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PART ONE: Establishing Shot







  
  
  Prologue

  
  




January 13th, 1999




ELEANOR




“HEY, SAM. IT’S ME, ELLIE.” ELEANOR said. She was recording a message on her Nokia phone to send to Sam Craven on her way home, one of her co-stars that she had been working with for nearly a decade now. She couldn’t wait to tell him the news. She was so nervous, she hadn’t felt this way since the Christmas Eve cast party. She tried not to blush, even though it was only her in the car, feeling like a teenager again; it was just those moments in your life that you were just so afraid to take a leap of faith. Scared that you couldn’t do it, as if your feet were superglued to the floor and you couldn’t walk over to the other side of the lockers and ask out the hottest guy in school. That was how Eleanor felt. She was a grown woman and she felt like she was fifteen years old again.

“So, Sam, um…I know I haven’t really talked to you just…you know, just the two of us. I’ve been thinking about what you said, during that night at the cast’s Christmas Eve party. I made up my mind, and I’m finally doing it—I’m finalizing the divorce. Um…” She giggled. “Wow. It feels really good saying that. I talked to Steve and, surprisingly, he agreed, so by April it should be a done deal. I really don’t know what I’d do without you, Sam, and the kids…I love you all so much. You’re all the reason I get out of bed every morning.” Eleanor went on and on as she continued to leave her message for Sam Craven on the phone. That’s when she heard a song over the radio. But it wasn’t just any song; it was their song.

She giggled again. “I don’t know how well you can hear it, but they’re playing our song…” She turned the volume up and there was her number #1 hit; Un-Break My Heart by Toni Braxton. She was singing so loud that her ears popped. She was laughing so hard, she didn’t remember the last time she felt this silly.

“…Alright, Sam, I gotta go. I just wanted to say I love you. I just wanted to say it back to you. I love you, Sam.” Ellie said, just as she felt something was wrong with her car. She didn’t know what it was, so she tried lightly braking, but it wasn’t working. She was out in the middle of nowhere, not a gas station or a repair shop for miles. Then all of a sudden: headlights. A car was approaching her.

“Oh, thank god.” Elenaor said, not realize her message was still recording. But little did she know that the car was coming fast. Really fast. She honked her horn and flashed her headlights, trying to get the driver’s attention. She tried waving her arm, alerting the driver that she needed help. Moments later, there was a dip in the road as they were coming across a cliff. Eleanor felt something hit the back of her car with a loud thud. She was too scared to look, she just wanted to go home. Back to her family. To Sam. She thought, Oh god, Sam!

One moment she was driving, the next moment something railed into the back of her car again, this time with much more force. And she veered off the road and over the cliff.



















10 O’Clock News Report

“Welcome back to the Channel 9 News evening report, with your hosts Daniela Petersen and Tony Knight. Tonight’s breaking news coverage begins with a tragic story…Academy award-winning actress and America’s Sweetheart Eleanor Thompson has died at the age of 41.

“Within the hour, a vehicle was discovered in a ditch off the side of McAllister Highway, and both the car and body have been identified. The sheriff has concluded that Eleanor’s car broke through a guide rail and tumbled down the cliffside, but the cause of the incident is unclear as there are no signs of obstacles on the road. Her car has been confiscated by the FBI field office to determine whether the cause of death will be ruled as a vehicle malfunction or suicide.

“She is survived by her husband, actor Steven Thompson, and her parents, Emilia Romano-Grasso and Teddy Grasso. We send our sincerest condolences to the family, and Channel 9 News will report all updates live as we receive them.”








  
  
  Chapter One

  
  




March 8th, 1999

2 Months Later…




AMIRA




AMIRA WOKE UP SCREAMING AND GASPING for air. That nightmare again, she thought. She took a few deep breaths, then looked up to see Kurt Cobain looking down at her. It was a poster from a Tutts magazine she got a year before he died.

“Oh, Kurt,” Amira said, “first you, now Ellie.” Amira’s head was throbbing from the night before. She knew she shouldn’t have gone out the night before the press conference. But that’s exactly why she went out last night. To make her forget, forget what happened these last couple of months. Now she had to face the cameras again, the press, the critics.

“This will be the last time,” Amira told herself, “the last time I’ll ever show my face to the world.”

“Amira, t’afach’i,” Mrs. Mensah’s voice called from somewhere in the house. T’afach’i meant sweetie in Amharic.

“Shit,” Amira said. Her mother didn’t know she snuck out. She was eighteen years old but still had to walk on eggshells. She quickly changed out of her party clothes and into her robe that she was wearing the night before. She started to chew a piece of gum very fast while spraying a little bit of perfume. She sat down and started to wipe the makeup off her face. Luckily, she didn’t put on too much before she went out the night before.

“Amira?” Mrs. Mensah said, now at her door.

“Come in.” Amira called.

“Hey, honey,” Mrs. Mensah said.

“Hi.” Amira said. She was looking in her vanity mirror, and didn’t want to turn around to see her mom. Amira wanted to argue about their conversation from last night, however her splitting headache said otherwise. Why am I doing this? she thought. Why am I still pretending to be the sweet little girl everyone still sees me as and not an adult? More like painted lies.

“Abatihi libisihini ānišitolihali,” Mrs. Mensah said.

Amira smirked a little, “Inide ābayē līyoni maletiwo newini?” They were talking about Leon, who was their assistant manager, bodyguard, and also personal chauffeur. He was basically a member of the family ever since Amira began landing in television commercials when she was nine years old.

“You know what I mean,” Mrs. Mensah said. They both giggled, but it didn’t make the elephant in the room any less unbearable. She’d been dreading this press conference since the funeral. And now it was here.

“Amira.”

“Yeah?” Amira said as she touched up her eyeliner then applied a smooth, shimmery lip gloss.

“Abatihi libisihini ānišitolihali.” She’d said, meaning, “Your father picked up your dress for you.”

Amira smirked a little, “Inide ābayē līyoni maletiwo newini?” “As in dad you mean Leon?” she winked.

“You know, you don’t…you don’t have to do this anymore, Amira,” Mrs. Mensah said. Amira stopped what she was doing and looked up at her mom, wondering if she’d actually heard what she just said.

Her mother put her dress in her closet and sat down next to her. They were both looking in the mirror now. “I know these last couple of years have been overwhelming for you, your father, and myself, and now…what I’m trying to say is, I know this puts a lot of pressure on you. I admit, your father and I put so much pressure on you to become a star. It was the only way we could have a life together, to successfully get out from Ethiopia as quickly as we could. I thought, once we moved here, things would be different for us. I know it’s not an excuse for how I acted towards you. I know you should be excited about going to prom, graduating high school, going to college, but most of those things didn’t happen all because your father was greedy—I was greedy. I just want to be your mother again. I’m so sorry that I took all of that away from you, Amira. I’m so sorry.” Amira looked up after looking down for so long; she had never felt so light before. It was as if a big boulder had finally been lifted off her chest from being trapped for so long. She could finally breathe again. She was hesitant at first, then held her mother’s hand. Her mother gripped it firmly.

“Thank you,” Amira said. That was the strength she needed to get through tonight. After all these years, those were the words she wanted to hear.

• • •

She finished getting ready, ready to wow the crowd for the last time. It looked almost as if it was the exact dress Michelle Pffifer wore in Scarface. From the neckline, the open back, to the slit from the top of the thigh to the ankle. For Amira it felt this dress was timeless. Patricia Norris, one of Amira’s favorite designers, designed this for Pffifer for one of Amira’s favorite films. She hardly recognized herself; she looked like a completely different person. Unfortunately, the moment didn’t last very long.

“Amira! Come out here this instant!” Mr. Mensah’s voice bellowed.

“Oh, what now?” Amira said to herself. She came out of her room to see both of her parents in the living room. Amira was hugging her coat and clutch. This can’t be good, she thought.

“Baby, what’s going on?” Mrs. Mensah asked.

“You know your daughter has been sneaking out and also lying to us?” Mr. Mensah stated.

“What?” Mrs. Mensah shook her head. “Amira, is this true?”

“Yes,” Amira said quietly.

“Not even that,” Mr. Mensah added, “she just ruined her reputation.” He threw down this month’s latest magazine, hot off the press. Amira was on the cover, clearly drunk. She was giving the paparazzi the middle finger. The tabloid said in huge bold text: ‘Child star Amira Mensah out of control!’

There was silence in the room, no one said a word. Amira now wanted to run away but was too scared to leave. She just froze, not wanting to make any sudden moves. Her father asked if she had anything to say about her actions. When she didn’t respond, her father tried to walk up to her, but her mother interfered, stepping in between them.

“Do you have any idea what you’ve done!” Mr. Mensah yelled.

“What was I supposed to do? How was I supposed to cope from all the stress, the pressure you and Mom put me through!” Amira yelled. “And now Ellie’s gone! How am I supposed to live with that? Just brush it off and pretend nothing happened? I’m not a child anymore! You don’t get to tell me what to do anymore!”

“Like it or not, you’re still my child!” Mr. Mensah yelled, “And no child of mine is going to be what you call these trashy pictures like this into my home like a party animal drug addict! Are you high right now? You think you are fully grown now, huh? I gave you everything, and I can take it all away in an instant.”

Amira scoffed. “You gave me everything? Your home, your money. Who do you think really pays the bills around here? So many people working for us? Answer me that! Me! I do! I did it all! Not you!”

“Don’t you raise your voice at me!” Mr. Mensah yelled.

“And no, I’m not high, Dad,” Amira said, “That was my only way to escape this, this hell! I don’t want this life anymore! I never did. You and Mom made me what I am. I missed out on so much of my childhood and now my teenage years. I’m eighteen years old! I’m calling the shots now! I’m done, done with pretending to be this innocent, pure, virgin little girl the whole world sees me as, well, news flash—I’m not!”

Her father then slapped her daughter in the face. It was dead silent again.

“Admareed!” Mrs. Mensah yelled. She pulled her daughter out of his way. Amira was now behind her, her hand cupped to her cheek, looking at the greedy bastard that was her dad.

“You will obey me, even if it kills me. This act ends now.” Mr. Mensah said.

“I’m counting on it,” Admira muttered. She was holding back tears when she left the house.

Leon was outside in the family limousine waiting for her. She couldn’t hear him at first. When he asked if something was wrong, she said it was nothing.








  
  
  Chapter Two

  
  




GRACIE


THE MANSION HELD ITS FAMILIAR SILENCE when Gracie Yang awoke that morning.

As she prepared for the day with the help of her family’s live-in maid, Isabel, it was mornings like these when she sometimes wished her TV family was real and not something made up. The “Carters” had given Gracie everything a child could need growing up: love, support, stability. Her biological parents didn’t like the idea of children very much, but they had three. Multimillionaire film producers and socialites Yvette and Poe Yang spent their days among the rich and famous, enjoying their fortunes by traveling to the world’s most exotic destinations, fine dining in places like Dubai and Italy, taking on several new movie projects every year in Hollywood to keep themselves relevant in the cut-throat and white-dominated entertainment industry, and they were rarely home.

“Isabel, where is everyone?” Gracie asked as Isabel brushed her hair in front of her vanity mirror that was made of custom gold in her bedroom ensuite.

“Your parents are out golfing, my dear, and George and Gretchen are at their acting lessons in town.” Isabel responded. George and Gretchen Yang were her older siblings, but they honestly didn’t feel like siblings to her. Gracie was the baby of the family and a good six years younger than her twin siblings, and oftentimes she would feel left out. That was why she had a deep-rooted connection to her four ‘TV siblings.’ They always made time for her, even after their show’s unexpected curtain call two months before, letting her know that she would always be important in their lives, no matter how bad things had gotten recently.

“Don’t forget: Earl is picking you up to go to the press conference after your journalism camp.” Isabel softly reminded her. “Your wardrobe has already been set up to get ready for the party afterward.”

Gracie’s heart sank in her chest, and she didn’t say a word. She just couldn’t believe that Eleanor Thompson, her grand television mother, was really gone forever. It all happened so fast—she’d just seen her the night before, then the next morning…she was gone.

“Don’t worry, dear.” Isabel finished combing her hair and set the brush down on the marble vanity. “Everything is going to be just fine. Everyone loved the show and has nothing but love and support for you and the rest of the cast.”

“I guess you’re right…I just wish I had some support from Mom and Dad. I could really use some encouragement right now.”

“I understand. I did advise them before they left for the golf course, but they told me they needed to check their schedules first.”

They always say that, Gracie thought dismally. That means they won’t come until it’s time for the actual party, when the cameras are out and on them.

Downstairs in the grand chef-style kitchen, Gracie hardly touched her four-course breakfast. When it was time to head to the youth journalists’ camp that was being hosted in the city, she got up, grabbed her backpack, and waited for her driver, Earl, in the foyer. She was eager to get out of the dreadfully silent mansion and out into the world. Even though acting was her first passion, Gracie’s next true love was storytelling—moreso, journalism. She was only fifteen, but she knew she wanted to pursue investigative reporting as a career despite already being a household name, something completely different from the world of entertainment and acting and pretending. And besides, this week-long day camp was able to take her mind off of Eleanor Thompson’s death and away from the dark cloud that’d been looming over her since, even if it was just for a little while.

There was a honk outside, and she eagerly left her home and got into the backseat of the black SUV that Earl had been driving since she was a toddler.

“Good morning, Miss Yang.” Earl said as he drove away from the house and merged onto the main road.

“‘Morning, Earl. Thank you for picking me up so early.” Gracie said politely.

“It’s not a problem, Miss Yang. This is my job, after all.” Earl was a rather humble man who was balding and in his late fifties, and was paid a hefty salary to drive all of the Yang children around 365 days a year to wherever they needed and desired to go. He had no kids of his own and not a lot of family, so the year-round commitment didn’t bother him that much. But now that the Yang twins were twenty-one and had their own cars—matching Bentleys, at that—Earl’s schedule was a lot more laid back since Gracie was taking a much-needed break from acting; he only needed to drive her to her private preparatory school on the weekdays, and the occasional event here and there since she was considered a child star and people were still sending her invites to make appearances at movie screenings, galas, celebrity birthday bashes, and the like.

When they arrived at the college that was hosting the day camp, Earl stopped in front of the modern building to let her out. “I’ll be waiting for you right here when you get back.” he said. “Then we’ll be on our way to the press conference and the anniversary party.”

“Oh…yeah.” Gracie mumbled. She was close to forgetting about that, or so she liked to let herself think. “Thanks again, Earl.” She grabbed her backpack and exited the truck, swiftly heading into the school.


* * *


The evening vastly approached, and Gracie was nervous. No, she was scared, her anxiety causing her body to stiffen up and her heart to flutter. She’d seen Amira, Rudy, Sari, and Manny individually during the past couple of months, but this would be the first time the whole cast would be sitting together since…that night.

Moving at a snail’s pace, she packed up her things and waited in the college’s lobby for Earl. One of the professors was waiting with her to keep an eye out; the paparazzi had been lingering around more than usual as of lately, reminding Gracie of a swarm of ruthless yellowjackets ready to sting their next victim. She hated their blinding cameras, minimal understanding of personal space, and nagging personal questions. Every time she was outside she could feel one hiding somewhere. Didn’t they have lives?

To her luck, when Earl arrived at the roundabout and the professor walked her out to the SUV, she wasn’t chased down by shouting paparazzi trying to get details of the accident or her new life post-90’s Rewind.

“How was your last day of camp, Miss Yang?” Earl asked as they headed to the opposite side of the city where the press conference and anniversary party was being held.

“It was great. I learned a lot of cool stuff, and wrote another feature article for the university’s newspaper.” Gracie responded. “I wish I could tell Ellie about it. She was my biggest fan and would read all of my papers.”

“I’m sure she was smiling down on you today as you were following your passion,” Earl said confidently, “and she will be watching over you and the other children forever.”

After what felt like an eternity later with painfully slow rush-hour traffic, they’d arrived at the Four Seasons hotel’s event complex about twenty minutes later. Four other black SUVs were already sitting in the parking lot, alongside a silver Mercedes-Benz sedan that Gracie knew belonged to her ‘TV dad’ Samson Craven, who’d played Ellie’s husband.

“I will be right here when you’re ready to leave.” Earl stated, sensing Gracie’s apprehension.

“I appreciate it, Earl. See you later.” Gracie sighed as she stepped out of the car, mentally unprepared to see everyone altogether again for the first time since that fateful night.

* * *


SAM


Samson “Sam” Craven adjusted his tie nervously as he waited for his kids to arrive. Well, they weren’t his kids, but sometimes it was hard to separate script from reality after years of being in showbusiness, his television family from his biological family, especially when he’d known each and every one of the ‘Carter kids’ since they were babies. He’d practically raised them in a sense, and watched them all grow up. Sometimes he said they were his because of the strong paternal bond he’d built with each of the five children. If Eleanor Thompson, the woman who’d played his wife on their show, was still here, she’d probably say the same thing, that she felt like she’d given birth to them even though the characters that they portrayed had “adopted” them from different countries.

He hadn’t gotten much sleep over the last couple of nights leading up to the press conference—but who was he kidding? He hadn’t slept peacefully since the night Ellie died. She’d sent him a voicemail just moments before she took her last breath…It left a heavy, eerie feeling in his chest ever since. He would never forgive himself for not picking up the phone, even though he knew it wasn’t healthy to blame himself for things he had no control over.

“So.” Johnny Miller, the creator and writer of the show 90’s Rewind, clasped his hands together and grinned. He sat across from Sam in an empty conference room with a few other show producers and public relations experts. They were in an events center at the popular Four Seasons. “This should be a breeze. All the people wanna know is what we’re going to do now that 90’s Rewind is done and over with, what you’ve all been doing with yours lives lately, and how you feel about Ellie’s death. Easy peasy. Then we’ll get a few photo ops for the magazines and whatever and call it a day. Maybe go to dinner and have one last hoorah as the Carter family after the party’s over.”

Sam sighed and pinched the bridge of his nose with his fingers, squeezing his eyes shut tight. The last thing he wanted to do was deal with a room full of paparazzi, reporters, magazine editors, gossip sites, and news anchors. He knew Ellie hated it too; she simply loved the art of acting and making a good film, not everything else that came after it. It was ironic how she was dubbed as ‘America’s Sweetheart’ in People Magazine when she avoided the media as much as she could. Maybe it was the blonde hair, ocean-blue eyes, minimal makeup, attractive body, and dazzling white smile that drew everybody to her; it definitely made her fit the image of being the country’s sweetheart. He just hoped they wouldn’t make this entire press conference about her…

“That good, Sam?”

“Huh?” Sam lifted his head to look at Johnny. “Oh, yeah. That’s good, sure…”

He was too busy thinking back to what Ellie said in the voicemail.

I’m finalizing the divorce.

I just wanted to say it back to you.

I love you.

Her words played over and over again in his head, and they only intensified his grief. He never told anyone what she said, and certainly never told anyone about the illicit love they shared, so it only made matters worse for him. Maybe one day he’d tell the world that he was in love with Eleanor Thomspon, but that day wouldn’t be today; the tabloids that would fill up every seat in the room in just a few short hours would eat him alive, and Ellie’s widow, Steven (although he was the one who’d wanted the divorce in the first place due to jealousy that her career had taken off before his) would probably strangle him with his bare hands.

Just then, the door to the conference room swung open to reveal Sari Patel and Manny Cortez. Just two years apart at ten and eight years old, they were the youngest of the ‘Carter’ crew. They squealed and giggled as they ran up to Sam together and jumped on his arms.

“I missed you, Sam.” Sari Patel hugged him tight.

“Sam!” Manny held onto his arm for dear life. “Papa!”

“Jeez, I didn’t think you guys could grow this much in two months.” Sam chuckled as he struggled to hold both kids at once. “What have you guys been eating?”

Their mothers stood behind them. Manny’s mother, Sylvie, was a kind and generous woman, and smiled fondly now that her son was in a happier and playful mood. Sari’s mother, however, wore a stern face.

“Sari, get down this instant. Where are your manners? You’re ruining Mr. Craven’s nice suit.”

“Sorry, Mother.” Sari mumbled and stood next to Sam, flattening out her white dress and holding her hands behind her back.

“Sam,” Manny tugged at his tie and looked up at him. “Ellie’s still in heaven, right?”

Sam blinked a few times to keep his eyes from getting cloudy. “Yes, my boy, she is.”

“But she can still come to visit us?”

“I’m afraid not, Manny. She has a very important job to do now, remember?”

“Oh, but…I miss her. I want her to come to the party too.”

“I know you do. Come here, bud.” Sam knelt down and embraced Manny into a tight hug. “Everything’s going to be alright.”

Manny’s mother cleared her throat, clearly getting choked up. “Manny’s chauffeur will take him home when the party is over.”

“As will Sari’s driver for her.” Sari’s mother added.

Sam nodded. “That’s fine. You know I take good care of them.”

“You do. You’re a good man, Samson. And again, we are truly sorry.” Sylvie said. “You were a great friend and colleague to Eleanor.”

More than a great friend, Sam said in his head, but he pushed the thought away. “Thank you, Mrs. Cortez.”

The mothers turned and left the conference room, and Sam told the two kids where to sit.

“Sam, why aren’t we at our house?” Manny asked as Sam sat him down a chair that was marked with his name.

Their house was referring to the set where they’d filmed 90’s Rewind since he was a baby. It was supposed to be preserved in Ellie’s honor, but a few weeks ago when Sam and Johnny took a visit there, someone, or perhaps a group of people, broke into the production studio and had stolen everything they could: furniture, cameras, lights, equipment, decor. Sam didn’t think people could act so ugly. He’d hoped the thieves who stole from their producers and earned themselves bad karma
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