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			1.

			ALL MY CHILDREN, January 1970: 

			A teenage Erica Kane longs to leave her small town and go to Hollywood. She’s cautioned that Hollywood isn’t all it’s cracked up to be, but Erica isn’t discouraged. She has big dreams, and she’ll chase them no matter what anyone else tells her.

			Brie was almost positive her mom didn’t like her.

			That wasn’t to say her mom didn’t love her. But Brie had a hard time believing that she liked her. For example, Brie didn’t think she was the type of girl her mom would point at and go “Now that is a good girl” if they met elsewhere. Someone like Kennedy Bishop, on the other hand, was the quintessential good girl. Everyone’s mom liked Kennedy Bishop.

			Kennedy was destined to be the eighth grader chosen to crown Mary at Our Lady of Perpetual Help’s annual celebratory mass in the spring. Brie wouldn’t have cared which of her classmates was chosen—really, she wouldn’t have—if it hadn’t been for Kelly Monaco’s boobs.

			Look, first of all, Kelly Monaco was Brie’s favorite soap opera star, and she also had really great hair. Even Brie’s mom thought so. They’d had an entire conversation about it while watching General Hospital together. “Kelly Monaco has really great hair,” her mom had said.

			“She has really great everything,” Brie had responded—immediately turning red. Her mom hadn’t noticed.

			Later Brie Googled photos of Kelly Monaco’s really great hair. How was she supposed to know Kelly had done Playboy photos and that they would be the first thing to pop up? Really it was her mom’s fault, since she had brought up Kelly Monaco’s hair to begin with, and honestly Brie kept looking at the photos only because she was curious.

			Well, curious . . . and maybe a little flustered.

			Of course that flustered moment was when her mom decided to waltz into her room, carrying Brie’s laundry and lecturing her about the need to unfold socks before throwing them in the hamper. Brie’s backpack was strewn on the floor, and—miracle of miracles—her mom tripped over it, stumbling just enough to shift her eyes away from Brie’s computer screen. Brie—flushed and about to burst into flame—caught sight of her religion book as it slipped out of her bag. A statue of Mary with her arms outstretched beckoned from the cover. That was the moment Brie practically shouted, “I’m going to crown Mary!”

			At the time it seemed like divine intervention.

			Her mom was delighted. Brie closed her browser. Crisis averted.

			Well, at least that crisis. The bigger problem was she hadn’t been chosen to crown Mary. No one had. The selection wouldn’t happen for weeks, because, needless to say, the May Crowning was in May. The students of Our Lady of Perpetual Help still had fourteen weeks of regular masses to prepare for the eighth-grade event.

			It was a big deal in Catholic school, or at least at Brie’s. May was the month they honored and celebrated the Mother of God by holding a special church mass during school and inviting the rest of the parishioners to attend. The eighth-grade students got all dressed up—out of their uniforms and into their Sunday best—and the rest of the school gathered in the church to watch as the chosen one went up on the altar and put a crown made of flowers on the Mary statue’s head. Since Brie had gone to OLPH since kindergarten, she’d sat through eight May Crowning masses. Now she would need to do more than sit through the ninth.

			“Mrs. Dwek, I need to crown Mary,” Brie said in homeroom the following Monday.

			Mrs. Dwek was a small, plump woman who wore her hair piled on top of her head. Her fingers typed quickly at her laptop’s keyboard, and though she never turned away from the screen, she answered Brie swiftly. “I’m glad to hear you’re taking an interest, Brie. We won’t be prepping for quite some time, though.”

			“No, you don’t understand,” Brie said. “I need to crown Mary.”

			This time, Mrs. Dwek did look away from her computer screen. “You know how this works. You’ll all write essays, and the best essay gets to crown Mary. I’m sure Ms. Santos will have you practice in class. I know writing isn’t your strongest subject.”

			Brie did not, unfortunately, have a strongest subject. “I think your system is flawed. The math nerds would agree.”

			Mrs. Dwek sighed with her entire body, as she often did while speaking to Brie. “Whoever crowns Mary reads their essay in front of the entire school, so the system is in place for a reason. And some of our strongest math students are also our strongest writers.”

			Brie pouted. Kennedy Bishop was good at math and writing.

			“Go take your seat before morning prayers,” Mrs. Dwek said, dismissing her.

			“I can pray from right here,” Brie pointed out.

			Mrs. Dwek wasn’t impressed. “Take your seat anyway.”

			Our Lady of Perpetual Help was one of a handful of Catholic schools within driving distance to Brie’s house in New Jersey. There was always a lot of talk about Catholic schools closing down, but Brie felt as though she saw as many Catholic schools in her area as Starbucks. It seemed like there was one on every corner.

			But Our Lady of Perpetual Help was the smallest, and it was much too easy to stand out in a small school. Brie’s dad liked to joke that Brie was a “loud fish in a little pond.” For Brie, who had started OLPH as a chatty kindergartner who enjoyed being the center of attention (show-and-tell days had always been her favorite) and had worked her way up to the eighth grader she was now, making splashes was inevitable.

			Unfortunately, those splashes got her a lot of phone calls home from teachers like Mrs. Dwek, which usually went like this:

			Brie’s mom: “Hello?”

			Mrs. Dwek (because it was almost always Mrs. Dwek): “Mrs. Hutchens? It’s Mrs. Dwek. I’m calling about Brie.”

			Brie’s mom: “What did she do this time?” (Okay, she didn’t really say that. But Brie could tell by the slump of her mom’s shoulders and the resigned half roll of her eyes that she was thinking it.)

			Mrs. Dwek: “I think we need to have a conversation about Brie’s attitude, in particular her penchant for calling out in class.”

			Brie just had a lot to say sometimes. She might have flown under the radar at Bayshore, the much larger public middle school, but she didn’t blend in much at all here.

			Brie didn’t want to blend in, anyway. What Mrs. Dwek and her mom didn’t understand was that Brie was destined for something bigger than OLPH.

			Bigger than Highlands, New Jersey.

			Still, she didn’t want Mrs. Dwek to make one of those calls home, so she took her seat. And just as she did, the old, dusty loudspeaker—located right above the crucifix, which was right next to the American flag—crackled to life. “Good morning, students of Our Lady of Perpetual Help!” Sister Patricia, who lived across the street in the church building and was in charge of the religious studies for their school parish, always sounded so optimistic first thing in the morning. (She faded to something more like exhaustion by the end of the day.)

			She continued now, her voice muffled through the speaker: “Let us begin.”

			That day, like every other school day, began with the Our Father.

			And like every other school day, Brie mumbled along to the words on autopilot—Our Father, who art in heaven—tuning everything else out. Next to her, Wallace Hughes reached over to pull at a loose string from the hem of her uniform skirt, causing the pleats to bunch closer together. Her mom hadn’t hemmed the skirt as high as Brie would have liked, but still, it was better than letting it hang stiff and awkwardly over her knees. “Wallace!” hissed Brie.

			“Wallace, do I need to move your seat?” Mrs. Dwek asked.

			“No,” he responded, resting his chin on his desk. “So,” he whispered as Sister Patricia moved on to the Hail Mary. Hail Mary, full of grace . . .

			“So what?” Brie asked.

			“Are you gonna come to the game or not?”

			Brie sighed. Wallace sat next to her in nearly every class because alphabetically, Hughes came right before Hutchens. He was what Brie would call a “school friend,” since they didn’t exactly make time for each other outside of classes. Wallace was currently attempting to ruin the status quo.

			If Parker Pigott hadn’t thought Wallace was so cute, Brie wouldn’t have bothered, but sometimes you had to make sacrifices for your best friend.

			“At seven?” Brie asked. A student took over for Sister Patricia on the loudspeaker, beginning the Pledge of Allegiance, signaling that homeroom was almost over. On autopilot again, Brie and her classmates all stood at their seats, hands over their hearts. “I pledge allegiance to the flag of the United States of America.”

			“Seven thirty,” Wallace said midpledge. He had an indent in his chin from resting it against the edge of the hard desk. He cocked his head, thick brown curls bouncing to the side. “Do I need to explain hockey to you? I can do it during math. You don’t pay attention anyway.”

			“I do so.”

			“Did you do the homework?”

			Brie groaned as they all took their seats again. No, she had not done the homework. She’d forgotten they even had homework in math. Her mom called her forgetfulness an “organization issue.”

			The student on the loudspeaker began morning announcements, which never concerned Brie, since she wasn’t big on the extracurriculars. Maybe she could quickly copy Wallace’s homework. “Did you do it?”

			“No,” he said, which rendered him useless. “I got home late from practice and forgot. So, can I explain hockey to you?”

			“I’ll cheer when you score. I’ll boo when you don’t. I’ve got this—don’t worry.”

			“Okay,” he said, and the bell rang.

			Everyone in Brie’s homeroom began gathering their things. Brie grabbed her backpack, realizing it felt too light. She must have left one of her textbooks at home.

			She met Parker in the hallway, like she always did.

			“So?” Parker asked.

			Brie rolled her eyes. “So what?”

			“Did you tell Wallace we’re coming tonight?”

			“I told him I’m coming.”

			Parker’s face turned bright red with only the smallest amount of needling. Parker was tall and skinny and pale. Brie sometimes thought they must look like spaghetti and a meatball when they walked down the hall together. “I know he’s your friend. He’s just . . . so cute, Brie!”

			“You’re my friend,” Brie clarified. “And he’s all yours. He’s not my type.”

			Parker stopped to consider this, her ponytail waving back and forth as if she were still moving. “Well, then, what is your type?”

			Parker’s type was boy. Wallace or Jack Thomas or Javi Martinez or, or, or . . .

			As for Brie . . . she was still trying to figure her type out.

			(Which made her think of Kelly Monaco. Which made her think of the May Crowning, which made her think of her mom, which made her stomach hurt.)

			“Just come on,” Brie said with a roll of her eyes. “We’re going to be late to English.”
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			2.

			ONE LIFE TO LIVE, December 1994: 

			Blair Cramer is tired of waiting for someone else to make her dreams come true for her. She wants to be rich, to be loved, but even more than that, she wants to be respected. She’s going to make it happen one way or another.

			The trouble with having a boy-crazy best friend was that sometimes, it made Brie’s lunch period exhausting.

			It should go without saying that lunch was Brie’s favorite period, especially on days when she had to suffer through English, math, and religion first. Her stomach was growling, even though her mom made her and her brother the same turkey sandwiches every single day—always with two clem­entines on the side no matter how many times Brie asked for potato chips. The faculty used to make them say grace together in the cafeteria, but that had stopped around third grade. It wasn’t worth the amount of time it took to get them all to quiet down already! and Brie appreciated being able to dive right in, unlike at home during dinner.

			She was crust-deep into her sandwich when Jack Thomas—the reason Parker beelined to this particular lunch table—held out a pack of gum to the boys he was sitting with. Gum was strictly forbidden. Their teachers made such a big deal of it that in the second grade, Brie had combed through the internet for some proof that Jesus or John the Baptist or even God himself had declared chewing gum was some sort of sin.

			Since Parker loved a bad boy—especially one with Jack Thomas’s “cute little beauty mark” on the tip of his chin—the exchange of gum immediately caught her eye.

			Jack noticed. “You want one?” he asked.

			Parker nodded. Brie snorted a laugh before she could stop herself. Parker and Jack both shot her looks—Jack confused and Parker flustered—and Brie waved them off. “Sorry. Just . . . thinking about Mrs. Dwek’s . . . dog.”

			Jack made a face. “Mrs. Dwek has a dog?”

			“Yup. Sure. A puggle.”

			Without giving Jack any more time to question it, Parker quickly reached for the stick of gum. “Thank you!” she said, cheeks and neck pink.

			Jack just shrugged and turned back to the boys. Brie shook her head as Parker clutched the stick of gum. She knew Parker would never chew that particular piece. For one, Parker turned beet red and nearly cried if a teacher yelled at someone near her, and Brie couldn’t imagine what she would do if a teacher yelled at her. For two, Parker was sentimental like that.

			She would keep Jack Thomas’s stick of gum for the rest of the school year, at the very least.

			Which was soap-worthy dramatic.

			But it was also, if Brie was honest, kind of nice.

			She’d never had strong enough feelings for a boy to make her want to hoard a piece of gum. Not even close. And sometimes—well, most times—it made Brie mad that Parker could feel that way for so many boys when Brie would settle for just . . . one.

			One best-friend-and-mom-appeasing crush.

			“Those earrings look a little big, Brie.” Mrs. Dwek always just appeared in front of a table when she was on lunch duty. It was like she Apparated from one end of the cafeteria to the other.

			Brie tugged at her admittedly large hoop earring. The thing about Catholic-school uniforms was that they were all the same. The girls wore the same button-up blouses, the same color of tights, the same black shoes, and the same skirts (though they varied in length, depending on how generous their parents were with hemming). And every piece of clothing was shapeless and stiff. But Parker always wore brightly colored hair clips that looked nice with the light blue of her glasses, Deena Yousef always tried to get away with wearing mascara, and Shaun Frankel wore his amber-bead necklace.

			Everyone had something. Brie’s something was Erica Kane–approved big earrings. A real soap-star look.

			“I’ve worn them before” was Brie’s best defense. Why couldn’t Mrs. Dwek zero in on Jack’s gum chewing instead?

			“Doesn’t mean they aren’t too big,” Mrs. Dwek replied, in that way she always did to undercut Brie’s best excuses.

			Brie was about to defend her style choices, but then some­one caught her eye.

			Oh no. What is he doing in here?

			At the front of the cafeteria, for everyone to see, two maintenance men were fixing the loudspeaker, which was, of course, above the cafeteria’s own crucifix. One of the maintenance men was removing the crucifix so it would be out of the way while they worked on the speaker. The other was scanning the cafeteria.

			Brie knew exactly what he was looking for: her.

			Because that maintenance man was her dad.

			“You know what, Mrs. Dwek? You are absolutely correct. I’ll go to the bathroom and take them off immediately,” Brie said. “Come help me, Parker.”

			Parker stared at her for a moment, eyes squinting behind her glasses. “Why do you need to go to the bathroom to—”

			She stopped talking the moment Brie ducked under the cafeteria table to reemerge on the other side beside her. Brie grabbed Parker’s hand—still clutching Jack Thomas’s stick of gum—and offered Mrs. Dwek, who was as confused as Parker, a smile. “Be right back!” Brie said and quickly dragged Parker away.

			Parker wasn’t the best cover. She was the tallest kid in school, and Brie’s dad had known Parker since they were seven. But at least if he saw them and said hello, well, Parker already knew he was working there.

			The rest of her classmates did not, and Brie wanted to keep it that way.

			They’d almost made it out of the cafeteria—because of course she would almost make it—when she heard her dad call out, “Brie!” He smiled, crow’s-feet crinkling in the corners of his eyes and his cheeks puffing out.

			It was his first year working at her school. Brie’s mom had somehow struck a deal where her dad would work at the school and Brie’s tuition would be less expensive. They’d been having a difficult time paying recently since her dad had lost his real job.

			His real job that had kept him out of OLPH and away from the cafeteria, where he was holding a crucifix and waving to Brie.

			“Can’t talk! Bathroom emergency!” she called behind her as she raced through the cafeteria doors, pulling Parker behind her.
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			Brie really hoped that at the end of the day, when she met her dad in the maintenance office after school, he wouldn’t mention the fact that she had obviously dodged him. It wasn’t like she could tell him why she didn’t want to chat in front of all her classmates.

			Brie always had to wait an extra twenty minutes after dismissal before her dad got there. But she didn’t mind so long as they made it home in time for Brie to watch General Hospital with her mom. Besides, the maintenance staff always had a box of Munchkins from Dunkin’ on the table.

			She popped a powdered Munchkin into her mouth just as her dad appeared at the door. “Hey, kid. You ready to go?”

			With her cheeks full of doughnut, she mumbled, “Yep!”

			“You know I can always just get you from your classroom instead, right?” he asked, as he did almost every day. “You don’t need to wait in this dank office.”

			Brie swallowed her Munchkin. It went down hard. “It’s okay. I don’t mind.”

			The ride home was quiet, which had been the case lately when they left school. Once home, Brie dropped her backpack on the floor, untucked her shirt from her plaid skirt, kicked off her shoes, and rolled off her tights as she made her way into the living room. Ever since she’d started getting rides home with her dad instead of taking the bus, she’d been cutting it close to missing her favorite show. General Hospital was already on the TV, and Brie stepped into the room just in time to hear the smack! as Sonny Corinthos’s current wife, Carly, slapped him. Brie loved this show. “Oh my God, what did he do this time?”

			“Carly found out about Mexico,” Brie’s mom said, not taking her eyes off the TV. It was her favorite show, too. She was already wearing her name tag for work. Some days she got home from her part-time shift at the mall right before General Hospital started; other times she had to leave for work right after. Luckily, she was almost always able to watch, which made Brie happy. It was pretty much the only thing they did together. Except when her mom dragged her to go shopping, but those outings usually ended in arguments. “She’s being a little dramatic about it, if you ask me,” her mom continued.

			Brie loved soap operas because they were so dramatic. They were full of characters with giant personalities who made terrible mistakes and terrible decisions and still managed to fall in love and be awesome. Brie, if she was being honest, admired all of them. She wanted to be them. So much so that the thing she was most looking forward to now that she was in the eighth grade was the spring play. Well, that and being one step closer to graduating middle school, one step closer to an opportunity that could help her achieve her dream.

			“I would have slapped him, too,” Brie said, taking a seat next to her mom on the sofa.

			Brie’s mom laughed. “Yeah, well, you do have Carly’s temper. I went shopping, if you want a snack.”

			“Pop-Tarts?” Brie asked.

			“In the cabinet,” her mom answered as the camera pulled in on Carly’s tearstained face. “Have one, Brie.”

			“They put two Pop-Tarts in one package so you eat them both,” Brie pointed out.

			“You don’t need to eat both,” her mom said.

			Brie did not share her mom and older brother’s body type. They also did not share eye or hair color (though Brie knew her mom dyed hers—she’d seen enough old photographs to tell).

			But when Brie and her mom sat in the living room, watching their soaps, Brie forgot they had so little in common. Not many of her friends’ moms had time to sit and watch TV with their daughters, and although her mom would be watching whether or not Brie was in the room—and vice versa for Brie—it still was something. It was their thing. The thing they had done for as long as Brie could remember.

			She remembered being too small to really understand what was going on. Too small to see over the coffee table from where she sat on the carpet in the living room, playing with her toys, peeking up over the edge to watch these characters her mom seemed so fond of, trying to figure out what, exactly, made her so fond of them. She remembered listening to the dialogue and repeating it back to herself in her bedroom mirror, remembered how much it made her mom laugh the first time she did it when her mom was around.

			She remembered asking questions and her mom saying she was too young to understand. That was frustrating, so Brie paid closer attention and kept asking questions, until suddenly her mom stopped saying she was too young and started answering her. Until Brie didn’t have to ask anymore, and they had conversations about what was happening instead. All the while Brie never stopped repeating the dialogue into her mirror at night.

			Brie’s cell phone buzzed, and she picked it up to read the incoming text from Parker. “Parker’s mom is picking me up at seven,” Brie said. “We’re going to the boys’ hockey game at the Armory.”

			“Oh really?” her mom said, perfectly shaped eyebrows disappearing into blond bangs. “For a particular boy, or . . . ?”

			It was a leading question, one Brie, at thirteen, was already used to. She felt her cheeks turn warm, and she shifted uncomfortably in her seat. “Stop, no. Just to watch the game.”

			“Didn’t know you were such a hockey fan.”

			“I’m a fan of hanging out with Parker and drinking hot cocoa,” Brie countered. “Not everything is about boys.”

			“There’s nothing wrong with liking boys, Brie,” her mom said as Brie continued blushing. “High school is around the corner, and there are homecoming dances and proms and—”

			“I’m still in eighth grade!” shouted Brie. “None of that even matters yet. Stop.”

			Her mom looked at her as if she’d sprouted an extra head, her wide, defined mouth curved down at the corners. Her fingers reached for the pendant that hung around her neck, sliding it back and forth along its chain. “Why are you yelling? We’re just having a conversation.”

			“I don’t want to talk about this.”

			“This is why it’s so difficult to talk to you—you can’t just have a conversation.”

			“Mom, just forget it!”

			Neither one of them said anything after that as General Hospital played out on the TV in front of them. Brie could hardly pay attention. Kelly Monaco came on the screen, with her dark pretty hair and a mischievous smile, and Brie sank into her seat, distractedly picking at her fingernails. Her mom’s hand was still toying with the Mother of God pendant she never took off.

			Brie looked away from the TV. Focused on her chipped nail polish instead. (The nail polish Mrs. Dwek had yet to notice.) Brie still had to tell her mom she lied about crowning Mary, and the part that made her stomach hurt was trying to figure out what she could possibly say when her mom inevitably asked her why she lied in the first place.

			I didn’t want you to see me looking at another woman’s boobs, and I don’t want you to know why I get upset every time you ask me about boys.

			“You know you can talk to me about anything,” her mom suddenly said.

			Brie wondered if she really meant it.

			Luckily, her dad chose that moment to walk back in through the front door, a small stack of mail in his hands. “Trevor!” he shouted up the stairs toward Brie’s older brother’s bedroom, which Trevor pretty much never left. “I can see your tire prints on the grass again! You need to turn more carefully!”

			Brie’s dad came into the living room and handed Brie’s mom most of the stack, pressing a kiss on her forehead as he passed by. He held out a thin-looking pamphlet to Brie. “Looks like something came in the mail for you.”

			“Me?” Brie said, taking it from him. She never got any mail.

			When she saw what it was, she let out a shrill screech, jumping off the couch and causing her mom to exasperatedly shout, “Gabrielle! Talk about being dramatic.”

			Brie dramatically rolled her eyes. Dramatics were exactly what she needed! She’d almost forgotten she’d sent away for the brochure, but here it was, right in her hands, in gold and purple lettering: Monmouth County Performing Arts.

			This was why she couldn’t wait for graduation. It was Brie’s lifelong dream to go to MCPA. Well, ever since she’d learned about the performing arts high school when its students came to her fourth-grade class in full costume to promote their latest show. Brie had gone home and immediately begged her mom to take her to it. The two of them had gone to MCPA’s big spring show every year since.

			MCPA was a high school dedicated solely to the arts—a school where she could learn how to be as good an actress as her favorite soap stars on TV—and the brochure had lists of classes that included theater and television and film acting. It talked about the special guests that had visited in the past, including Broadway actress Kelli O’Hara, Monmouth County’s own resident composer Tim Arnold, and—“Oh my gosh!”—soap opera actress Melissa Reeves. There was even a list on the back of the brochure with the names of students who had gone on to successful acting careers postgraduation.

			“I have to go here!” Brie said, which was exactly what she’d told Parker in the fourth grade the second the high school students had finished their short promotional performance.

			“Let me see that,” her mom said, and as she reached for the brochure, Brie didn’t let go. “Why did we get this?”

			“I filled out a form online,” Brie said, flipping through the brochure for information about auditions. “I need to do the application next, but I’ll need a credit card. I think the fee’s like fifty dollars.”

			Her mom exchanged a glance with her dad. “Brie, wait. Don’t you think this is something you should talk to us about first?”

			Brie didn’t like the tone of her mom’s voice. “We talk about it every year. We go to their show every year.”

			Another parental exchange of glances.

			“What?” Brie asked.

			Brie’s mom kept her eyes on her dad, but he didn’t say anything. She sighed and said, “We can’t afford this.”

			“It’s only fifty dollars.”

			“The school. We can’t afford this school.”

			“We can’t afford OLPH, either,” Brie pointed out. “Dad can work out a deal with them, too, maybe.”

			“Brie.”

			“I can at least audition, can’t I? And we can go
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