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Special Thanks


To all who support diversity and good art.


&


To Heather Lashaway, a writing partner and friend, for bringing your indefatigable commitment, patience, and humor to this book. Thanks for making writing so much fun!




Champagne for your real friends, real pain for your sham friends . . . and cheers to you if you can tell the difference.


—CALYSTA JEFFRIES
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DAYTIME DRAMA DESPERATELY SEEKING DEMOGRAPHIC? Look! Up in the air! It’s a bird . . . it’s a plane . . . it’s . . . a soap star on a trapeze?! That’s right, kids, a few of your favorite soap stars are swapping their feathers and Spanx for sequins and . . . well, tighter Spanx, sacrificing themselves on the altar of ratings to participate on the hit WBC reality show Circus of the Soap Opera Stars. Course, for some—say, fan favorite Calysta Jeffries, recently restored to her rightful role of iconic Ruby Stargazer—the circus may be a relief after life on The Rich and the Ruthless set. After all, tightropes have nets and tigers just bite heads off instead of stealing storylines and men! A little birdie also told me notorious party animal Toby Gorman never made it to air after crashing into a tree light in the wings while exiting the stage during dress rehearsal, busting his nose, receiving five stitches over his left eye. Bummer!


So tune in, kiddies, to the greatest show on earth at 8/7 Central, to see more egos stuffed under a big top than clowns in a car.


The Diva
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CHAPTER 1


Circus of the Soap Opera Stars


Wheeeeeeeeeeeeeeee!” Emmy Abernathy, my costar on the number one sudser The Rich and the Ruthless (Gina Chiccetelli), swung upside down overhead as I prepared to climb the ladder to the tiny trapeze platform above. Clad in a revealing gold glitter bikini and tutu ensemble, Emmy forced her legs into a split.


Nervous jitters tickled my tummy as noisy chatter from the audience filtered in and Karl L. King’s “Hosts of Freedom” blasted. I glanced around the madcap circus ring set full of bustling stagehands and other besequined bubblers who’d had the dubious distinction of being chosen to participate in the WBC’s prime-time reality hit Circus of the Soap Opera Stars. Dress rehearsal had not gone well.


“Disgusting,” my powder-puffed costar Phillip McQueen (Barrett Fink) had slurred due to a mild tranq paramedics fed him earlier. Firefighters rescued a hysterical Phillip, who had a fear of heights, from the trapeze bar where he’d dangled like a helpless infant. Swathed in a hideous rainbow-sequined unitard, nervously rubbing more rosin on his palms, the divo whined, “This whole fiasco has ruined my hands. They’re callused, cracking, and . . .”


A stagehand interrupted. “Climb, McQueen.”


I watched his unsteady progress until he made it to the staging platform, then followed. Had to admit it was exciting—the lights, music, and growing crowd adding to the energy. As the spotlight hit me, I naturally broke into a wide, crimson-lipped smile, outstretching my gloved arms like a natural showgirl. A true soap diva always steps up to the performance plate.
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For my first public appearance since rejoining the soap, The Rich and the Ruthless’s interim executive producer, Veronica Barringer, had chosen me to be the featured star of the main trapeze act to help represent the show, overriding objections by the World Broadcast Company network, R&R executives, and certain viperous costars. While they’d been forced to don a civil façade since my return, blistering hatred and jealousy thrummed underneath.


I kept it movin’ and did the silly preshow interviews Cliffhanger Weekly conducted during dress rehearsal.


“I’m so excited to be on top of an elephant! They’re so wise and never forget,” my R&R costar and friend Shannen Lassiter (Dr. Justine Lashaway) gushed to reporter Mitch Morelli. Shannen looked radiant in the red, white, and blue striped bodysuit she’d been poured into.


“So I’ve heard. But, Shannen, why don’t we talk about what an opportunity this is for you to be seen on prime time? Many readers have asked why you haven’t made the leap to prime time or film—Broadway even. You’re so . . .”


“ . . . sexy. I already know. And that’s why. My job is to be a soap opera siren and as stimulating as possible, the fans count on it. But I’ve got to be honest, Mitch—being too beautiful can be a real handicap. I can’t tell you how many times casting directors have called my agent to say I nailed the audition but I was distractingly beautiful; if only they’d measure me by my work. I can’t help it if I’m hot without trying. I know it’s intimidating, but it’s a gift.”


“You’re so right, amada mía,” said fiery Latin costar and Shannen’s current offscreen lover, Javier Vásquez (Pepe), interrupting. Picked to get in the cage with the tigers—after Emmy was almost mauled, neglecting to report she was being visited by Aunt Flo—Javier wore only a leopard-print loincloth draped around his hips, every sculpted bronze muscle glistening with baby oil.


Mitch left Shannen and Javier doing some mauling of their own as Emmy darted in to grab a piece of the press.


“Hey, Mitch, like my tutu?” she said suggestively.


“It’s very gold.”


“Yeah, awesome, right? Back at my fighting weight and so ready to get up on that high wire and show the world what trapezing is all about, I could just wet myself. Did the baby food diet to prepare—lost ten pounds! What’s the problem, fatties? Even got a side gig pole-dancing at Club Goodhurt as part of my training; my body’s my temple and it’s never been bendier.”


“Pole-dancing? That’s an . . . interesting way to get in . . .”


“Don’t, Mitch, I hear the innuendo in your voice. Nothing skeevy about it, it’s incredibly artistic. I mean, I learned how to do the Caterpillar, the Bow and Arrow, the Brass Monkey . . . it was all so empowering. Who knows, I might be the next Dita Von Teese.”


“Sounds like it.”


Circus handler Blaze rushed over. “Emmy, darling, we’re going to have to ax the high-wire act.”


“What the hell?”


“I got Phillip back on board with the trapeze since he doesn’t have to let go of the bar, but he’s not gonna make it across that wire.”


“Are you kidding me? Big friggin’ baby . . . why can’t Toby do it?”


Notorious soap hottie Toby Gorman had recently returned to The Rich and the Ruthless as my on-screen daughter Jade’s amnesiac boyfriend, Axel.


Blaze bit his lip. “Toby had an . . . accident, stagehand just escorted him to the hospital for stitches. Anyway, the act is cut.”


“No way! Why can’t I do it solo on roller skates like we first talked about? Lisa Rinna did it back in the day.”


“I don’t think so. . . .”


“Calysta, honey, you’re working it,” said Mitch, cozying up, leaving Emmy and Blaze to their argument.


“Feel like a disco ball exploded on me,” I smirked, smoothing a manicured hand down the curve of my hip.


“How’s it feel to be a part of the circus?”


“Familiar. Just swappin’ one set of clowns for another.”


“What’s it like being back on a show you had such a public falling-out with?”


“See, that’s why I dig you, Mitch, you dive right on in.” I laughed. “Feels good to be back home. I’ve always been about the work. That hasn’t changed. With Augustus on the mend and Veronica behind the wheel, this show’s headin’ in the right direction.”


“Nicely put. Anyone sour about your return?”


Playing nice for Veronica, I said, “Why don’t you ask them?” indicating my costars on the set.
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As Phillip swung out on his trapeze, eyes wide with fear, I peeled off one glove and tossed it, then the other, to the crowd’s roaring delight.


As I leapt from the safety of the platform, legs straight, toes perfectly pointed, arching my slender back, creating a perfect silhouette, I reached out to grab Phillip’s sticky, cracked hands and clung for dear life. My stomach free-falling, I swung down across the deep chasm, momentarily transported back to my childhood—a recurring dream of winging weightlessly on cables against the backdrop of an operatic prima donna—but Phillip’s loosening grip slammed me back to reality.


The crowd was a blur as I streaked by, Emmy’s calculating face coming into focus as I let go of Phillip’s wrists and reached for hers.


Our hands linked wrist to wrist perfectly, Emmy’s slicked with baby oil.


Though it must have been mere seconds, I plummeted for what felt like forever. My back hit the net, giving me an instant rope burn, launching me briefly back into the air. Above, Emmy had come up to a sitting position on the swing, her laughter obvious though unheard by the gasping crowd.


Remembering the protocol if I were to fall, I reached to give a thumbs-up to show I was okay.


An avalanche of applause erupted.


As I bounced gently in the net, I couldn’t help but think the whole thing—from the damn blinding lights to the soaring up, up, up and falling down, down, down—was a perfect metaphor for my life as a soap opera star.
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HOLD ON TO YOUR CHAPEAUS, DARLINGS. Your diva has just received pearl-clutching news that Shelly Montenegro, the—and how do I say this—mature former star of WBC’s The Daring and the Damned, is doing a spread for Playboy! Said the bona fide cougar, “Can’t wait! I look mah-velous and never had any work done.” Well, we can’t argue with that. Seems Montenegro was a favorite of party boy Heff a million years ago. Guess an underappreciated soap legend’s gotta do what she’s gotta do, especially after walking off the D&D set last month following a contract dispute. . . .


The Diva
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CHAPTER 2


Every Rose Has Its Thorns


While the reception on my return to The Rich and the Ruthless had been chilly, I’d managed to avoid frostbite thanks to my new ally, Veronica Barringer. Taking over for her father, my mentor, Augustus Barringer Sr., Veronica had proven to be an invaluable asset to Barringer Dramatic Series, ambitiously taking the reins, reminiscent of Augustus’s style. Thanks to her, I was also a story consultant, the same title former head writer Felicia Silverstein had been demoted to. For a rich chick, Veronica was one cool lady.


“Knock-knock,” said a familiar voice through the door.


“Come in.”


“Hey, Calysta.” Production assistant Ben Singh smiled. “You were amazing on Circus of the Soap Opera Stars last week.”


“Thank you.”


“I’d never watch that cheesy show but . . . I kinda had to. What a drag Phillip wiped out with Emmy.”


“I’m sure only their egos were bruised. What brings you by?”


“Oh, I was told to check on you.”


“Check on me?”


“Yeah.” He fidgeted. “You know, make sure you have everything you need.”


“Such as?” I asked, enjoying every second of this.


“Well, for instance, would you like your dressing room painted, new furniture, new anything?”


Appraisingly, I responded, “Hoped that woulda been handled sooner but afterthoughts have their value.”


Ben’s giant eyes darted.


“I’ll take the show up on a fresh coat of paint and a new rug. Clearly, someone had their pet in here without the litter box.”


“I don’t think it was a pet,” Ben said, moving the coffee table into the hallway. Rolling up the area floor covering, he mumbled, “Better get this filth out of here before you catch something.”


Shannen burst through the door. “Hey, diva, we finally have a scene together! Where do you want to run lines? Oh, Ben, I didn’t see you down there.”


“What’s new?” he groaned.


“Ben’s being a sweetheart, takin’ this rank rug outta here.” I said.


“O-M-G, there’s so much DNA on that sisal. Couldn’t pay me to come in here without a Hazmat suit on,” said Shannen.


With the rug over one shoulder, Ben confirmed, “I’ll get the painters in here right away, Calysta. Jamaica pink, right?”


“You remembered.”


“You’re the only actor we’ve had to get custom hypoallergenic paint for.”


“I’m impressed, Calysta. Not even Joan Collins got that star treatment when she did a cameo last year,” Shannen reminisced.


“It’s just paint. Don’t give ’em that much credit,” I remarked.


Bursting at the seams to fill me in on the latest soap dish, Shannen gushed, “Guess it’s not a secret anymore that Veronica called a company meeting before you returned; all cast members were mandated to attend.”


“Did she?”


“She laid it out.”


“Laid what out?” I encouraged.


“She warned if anyone harassed you they’d be kissing a pink slip. The kicker was she kept her focus on Emmy and Phillip. It was awesome watching them twitch.”


“Wow, I knew Veronica was in my corner but . . .”


“That’s not all. She said toward the end of the season several contracts would be ending due to the industry shrinking.”


“Sounds ominous.”


“Everyone’s nervous and boosting their brownnosing so be on Hershey alert. This is going to be quite the year.” Shannen mischievously giggled. Forgetting her earlier rant, she threw herself on the couch. “I’m sooo glad you’re back, Calysta.”


“Awww . . .”


“I mean it. It’s been hell doing this dumb show without you. Like there’s been a hole in R&R and everyone knows it—even the haters.”


“Truthfully, Shannen, I’ve missed the show and you just as much.”


“Hey, I’ll bet you a trip to Jamaica that Emmy won’t pass the Veronica test.”


“You’re on, but we both know that heifer’ll fail.”


Falling out with laughter, we were interrupted by the stage manager’s voice over the intercom. “That’s a half hour, folks. Shannen and Calysta, you’re up after lunch. Scenes twenty-four, twenty-five, and twenty-six. Be camera ready.”


Sucking her teeth, Shannen said, “Can you believe production is down to one take?”


“Veronica’s takin’ the EP thing seriously, don’t blame her. She ain’t lettin’ outsiders get their sticky flypaper hands on her family’s soaps any more than she has to.”


“Did you hear she threw Auggie a sibling peace offering after their falling-out went public? He’s listed in the R&R credits as a creative consultant, but he’s not supposed to come on set.”


The Cliffhanger Weekly and Soap Suds Digest cover story at every supermarket checkout was how The Daring and the Damned had torpedoed to dead last in the ratings and been on cancellation watch until the WBC offered to save it from the soap opera graveyard like so many others. After the bloodbath was over, a reluctant Augustus Barringer had given up 51 percent of his number two soap plus all of foreign distribution.


No wonder Veronica ran R&R with an iron fist and slept with one eye open.


“Anyway, Veronica keeps the first thing actors spit out on camera no matter what. Drives Julius absolutely bonkers. Think he was directing before you left. Max is totally chill about it though.”


“Max?”


“You haven’t met him yet. He’s the new assistant director. Yummy with a capital YUM. If I weren’t with Javier, I would totally be inappropriate with him.”


“Look, Shannen,” I said, standing up and stretching. “I’m dizzy with all this catch-up and I’ma faint if I don’t eat. Whaddaya say we get some grub?”


Hooking arms, we headed out.
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Shannen and I shot our scenes in record time, literally ushered off set by stagehands swapping out walls. Before I could take a quick breather, a noxious voice stopped me in the hall.


Serial misogynist and co-executive producer Stanley Mercury called, “Calsyta, knock off the shenanigans when you’re delivering lines. They’re baffoonish and don’t cast our show in a good light.”


“Really, Stanley? I read R&R’s ratings got a bump when I was on air. Folks like a little humor peppered into these dry-ass scripts, makes it organic, hearing stuff that reflects their own lives. Face it, Stanley, nobody talks Whitehaven.”


The notorious racist had been on my back from jump. Word on the soapvine was he’d had a hand in firing every minority on both Medical Clinic and the soap he’d started out on, Yesterday, Today, and Maybe Tomorrow.


“Think what you will, Calysta. When you own your own soap you can write it any way you want to, but for now you’re under contract with WBC and Barringer Dramatic Series. Soaps are serious business. It’s called daytime drama, not comedy. Get it?”


“How can I not? But if you guys would just open up the cartel a skosh, let some fresh air in the room, maybe we wouldn’t be teetering on this doomsday seesaw. For the record, Cliffhanger Weekly’s fan-o-meter says they love my urban one-liners, so let me ask you this. . . .”


“Make it quick, Calysta, the ‘five’ is almost over.”


“Didn’t Edith once tell me that I bring in a key audience share to R&R?”


“Yeah, yeah, yeah, but that was . . .”


“And didn’t Veronica tell you, and I quote, ‘Just let Calysta rip, I trust her’ after it was discovered you ate into precious production time calling your black phone-a-friend at Yale for translations after every one of my much-needed ad-libs?”


“An exaggeration.”


“Sure about that? ’Cause according to Ben, you asked him what ‘cooked my last grit’ meant just two weeks ago when you couldn’t reach your Ebonics translator. Ben was very insulted. Try to remember, just ’cause a man is brown don’t mean he’s black.”


“Places!” shouted the stage manager.


Coolly sweeping away, I met Shannen on set, seeing we were now joined by my on-screen Valley girl daughter, Jade, and prickly pear, self-appointed grande dame Alison Fairchild Roberts.


“O-M-G! Soap Suds Digest put me in their crossword puzzle!” Jade exclaimed as a greeting.


Bubble-burster Alison replied, “So what, I was a clue on Jeopardy! last night and that’s prime time. Let’s shoot!”




[image: images]



CHAPTER 3


Bullshit . . . Bullshit . . . Bullshit . . . Me


Stealing a corner in her husband Randall’s hospital room after he’d been found comatose at their premature Holmby Hills victory party, a Donna Karan-clad Alison whimpered into her cell phone to her therapist.


“You have no idea how violent those EMT people were with me. Every time I reached for Randy they pushed me back. I’m so traumatized I’m thinking about suing. Could you prescribe a sedative? I plan on staying here for as long as it takes.”


The hospital door swung open to admit a battle-ax of a nurse.


“Mrs. Roberts?”


“Who wants to know? And why aren’t you using my alias? I’m trying to hide from all that press downstairs,” Alison slurred.


“Mrs. Roberts, it appears the press is here for Dolly Burke. I’ll have to ask you to keep your voice down. We have other patients on the floor who are trying to rest,” the night nurse half scolded.


Alison zigzagged her way across the room declaring, “And did you know this is a private suite and my husband is a big TV producer and I’m big too?” before plopping on Randall’s bed.


Ignoring Alison’s drunken rant, the nurse continued, “The doctor will be in shortly to discuss the next steps for your husband and his recovery. And I know who you are. I used to watch The Rich and the Ruthless when you were a stripper and I was in college, but that was a long, long, long time ago.”


“Tell Doc make it snappy, I don’t have all day.”


The door shut.


The nurse left Alison feeling even older as she fished out Randall’s ringing phone.


“Hello? Who? CiCi? Who the hell are . . . Hello?”


Click.


A belligerent Alison picked up speed rifling Randall’s pockets, hitting pay dirt in his wallet when she came across a faded, folded newspaper clipping wrapped around the yellowed Nelson-Atkins Museum of Art ID Randall nostalgically carried. Scanning the article, she grew more furious with every syllable. Though tipsy, Alison would know Beulah Espinetta Jones’s hated face anywhere.


Suddenly, Randall’s babbling in the ambulance about how a “ . . . T.I. stole my Yacht-Master II” made sense.


“So, Calysta, this is what your backwoods homegirl had on you. My Randy knew it and you poisoned him to silence him.” Facing the Los Angeles skyline, she avowed, “You’re gonna pay, bitch, or my name isn’t Alison Fairchild Roberts.”
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“ . . . or my name isn’t Alison Fairchild Roberts . . . or my name isn’t . . .”


“Alison, wake up, you’re having a nightmare,” said her acting coach, Chickie Finch.


“Huh?” Alison wiped the corner of her mouth, shaking away the unsettling memory.


“Honey, you called me to run lines. So let’s hit it.”


Sitting up in her chaise and taking a sip of Chablis, Alison proceeded to speed-read through the script.


“Bullshit . . . bullshit . . . bullshit . . . me. Bullshit . . . bullshit . . . bullshit . . . me. Where am I in this gawddamn script?” she griped with a clabber face, ripping out page after page, crumpling the papers before whisking them into her kidney-shaped pool accented with a mosaic R&R at the bottom.


“Better thank your lucky stars you still have a job, honey,” reminded Chickie.


“Crucify me.”


“Who am I today?” asked Chickie.


“Who else? That douche bag Wolfe . . . I mean Vidal, same difference. I swear, if casting doesn’t find me a younger love interest and Veronica doesn’t come up with a chunkier storyline I’m gonna find a new show.”


“At fifty-eight?” challenged Chickie.


“You only know that because we grew up in the same house. Say it out loud again and you’re disowned. Now, I have the first line. And do Vidal with the accent.”


RORY


Vidal, darling, when do we leave for Istanbul?


Chickie dropped her voice, speaking with the worst accent ever.


VIDAL


Vhen I say so. It depends if I close the deal vith Lady Lovekin and get back Vinn Hansen International Biscuit Business stock she stole from me.


RORY


I’ll be seeing her today at the Whitehaven Country Club. Why don’t I have a word with her about . . .


VIDAL


Rory, business is a man’s job. Staying out of it and keeping me happy are the only two things you have to do.


RORY


(Tearing up)


But, Vidal, I’m only . . .


In perfect form a gorgeous, honey-toned pool boy suddenly sprang off the diving board, resurfacing with glistening skin and a devilish smile.


“Mrs. Roberts, coming in for a deep?”


“Not today, Micah. Got to learn my three friggin’ lines. Isn’t he perfect?” remarked Alison.


“Yeah, a real gem, but why’s he in the pool he’s supposed to be cleaning?”


“He is cleaning it, silly. Besides, he unlocks my pent-up passion just doing the backstroke.”


“If that’s all him in those trunks, I’ll bet he’s cleaning something else too,” Chickie murmured as Micah playfully tossed a soggy paper back at Alison. “Let me know when the spitball fight is over,” she said, retreating toward the bar.


“Don’t be bitter, Chickie,” Alison laughed. “Fix me one too.”


Left unsettled by her not-a-dream, she allowed her mind to finish the scene as it had played out months earlier in the hospital.
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Snatching up her own phone, she scrolled through her long list of contacts till she found Calysta Jeffries. Alison’s assistant had over-helped, entering all cast and crew contact information from the Rich and the Ruthless Christmas card list. That Girl Friday lasted a week.


Alison slowly typed out a text to Calysta: i no wat u did 2 yr daddy, beulah.
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CHAPTER 4


Bones


(MISSISSIPPI FLASHBACK)


 . . . i no wat u did 2 yr daddy, beulah.


I bolted up in bed, heart hammering in my ears, drowning out the pattering rain.


“Mom, you okay?” my daughter, Ivy, questioned as she tiptoed into the bedroom. “I thought you’d be asleep, just wanted to grab my iPod.”


“Fine, baby,” I forced out.


“Mother Jones and Miss Whilemina cheat somethin’ awful at bid whist,” she teased loudly as she dug through her bag.


“Hush that mouth, chile,” Grandma Jones bandied back through the paper walls. “And don’t you be stayin’ up all hours with that new gadget; you have church in the mornin’.”


Swallowing panic, I forced myself to lie back, gripping my phone while Ivy and Grandma Jones settled into silence.


Glancing at the message again, I saw the number was “Blocked.” Who was this? Only a few people knew for certain what I’d done to my jackleg preachin’ father, Chester Winslow. None of them would do this . . . except . . .


My skin went cold thinking about that snake Randall Roberts. Of course it was him. And I’d thought he’d never wake up from that coma.
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After a sleepless night, I sat through eight o’clock service at Church of the Solid Rock like a zombie.


“Mom?” Ivy gently tugged my arm to steer me out. “You okay?”


“Just need some air. I’ma go for a walk,” I assured, fanning myself. “I’ll meet up with you at Miss Whilemina’s for dinner.”


The second I was out of earshot, I dialed Shannen, knowing she’d have the latest.


“Hey, Calysta, how’s M-i-s-s-i-s-s-i-p-p-i?”


“Africa hot. Listen, Shan, sorry, but I gotta make this quick. I was wondering if you’d heard anything about Randall comin’ out of his coma?”


“Course I did. That was weeks ago . . .”


Speechless, I picked up my jaw as Shannen continued.


“Everyone knows Veronica demoted Randall to associate producer. He’s supposed to be back on set next week.”


“What?”


“Javier heard Toby telling Jade, who got it from Maeve. Can’t believe Randall’s coming back at all!”
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