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My life has been a soap opera since the day I was born.

At the time of my arrival, my mother had been an actress (using that term loosely) on Good As Gold for almost ten years. The writers had worked her pregnancy into the story line, and when Mom started going into labor, the director kept the cameras rolling. Mom swears she didn’t notice, but if you look at the episode, you can see that she’s playing it up, hoping that each contraction will bring her closer to a Daytime Emmy. Luckily, the cameras weren’t allowed in the delivery room. But two weeks later, Mom was back at work, on the twelve-by-twelve set that serves as every single hospital room in the fictional town of Shadow Canyon. (If you watch closely, you’ll see that only the flowers change.) Immaculately made up, with the whole staff of Shadow Canyon General watching on in admiration, my mother gave birth to me for a second time. And I was there waiting, under the sheet between her legs, for Dr. Lance Singletary to reach in, lift me toward the camera, and utter with complete surprise, “It’s a girl, Geneva! It’s a girl!”

This was the first time I ever appeared on TV.

It was also the last.

They wanted to keep me. Mom and I were on the cover of Soap Opera Digest and Soap Opera Weekly. There was a crew from Entertainment Tonight taping the Good As Gold crew as they taped my second birth. Mom’s fan clubs sent thousands of daisies, homemade cards (many of them addressed to Geneva), and home-knit pairs of socks. A network press release dubbed me “the Future Queen of Soapland” and said I was a “star of tomorrow.” The hype was stupendous, but clearly I didn’t believe my own press. On my second day of taping, I refused to stop crying—big, volcanic wails. The noise was unbearable … and, even worse, the way I cried made my face scrunch up. If there’s one thing a soap opera will never, ever tolerate, it’s a scrunched-up, uncute face, even on a sixteen-day-old baby.

A supermodel pair of baby twins was brought in, and I was sent home with a nanny. Four months later, Good As Gold viewers would watch as Geneva’s infant daughter, Diamond, was abducted by Geneva’s escaped-convict ex-lover, a former priest named Rance who had sixteen personalities (ten of whom were battling sex addiction). When Diamond was found six months later by the lone member of Shadow Canyon’s police force, she had miraculously transformed into a breast-budding twelve-year-old starlet—a fact that none of the citizens of Shadow Canyon (not even the clairvoyant ones) ever noticed.

In the past sixteen years, Diamond has been abducted six times, has died once, has fallen in love twice with people who were later revealed to be her relatives, has had three bouts of amnesia, has been in a coma twice, has eloped once, has broken off two engagements, has had her debutante debut ruined once by an earthquake and once by a dead best friend, has twice fallen into the hands of a coven of witches, has been locked in the trunk of a car six times, has pulled a gun on someone fourteen times, has had a gun pulled on her twenty-two times, and has had near-death experiences eight times (twice from drowning, twice in a car crash, once in a plane crash, once after being stabbed by her lover-slash-long-lost-stepbrother, once in childbirth, and once—I swear to god—from slipping on a patch of black ice, which was later revealed to have been put there by her diabolically scheming half sister/stepmother).

The one thing Diamond and I have in common: Neither of us knows who our father is. Everyone has a theory. Personally, I’d like a name.

Really, it’s only compared to Diamond’s life that my own life seems ordinary. By most other standards, it’s still pretty messed up.

In the past sixteen years, my mother has been engaged four times, has been married three times, and has been sued for palimony twice. We have lived in eleven different places—one for each engagement and marriage, one carriage house, one apartment, one extended stay at the Beverly Wilshire hotel, and one extended stay at an “exhaustion clinic” (chosen because it had day care). I have attended six different schools, have faced off against either nineteen or twenty nannies—I’ve lost count—and have met at least five different men who may or may not be my father.

It’s been a lot to deal with, mostly on my own. Only two things have remained constant. The first is the way I’m treated at school. It doesn’t matter which school, whether it’s full of stoners or preps or aspiring actresses or nuns. They’re pretty much the same once my mom’s identity is revealed. I’ve put up with it all. “Hey, your mom is sleeping with the mayor of Shadow Canyon even though he’s married to her sister!” “Hey, how’d your mom like having sex with a guy who ended up being a ghost?” “Hey, isn’t your mom the one who was abducted by aliens and came back with a pack of dynamite strapped to her bra on a brainwashed mission to blow up the Shadow Canyon Mother-Daughter Fashion Show?”

Yes, that’s my mom.

Uh-huh.

You got me.

Please stop.

You’d think it would be enough to make me loathe soap operas. But, really, I can’t hate them too much, since the second big constant in my life has been the Good As Gold set. The only babysitter or nanny I ever tolerated was Gina, my mother’s makeup person (which makes her a pretty big constant, as well). Not because she let me play dress-up or taught me how to use mascara (I still don’t). No, I loved Gina because she would let me sit in the space beneath my mother’s makeup table so I could read as much as I wanted. I would alternate between Little Women and all the gossip magazines; a lot of the time I learned more about my mother from Us Weekly than I did from our us-weekly dinners. I also loved to read my mother’s scripts, because each one was more melodramatic than the next. At school I learned addition, subtraction, multiplication, and long division. After school I learned seduction, distraction, manipulation, and long indecision. You’d think it would have made me a little slut. But ultimately it just made me want to write about little sluts.

The older I got, the more I realized how ridiculous Good As Gold was. Time moved very, very slowly in the scripts—usually a whole week’s worth of episodes would take place in about three hours of Shadow Canyon time. And in that three hours there’d be everything from murder, sex, and betrayal to feral-cat attacks and gratuitously half-naked coed swim meets. The characters I loathed the most were the teenagers, because they never found the time to go to school or do anything outside their little world. If anything, they were just extensions of their parents’ plotlines. Even when it got a little interesting—ooh, Diamond’s dabbling in lesbianism; wow, Carter’s become addicted to champagne—the plots seemed to exist so the town elders could have more Daytime Emmy Moments of shock! outrage! and grief! As soon as the parents stopped wringing their hands over the trouble the teens had gotten into, the teens were off in search of another form of trouble. (For whatever reason, the Good As Gold writers loved to threaten the teen characters with electrocution. Nothing like a run-in with an open wire to boost ratings.)

It was comedy, but nobody seemed in on the joke.

At first I kept my mouth shut. Then I couldn’t take it anymore.

The big breakthrough came on a day that nobody was expecting even a small breakthrough. It was midnight after a long day of eleventh grade (for me) and a long day of shooting (for Mom), and Mom was watching herself on TiVo. She’ll never admit she does this, but what can I say—she’s addicted to herself.

The scene was pretty harmless, as Good As Gold scenes go. Geneva was talking to yet another ex, Colt, who’d been blinded in a car accident that was caused by either an on-coming truck (driven by Geneva?) or a UFO (driven by Geneva?).


GENEVA

We can’t do this.




COLT

Geneva, you’re the only woman
I would want to see …
if I could see.




GENEVA

You may be the blind one,
Colt, but I’m the one who’s
truly been blind. Blind to
the consequences.




COLT

Hold me.




GENEVA

I can’t! Not with Vance in
the other room!




COLT

If you won’t hold me, then
I’ll hold you.



That’s really all it took to get Geneva into bed. Although at this point in Mom’s career—much to her distress—Geneva always seemed to fall into bed with her clothes fully on.

“Did you really just say, ‘You may be the blind one, but I’m the one who’s truly been blind’?” I asked.

From the resulting silence, I figured Mom hadn’t heard me—she was too busy studying the way she looked as Colt unbridled her. But after the scene was over (which was about ten seconds later, since soap-opera scenes never last longer than it takes to unbutton a shirt), Mom paused the TiVo.

“What?” she said, annoyed.

I knew I was breaking her routine. When Mom watched the TiVo, she always took precise mental notes. Not about what she could do to improve her performance—no, more like who she could blame for whatever was wrong. Her co-stars, the writers, the lighting director, the guy from catering who wouldn’t stop putting potato chips on the snack table—if Mom wasn’t hitting her mark, someone had to burn. I myself never felt too far out of the range of her blame. My whole existence threw her off.

“Don’t you ever get sick of the crap lines?” I said to her now. “Don’t you ever want to sound like a real person instead of someone on a soap opera?”

“A real person? Are you the expert on real people now?” Mom challenged, using her best vodka voice. Absolut bitch.

I continued. “It’s like you’re in this world full of Hallmark sayings, although Hallmark would never, ever use any of them on a card. Dear Colt. I’m so sorry that you’re blind. But I’m the one who’s truly been blind. Come see me sometime for a cure. Love, Geneva.”

“It works” was all Mom had to say to that.

“If it works so well, why are your ratings down?”

The minute I said it, I knew I’d crossed the line … right into my mother’s militarized zone. I was allowed to trash the dialogue—she’d only blame the writers for the purple prose, even though she was the one who stuck the quill so far deep into the purple ink, especially when she “improvised.” I could even, if she was in a good mood, make fun of a costume or the name of a character. But I was never allowed to discuss anything to do with aging, appearance, the Daytime Emmy she’d never won, or bad ratings.

If it had been an episode of Good As Gold, she would have slapped me. But instead she unpaused her TiVo and turned back to her show. She even turned up the volume a little, to punctuate the point.

I figured if she could act like an adolescent, then I (the actual adolescent) could, too. So I went to my room, slammed the door, and pulled out my journal to fire off a few lines. But even that didn’t satisfy me.

I had a blog that I used every now and then—it was pretty low-key, and I thought maybe a dozen people had read it. It seemed like a safe space. So before I could think too much about it, I started to vent.


Why are soap operas so fake? Who the hell wants to spend an hour every day watching amnesiac nymphomaniacs who speak like aliens from the planet Melodrama? What about real problems? What about real drama? Real life is contrived enough as it is. Wouldn’t it be great to have a soap opera about people you actually cared about? Wouldn’t it be revolutionary to revolve a show around all the messed-up crap that actually happens to us instead of all this make-believe crap? My friends’ stories—anybody’s stories—are about a hundred times more compelling than anything you can find on the TV at three o’clock. You want to know why soap operas are going the way of the dinosaur? It’s because we relate to the characters about as much as we would relate to a dinosaur. If I had my own show, I’d be able to prove to you how right I am.



I figured nobody would read it.

It ended up that two people did.

My best friend, Amelia, called me about two minutes after I posted it.

“So you and your mom got into a fight again.” (That was her version of hello.)

“I mentioned her ratings.”

“Whoa! Did you happen to mention that she needs a new face-lift, too?”

“I couldn’t. The TV was too loud. I think the last face-lift might have accidentally covered up her ears.”

“It’s not fair, you know. I wish I could make fun of my parents’ ratings, too. All parents should have ratings to make fun of.”

Amelia and I were somewhere between being old friends and new friends, meaning we’d known each other for about a year, ever since I’d moved to Cloverdale, my latest school. (My mother tended to send me to a new school every time we moved house, like getting a new pair of shoes to match a new dress.) I didn’t know what she was complaining about—her parents were pretty cool in a carpool-and-curfew kind of way. But they were never enough for Amelia, who wanted them to be a part of the Hollywood side of LA. She had dreams of being a big star, and her parents (both of them English teachers) didn’t want her to hit the firmament until she finished high school and college.

“Well,” she said to me now, “if I had a few million dollars, I’d definitely give you a show to run. And I’d watch it every single day, if I wasn’t out on auditions.”

“Oh, don’t worry,” I told her. “If I have a show of my own, you’ll get to be the lead. There’s no way I could do it without you.”

She cheered around that, and we moved on to other topics—boys, classes, blah blah blah. The whole show idea would’ve probably ended there.

But then I got the next call.

It was Donald, my mother’s agent. He’d been my mother’s agent for as long as anyone could remember and was, as far as I could tell, the only straight guy who’d survived knowing my mother for that long without being eaten by her praying-mantis side.

“Hello, Mallory,” he said. Unlike most people in LA, he always said hello.

“Hi, Donald. What’s up?”

“I saw your blog.” He said the word blog as if it was something out of a science-fiction movie. “I love your idea. Do you have a bible?”

Now, if I hadn’t grown up on a soap-opera set, this question probably would have thrown me—was Donald going to ask me to repent for my sins? Go check the Testaments to find some inspiration there?

But he wasn’t talking about the Bible. He was talking about a bible. Every show had one—the list of characters and plots and relationships and settings that acted as the foundation for all the stories the writers came up with. The longer a show ran, the longer and more complicated its bible became. At the beginning, it was usually about fifty pages and had enough characters and story ideas for a year’s worth of episodes.

Right then, of course, my “bible” consisted of exactly one ranting blog entry. But I wasn’t about to tell Donald that.

“Yeah, I have a bible,” I said.

He paused to think. Ever since I was a little kid, I’d imagined that if thoughts could have sounds, Donald’s thoughts would be like ice cubes clinking in a glass. There was something cold about the way he processed things, but also something a little musical.

Finally, he said, “Can you send it to me tomorrow? It’s a long shot, but I think the network’s been looking for something like this. And I’m having lunch with Stu Eisenhorn.”

Stu Eisenhorn was the president of the network on which Good As Gold aired. As far as I could tell, he’d never been jilted by, entangled with, or enraptured by my mother. Which was a big plus.

“I can get it to you first thing,” I said.

“That’s my girl!” Donald replied. Then he wished me good night.

As if I was going to get any sleep. I figured I had about six hours to come up with an entire soap opera.

The first thing I needed was a town name. The first word that came to mind was Deception, for obvious reasons.

That sounded like a start.

Deception …

I needed another noun.

Deception Mountain.

It sounded like a place where gay spies retired. Or a twisted Disneyland ride.

Deception Valley.

Like a bad salad dressing.

Deception Hills.

Fake boobs.

Deception Ranch.

Another bad salad dressing.

I looked at my bulletin board and saw photos of me and Amelia; photos of me and my sort-of-maybe-part-time boyfriend, Keith; tickets from old concerts; a backstage pass to my old friend Aaron’s concert at the Hollywood Bowl.

Backstage pass. Pass.

Deception Pass.

Bingo.

Now all I needed were about a dozen characters, two dozen plotlines, and a map of the town.

This time I looked up at my shelves. Specifically, I looked at the row of eleven notebooks on the very top shelf, my entire journaled life since the age of twelve.

Surely, there was enough reality there to be turned into a soap opera.

I put my laptop atop my lap and started flipping through all the years of passionate handwriting. It only took a few memory flashes to get me started.

This wasn’t going to be based on a true story, with the true story being my life. Yeah, I started with autobiography, but I quickly diverged from that. I wanted this to be about real people with real problems. (Life with my mother did not count as real.) I started with the basic shape of all storytelling—the romantic triangle. This was something I knew about. So I plotted: Ryan is in love with Sarah, who is best friends with Jacqueline, who is in love with Ryan. Sarah does the honorable, self-defeating thing and lets Ryan go with Jacqueline, even though Sarah secretly wishes it was her. The complications start to add up. The whole town gets involved.

Unlike soaps where one catastrophe follows another and every character is a different shade of psycho, this would be about normal people and all of the messes they get into. It would be a likely story. That would be the big thing about it. And it could even be the title, just so people knew where we stood. Likely Story.

I typed through the night.

And that’s how my second life in soap operas began.
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“You did what?” Amelia said after I told her the whole story.

“I e-mailed it to Donald before I came to school. We’ll see.”

We were heading into Mrs. Finch’s Universal Themes class. That was the thing about Cloverdale—it didn’t believe in simple classes like “English” or “Math.” No, my schedule was full of Universal Themes, Logic and Equations, Heroic Tales, and other Incredibly Vague Nouns With Occasional Adjectives. The students, for the most part, liked to show up to class stoned, so I’m sure it all seemed very deep to them. To me, it was like drowning in mental mayonnaise.

“I’d love to talk about gestalt today,” Mrs. Finch announced after the class bell rang. “Who’d like to start talking about gestalt?”

Amanda Hooper saved the day, as she always did, by knowing exactly what Mrs. Finch was talking about. She went on about Freud and Nietzsche and the “gestalt paradigm.” Some of the stoners nodded, but the rest of us couldn’t have been more lost if we were on a desert island.

“What about you, Mallory?” Mrs. Finch asked. “Where do you locate gestalt in these texts?”

Over the years, I’d seen my mother do hundreds of interviews, and after a while, I realized that she’d discovered the secret to the successful answering of questions: No matter what question is being asked, you can use it to answer a completely different question. For example, if she was asked, “Has motherhood been hard for you to balance?” she could answer, “Not as hard as taping my shocking love scene with Dashell Blakemore, which will air next Thursday—everyone should watch!” (This is, I’ve since learned, called “media training”—you think it means that you’re trained to work with the media, but, really, you’re the one training the media to be a slave to your whims.)

I decided to use my secondhand media training now with Mrs. Finch.

“I think Invisible Man shows us that you don’t have to be invisible to be invisible,” I said. “It’s enough just to be poor.”

“A good point!” Mrs. Finch cheered. “And what else?”

“It would seem, Mrs. Finch, that invisibility is a Universal Theme. I’m sure it can even be found in Harry Potter.”

“The invisibility cloak!” one of our stoner kings, Leaf (not his real name), called out.

“I see,” Mrs. Finch said. And she was about to say something else, too—but then my cell phone rang and interrupted everything.

I didn’t usually have my cell phone on in class—Mrs. Finch was a big confiscation fan, and my phone meant too much to me to risk losing it. But I was anxious about Donald’s lunch with Stu Eisenhorn, and I was afraid if I set the phone to silent I would miss something important.

I looked at the screen. It was Donald’s number.

“I have to get this,” I said.

Next to me, Amelia let out a string of excited little shrieks.

Everyone was looking at me—especially Mrs. Finch.

“I’ll take it outside,” I said. As if to explain, I added, “It’s an agent.”

Mrs. Finch called after me, but I didn’t care—Departure for Good Reason was, I imagined, a Universal Theme as well. I’d find a passage from Invisible Man or Harry Potter or whatever to back it up.

“Donald,” I said, “talk to me.”

“Hello, Mallory. I hope I’m not interrupting anything.”

I looked at the door to Mrs. Finch’s classroom. “Nope. Nothing.” I found it sweet that Donald could never remember that I was still in school. Most of the children he dealt with had on-set tutors.

“Good! I have news for you.”

“Good news?”

“Great news!”

At this point I was nearly shrieking, too. And I am not a shrieker.

“Whatwhatwhat?”

“I pitched,” Donald told me. “He swung. It connected.”

“In non-baseball terms?”

“Stu Eisenhorn really loves Likely Story. If there’d been a green light in the restaurant, I believe he would’ve green-lit it on the spot. He thinks it’s a great story, and, just as important, he thinks you’re a great story. ‘She’s the next generation of soaps,’ he kept saying. It was my phrase, but I’m letting him think he came up with it himself.”

“So what does this mean?” I asked.

“It means we’re talking with the daytime president tomorrow. I’ve started spreading the word, and the buzz is already cresting. Greta from Page Seven has already called me. Twice. And that old battle-ax hasn’t covered your mother since her recipe for the Page Seven Celebrity Soap-Opera Cookbook was such a disaster.”

“You couldn’t have seriously expected Mom to know the difference between a teaspoon and a tablespoon….”

“I think it was more the fact that she didn’t know eggs could be separated.”

“She thought some eggs had whites and others had yolks. Is that really so hard to believe?”

“I had to work very, very hard to prevent Greta from putting that into her column. But now she’s all over you. And you don’t even have a show yet.”

“But I will?” I asked.

“Yes, you will.” Donald sounded sure of it, and that was good enough for me. Donald had been the one to tell Mom to take the part in Good As Gold instead of a two-minute role in an Indiana Jones rip-off movie. Mom had said he was crazy, that she was made for the big screen. But his instincts trumped hers, and, as a result, I was a soap-opera baby instead of the daughter of a straight-to-video starlet.

“What time’s the meeting?” I asked him.

“Ten. Can you do that?”

“Of course I can.” School? What’s school?

“Whatever you do, don’t dress up. Look your age. That’s what we’re selling.”

I figured I could handle that.

We talked a little longer, but I knew I had to get back into the classroom soon. Not because of Mrs. Finch—I couldn’t care less about Mrs. Finch. But I was sure that Amelia was going to explode if I didn’t give her the update right away.

All eyes were on me when I walked back in. All I had to do was smile and Amelia was out of her chair, hugging me, jumping us both up and down. That somehow made it more real. This was really happening. I was in shock, but, luckily, Amelia expressed enough excitement for both of us.

“Your show! They’re going to give you a show!” she cried.

“Our show,” I told her. “Our show.” And I meant it. I knew right away that it would be much more fun if we did it together—the writer and the star. I had no desire whatsoever to be in front of the camera. Amelia could do that. We would support each other, be there for each other, experience it all together.

Mrs. Finch tried to regain control of the class, but it was too far gone now. I didn’t want to tell everyone the exact idea for Likely Story yet—I didn’t want to jinx it. So instead we talked about favorite soap-opera “themes,” and everyone had a thing or two to say. Leaf, it appeared, was partial to twins separated at birth. Amanda liked it when nightmares foretold plot twists. Amelia was a sucker for people returning from the dead—I made a mental note of that. Even Mrs. Finch made a contribution, saying that more than resurrection, she liked it when characters were reincarnated from dead relatives or ancient monarchs. I made a mental note of that, too, but toward the back of my mental notepad.

I tried to play it cool for the rest of the school day. Now that Amelia (and our whole Universal Themes class) knew, there were two other people I was dying to tell—Keith and Gina.

Keith was waiting for me by his car, an old Ford Mustang he’d lovingly restored by hand. As usual, my body temperature rose a few degrees when I saw him, and my pulse got that fluster-flutter that comes from liking someone you’re not entirely sure you should like. With some guys, you feel like it’s destined to be. With others, life makes you work for it.

“Hey, sailor,” he called out to me. We had this thing—we always called each other nicknames, but we could never use the same nickname twice. It was like we were auditioning them and having fun until we found the ones that stuck.

“Hey, bugle boy,” I replied. He held his arms open a little, and I walked right into them.

“Mmmmm,” he said, pulling me a little closer before kissing me. I loved the way he mmmmmed. Like every time he saw me I was slipping off a negligee.

“Guess what,” I said.

“What?”

“Apparently, you’re kissing the future of soap operas.”

He kissed me again. “I knew there was a different taste to it today. Yes, a little soaplike. And opera! I definitely taste opera.”

“I’m serious,” I said, although I didn’t feel the need to be. Keith tended to unserious me.

I told him what had happened so far. He didn’t seem to understand most of it, but that was more than okay with me; there were enough people in my life who kneeled before Nielsen ratings. It was nice to have a guy who couldn’t name or recognize the Desperate Housewives cast members. Not even Teri Hatcher.

“I’m so proud of you,” he whispered.

Was this the first time in my life that anyone had said such a thing to me?

Possibly.

Probably.

But that wasn’t all.

“I am so in love with you,” Keith said.

“If only you didn’t have a girlfriend,” I replied, trying not to let the sadness in my voice edge out the happiness of the moment.

“Yeah,” he said, running his hand over my arm. “If only.”

I couldn’t believe I’d brought up Erika at a moment like this. Couldn’t I leave her out of it, just for a nanosecond of us-ness?

No. Clearly I couldn’t. She was always there.

I felt bad for saying it. So I did the natural thing: I made it even worse.

“You don’t have to be with her, you know?” I said. “It could just be us.”

Proud of me now, Keith?

No, I didn’t think so.

“Mallory,” he said, stepping away from me, getting out his keys. “You know it’s complicated.”

Complicated because Erika was going through “hard times.” Complicated because she didn’t go to our school, which made it easier for him to be with me when he wanted to be. Complicated because I was the one making him choose, since she had no idea I existed. Complicated because she came first.

Complicated because I was willing to kiss him anyway.

I knew he wasn’t leaving me (not at that moment) for her. I knew he had to get to work, waiting tables at California Pizza Kitchen in order to afford gas for his Mustang. I knew I had to let him go serve the pizza-needing masses.

But still I wanted to say “stay.”

I always wanted to say “stay.”

“I’ll call you tonight for a pep talk,” he said.

“For what?” I asked.

“For the meeting tomorrow. Duh, kitten!”

We kissed once more, but it was a rushed kiss.

I didn’t watch him drive away, but I had to make an effort not to.

I tried to get back into the groove of my good news. I couldn’t wait to tell Gina.

I drove to the lot where Good As Gold was taped, and Max, the guard, waved me right in with a thumbs-up sign. The lot was a leftover from the studio heyday of the 1940s, when even the places on the lot that never showed up on film were designed to feel larger than life. It was only when you got deep backstage, to the offices and dressing rooms, that things seemed a little less grand and a lot more human.

Gina was where I usually could find her—in my mother’s dressing room, prepping for Mom’s next scene. True to form, she was ironing a kimono when I walked in. Since a kimono would be way too “ethnic” for an out-of-house scene, I figured my mother was going to be taping in one of the three bedroom sets sometime soon. The clothes were really the wardrobe person’s responsibility, but Gina was the only person on the set that my mother trusted.

I was about to blurt out my news to Gina, but she beat me to it.

“Mallory! I always knew you could do it!” she cried, putting the iron down to give me a big hug. I figured that whether or not the show went through, getting this much affection was definitely worth it.

“It’s not a done deal yet,” I cautioned.

Gina shook her head. “Don’t think that way, sweetie. It’s a fantastic idea, and the tidal wave’s on your side. The network needs this more than you could know. And who better to do it?”

Her beaming was like chocolate to me.

“There’s just one thing …,” she went on. But before she could tell me what that one thing was, it barged right through the door.

“How dare you!” it yelled.

“Hi, Mom,” I said.

Gina didn’t know what to do. Then my mother released a guttural “OUT!” and there wasn’t really a question of which direction Gina would soon be heading. She looked to me, and I’m sure she would have stayed and faced my mother’s wrath if I’d needed her to. But I told her it was okay, and she left me alone with Soapzilla.

“I guess you’ve heard the news,” I said, trying to stay calm.

“The news? Is that what it is? You go around my back to my agent—”

“He was the one who called me—”

“You go around my back to my agent and manipulate your way onto my network—”

“Now wait a second. It’s hardly your—”

“And you don’t even tell me. I have the president of the network call me to tell me about my daughter’s idea, and I just have to play along and pretend that I have some idea of what he’s talking about. I sit there and have him tell me that you are going to be the one to rescue daytime drama from the brink. Of. Extinction.”

“This isn’t about you, Mom,” I told her. Forgetting, of course, that there was no way she could define a single situation without being at the center of it.

“Not about me?!? You can’t be serious! This is entirely about me.”

That was it. I’d had it.

“Stop it,” I told her. “Just stop it!”

“You ungrateful little bitch!” my mother screamed.

“Ungrateful?” I screamed right back. “When have you ever given me anything to be grateful for? If there’s a bitch in this family, I’m afraid it’s you who gets the prize.”

Sixteen years.

I’d wanted to say that for sixteen years.

And now I was saying it, consequences be damned….

“Rest assured, I am not going to let this happen,” she said.

“I don’t think it’s up to you,” I replied.

“I am your mother!”

“Unfortunate, isn’t it?”

Once again, she looked like she was ready to give me a soap-opera slap—it wouldn’t have actually hit me, but it would have looked very dramatic. Either that or she was going to rip all my hair out, one chunk at a time.

I was saved by the bell.

The ring of her cell phone, to be exact.

She looked at the number, then quickly picked up.

Suddenly it was like she was a different person. A normal, calm, kind, funny person.

“Greta!” she chirped. “How wonderful to hear from you! … Yes, it’s been far too long! … I absolutely couldn’t be more thrilled about it, dear. Mallory’s always been my shining light…. Inspiration? Oh, Greta, I just hope like every mother that I’ve been able to teach her all the things she’ll need to be a huge success!”

She was looking at her makeup table when she said all this. Then she looked up into the mirror and saw me perched in the background. With a swipe of her hand, she told me to get lost. This didn’t even count as a truce—just a pause.

I said good-bye to Gina, who had been waiting outside the door. The great thing about her was that she never apologized for my mother; she knew it was my mother’s job to do that. Instead, she gave me a look and another hug that made me know she understood what I was going through … and she also understood I would be getting through it fine. I was lucky: Even if my own mother was a horror show, at least I had Gina waiting in the wings. When I was little, I would dream that she’d adopt me. Sometimes I would even sneak into the backseat of her car and hide there as she drove back to her home and her family. She never seemed too surprised when I popped up at the end of the ride; she’d call my mother, invite me to dinner, then drive me back home at the end of the night. I always begged to sleep over, preferably for good.

I knew if I’d asked her to take me with her for a home-cooked meal, she wouldn’t have argued. But I didn’t want to impose, didn’t want to bring my own agitation into her house. So I headed back to my own home. For the rest of the afternoon and into the night, I stayed in my room, studying what I’d written the night before. If this was going to happen, I had to be an expert on my own material. Even Amelia’s and Keith’s and Donald’s pep-talk phone calls didn’t make me less nervous; if anything, they increased the pressure, since I wanted to keep Amelia and Keith and Donald happy along with me.

If there was one thing I was sure of, it was that tomorrow morning’s meeting would be important.

If there was one thing I wasn’t sure of, it was that tomorrow morning’s meeting would go well.

Not only was the network’s daytime president a notorious hard-ass.

He was also my mother’s third ex-husband.


[image: ]

“Mallory!” Trip Carver exclaimed, standing up behind his desk to shake my hand. “It’s so wonderful to see you!”

And all I could think was: Liar!

Trip Carver was the kind of guy who only smiled when he was tearing someone apart. I guess my mother was attracted to that … for a time. She and Trip had dated for only about seven months before getting hitched—”a marriage made in daytime heaven,” according to Soap Opera Digest. Well, as far as I could tell, the only thing the marriage had in common with heaven was that a lot of things died to get there. In public, Mom and Trip were tuxedo-and-gown compatible. But in private, they were scissors and rock. They “fixed” this by eliminating private contact altogether. Trip worked late, Mom worked early, and any overlap was barely bearable. I was thirteen and had already seen two husbands come and go—I had no desire to attach to Trip and he had no desire to attach to me. If we saw each other, I’d say hello and he’d nod; that’s how it was.

Then Trip cheated on Mom. Not with his secretary or his best friend’s wife, but with his best friend’s wife’s secretary, who spelled her name S-I-N-D-Y. When Mom found out, she threw things. In between ducking and picking up pieces of shattered statuary, Trip looked bored. The divorce papers soon appeared, and Mom and I were moving to a new house again. Mom blabbed about Trip’s tryst to the fan sites, and Trip’s lawyers had to work extra hard to convince him not to fire her on the spot. Breaking up with the boss had actually given her more job security—only someone like Mom could pull that off. Now when they saw each other, Trip was always coldly polite and Mom always asked him how Sindy was, even though Sindy had flown the well-decorated coop months ago.

Trip looked a little grayer than he’d been when we’d shared a house. But other than that, he was the same, acting like his soul wore a suit.

“I love Likely Story, “he told us, his eyes alternating between Donald and me. “Absolutely love it. One of the freshest pitches we’ve seen in years.”

The daytime VP, a spare woman named Celene Thimble, nodded behind him. I made my face devoid of all hope and/or excitement. I knew if I seemed too eager, Trip would take advantage of it.

“So what’re you thinking?” Donald asked.

“Well, as you know, we’re announcing a new lineup soon, and I’d like this to be a part of it. We’re willing to budget the first steps and then go from there. Casting will be crucial, of course. And we need a good show runner.”

He reached out his hand, and an assistant sprang from the side of the room with a folder in his hand. Like me, the assistant was keeping all expression off his face. He was wearing an expensive suit, but he looked like he was playing dress-up. He couldn’t have been more than five years older than me.

Trip took a photo out of the folder and put it on the desk for the rest of us to see.

It was a total glamour head shot—every hair in place, head tilted slightly to let the light add some attractive shadows. The guy in it was sexy, no doubt about it—his eyes gleamed with bold intensity. Confidence—that’s what he had. The kind you wanted to make out with.

There was one problem, though. He was easily in his late twenties, maybe even thirty. There was no way anybody would buy him as Ryan, the male lead on my show.

“Isn’t he a little old for Ryan?” I asked.

Trip chuckled condescendingly.

“That’s not an actor,” he said. “That’s going to be your executive producer, Richard Showalter. We’ve had our eye on him for months now. He’s a little bit HBO, a little bit MTV. Like you, he knows what kids like. I think between the two of you, we’ll get a truly groundbreaking show.”

This was daytime TV—I knew Trip didn’t really want “groundbreaking.” He wanted “commercial”—but since I was “creative” (which, to the soul-suits, also meant “touchy,” “unreasonable,” and “freaky”), he thought I needed to hear “groundbreaking.”

“As long as people watch it,” I said. “That’s what I want.”

Trip seemed pleased by this.

“We’ll set up a meeting with you and Richard,” he said. Then he pulled another photo out of his folder.

This one wasn’t a head shot. It was this completely creative black-and-white photograph of the most beautiful guy in the history of creation. He was walking through Central Park, unaware that his photo was being taken.

“Sweet Jesus,” I said. I couldn’t help myself.

Trip nodded. “He looks even better in color,” he told me.

“He’s Ryan,” I said. “Exactly.”

“Exactly,” Trip echoed.

“But who is he? Really, I mean?”

“His name is Dallas Grant, and he’s a senior at Juilliard in New York. We’ve literally seen him stop traffic—some poor girl was driving down Broadway and got into a fender bender because she couldn’t help watching him cross the street. One of our execs saw this, then called a photographer to get some shots. Our Juilliard scouts say he’s a very promising actor … and he’s about a hundred thou in debt for school. We can’t believe that nobody else has gotten to him yet. But we’re already on it.”

I couldn’t stop thinking how perfect this boy was for Ryan, my brooding, darkly mysterious hero-slash-antihero. It would make perfect sense for all of Deception Pass’s female residents to fall desperately in love with him, especially Sarah and Jacqueline, the other points in the romantic triangle.

But I also couldn’t help thinking: He’s so beautiful that I’m already intimidated by him. His beauty wasn’t the simple blank-slateness of a male model in an underwear ad. No. It had complexity. Beguiling complexity.

The room was silent, and it took me a second to realize that Trip must have asked me a question while I was staring at Dallas’s photo.

“So you approve?” Donald prompted.

“Absolutely,” I said.

Trip then showed a few actresses for the female leads, Jacqueline and Sarah. I narrowed down a few candidates for Jacqueline. As for Sarah … well, that was Amelia’s part. Since I wasn’t about to tell them that yet, I said, “I have someone else in mind for Sarah,” and left it at that. Trip nodded and said we would make casting decisions at a later date.

He still hadn’t said what my position was going to be, exactly. I wasn’t shocked that he wanted to bring in an executive producer—as much as the show was going to be my creation, I didn’t know the first thing about budgets, finance, production costs, and anything else involving dollar signs and stress. If I was going to raise this baby, I needed someone else to figure out how to pay for it.

At the very least, I wanted head-writer and creator credit. Trip was no fool—he knew my soap-opera lineage was as much of a hook as anything I’d written.

I figured I’d let Donald iron everything out. All I needed was Trip to get us going.

Trip started to speak in his second language—it’s called Demographics—and I only half listened as he talked about how advertisers were trying to capture the 18 to 35 range now more than ever, and how the network’s strength had always been 55 plus, especially in Daytime. (When Trip said “Daytime,” it was always with a capital D.) The prime-time programming was already trying to skew younger; Likely Story would be a “natural extension” of that.

As long as I could cast Dallas Grant and Amelia, I was happy.

Finally, the meeting was over. The assistant made the motion to lead us all away, but Trip asked if I could stay back for a second. Everybody else filed out.

“You realize,” Trip said to me, his blue-charcoal eyes unwavering, “that we’re going to have to sell the hell out of you to make this work. You’ve always been your mother’s daughter, but now you’re really going to be your mother’s daughter. I don’t want you suddenly thinking you’re going to be able to distance yourself from that.”

This didn’t bother me in the least. “I’ve put up with my mother all these years,” I told Trip. “I might as well get something out of that.”

This time his smile was a kind I hadn’t seen him use before—a smile of respect.

“Good,” he said. “I’ll tell you this—you are getting in on your merits, since your bible is better than ninety-nine percent of the dreck that makes its way into this office. But it’s your name that’s going to make this an easy sell.”

Now it was my turn to smile.

“That’s fine,” I said.

Sensing our meeting was now over, I stood up to leave. Trip stood, too, and saved his last words until I was almost out the door.

“Mallory,” he said, and I turned back around to face him. “You know that I hate your mother.”

I didn’t say anything.

“And you know,” he continued, “that your mother is going to hate this.”

I nodded, showing him I understood completely.

Two wrongs might not make a right … but two hates could definitely get a soap opera into production. I was set.

I trusted Donald to work out all the details. A few days later, there was a big headline in Daily Variety:

SOAP OPERA PRINCESS GETS HER KINGDOM

I didn’t particularly like being called a princess. But I loved the idea of having a kingdom.

The article said that Likely Story was on a fast track.

It also said that Richard Showalter was in negotiations to be executive producer.

I figured I had to meet him soon.

First, though, Amelia and I had to celebrate.

Other girls probably would have thrown a party. Word would have spread through school, and soon dozens—if not hundreds—of people would have been crowded into my house, spilling drinks on the carpet and making out in the available enclosed spaces (and probably some of the open ones).

I didn’t like to celebrate that way.

I had a sense that Amelia might have been into a party, but she was nice enough to indulge my antisocial behavior. After the news was released into the world, a few kids at school kissed up to try to get roles or, at the very least, passes onto the set. But most acted like I’d proven undeniably what they’d always thought to be true: I was a mutant from the planet Soap Opera and had spawned from my mother to spread salacious contrivance throughout the televised universe. To give an example: One football player in my Logic and Equations class yelled out, “Hey, Mallory, is there going to be a lot of hot evil-twin action on your show?” and the other people in the room laughed. At me, not with me.

I figured I would have my revenge soon enough. In my soap-opera world, all of the football players were going to be impotent.

In fairness, there were a few kids—mostly soapfan girls and gayboys—who were happy for me. But Amelia was the only one who traveled over the moon with me. So I figured our celebration should be a private one. On a whim, I booked us a room at the W—not a suite, just a room—so we could hang out and watch bad cable and eat ice cream without worrying that anyone (particularly any soap stars of a certain age) would interrupt. One of the only perks of being with Mom when she was on publicity tours was getting to spend the days in fancy hotel rooms; I loved having temporary possession of the bed, of the fancy shampoos, of the bathrobes. Staying in a hotel room was like being in a place where you held only the bare minimum of responsibility. I could relax there in a way that I could never relax at home. Plus, the W had special meaning to me. It was the same hotel that Trip had gone to when he’d cheated on Mom, so I figured it was a fitting place to celebrate. I planned to be within eyeshot when Mom saw it listed on her credit card.

After I arrived at the front desk, the desk manager told me my guest had already arrived and gone up. She winked at me then, and I wondered if she thought Amelia and I were a couple.

I myself started to wonder when I opened the door to the room and found it lit entirely in candlelight. Before I could think fire hazard, Keith appeared in front of the bed, dressed only in a white T and his boxers.

“Surprise!” he said. And I’ll admit it—I was surprised.

In between kisses, he explained that Amelia had granted him an hour in the room with me, and he planned to make the most of it.

For us, “the most of it” didn’t mean all of it—the rose petals on the bed were the only things that were going to be deflowered tonight. There were lots of reasons for this, but the primary one was named Erika.

We rolled around on the bed for a while and made out, kissing and grasping and keeping all our clothes on. A lot of the time, I was really into it—I could lose myself from any other thoughts besides the heat of him and the heat of me and the heat of us as we kissed and rolled and felt. But every now and then, flashes of Erika would intrude. I would think of him kissing her. Sleeping with her. Doing everything he was doing with me, only with her. Liking it more. Going further. Not thinking of me.

I didn’t stop, but part of me stopped. And then it wasn’t just Erika I was seeing. No, lying there in the hotel bed, Keith kissing my neck, pulling my shirt aside to kiss his way to my shoulder … suddenly it was Dallas Grant’s picture I was seeing. It was Dallas Grant I was imagining. Desiring.

This is trouble, I thought. This is madness.

But I couldn’t stop thinking about him. Once it was there, I couldn’t get rid of it.

Before I’d even met him, I was hooked.
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and we kissed through the bars
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“Offcer! Arest chis girt” Richard shouced.
That's when el he col, hard kiss

of handeufson my wists
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“Lnow all about your lile escapade this fiemoon,”
e said. “Yourresoureflness and eadersip

ontinue 0 impress me, but don'cyou think
dha tis timethey've led you straight off a clf?”
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24

Hooked him right in the eye and said, “1 promise.”

le el wrong. B he aemacive s mor wrong
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23

Secing it through hs eyes, knew he had

every right o be mad. Bu, sl

e would'tlc me eplain.
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“Wel, congravulacons. You're dead.
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1 did’t ask Francesa.

This was one decision  vas gaing @
have o make on my own
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“Did you know that Dalls wants off
dheshow?” [ asked.

“Did you know that fthat's rue,
you might have tole him go?”
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“1 guess he's inlly made new fieds.”






OEBPS/images/Ette_9780375896859_epub_041_r1.jpg
18

He gave me e hug, because he must
have known how much I needed i

And he was right | relly needed i
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“I dolove you,” I said, and kissed him on the cheek.
“Tlove you, to," he said. But thre wasr' any.

happiness in .
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“50,” hebegan, “have any thoughts on my speec?”
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“And the winner is . . ."
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My mon’s Emmy fae was now out of my hands.
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Siteen years of growing up i IA and watching

my mother maripulate the media had tained me for
s momere,
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Maybe someone, somewhere would dink | looked

likea winner,
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Savor dis momen, Mallory. Forevemoreyou shall
associate the inoxicating smel of Armor Al wih your

‘mother’s uter anitlaton.
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It was becoming dlear that there was no ending

anywhere in sight, happy or thenvise.






OEBPS/images/Ette_9780375896859_epub_072_r1.jpg
18

“You think Pve gon toofor,” 1 aid.

“Haven't you?"
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“Where do you get of insulting allof daytime?”
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This is'c a soap ope, | told mysef. I's my lfe.
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‘Evenybody knows you like Dallas. Eveybody knows
Dallaslkes you. Th anly people who arn'c saying so

are you and Dalls.”
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He sured at me for a second onger befoe whooping,
wrapping me up i his arms, and spinning me around.

1may only have been inches off he lor, but i fel ke
Jory thousand fe. Ic e e fing.
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‘T done noching o be sony for. Unles making
sacifcs for my daugheer s something o be ashamed

of,in which cuse I'mthe sorist woman alive.”
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“Do you wane 0 beak up?”
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've seen men have ll kinds o effcts on my mather,

but I've never sen one make her mok.”
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“You must know by now tha you can’ lve i both

wolds. You have to choose eventualy.”
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“I could fil n forScooter,” offerd Dalls

The gym suddenly were quier.






OEBPS/images/Ette_9780375896859_epub_062_r1.jpg
“You should be proud of yourel.Your vy first nasy

gossip kem is a rice of assage.”
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Forthe firt dime since the Emmys had rared their
golden heads, 1 fleempowered. Lke what happened 0

Vikely Story was nobeyond my control, Like  had a say
i what happened, and that my say was loud.
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Buting my foor down would be meaningess i1

couldn'c hold my ground,






