resembling Nacho Libre on acid. Mercifully, she left the turban at home and had her hair in a “Pebbles” updo. I must say the costume made a great reflector on the red carpet. Alison and Randall were seated in the row behind us, bookended by Drew and contestants from the show The Biggest Loser.


“The last thing I need is for Augustus to hear you bad-mouthing Calysta on her big night. I’ll never hear the end of it!” Randall said.


It was no secret among The Rich and the Ruthless cast and crew that Augustus favored me. Many speculated that it was more than a professional relationship, and I let them gossip themselves to death. Whatever was between Augustus and me, you can best believe I’d be taking it to my grave.


From the moment I auditioned for Mr. B in 1994, for a role I hadn’t been right for, we both knew we had more than a soap opera between us. In two words, we clicked. Augustus quickly created a new role, that of feisty Ruby Stargazer, tailored for me after I confided a bit about my background. Our bond was forever sealed. And on the day I signed my first three-year contract, Augustus shared his favorite Brian Tracy quote with me: “All the people and situations of your life have only the meaning you give them . . . and, when you change your thinking, you change your life, sometimes in seconds.” Mr. B quickly became the paternal figure I’d never had, making more than sure that my needs were met on and off the set. I never could’ve afforded the down payment for my Malibu home if it weren’t for him.


The only way to repay him was through hard work. So I decided not to take my growing concerns about R&R to the titan. I understood how his from-another-era thinking made him oblivious to change.


I picked my battles and those I battled with, namely, Edith Norman, president of daytime television for the World Broadcast Company network, and her co-conspirator, Randall Roberts. Unfortunately, I could watch molasses go uphill in the dead of winter faster than I could get them to change any of their antiquated ways.


“You do realize if Calysta wins tonight she’ll be even more full of herself,” Alison shot to her husband, pursing her thin lips.


“Shh,” Randall snapped, holding his manicured index up for emphasis.


“Don’t shush me. It’s bad enough Obama won. I can only imagine—”


“Keep your voice down,” Randall scolded.


I spied the conniving pair in my Dior compact as I powdered my nose and checked my lipstick, preparing for my close-up.


Shannen looked back, scanning to the last row, where her scowling husband, Roger Cabott, washed-up hardscrabble lead actor on Obsessions, the campy half-hour supernatural soap, dead last in the Nielsens, was seated with his lackluster cast. Married or not, all soap stars were ordered by their networks to sit with their own shows.


Shannen smiled, waving hopefully, her Verdura pavé diamond cuff reflecting the buttery chandelier lighting. Roger looked at his younger wife before glowering forward.


“What a gorgeous bracelet,” I remarked, snapping my compact shut, sliding it into my Jimmy Choo evening clutch.


“Roger gave it to me when we were first married and he was making lots of money on Our Lives to Contend. I’ve kept it in the vault, but I think this will be the last time I’ll be seen wearing it,” she said, wistfully tearing up. “It’s a mortgage payment.”


Shannen met her Svengali-like husband years ago at a Hugh Hefner party, where she’d been serving as a hostess. Secretly, I wondered if she sometimes regretted not choosing the star quarterback of the Baltimore Ravens, signed to a “fifty million dollars over six years” contract, who’d been infatuated with her.


“Girl, don’t cry, you’re gonna mess up your makeup.”


A powder-room break later, the conspicuous Jacques St. Jacques henchmen in tow, fearing I’d gnawed off a diamond or two in the stall, Shannen and I teetered back down the aisle on four-inch Christian Louboutins and Giuseppe Zanottis, where I spotted the other two black actresses in daytime and waved. Though my feet were screaming for mercy, I knew suffering for fashion was a diva must and pretended they belonged to someone else, grateful for the magic of adrenaline, fame, and a potential Sudsy Award. I vamped on.


Of course we took the long way back to our seats, tap-dancing in front of Ellen, giving her a wink and an overexaggerated smile, hoping she’d invite us on her show. She was still looking for George Clooney, rumored to be a surprise Sudsy presenter and a closeted soap fan of Susan Lucci.


The plush vermilion chairs were a refuge for our tortured, pinched pigs.


“I swear, Calysta, I thought Roger was going to haul off and clobber me, I’ve never seen him so mad. He called us ‘self-obsessed morons’ and complained that our ‘stupid show’ gets to sit front-row center almost every year, while he has to sit ‘damn near the lobby with the friggin’ fans.’ Plus everyone knows Obsessions is getting canceled.”


The Rich and the Ruthless, number one for the past fourteen seasons, always got prime real estate. We bubblers took full advantage too, nestling our tightened and lifted derrieres into plenty of camera chairs. But what we detested almost as much as being on the “D” list with Hollywood casting directors was taking on the additional expense of a limousine whether we were nominated or not. The WBC network was too strapped and too cheap to pick up the tab. I decided to be my own chauffeur and kept the five hundred smackers in my bailed-out bank account.


Coked-out, oversexed teen heartthrob Toby Gorman, a Brad Pitt lookalike, climbed onstage clad in a double-breasted John Varvatos slim suit. Toby played the on-again, off-again love interest of my TV daughter, Jade, on R&R. Southern belle Josie Lynn Walraven, leading lady on the low-rated sudser Obsessions, wobbled onstage with him to announce the Sudsy Award for Best Lead Actress in a Daytime Serial.


Cameras zeroed in on all five nominated actresses: Judith Simmons, doe-eyed lead actress on Our Lives to Contend, nominated for seventeen Sudsys, winning eight; underappreciated soap legend Shelly Montenegro, the catty, drag-queen-esque gay icon on The Daring and the Damned; Lesley Francine, who to much fanfare had reprised her legendary role as America’s soap opera sweetheart for six weeks on Medical Clinic; scenery chewer Emmy Abernathy, a three-time Sudsy winner as Gina Chiccetelli on The Rich and the Ruthless; and finally me, Calysta Jeffries, the favorite to win for my portrayal of Ruby Stargazer.


Too excited to breathe and feeling butterflies in my stomach, I closed my eyes laden with two pairs of false eyelashes, trying to think positive thoughts. Here goes everything.


“And the Sudsy goes to,” Josie drawled for effect. She was actually from Hoboken, New Jersey. “Emmy Abernathy for Gina Chiccetelli, The Rich and the Ruthless!”


The room erupted in a mixture of applause and shocked gasps as the voice-over commentator announced, “This is Emmy Abernathy’s fourth Sudsy win.”


The haunting theme music for The Rich and the Ruthless played softly in the background.


I sat there transfixed, in shock again, my eyelashes feeling twice their weight, teeth gleaming, yet on the inside something irrevocably broken.


Leaning in, Augustus said, “I’m so sorry.” R&R’s creator had to appear gracious, so he stood up in his elegant Armani suit, along with his wife, Katherine, daughter, Veronica, and son, Auggie Jr., to greet Emmy before she passed.


“Congratulations, Emmy.”


“Oh my gawd thank you, Mr. Barringer,” Emmy exclaimed as Augustus kissed her on the cheek. The press whore accidentally-on-purpose stepped on my toe with her big-ass 10½ foot as she made her way up the steps to the stage. Wearing a cheap crimson see-thru dress so tight it looked like an Oscar Mayer weiner casing, and no panties as usual, Emmy enthusiastically waved and blew kisses to the mezzanine.


Phillip McQueen whispered disgustedly to a bored Pinkey, “That’s what I call putting perfume on a pig.”


Roughly grabbing the Sudsy from a stoned Toby, Emmy proceeded to the microphone.


“I never expected to win again.”


Breathe, girl, I told myself, suppressing the urge to stick my finger down my throat.


“I don’t even have a speech prepared.”


Seconds later Emmy plucked a crumpled piece of paper from her hoisted cleavage and read, “Oh my gawd this is truly amazing. First, I just want to thank L. Ron Hubbard. And I have to pause to say I cannot believe here I am once again on the same stage that stars like Helen Mirren, Hilary Swank, and, you know . . . um, the first African American to win, Halle Berry, all accepted their Oscars. Oh, wow, and they like all begin with ‘H’! And before I forget I want to do a shout-out to all my homies in Bed-Stuy-do-or-die. Holler! Now, I would like to say thank you to all the fabulous women I had the honor of being nominated with. No, you didn’t win, I did, but that doesn’t mean you guys aren’t really, really good actresses too in your own right, especially my costar and dear, dear friend, Calysta Jeffries! God bless Emmy Abernathy!”


Narcissistic Emmy had no idea she’d just blessed herself. I struggled to maintain my composure, as the camera zoomed in close enough to count my nostril hairs.


“Calysta, this award, my award, is for you too. Thanks for being such a phenomenal screen partner this past year. You were in every one of the scenes I submitted for Sudsy consideration. I seriously wouldn’t have been able to snag another one of these babies without you. You really raised the bar.”


Shannen cupped her hand over her mouth and asked, “Didn’t you tell me your Grandma Jones said liars run the risk of being struck by lightning?”


“Yeah, that’s why there’s nothin’ but silicone and cheese up there,” I replied out the side of my mouth.


Edith Norman and everyone at The Rich and the Ruthless knew how Emmy really felt about me. She’d been furious when she learned she’d be sharing tube time with someone she secretly envied more than despised. Girlfriend had to be on her game to play with me.


There were two things Emmy and I had in common, unhappy childhoods and a soap opera. She was a tough New Yorker, daughter of a crack addict, who fought like hell for everything she wanted, and so did I. Truth be told, I actually got a kick out of acting with the muffin-eatin’ heifer. But after the word “Cut” all bets were off.


A RICH AND THE RUTHLESS OFFICE FLASHBACK . . .


“There’s no way I’m working with that freak,” Emmy said.


She’d stormed to Randall’s office seconds after reading the first script.


“She’s some kinda psycho robot, man. She never flubs a line and knows everyone else’s too! And have you noticed how she just has to win every scene? It’s creepy.” Emmy shuddered. “I’d rather work with that cow Alison.”


If philandering was an Olympic sport, Randall Roberts would take the gold every time.


“Isn’t there anything you can do, Snuggle Bunny?” Emmy asked, stroking Randall’s head and sitting in his ample lap, stretched out by beer and Chinese take-out.


“Sorry, Emmy, it’s a done deal. Augustus wants the storyline, but since you’re already here, you think we could squeeze in a quickie?”


BACK TO THE SUDSYS ALREADY IN PROGRESS . . .


“I’m not joking up here, people,” Emmy continued with her backhanded praise also known as a compli-dis. “Working with Calysta Jeffries is like taking an intense five-day-a-week acting workshop. She’s such a mentor. Let’s hear it for Calysta Jeffries!”


To thunderous applause, disguising my contempt, I rose to the occasion, blowing kisses and mouthing Thank yous into the camera for millions of viewers at home and around the world. If Emmy thought she was going to make an ass out of me on prime-time television, she had another think comin’.


Raging on until two in the morning, a steady stream of inebriated bicoastal bubblers partied on to pulsing music and animated industry chatter at the lavish Rich and the Ruthless post-Sudsy Awards shindig at the legendary paparazzi-filled Roosevelt Hotel.


Navigating overstuffed furniture and humongous melting R&R ice sculptures, popular gossip columnist Mitch Morelli finally caught up with me.


“I think it’s a goddamn shame you didn’t win tonight, Calysta,” he bluntly stated. “This was your year, and this toxic industry knows it!”


My every instinct told me to say what I’d said for the last fifteen. That Emmy or someone else had the better reel, or that it was an honor just to be nominated, but something inside me couldn’t, no, wouldn’t let me lie about the network’s scandalous secrets one second longer: the block voting, the notorious sexual campaigning, and the money-hungry power struggle between the Barringers and the WBC.


“Damn right it was my year, Mitch! But considering how certain vicious bubble-troublemakers who call themselves peers vote for whoever campaigns with Starbucks and Krispy Kremes as opposed to actors who turn in solid performances, I’ll never win, ’cause, honey, I don’t do doughnuts. You can print that, every last word!”


 


UH-OH SPAGHETTIOS, Sudsy lovers. On-set spies tell The Diva there is trouble a-brewing on the set of daytime’s numero uno soap, The Rich and the Ruthless.


Calysta Jeffries, who all but had the Sudsy in the dish, once again lost out to her costar Emmy Abernathy, and boy oh boy, was Miss Calysta p.o.’d! Here’s what she said to Cliffhanger Weekly’s soap columnist Mitch Morelli:


“But considering how certain vicious bubble-troublemakers who call themselves peers vote for whoever campaigns with Starbucks and Krispy Kremes as opposed to actors who turn in solid performances, I’ll never win, ’cause honey, I don’t do doughnuts . . .”


Those sound like fighting words to moi! Wow, who knew Krispy Kremes were such a good career investment? A little birdie tells me execs at WBC and The Rich and the Ruthless are not too happy with Miss C. Be sure to keep checking back to SecretsofaSoapOperaDiva.com as this explosive news and dirt develops!


The Diva





CHAPTER 2

“Never Trust Anyone
Who’s Had a Happy
Childhood,” the Saying Goes



Well, don’t just stand there leaving me in suspense, Thelma, what’s the child’s name, for heaven’s sake?”


“She goes by Calysta and is a natural for sure. Just like that feisty actress on my soap, Yesterday, Today and Maybe Tomorrow.”


“Calysta what? She must have a last name.”


“Well, all right, her real name is Beulah Espinetta Jones, lives right here in Greenwood, but no one’s supposed to know according to the director. She’s half black and from where I sit at the piano during rehearsals, quite attractive, and talented too.”


Grandma Jones could hardly believe her ears as the two pale society ladies chattered away in their Delta drawl. Having licked her last stamp, she jotted down the details before leaving the post office.


Later that evening, the only black person in the audience, she nervously sat in the last row of an improvised theater in Carrollton, intensely watching me act up a storm.


During the curtain calls she made her way to the back of the building and asked for me.


“I’m sorry, ma’am, but you must be mistaken, there ain’t nobody in this here production named Beulah Jones,” the stage manager responded.


Giggling and puffing on a shared clove cigarette, I heard, “Beulah!”


A buzz kill for sure; I didn’t need to turn around to know who it was. I exhaled the smoke through my nostrils like a defeated dragon, dropping the butt and grinding it beneath my sneaker.


We rode home in deafening silence in Pride-All Taxi Service. The frozen expression on Grandma Jones’s face made her chin dimple like a pocked orange skin.


Arriving at the front door, exasperated, she searched her bottomless black pocketbook, her painted fingernails scratching the polyester lining for the key. And as she opened it she looked dead at me, saying, “You not too grown ’n’ I ain’t too old, now you get you a switch ’fore you come in, and don’t be steppin’ on my strawberry patch either. No dilly-dallyin’.”


After washing my mouth out with soap, Grandma found the hidden strength all women possess, no matter how old, to whup any lick of disobedience or theatrical fantasy out of me.


Not daring to look up past her knee-highs, I cried out, “Grandma, please stop! I promise never to do it again.”


She continued swingin’ with her J. C. Penney coat still on, a hard staccato rhythm in her voice as if in a trance, saying, “Only-freaks-and-strange-folk-want-to-be-on-stage-and-TV-and-you-let-that-boy-kiss-you-all-over-your-mouth-for-everyone-to-see-if-I-evah-catch-you-hitch-hikin’-or-actin’-up-on-a-stage-again-so-help-me . . .”


As I lay in a cold sweat, the merciless ringing of my telephone rescued me.


“Ms. Jeffries?” asked my answering service.


“Huh? I’m sleepin’.”


“I’m sorry to disturb you, ma’am, but your agent is on the line.”


“For crissake, what does he want? Never mind, put him through,” I slurred wearily with a splitting hangover, gulping down a bottle of Evian next to my bed.


Weezi—my agent, manager, publicist, legal counsel, confidant, financial adviser, and escort—barked into the phone, “What the hell are you trying to do to us?”


Never signing a contract, we were each other’s first clients, during the lean years, ever since I stepped foot in New York City a zillion years ago.


He always managed to irritate the hell out of me, like the time I met him for lunch at Chateau Marmont, a favorite Hollywood haunt for A-list movie stars. Weezi insisted on introducing me to De Niro, never mind that he didn’t know the man, who was minding his own business, incognito at a neighboring table. Putting on a thicker than usual New York City accent, Weezi shamelessly asked, “Yo Bob, how ya doin’? Loved ya in Raging Bull, ma’ man. My client Calysta here is quite the actress on the number one sudsah, The Rich and the Ruthless. I’m sure ya hearda’ it.”


What came next trumped all. Weezi brazenly slipped his business card onto De Niro’s table, a glossy picture of himself on the back.


Cringing, I wanted to evaporate. The A-lister took another sip of espresso before peering over his shades, saying, “I don’t do soaps,” and walked off leaving Weezi’s card and a half-eaten biscotti.


As much as I swore I was firing Weezi after that embarrassing episode, like thousands of times before, I knew I wouldn’t, ’cause pastures just ain’t greener on the other side. I tolerated him the way he tolerated me, one day at a time.


“Huh?” I asked groggily, forgetting I’d tucked myself in with a bottle of Moët and a tin of Godiva. I attempted to hold the phone to my throbbing head, CNN’s Nancy Grace blaring in the background.


“Those quotes you gave Morelli,” Weezi reminded me. “You’ve caused a goddamn firestorm. The network is pissed and so is the show!”


“Oh . . . that?” Hadn’t thought much about my conversation with Mitch until that very moment. “Maybe I went a little overboard, I was fired up. It’ll blow over.”


“A little overboard? Your stunt is being talked about all over the place. Cliffhanger Weekly, Soap Suds Digest, SecretsofaSoapOperaDiva.com, Daytime Confidential . . . you name it. And not just soap press, Access Hollywood, Nelson Branco, even Perez!”


“Wow, Perez? I finally made it.”


“This isn’t funny and it ain’t good,” Weezi griped. “The network’s scrambling. A reporter from Black Enterprise has already requested an interview with you and the WBC’s head of diversity, Josephine Mansoor, concerning alleged unfair practices on your soap.”


“Oh boy,” I said, sitting up, clearing hair out of my eyes.


“You’ve caused quite the commotion.”


“And that’s a bad thing? You know how many times I’ve been up for that doggone Sudsy. If it sheds some light on this screwed-up, narrow-minded industry, good.”


“Calysta . . .”


“Thanks for the wake-up call, I have thirty-three pages today.”


“You mean thirteen.”


“No, I mean what I said, thirty-three. If only I got paid by the page like that diva in Britain.”


“Calysta . . .”


“I know, keep dreaming. Later, Weezi.”


I hung up and dialed Grandma Jones.


“Hey baby,” she replied on the second ring as usual. “What’s wrong?”


“How’d you know?”


“It’s six thirty in the morning out there in Hollywoodland and you’re supposed to be gettin’ ready to tape my story.”


“Grandma, I swear the devil’s at my heels. I have had it!”


“What happen’ this time? And before you start, Beulah, I hope you didn’t go ’n’ pop that Gina Chiccetelli in the lip even though I don’t like how she’s been tryin’ to take your man again.”


“Grandma, first of all, that’s her storyline, second, she’s paid to be a floozy. And third, no, I didn’t go ’n’ pop Gina in the lip. It’s worse than that.”


“Beulah, ain’t nothin’ God and your grandma can’t fix; now you tell me with a quickness what’s goin’ on out there!”


I hated my birth name, Beulah Espinetta, with a passion. I changed it the moment I boarded the train from Greenwood to New York City with blurred stars in my eyes, twenty years earlier.


“I didn’t win the Sudsy again, Grandma.”


“Is that all?” She dismissed me. “Sugah, that’s yesterday’s news. Been knowin’ since last night, but wasn’t gonna bring it up ’cause I know how you let that mess bring you down. But you sure did hold your own, Beulah, I don’t care what anybody says. Made me just as proud, the way you held up your head even though you didn’t win and kept right on smilin’, blowin’ kisses into the camera and everything, and I know that was just for me. You gave new meanin’ to ‘Folks push you back only as far as you let ’em.’ Made all of Greenwood feel good, sure did.”


“What?”


“Chile, I had the whole neighborhood over here. You coulda’ canceled Christmas. Couldn’t tell a soul you wasn’t gonna win that Sudsy. No sah-ree. Sister Whilemina made fried chicken and greens, Miss Bessie made mac and cheese, and I made my monkey bread and a Sock-It-To-Me cake that wouldn’t quit. Tongues was lickin’ brains, baby . . . lickin’ brains. Plus I made my special Manischewitz punch with bananas to wash everything down real good.”


It was bad enough that I’d lost, but to find out the whole town was watching!


“Chile, folks was yellin’ at the television somethin’ fierce when those imps gave the Sudsy to that Gina Chiccetelli. She can’t act her way out a brown paper bag nohow. Doggone shame you didn’t win that trophy.”


“You can say that again, Grandma. Emmy’s got four Sudsys to my none. One thing’s for sure, she’s been doin’ a lot more than actin’ all these years.”


“Ms. Jones, tell Calysta she was snatched like all get out last night!” a voice yelled in the background.


“Shush your mouth! What’d I say ’bout talkin’ like that in my house,” Grandma scolded. “Back in the day I’da washed your mouth out with soap.”


“I ain’t said nothin’ Beulah ain’t never heard before.”


“Pipe down and button up,” Grandma commanded. “That girl and her fresh mouth, always running like a bell clapper.”


“Who’s that?” I asked.


“Miss Whilemina’s fast granddaughter Eartheletta. Got herself in a little trouble so she’s visitin’ from Chicago for a few weeks thinkin’ she grown. Now listen to me, Beulah, never mind all that foolishness out there, I raised you right and you’ll get yours the old-fashioned way. Besides, you done won eleven NAACP Image Awards.”


“Yes, Grandma, and I’m very proud of that,” I replied, knowing I couldn’t begin to explain Hollywood politics. Though the prestigious Image Awards were star-studded, and the NAACP was steeped with rich political and theatrical history as far back as the 1915 protest against D. W. Griffith’s Birth of a Nation, the painful absence of qualified brown people before and behind the lens still remained and affected everything from soap operas to feature films. The camera didn’t lie, and it was still out of focus.


“And how many times can Gina Chiccetelli . . . I mean Emmy Abernathy say she’s been on the cover of Jet or Ebony? Shoot, I have two scrapbooks full of your clippin’s for safekeepin’. Winnin’ an Image Award is one heck of a prize, baby, you right up there with all the big shots, and Harry Belafonte still looks good, used to be sweet on him. I’m lookin’ at that Image Award you sent me right now. I have it smack dab in the middle of the kitchen table with the salt and peppa’ shakers so no one can miss it when they come visit. Now, I know there’s one award missin’, and I bet you even keepin’ a space for it, but don’t you worry, somethin’ bigger is comin’ down the pike. I can feel it. Been prayin’ for it to happen for ya.”


“Thanks, Grandma. Just wish the haters would stop the madness and vote fair.”


“Babygirl, you know that ain’t gonna happen ’cause you’d win. And if you win they’d think you too big for your britches and had too much power, and if you had too much power you’d change some things, and they can’t have that. Beulah, what have I told you? When you leave this earth, awards ain’t gonna matter one iota. ‘A man’s life consisteth not in the abundance of the things which he possesseth . . .’ That’s Luke 12:15. ‘For what shall it profit a man, if he shall gain the whole world, and lose his soul?’ That’s Mark 8:36. Now don’t you go concernin’ yourself with all that other foolishness. Who gives a good kitty what those simpletons on the story think? You and I both know you can act up a storm and so do your fans. You’re favored and can’t no one take that from you.”


Grandma Jones’s friend Miss Odile, a member of the Church of the Solid Rock choir, told me when I was a little girl that I had something wild behind my onyx eyes that folks just couldn’t put their finger on, that I was intelligent beyond my years and beyond book smarts. I had learned the hard way and by listening to the whispers between the lines of life. My inner compass always in overdrive, I read people comin’ and goin’, by using what was oftentimes frowned upon, “the knowing,” my intuition, my lifeline. Regrettably, I stopped listening to it as I got older, trading my psychic wealth in for a different kind of fortune.


“Now stop running up your phone bill and go to work and make that money. Lord knows that remodel must be costin’ you a pretty penny. Sure wish I could see it.”


Grandma Jones had never been on a plane in her life. Furthermore, she was certain California was going to slide into the Pacific Ocean when the next earthquake struck. I didn’t spend too much time thinking about her prediction, but Grandma Jones was spot-on about my kitchen remodel. Like everyone else in Hell-A, I was dealing with a pirating gangster, also known as a general contractor. I nicknamed him Jack the %#&*ing Rip-Off. The project was already six months overdue.


“Okay, Grandma, I better get to work.”


“And tell my grandbaby I said she needs to write to me more.”


“I’ll tell her tonight,” I promised. “She’s in New York for two weeks with Dwayne, visiting his family. And Grandma, I almost forgot, are you taking your high blood pressure medicine?”


“No, it makes me feel funny. I went back to boilin’ the bush with a little parsley and my stewed prunes. I feel just fine now.”


“Grandma, you know what the doctor said—”


“Yeah, I know what he said, but that don’t make him right. Doctors these days have a pill for everything, and I’ll be doggone if I’m gonna make somebody rich off my itty bitty Social Security. Listen, Beulah, you know I love you to bits and sure wish you’d go back to church. I’ll keep prayin’ for that end.”


“I love you, Grandma.”


We hung up.


Grandma Jones was my rock. I’d never known my mother, Maddie Mae. She’d died giving birth to me, a mere child herself at sixteen. Aside from Ivy, Grandma Jones was the only real family I had.


In that moment, I desperately wished I could go back home for no other reason but to rest my head on Grandma’s talcum-powdered chest.





CHAPTER 3

Cotton Capital of the World



FLASHBACK—CIRCA 1990


Before excommunicating myself from the tambourine-shaking Church of the Solid Rock childhood I grew up in, I needed to take care of some unfinished family business.


In the short summer months, Grandma Jones shared her secret escape, her tired old soap opera, Yesterday, Today and Maybe Tomorrow, while massaging comfort into my dusty scalp. As she lounged in overalls that could walk themselves, I scanned our front room from between her knees. It was a cluttered hodgepodge of personal treasures and furniture that she would never let go of, a collage of religious items and funeral fans, plastic fruit and silk flowers. Oval-framed photographs, including one of her deceased husband, Orville, hung in the center of long-dead relatives against dulled wallpaper, their gloomy expressions peeking out from behind bubbled glasses.


I’d better not make a sound or else. Anyone who knew Grandma Jones knew to strictly adhere to her rules when her “stories” were on: “Don’t call, don’t talk and definitely don’t visit!”


Witnessing yet another soap-a-licious sex scene, I drifted, remembering one warm afternoon under a wide blooming dogwood, raining dainty white petals on my face.


“Thanks for bringing me a cola, Keithie.”


“It ain’t for drinkin’,” he dryly replied, clumsily unbuttoning my dress.


Naϊvely I asked, “W-w-ell, if it ain’t for drinkin’, what’s it for?”


“Just in case.”


I didn’t know diddly-squat about contraception, but I did learn soft drinks could be used for more than quenching ordinary thirst.


There were two things Grandma never missed, church and her “stories.” She had a unique way of breathing requiring her whole body to conspire to do so: inflating her Mahalia Jackson–size bosom like a big helium balloon, holding her breath for several seconds before exhaling. The rhythm suddenly stopped and so did her braiding. Alarmed, I scrambled to my feet and leaned in. Relieved, I felt the shallowest exhale of baking soda breath, informing me that Grandma Jones was still alive.


I tiptoed across the creaking floorboards, turned down the volume, and just two channels away found an oasis in a vintage movie already in progress. Though the reception was poor, I made out the glamorous women doing exactly what I secretly wanted to do. Everything crystallized as I raptly watched the dazzling ladies parade around in pretty crinoline dresses, listening to their fancy talk.


Grandma believed the devil’s work was concealed in TV, with the exception of her “stories” of course, so she forbid me to watch anything she didn’t approve of first. But this was my chance to take a bite out of forbidden fruit while she catnapped, and boy, was it sweet.


As soon as she began to stir, I switched back to her “love in the afternoon,” jettisoning out, organ music playing as credits rolled.


Next I heard, “Mother Hubbard, I missed my stories again! Beulah, why didn’t you wake me up? Shooot!”


Without fail after her meltdown, Grandma got on the phone getting the scoop.


“Shush your mouth, Whil, you don’t say, tell me my girl Calysta lived. Whachoomean, next week? Can’t stand those cliff-hangers, make us all wait till Monday to find out if somebody lived or died. Who? Thought that old buzzard got hit by a bus last year or some such foolishness. A ghost? If they keep writin’ wishy-washy and bringin’ folks back from the dead I’ma stop watchin’.”


My earliest theatrical memories were eavesdropping, listening to the vivid stories told by Miss Odile. In cinematic detail, she shared the wicked adventures of her sister, Minnie Red, living in New York City doing the devil’s work, while Grandma Jones listened.


“Sakes alive, Minnie’s up north struttin’ on that stage big as day, performing half naked with them opera folks, when she could be right here in Greenwood as the musical director of our church choir, T’h!”


As I stood in the cut of our damp pantry listening, all the glittery descriptions of Minnie Red up north sounded anything but sinful to me. She was where the real divas dwelled. She had the right idea gettin’ the heck outta Greenwood. I’d only wished it were me protected by the supernatural force field of a stage.


That night I closed my eyes and ran away to join the opera folks in cloudland. You couldn’t tell me I didn’t belong either, proudly garbed in a medieval helmet, curled ram antlers growing from my head toward the heavens with lots and lots of bushy red synthetic extensions trailing past my ample backside, cosmically priming me for Hollywood.


Dreaming on, in miles of diaphanous chiffon, suspended above the enormous brightly lit expanse, attached to a series of cables, I weightlessly winged it from stage right to stage left to the shrill of a rotund prima donna.


“O sublime fantasy, lasting castle-builder, keep me birdlike, away from my countrified earthbound existence in the Cotton Capital of the World . . .”


Suddenly the songbird ceased to sing, a deafening silence replacing her like a bad understudy. My heart raced. Everything stopped—that is, almost everything. Tragically, I had run out of stage and cable. Wingless, I perilously plummeted into the black vortex of an orchestra pit. That’s where the damn dream abruptly ended. Knowing then as I surely know now, it was only the beginning of lights, camera, calamity, and claws.


 


MEGASHOCKER! Toby Gorman of The Rich and the Ruthless is in the news again, kids, and it ain’t for a Sudsy Award. Performing a lewd act and exposing himself in public is the official charge. Gorman’s lawyer had this to say about his client: “Toby is young and acted under the influence. He’s really a sweet kid!” Supportive members of R&R’s cast packed the Los Angeles courtroom, and of course, Phillip McQueen and Alison Fairchild Roberts broke down in tears after the sentence was read. But really, it wouldn’t be the first time a soap star had made scandalous headlines and for far worse.


The Diva





CHAPTER 4

Bigtooth Maple



My life took a dramatic turn one ordinary Saturday afternoon at the tender age of seventeen. It began the way it always did, dreadfully, cleaning an inheritance I knew I’d never claim. Somethin’ was gonna happen, oh yes, I predicted things all the time and was usually right. Scared some folks half to death too.


Running late and pedaling double-time, I’d forgotten to tie up my braids, unraveling the way an old lie was about to. Couldn’t risk the chunky church ladies tattlin’ on me. They all thought a girl runnin’ around with loose hair meant flirt’n and conceit and that was a sin. So I turned my rusty bike around and headed home quick in a hurry.


Rolling up on the lawn flushed, with the taste of salty perspiration in my mouth, I ran toward the back screen door. But before I opened it I stopped dead in my tracks, hearing familiar voices coming from the woodshed. I sank down in the clover and crabgrass and crawled closer.


Peering through dusty windowpanes, amid bunches of drying homegrown herbs I saw the obstructed profiles of Grandma Jones and Pastor Chester Winslow, the white town preacher.


I was able to make out every other word over the drumbeat of my heart, but what I saw filled in the blanks.


“How’s . . . television work . . . and how’s my . . . ?”


Never looking up, she replied with a nod.


He kept talking, I strained to hear. Then something happened that shook me to the core, something that was clearly routine. He handed over an envelope crammed full of cash.


“. . . takin’ real . . . care of my little . . .”


Feeling sick, I collapsed to the ground, under the stinging truth that Winslow plundered the plate every Sunday. He took up two collections and now I knew why.


“The second collection is for a very special cause.”


Everyone in the congregation wondered what that “special cause” might be.


“Shake it down ’n’ roll it ovah. If you’ve got five give ten, if you got ten give twenty, but good God Almighty whatever you do, don’t let me hear loose change hit my dish.”


The holy looter walked out our shed, his monstrous two-tone Cadillac kickin’ up dust as Grandma shuffled back into the house with the weight of guilty knowledge on her shoulders.


Back on my bike, riding it like the dickens, I took a shortcut, a narrow path sliced through the woods, fragrant with wild blueberries, beating Winslow by a nick.


Oblivious, I charged out of a service room, looping an apron around my neck, a bobby pin between my teeth.


“Whoa, slow down, Beulah, where’s the fire?” he asked as he hung his straw hat in the vestibule. “My goodness, I don’t think I’ve evah seen you in such dis-a-rray or in a rush to work.”


Caught off guard, a mountain of tousled hair piled on top of my sweaty head, I stood there, stuck in quicksand until he asked, “How’d you get those grass stains?”


Glancing down to see the evidence of spying earlier, I removed the bobby pin from my mouth and answered, “I w-was . . .” I stuttered, feeling perspiration trickle down my back.


“Never mind, Beulah. Why don’t you take that rat’s nest down so pastor can see just how long all that thick hair is. Reminds me of your mother. Promise I won’t say a word to your grandma.” He chuckled, staring at me as if reliving his pitchy past.


“No! I mean I have a lot of work to do today.”


Startled, he snapped himself back and responded, “Yes, well get my tea ready and make it snappy.”


I scurried into the kitchen, sharpening my teeth on a bold plan.


Along with unmistakable traits from my father, I inherited my mother’s face, soul, and the task of cleaning Winslow’s house.


If the truth be told, I wasn’t the only child sired by him. Under the pretense of offering spiritual guidance and bereavement counseling, he preyed on innocence and took advantage of trust. The jackleg preacher had a long history of enlightening with more than just words, lifting the downtrodden with one hand while helping himself to the collection plate and the young sanctuary sisters with the other.


I came to understand that my grudge would have to be patient, and no one saw my fury comin’. At seventeen, I’d already worked for Winslow for three long, bitter years.


Like clockwork, I removed the beautifully appointed Limoges tea service I’d washed countless times from the china closet I’d dusted just as many, folded the monogrammed serviette I had starched and pressed, and placed it on the silver tray I hated polishing. Winslow received tea every Saturday afternoon after penning his Sunday sermon.


“Beulah, where’s my tea, I’d like to have it while I’m still alive.” He snickered as though he’d said something funny.


From beneath grizzled eyebrows, he followed my every move as I set down the tray in his mothball-scented office.


The nauseating request “Why don’t you stay?” came every Saturday afternoon and I declined with the same worn-out answer as I poured.


“Sorry, pastor, I have chores at home.”


Maybe the repulsive coot wanted to confess, but it was too doggone late and a truth I already knew.


Eyes narrowing to a sinister ice blue, he dismissively flicked the back of his spotted hand with a sugar cube pinched between his abnormally long fingers, resembling falcon’s talons that always had Friday night’s catch gucked in ’em.


I walked out of his office, down the long hallway, the same way I walked in, through the front door, unscathed with my panties on.


I never looked back.





CHAPTER 5

Shedding a Shady Past
Quicker Than a Crepe Myrtle
Could Shed Its Bark



As we strolled arm in arm just like we did every Sunday for eight o’clock service, Grandma Jones noted, “What an outstanding morning, Beulah.”


“Yes, ma’am. Sure is.”


No sooner did she say that, she asked, “What the devil could all the fuss be about?” noticing folks carryin’ on something terrible in the hazy sunshine. It was pure pandemonium outside the Church of the Solid Rock.


“Sister Jones, Sister Jones,” Deacon Cyrus cried out, frantically half-limping down the nasturtium-lined walkway, waving his handkerchief. “Pastor Wins . . . Pastor Wins . . . Pastor Winslow’s on Main Street!”
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