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He was born Robert Aldous Schwarzmann in the tiny town of Sixwoods, Maine.  By the time he was ten, he knew that everyone in town referred to the place as either Backwoods, Maine or Sickwoods, Maine.  He also knew that he had to escape someday.

Robert would race home from school every afternoon so he could watch the beautiful people on daytime television.  He longed to be one of them.  He dreaded looking in the mirror because it always revealed the sad fact that this dream would take a miracle.

Glasses?  Braces?  The worst of all, fat? (He knew that "fat" was a four letter word among the television elite.)  The people whose bodies he worshipped on television didn't have those things.  He had them all, in spades.

A funny thing happened in his sophomore year in high school.  Robert discovered girls.  With that discovery, came motivation.  Results soon followed.

By his senior year in high school, the braces had been taken off and the glasses were replaced with contact lenses.  Robert declared his daily ice cream milkshakes anathema.  He substituted protein shakes.  Hours of idle television watching turned into hours of working out at the gym.

By the time graduation day arrived, Robert's bags were already packed.  The girls, who a few years before didn't know he existed, were sad to see the most attractive man in town depart.

They marveled at his destination.  To those who lived in Sixwoods, Maine, it might as well have been another planet: Los Angeles, California.

Robert had no trouble getting an appointment with an agent shortly after he arrived in LA.  The agent, however, had a lot of trouble with Robert's name.

"Robert Aldous Schwarzmann?" the agent asked with a frown while he studied the paperwork.  "Are you a cardiologist?"

"Of course not," Robert laughed.

"Then you shouldn't sound like one," the agent declared.  He paused for a moment while he glanced around the room.  His eyes rested on the red power button of the TV remote control on the corner of his desk.  "Powers," he said.

"Excuse me?"  Robert asked.

"Your new name.  Powers.  Brent Powers.  Now that sounds like a star's name.  Anyone can see that you've already got the perfect look.  So tell me, Brent, can you act?"

"Well, I did a couple plays in high school and-"

"Never mind," the agent interrupted.  "I know just the place for you.  They even have an acting coach on staff."

The agent picked up the phone and attacked the buttons with his pudgy fingers.  He listened to the greeting and then said in an excited voice, "Betty, I'm sending over this hot new actor.  His name is Brent Powers.  You'll love him.  He's fantastic!"

Six months later, Brent Powers was enjoying immense popularity starring on the TV daytime drama TO LIVE AND LOVE.  Fan letters and e-mails for him poured into the production studios.

The show's interns were assigned the task of tracking which actors and actresses created the most buzz on popular soap opera websites and forums.  They reported each week that Brent got the lion's share of the attention.

A picture of Brent shirtless was downloaded from the TO LIVE AND LOVE website exactly 56,493 times the first week it was posted.  His agent had already renegotiated his contract.  Brent appeared on the show almost every day which meant he was earning several thousand dollars a week.

The money disappeared faster than a sugar cube in a cup of steaming coffee.  His agent took his fifteen percent.  The manager he had hired took his ten percent.

Brent bought an expensive sports car and he rented a luxury condo in which he threw lavish parties every weekend for dozens of people.  He also bought costly presents for the several girlfriends he had acquired since his arrival in California.

Brent had no savings.  Who cared?  Wasn't it enough to live in comfort, be increasingly famous, bed any woman he wanted, and reside in Hollywood, which Brent believed was the most exciting city on earth?

Nothing in life remains constant.  Things are inevitably bound by some ancient agreement to get better or get worse.  Soap opera ratings were no exception to this unbending rule.

TO LIVE AND LOVE had been a well-rated daytime drama since its inception in the 1980's.  It had never reached number one, but consistently landed in the top three.  There was mild shock running through Studio 8107 late one Monday afternoon when the ratings for the previous week were released.

"Did you hear?  We slipped!" said a panicked star to a young girl passing in the hallway.

The poor girl was too busy trying to find her way to the make-up room for the first time to pay much attention.  She stopped in her tracks when she recognized the voice as that of the show's matriarch who'd been there since the very first episode.

"You slipped on what?  Are you OK?" asked the naive day player as she looked up and down the hallway, expecting to find an offending puddle or a banana peel.

"Not on the floor, you simpleton," snapped the impatient diva.  "We slipped in the ratings.  Years in the top three and now this..." she said and her voice trailed off as she walked away.

"Now what?" the hapless day player asked out loud to no one in particular.  She was more confused than ever.

Brent witnessed the whole thing.  He knew by the time of morning that all the day players had been processed through wardrobe and she must be lost on her way to make-up.  He offered to show her around the studio while he explained the ramifications of "We slipped!"

As the tour concluded, she said, "Let me see if I've got this straight.  What you're saying is even though the show only went down two tenths of a ratings point, all the big wigs around here are going to freak?"

"Exactly," Brent smiled as he gave the would-be starlet over to the waiting arms of Philippe, the make-up artist.

"Freak" didn't even begin to cover it.  Over the subsequent weeks, the ratings dropped farther.  Where once it was as if TO LIVE AND LOVE could do no Nielsen wrong, the cast and crew for the first time learned that what the ratings gods giveth, they also taketh away.  Taketh away they did.

One month after that first day of bad ratings news, Monday mornings at Studio 8107 were quieter than a high school at midnight.  One such Monday morning, a production assistant posted the latest Nielsen report on the bulletin board outside the actors' lounge.

The show's favorite villainess spilled her tea all over the gown she was supposed to be filmed in during the next take.  The wardrobe mistress wanted to kill her.

The paper hung on that bulletin board with no regard for the havoc it was going to wreak.  The show had slid several slots down in the rankings and had lost two points in the previous month.

To make matters worse, they were a mere four weeks away from May sweeps.  Finally, there was the ominous note written in red marker:  "The Network wants changes!  Be prepared!"

On Friday afternoon, word spread through the studio faster than a sex starved sailor racing towards a brothel after a six-month tour on a submarine.  "He's gone," they said in hushed tones.

"No, that's impossible," others whispered back.

"He's the Goddamned creator of the show!" said Philippe, the make-up artist who had a flair for everything, especially for stating the obvious.

Everyone soon learned that it was true.  Douglas Scriven, the creator and headwriter of TO LIVE AND LOVE, was gone.  Nobody could believe it.  He WAS the show.  No character walked or talked on that set that hadn't first started as a figment of Douglas Scriven's imagination.

Did that matter now?  Hell no.  Did anyone at the Network care if this was all that Douglas had?  His wife had left him early in his career and another man raised his children.  He never even saw them on holidays.

TO LIVE AND LOVE was the only baby he'd ever raised.  Now they were taking it all away from him.

"It's not as if we're leaving him penniless," the Network brass said to each other.

"Please, he's a millionaire fifteen times over."

"Yeah, he'll be fine, he can sit home in front of the television and count the royalty checks."

Would it have mattered to the Network executives if any of them could have predicted the future and could have known that not having that show to work on every day would make Douglas suicidal within a week?  Dead within two?  Hell no.  Besides, what was one life when the almighty ratings were at stake?

The changes began immediately.  The Network directed the new headwriter to "shake things up."  An earthquake ensued, figuratively speaking, though staging one a few months in the future for July sweeps was under serious consideration.

The actors grumbled that the characters didn't sound and act like themselves.  The producers complained that the scripts called for bigger and better special effects, but the budget had been slashed by a third.

A highly publicized announcement that a veteran actress was leaving rival soap TOMORROW IS ANOTHER DAY and joining the cast of TO LIVE AND LOVE was reversed in the soap press when TO LIVE AND LOVE wouldn't pay her what her agent demanded during final negotiations.

Because he was one half of the soap's currently most popular super couple, Brent knew he had some amount of clout.  Unfortunately, whatever level of power one thinks one has at work, the actual level is often a few notches lower.  Not realizing this, Brent stormed into the headwriter's office that was now occupied by Ms. Nicole Blancharde.

Ms. Blancharde was a slight woman of five feet, five inches.  She probably weighed a mere ninety-eight pounds, even after she stepped out of her claw foot, antique bathtub.  Once she dried off, she weighed ninety-five pounds, tops.

On her desk, at her left hand, sat an ashtray with a continuously burning cigarette.  It was long and menthol, her only two criteria for a cigarette.  At her right hand was a frosted can of cola.

She had an assistant, a nameless "himbo," as his type is known in the television business.  Masculine and muscular, it seemed as if the himbo's only tasks were to constantly replenish the cola at Ms. Blancharde's side and light cigarettes for
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