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Lauren McAllen wrapped her hands around the steering wheel and held on tight. Raindrops splattered the windshield while the wipers furiously knocked them away.

“You may think you’re getting him back, Ashely,” she said through clenched teeth, “but trust me, it’ll never happen because he’s all mine now.” A defiant smiled broke out across her face, but it instantly turned into a look of sheer panic and terror as she frantically yanked the steering wheel back and forth. Unable to regain control of the car, she threw her arms across her face and braced herself for impact.

“Cut!” shouted a man’s voice. “And that’s a wrap.” 

As Lauren relaxed, she turned her head and smiled. “So, we got it?”

“Perfectly,” he said, “but if you wouldn’t mind waiting here, the director would like to speak with you for a moment.”

Lauren patiently waited for the rain machine to shut down. A moment later a production assistant walked up to the car and extended his hand. A serious look came over her face as she took his hand and allowed him to pull her out. Before walking away, she turned and looked back at the prop car, placed in front of a green screen. 

“And so it ends for Hayley Ann Lancaster Wright Sweeney Mason, as her car crashes off the bridge and plunges deep into the bay, but at least she went out with a bang.”

“Not necessarily.” The director had returned to set. His deep-set brown eyes matched the color of his wavy hair, but they turned sad as he presented her with a bouquet of pink roses. “Her car will be fished out of the water, but she won’t be in it, because we’re all hoping you’ll be back someday.”

Lauren’s face lit up as she accepted the bouquet. “It all remains to be seen. I’ve been doing this gig for ten years. It’s time for me to move on.” She stopped to take in the sweet scent. “Chuck, really, you shouldn’t have. These are beautiful. Thank you for thinking of me.”

He gave her a warm embrace. “You’ve been an absolute joy to work with. I’ll be the first to admit you’re overdue for a long hiatus, but we’re still going to miss you. If your future plans don’t work out, you know you’ll always have a home here.” He kissed her on the cheek and gave her a final squeeze.

“Thanks, Chuck.” She stopped to brush a tear away. “I know you have a few more scenes to shoot before the wrap party, and I need to start packing up my dressing room.” Lauren gave the rest of the crew a final wave goodbye before rushing out and hurrying down the hallway. Along the way two other actors, along with several studio employees, stopped and extended their hands. Lauren may have played the woman fans loved to hate, but both cast and crew loved working with her. Stepping inside her dressing room, Erin, her personal assistant, greeted her with a smile and took the flowers. She placed them on the vanity, along with several other bouquets, and pointed out a vase with a dozen long-stemmed white roses. 

“These arrived while you were out.” 

“Is there a card?”

“Yes,” said Erin. “They’re from the Foremans.”

Harold and Grace Foreman were the original creators of The Seas of Destiny, which began as a story of two rival families living in the fictitious town of Mayfield, somewhere on the Gulf coast. The Foremans had a knack for creating unforgettable characters, and within a few years of its premiere, The Seas of Destiny had become the top-rated soap and would remain so for the next four decades. They retired soon after Lauren joined the cast, and their daughter, Sharon, took over as executive producer. Like her parents, Sharon had a knack for creating unforgettable characters, including Roger and Elizabeth Lancaster, and their nineteen-year-old daughter, Hayley, played by the then twenty-three-year-old Lauren McAllen. The spoiled only child of a wealthy surgeon, Hayley Lancaster derived a sadistic pleasure from stealing other women’s husbands and boyfriends and then casting them aside. The character soon became iconic. 

“Are the Foremans coming tonight?” asked Lauren.

Erin shook her head. “No, but you know Sam and Sharon will be there.”

Lauren felt a twinge of disappointment. During the brief time she had known the Foremans, they had been like a kindly uncle and aunt. Erin’s phone rang, and after a brief conversation she disconnected and turned her attention back to Lauren.

“That was Esmerelda. She’s on her way, and she wanted you to know that Rita, your publicist, just called her. A reporter and a cameraman from Hollywood Today will be here in about thirty minutes to tape an interview for tomorrow night’s show.”

“Tonight? I thought they were interviewing me at home tomorrow morning.”

“Apparently, there’s been a change of plans.” 

“Well, gee guys, thanks for giving me plenty of time to prepare.” The frustration resonated in Lauren’s voice.

“Esmerelda is doing her best,” said Erin. “She said Rita got the call at the last minute as well, so it’s out of her hands.”

“I know.” Lauren’s voice sounded calmer. “Sorry if I sounded snippy. It’s been kind of a bittersweet day. Hayley Lancaster has been my whole life for the past ten years, so in a weird way, I feel like I’m losing a best friend. Would you mind asking wardrobe if I can wear the dress I have on now for the interview? All I have with me are my sweats, and my outfit for tonight’s party.”

“Of course.” 

Erin hurried out while Lauren looked around her dressing room. With its three-quarter bathroom and sleeping area it was more like a hotel room, and she wondered who would occupy it once she was gone. Word was out that it would go to David Dawson, who played Justin Chambers, the man Hayley was on her way to see when she met her unfortunate demise. 

“Well, I suppose in the overall scheme of things, it really doesn’t matter,” she said to herself. She took her seat at the vanity and reached for her makeup bag to do a quick touch-up and run a brush through her shoulder-length brown hair. Erin returned a short time later with Esmerelda.

“Got the okay for the dress,” said Erin.

“While I found out where they’re taping the interview,” said Esmerelda. “You need to get over there as quickly as you can. They’ve already started setting up.”

Esmerelda rushed Lauren down the hallway. Once again, they passed studio employees who stopped to wish Lauren well, but Esmerelda hurried her along to a small studio. Someone immediately clipped a microphone to Lauren’s collar and motioned for her to take a seat. Hollywood Today was a nationally syndicated daily entertainment news show, and whenever they came to do an interview, the network was more than happy to accommodate them. A young female reporter sat down to start the interview, asking Lauren how her career began.

“I was going to college in Tempe,” said Lauren, “it’s a suburb of Phoenix, and I’d just started my senior year when I saw an ad in the college paper about a casting call, so I went. I got lucky, and I was hired to do TV commercials for a Phoenix auto dealership. Next thing I knew, an agency here in Los Angeles wanted to sign me up, so I started doing national commercials. That lead to a few guest appearances on prime time and cable TV shows. Then I auditioned for the role of Hayley, and we all know what happened next.” Lauren went on to say she was leaving to pursue other opportunities.

“I’ve loved every minute playing Hayley, I really have, but I’ve done everything I can do with the character. The marriages. The divorces. The infidelity. The dirty tricks. Then, four years ago, I gave birth to a baby girl, who’s now eleven and off to boarding school.” She looked into the camera. “If there’s one thing Sharon Foreman-Scott excels at, it’s creating iconic characters, and we all know how children on soap operas age in dog years. Hayley’s daughter, Kate Sweeney, has just been recast, so who knows how old she’ll be when she shows up in Mayfield. I hope someday she’ll be just as memorable of a character as Hayley was.”

The interview wrapped up, and Lauren and Esmerelda hurried back to Lauren’s dressing room, where a visitor waited inside.

“Mom! You made it!” Lauren gave her mother with a long hug, and as they sat down Erin began packing up Lauren’s belongings.
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Lauren opened the mini refrigerator and offered her mother something to drink. “We have plenty of bottled water, and a couple bottles of iced tea, but it’s unsweetened. I have to watch my weight.”

“I’ll have some iced tea, thank you, and you could actually use a few extra pounds.” She gave her daughter a concerned look. “You’re too thin to be healthy. Maybe with you leaving the show, you can finally eat something.”

“Mom, I know you mean well, but it’s like I’ve told you before. I have to stay this thin because the camera adds extra pounds.”

Monica Henderson gave her daughter a strong look. “Chlo—I mean Lauren, you’re too thin to be healthy.” 

Lauren tried to humor her mother. “Tell you what. I’ll eat all the fried chicken and ice cream I want when I’m old and gray, but right now, I’m at the top of my game.” She sat down next to her mother. 

“People who never watch soap operas have heard of Hayley Lancaster. I’ve been incredibly blessed to have been successful in a town where very few achieve it, so now I want to take it to the next level while I still can. I really should have done this the last time my contract was up, but, as we both know all too well, I was in the middle of a messy divorce. Had I even thought about leaving the show my ever-conniving ex would have had a field day. He would have derailed my plans before they ever got off the ground. Ask Erin. She’ll tell you. She was there.”

“Indeed, I was.” Erin suddenly looked uncomfortable. “If you’ll give me your keys, Lauren, I’ll run these boxes out to your car.” She looked at Monica. “Did you want me to take your suitcase too?”

“I’m good, Erin, but thanks for the offer. I have to change for Lauren’s party, so I’ll take care of it later.”

“Gotcha. Do you want me to start taking your flowers out to your car?”

“Not yet.” Lauren pointed out the pink roses Chuck had given her. “I’ll keep those, so we’ll leave them here until after the party. I’d like to give the rest to some of the crew, like Sheila, in wardrobe, and Melissa, my hairdresser. They’ve all worked incredibly hard for me. The carnations are for you, Erin, and the long-stemmed white roses are for Esmerelda.”

Esmerelda’s face lit up. “Are you sure?”

“Yes, I’m sure. You’re the best manager I could have ever asked for, so please, take them home and enjoy them.”

“Thank you, and you know I will.” Esmerelda’s face was still beaming. “I’ll grab them after the party as well.”

“I’ll take care of the other flowers once we have the rest of your personal items packed and loaded,” said Erin. “You know you have to be completely out of the room by ten o’clock tonight.”

“I know, but somehow I think they’ll understand if I run a few minutes late.”

Monica gazed at the flowers as Erin left the room. “Any of them by chance from your sister?”

“Nope.” Lauren’s voice was firm. “I haven’t heard so much as a peep from my half-sister, nor do I expect to. Have you heard from her lately?”

Monica’s expression turned sad. “No, and I haven’t for some time. She doesn’t even acknowledge Christmas anymore. The last time I spoke to Kay was at your dad’s funeral, so it’s been about eighteen months. With him gone, I guess she’s through with us.”

“For which I’m greatly relieved. I know you did your best with her, but she made it clear from the get-go. She never wanted a stepmother, much less a baby sister, so we’ll let her be. Trust me. We’re much better off without her.”

“I know, but I still feel like I’m letting your father down.”

Lauren’s voice remained firm. “You did everything you could to be a real mother to her, but she wouldn’t have any of it.”

“It was because her real mother died.”

“It’s still no excuse. She’s not the only one who lost a mother at a young age.”

“I know.” Monica sighed and remained silent until Erin returned and announced it was time to get ready for the party. Monica kept the black slacks she was wearing but changed into a sparkly gold top. Lauren wore a bright red cocktail suit with a matching pair of pumps.

“I bought this outfit for Hayley. I know there’ll be some press people at the party, so it’s perfect for a photo op.” She looked at Erin. “Tomorrow morning it goes to the cleaners, and then straight to a consignment store.”

Esmerelda looked down at her blue suit. “I’m wearing what I have on.” A former actress herself, Esmerelda was now in her fifties, but she was still a stunning woman with her big brown eyes and shiny black hair. As they gave themselves a final inspection, Esmerelda brushed a small piece of lint off Lauren’s outfit. The four women then headed down the hallway to where the wrap party was getting underway.

Large banners saying, “Farewell Lauren,” and, “We’ll Miss You,” hung on the walls. In the center of the room stood a full-service bar stocked with champagne. Standing off to the side was a generous spread of finger foods, along with a beautifully decorated cake. 

Sharon and her husband, Sam, were already there, busy chatting with reporters. Lauren quickly joined them, while the crew from Hollywood Today did a quick follow-up interview. As they were talking, other cast members, along with the crew, made their way into the party. Everyone greeted Lauren with hugs and good wishes.

Sam, the show’s producer, offered the first toast, but his speech sounded slightly slurred. Chuck gave the next toast, reminiscing about Lauren’s earlier days on The Seas of Destiny and telling everyone what a pleasure she’d been to work with. Two other directors, Keith and Lance, offered similar toasts. Sharon read a letter from her parents, praising Lauren’s many contributions to the show. She followed up with her own heartfelt thanks, saying Lauren would always be a part of The Seas of Destiny family and would be welcome back at any time. As they talked, Lauren looked around the room and spotted Rita, her publicist. Once Sharon finished her speech Rita walked up to Lauren.

“I noticed you talking to the reporters when I came in. Good job. We need to keep your name out there.”

Before Lauren could respond, Sam snuck up behind her, startling her as he wrapped his arm around her waist and awkwardly handed her a glass of champagne. His speech sounded even more slurred as he rambled on about how much he loved Lauren and how she would always have a home on The Seas of Destiny. Lauren fought to maintain her composure, thanking him once again as she tried to step away, but the more she struggled, the tighter his grip became.

“You need to give me a big kiss, baby.” His breath reeked of alcohol as he pressed his lips onto hers. As Lauren tried to free herself, she heard a camera click close by. Rita motioned to Esmerelda, who quickly came to help rescue Lauren. Tapping Sam’s shoulder, Esmerelda told him Lauren had to speak to another reporter. Finally, Sam let her go, but as he stepped aside Sharon’s angry face came into view, and the camera clicked once again. Esmerelda quickly took Sharon off to the side, while Lauren heard a familiar voice behind her. 

“Well, I certainly got some interesting shots.”

Lauren felt her skin crawl as she took a deep breath and slowly turned around. “What the hell are you doing here, Randy?” There was a distinctive growl in her voice.

“Just doing my job.” He gleefully presented her with his badge. “See? Right here. I have a press pass.”

The ID photo on his lanyard had shorter hair and smoother skin. Randy was starting to look older than his years. 

“Really?” Lauren sounded unconvinced. “The last I heard you were working for some cheap tabloid.”

“They’re hardly cheap.” He quickly snatched a glass of champagne from a passing waiter’s tray. “In fact, they pay me quite well.” He took a sip as Monica approached them. 

“Well, well, well. If it isn’t my former son-in-law Randy Hall. So, what are you doing here, besides guzzling free champagne? Haven’t you caused her enough grief already?”

“Nice seeing you again, Mom, or do I call you Monica now? As I was just telling your daughter, I’m here on official business. I work for a legitimate media outlet and I’m here to cover her party.” He gave his camera a pat. “In fact, I was just about to leave when your daughter graciously came over to say hello. So, Lauren, as always, good seeing you again, and I hope things work out for you. Goodnight, ladies.”

Randy quickly polished off his champagne, setting the glass down on a table with a thump before heading out the door. Once he was gone, Esmerelda approached Lauren.

“Sam’s had way too much to drink. Sharon knows what’s going on and Uber’s on the way. They’ll try to get him out of here on some rouse about a problem at home he needs to take care of. Then, in about another hour or so, she’ll announce that they need to be back at seven o’clock tomorrow morning to tape the next show.”

Monica glanced at her watch. “Then we should all be out of here by eight-thirty.”

“If not sooner,” said Esmerelda. “Then I’m taking the two of you to dinner so we can discuss Lauren’s future plans.”

“If you want to head back to my place later on you can,” said Lauren. “Esmerelda and I will probably be putting in a late night.”

Monica gave them a look. “Trying to get rid of me, are you? Truth be known, I’ve put in a long day myself and I’m still recovering from the holidays, so some nice, quiet sofa time sounds heavenly. I also want to watch the eleven o’clock news. No doubt they’ll be covering her final day on the set, and I’m a little concerned with her ex showing up.”

“As am I,” said Esmerelda. She hurried away to talk to Rita, and Sam was soon discreetly escorted out. An hour later Sharon reminded everyone they had to be back to work early the following morning. As the guests slowly made their way out, they all gave Lauren a final hug with promises to stay in touch, but she doubted she would ever hear from any of them again. She would, however, sincerely miss Chuck.
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Barely able to control his anticipation, Randy reached into the bottom desk drawer and removed a small box while his photos uploaded. Setting it on top of his desk, he frowned when he realized his supply was nearly depleted. He quickly snorted a few lines of white powder and turned his attention back to his computer. The photos had turned out better than expected. He grinned from ear to ear as he picked out one of the shots of Sam latching onto Lauren and began editing it. He wanted her top to appear more revealing than it actually was. The work was painstakingly slow, but he savored every moment. Once he had finished, he leaned back in his chair and admired his work. A sinister look came over his face as he composed an email and attached the photos. After hitting the send button, he poured himself a shot of scotch and raised his glass. 

“Well, Lauren, I’m happy to see you’re still as hot as ever. Apparently, Sam thinks so too. Sharon, not so much.”

The warm liquid felt soothing as it worked its way down. Too wired for sleep, he opened a new tab and headed over to an adult website.
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Charles McKenna was a regular at the West Hollywood Denny’s and the staff all knew him by name. Entering the diner, a server greeted him with a smile and nodded toward his favorite booth.

“It’s open, Chuck. Did you want to see a menu?”

“Nah, I’m good.” He followed her to the booth and took his seat. She returned a minute later with a steaming cup of coffee.

“You okay? You seem a little down tonight.”

“Rough day at the office,” he said. “Today was the last day for one of our cast members. She was a real pleasure to work with, even on a bad day. I’m really going to miss having her around.” 

“Lauren McAllen?”

“Yeah. How’d you know?”

“It was on the six o’clock news, and I overheard a few other customers talking about it.”

“Really? So, what’d they have to say?”

“They all sounded pretty disappointed. One even said she’ll quit watching once Hayley’s gone.”

Chuck sighed. Sharon, along with some of the network brass, had been concerned about a possible drop in the ratings once Lauren left. Hopefully, it would only be a temporary lull.

“Did you want your usual tonight, Chuck?”

“That’d be fine. Thanks.”

“Steak and eggs, medium rare and over easy. Anything else?”

“Nope. I’m good.”

As she hurried away, Chuck began sipping his coffee and reflecting on his life. It had been nearly five years since he and Hannah had gone their separate ways. Thankfully, there were no children, but in the years since he had allowed himself to become even more of a workaholic. He had also allowed himself to become too emotionally attached to Lauren, but with her off the show, he wondered if he should ask her to join him for coffee. Then again, what if she turned him down? He shrugged it off and grabbed his phone, answering his email and text messages until his meal arrived. Afterwards the waitress stopped by to refill his coffee, and he left his usual generous tip.

Chuck was on the freeway a short time later. It never seemed to matter the time of day or night, the freeways in Los Angeles were always packed with cars. He longed to take a drive on a scenic open road. The local news soon came on the radio. The lead story was about another suspicious house fire, this time in Burbank. 

A serial arsonist was on the loose and had claimed four San Fernando Valley homes over the past six months. All appeared to have been selected at random, and, so far, no one had been hurt. He always struck when no one was home, and in spite of being captured on several home surveillance cameras, he always wore a dark, hooded sweatshirt, making his face unrecognizable. The story ended with a call for the public to come forward with any information, and a large reward was now being offered. 

Chuck’s exit came into view as the next story began, and soon he was driving down a familiar tree-lined road. He had purchased his parents’ home in Encino after they retired and moved to Florida. He and Hannah were living together at the time, but their relationship ended the following year. Now, he shared the big five-bedroom, five-bathroom home with a brown and white English springer spaniel named Barney, and he sometimes wondered why he kept the place. Perhaps it was because it had been his childhood home. Or maybe it was because those who achieved success in Hollywood were expected to live in big, lavish homes. Whatever the reason, it no longer mattered. Chuck had grown weary of Hollywood. His goal was to get out as soon as his contract was up and begin a new life somewhere else. He turned into his driveway and rolled into the garage, hearing Barney’s excited barks as he deactivated the alarm. The dog happily pounced on him the moment he opened the door.

“I know. I know. I’m home.” The dog danced with excitement as he spoke. “I missed you too, but guess what? I’ll be working at home for the rest of the week.”

Barney was on his heels as he walked down the hallway. Chuck only used four rooms in the house; the kitchen, living room, master suite, and his childhood bedroom, which was now his study. The remaining rooms were closed off and empty

Stepping into the bathroom, he changed into his swim trunks. As he caught his reflection in the mirror, he noticed a few gray hairs. While momentarily startled, he realized it wasn’t unusual for a man in his late thirties to start sprouting gray hair. At least he still had a full head of hair, unlike some of the actors on the show who had to have their bald spots covered up. He quickly grabbed a towel and opened the sliding glass door to the backyard pool for his usual nightly swim. Afterwards, as he relaxed on one of the chaise lounges, Barney plopped down next to him. With an absent smile, he reached over and scratched dog behind the ears.

“So, buddy, what do you think? Should I ask the lady out? Or should I leave well enough alone?” 

As much as he was drawn to Lauren, he also knew she was serious about becoming a star. He, on the other hand, was equally determined to get out of Hollywood, as quickly as possible. Having such opposing goals meant any relationship between them would be short term at best, and because he was already too emotionally attached to her, it would not end well. He gave the dog a sad look.

“You know, on second thought, maybe it wouldn’t be such a good idea after all. So, it looks like it’s just you and me.” He let out a sad sigh as he grabbed his towel and headed back inside. 
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Lauren was long overdue for a vacation, so the morning after her wrap party she and her mother drove to Santa Barbara. There they spent a relaxing week of pampering at a beach resort. Returning to Los Angeles, she dropped her mother off at the airport and had barely gotten back on the freeway when her phone rang. She pressed a button and Esmerelda’s voice boomed through the car speakers.

“Welcome home. Have you been to the grocery store yet?”

“No, ma’am. I have my groceries delivered.”

“I see. I’m calling because I wanted to give you a head’s up. We have an issue with your ex.”

“Wait, don’t tell me. I know he got a few shots of Sam coming on to me, and now they’re in some tabloid.”

“The Weekly News Roundup,” said Esmerelda, matter-of-factly, “along with a big headline about a real-life romantic triangle on the set of The Seas of Destiny.” 

“Great. It’s just the type of crap I’ve come to expect from Randy. After our divorce he swore he’d get even with me. No woman ever dumps Randy Hall, so my leaving was an unpardonable sin. It’s time he got over it and moved on.”

“I agree. Unfortunately, there’s more to it.”

“What do you mean?”

“Someone really doctored one of the photos. Your top is so low cut that it looks like your boobs are about to fall out.”

Lauren suddenly felt angry. “Are you kidding me? I was wearing a V-neck, but it was hardly low cut. Please don’t tell me it was the photo on the front page.”

“No, but they used a similar shot. Sam has his arm around your waist while Sharon’s standing in the background. If looks could kill, you’d be a dead woman.”

“She was scowling at Sam, not me.”

“I know she was, but of course it’s not what’s being reported here. The article is all about how you and Sam were having a secret affair off camera, then Sharon found out about it and fired you. That’s why you left the show.”

“Not true.”

“I know it’s not true. As I keep telling you, everyone in the industry knows the tabloids are all fake news. Rita also thinks a real-life Hayley Lancaster type scandal may actually be good for the ratings.”

“Yeah, but what about my public image? I’m not the type of woman who gets involved with married men.”

“I know you’re not, but as I also keep telling you, most of the public already thinks you’re just like Hayley in real life, so there you go. Give it a week or two and it’ll be old news.”

“I know,” said Lauren. “There’s no such thing as bad publicity.”

“No there isn’t, and even if it were, you know I’d make sure Rita put the right spin on it, so you have nothing to worry about. Now, would you like to hear some good news?”

“You bet.”

“Rita has just informed me that High Society magazine wants to do a story about you.”

Lauren’s spirits quickly rose. “Really?”

“Yes, really. I thought you’d be happy about it.”

“You’d better believe I’m happy about it. Considering what just happened, I’d love to be written up in a well-established, well-respected mainstream publication.”

“I agree, and they’re doing a cover story about you is a big deal. I’ve already instructed Rita to send them a media kit. She’ll include a mention of your long-standing good relationship with Sharon and her parents.”

“When will the issue run?”

“In about two months, which will be long after any hoopla in the tabloids has died down. It may also help you become more sought after by the big studios. So, hang in there. Things really are going your way. Go grab yourself some lunch and enjoy a little down time.” 

Lauren pulled into her driveway a short time later. Her small bungalow now seemed empty without her mother, and too calm without having to spend her time memorizing scripts. As she brought her suitcase into her bedroom her phone rang again. Her face lit up as she checked the caller ID. Chuck McKenna was calling. She eagerly took the call, but his voice sounded tense.

“Hey, Lauren. Are you busy right now?” 

“Not really. What’s up?”

“It’s been a hell of day, and it’s not over yet.” 

“Really? So, what happened?”

“Your ex.”

“Tell me about it,” said Lauren. “I just got off the phone with Esmerelda. She didn’t think it was a big deal, but I’m annoyed as hell.”

“I understand, but big deal or not, Sam really does have a drinking problem, and it’s getting harder for Sharon to sweep it under the rug. Apparently, they had it out late last night. Sam finally agreed to go to rehab, but not before slipping up and admitting he really has been having an affair with someone on the show.”

Lauren suddenly became defensive. “Well, it sure as hell wasn’t me.”

“I know it wasn’t you. It was Christy Farringdon.”

“Christy? But I hardly know her. Our characters were involved in different storylines, so we never worked together. She was off the day we taped my final show, nor did she attend my wrap party.”

“I know, but circumstances being what they are, I wanted to give you a heads up. First thing this morning we had an emergency meeting. Elaine will be filling in for Sam, and while Christy doesn’t know it yet, Sharon’s fired her. Once word gets out you know the tabloids will have a field day.”

Lauren started calming down. “You bet they will. Thanks, Chuck. I appreciate the warning, but now I’m curious. Will they kill Victoria off?”

“No. The role is being recast. Christy’s in two scenes today. We just finished the first one, but, as you can imagine, we’re running way behind schedule. Her other scene will be the last one we do today. Then, once we’re done, Elaine will tell her she’s fired.”

Lauren grimaced. “Whoa! That’s not going to be pretty. Do you get to leave before she gets the bad news?”

“Unfortunately, no. Elaine wants me there as a witness in case Christy tries to accuse anyone of any wrongdoing. Afterwards security will escort her to her dressing room and she’ll then be escorted to her car. An understudy will take over until the role is recast.” 

“Well I’m sorry, Chuck. Sounds like you’re in for a rough day at the office.”

“Tell me about it,” he said. “First thing this morning Elaine announced that Sam was taking time off for medical reasons, but people are sensing there’s more to it, so it’s getting kind of tense around here.”

“I’m not surprised, and I’m genuinely sorry for Sharon and her kids. Please give her my best, and thanks for the head’s up. You truly are a friend.”

“Well, shucks ma’am.” There was a smile in his voice. “I’ll talk to you later.”
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Chuck smiled as he disconnected his phone. Calling Lauren had been the right thing to do. He also knew she really meant it when she called him a true friend. The knot between his shoulders relaxed as he put his phone away.

Christy greeted him with a bright smile when she reported back to the set. As they did their run through it was obvious; she had no clue of what was about to happen. Hopefully, she would remain professional and quietly take her leave. Chuck greeted Elaine with a cursory nod when he took his seat in the control booth. Putting on his headset, he cued the stage manager and the cameras started rolling. To his relief, everything ran smoothly, but he felt his stomach tighten as they prepared to shoot what would be Christy’s final scene. Once it was done the stage manager asked Christy to wait, saying Chuck and Elaine had another matter to discuss with her. Elaine quickly grabbed her satchel and they hurried back to the set. Christy looked anxious as they approached, and Elaine pointed to one of the chairs on the set.

“Would you mind taking a seat, Christy? And would the rest of you mind stepping out for about fifteen minutes?” 

The atmosphere turned tense as the crew exited the studio. Elaine closed the doors behind them while an anxious Christy spoke up.

“Is something wrong, Elaine?”

“Yes, I’m afraid there is.”

“What is it?”

Elaine’s voice turned cold as she walked up to Christy. “I think you already know what it is.” 

The color drained from Christy’s face and there was a faint tremor in her voice. “I don’t understand. What’s happening here?”

“The jig is up, Christy. Sam Scott checked into rehab this morning, and Sharon knows all about the two of you.”

Christy’s demeanor quickly changed. “Look, I don’t know what he told you, but whatever it was, it’s a damn lie. There’s nothing going on between Sam and me. There never has been, and there never will be.”

Elaine looked incredulous. “Really?”

“Yes, really. Now may I please leave?”

“Not so fast.” Elaine reached into her satchel and removed a thick folder. “Sam also gave Sharon his private email password.” 

Christy let out a gasp. Her face flushed red as Elaine went on. 

“Would you like to see what’s inside this folder? It would certainly give us great fodder for future storylines. Then there’s the, shall we say, rather interesting, selfies of you.”

“Oh my god! Look, I can explain. None of this is what you think. It’s really—”

Once again, Elaine’s voice turned ice cold. “I already told you, Christy. The jig is up. Everything is right here, in this folder, including the day, time, and location of each and every motel where you met Sam. You are now, officially, fired.” Elaine pointed toward the door. “Two men from security are waiting for you outside. They’ll escort you to your dressing room, and you’ll have exactly fifteen minutes to gather up your belongings and leave the building.” 

Christy started sobbing as Elaine opened the studio doors. Two uniformed guards stood on the other side. Elaine checked her watch as they came in.

“Your fifteen minutes begin right now.”

“I’m not leaving.”

Elaine’s tone turned edgy. “Then I guess you didn’t hear me. You have fifteen minutes to get your things and leave the building.”

“I just told you I’m not leaving.”

Elaine looked at Chuck. “Would you mind calling the police for me?”

Chuck reluctantly took out his phone as Christy began wailing. To his relief, she stood from the chair as one of the guards gently reached over to help her to her feet. As she took a few steps forward she unleashed her anger on Elaine.

“You’ll be hearing from my lawyer, you stupid bitch, because I’m suing you! You and that other stupid bitch, Lauren. If she hadn’t been hitting on Sam at her party it wouldn’t have gotten in the tabloids, and Sharon wouldn’t have gotten her ass in a knot. The son of a bitch must have been screwing her too.”

What concern Chuck may have had for Christy instantly turned into rage as he watched Elaine calmly fold her arms across her chest.

“Go ahead. Sue us. We don’t care. You don’t have a case, but if you do try to sue us then rest assured everything in this folder will be made public. Right down to the most intimate detail.”

The other guard took her by the elbow as the head of security entered the studio. Christy screamed obscenities at the top of her lungs as the two guards took her away. Their boss remained after they left, but they could hear her shouting from the hallway. He gave Elaine and Chuck a concerned look.

“I think it would be best if the two of you remained here until they get her in her dressing room. Don’t worry. We’ll stay with her until she’s off the property.”

“I agree,” said Chuck, as Elaine nodded. 

“We’ll let you know when it’s safe for you to come out. It shouldn’t be too long.” He hurried out, closing the doors behind him.

“Well, that was certainly pleasant,” Chuck said sarcastically.

“I’m afraid it was necessary, and while I’m truly sorry to involve you in a very ugly situation, Sharon and I are both grateful for your help, so there’ll be a little something extra in your next paycheck.”

Chuck casually nodded as he walked onto the set and sat down on another chair. “You know, it’s funny how they can make the set furniture look more comfortable than it actually is.” 

Elaine gave him a concerned look as she sat down the other chair. “Are you okay, Chuck?”

“Not really. I prefer having my drama in front of the camera, not behind it.” He paused for a moment, unsure if he should ask, but he had to know. “So, is there any chance Sam could have been involved with Lauren as well?”

“Nah. There’s no evidence of it, nor would she have ever been that stupid. She’s also mentioned, more than once, how she doesn’t go for married men. Frankly, I wish we had more like her.”

Chuck sighed in quiet relief and an awkward silence filled the room. Elaine’s phone beeped a few minutes later. After reading her text message she looked at Chuck. 

“That was Keith. He’s directing tomorrow’s show. He and the understudy are waiting for me in my office. I’ll have to let him know I’m running a little late.” She had barely started tapping out a reply when two more text messages suddenly came in. As she read them, an angry scowl came over her face.

“Son of a bitch!”

“What is it?” asked Chuck.

“Apparently Christy kept up her screaming rampage while they were approaching her dressing room. Some of the other actors saw what was going on and now everyone’s having a big meltdown. Security wants to know if it would be okay to let them come into the studio.” Her phone beeped again as they were talking.

“I don’t see why not,” said Chuck. “Since we’re not going anywhere for the time being you may as well tell them what’s going on.”

“Then would you mind letting Keith know I’m running late but will be there soon?”

Chuck gritted his teeth as he typed Keith a message while Elaine stood from her chair and opened the doors. A uniformed guard stood on the other side. Elaine gave him a nod, and five visibly shaken cast members came inside. As the guard closed the doors, Elaine got down to business.

“First of all, I want to apologize for whatever you may have witnessed in the hallway. Please be assured Christy’s termination had nothing to do with any of you, so you can all relax now.”

One of the actors spoke up. “So what the hell happened?”

“I’m afraid I can’t discuss the reason for her termination, but once again, it had nothing whatsoever to do with any of you. An understudy will take over the role of Victoria until a permanent replacement can be found, so tomorrow morning it’ll be business as usual. Security will be escorting Christy out of the building in a few minutes. Any of you who wish to remain here until she’s gone are welcome to do so.” 

While Elaine was talking Keith responded to Chuck’s message. “So, what exactly is going on?”

Chuck quickly typed his reply. “Elaine gave Christy the news and she didn’t take it very well. Sorry for the upset.”

Keith was quick to respond. “No worries but you owe me a beer.”

“Happy to oblige you.”

“Good because I intend to collect.”

Chuck grinned as he typed. “Shoot me a text when you’re done, and I’ll meet you somewhere.” He looked around as he put his phone away. Three of the actors had left, while the other two were asking Elaine more questions. Finally, they took their leave. He was about to leave as well, but Elaine’s phone beeped before he had the chance. Once again, she scowled as she read the message.

“That was security. Christy has left the building and I now have another problem to deal with.” She mumbled a quick thanks for his help and placed another call.

Chuck felt relieved once he exited the studio, but he heard a commotion as he hurried down the hallway. The door to Christy’s dressing room was wide open. Two studio employees were inside, taking photos with their phones while a security guard stood in the hallway talking to John, Sharon’s personal assistant. Chuck stopped to take a closer look. All of the furniture had been overturned. The mirrors were completely shattered. Shards of broken glass covered the floor, along with the shredded remains of her costume. Chuck looked at John as the guard left the room.

“So, where were the guards?” 

“They were both men,” said John, “so she told them to wait outside while she changed. A couple minutes later they heard screaming and glass breaking and stuff banging around, but she’d locked the door. Finally, she bolts out and they chased her to the parking lot, but she managed to get away.” 

“She was pretty agitated when she left the set. Did anyone call the police?”

John shook his head. “No. I just spoke to Sharon and told her what happened, but she doesn’t want any more bad publicity. She said that between the production company’s insurance, and the network’s insurance, they should be able to cover the damage. So far it looks a lot worse than it actually is. The furniture got knocked around a bit, but nothing appears to be damaged. We’ll have to replace the mirrors and the light bulbs, and maybe the carpet. It all depends on how much broken glass got into it.”

“How’d she bust all the glass?”

“She ripped a towel rack off the bathroom wall. They’ll have to patch up the drywall and replace the towel rack, but it’s an easy fix. One nice thing about a big TV studio is having plenty of carpenters around.” John shook his head and shrugged. “I’ll tell you one thing, though. That was one crazy, messed up chick.” 

“Well, hopefully, we’ll have better luck with the next Victoria.”

“I hope so too.” John turned his attention to Elaine, who had arrived to inspect the damage. 

***
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KEITH TOLD CHUCK TO meet him at an Irish-themed pub a few blocks from the studio. Chuck sat down at the bar and ordered a beer. Keith arrived a short time later and sat down next to Chuck.

“What are you having?” he asked

“Murphy’s Irish Red.” 

“Good choice. I’ll have the same.” 

Chuck flagged down the bartender and placed Keith’s order, telling him to put it on his tab. Once Keith’s beer was poured, they clanked their mugs together.

“Here’s to us having a little less drama off the set,” said Chuck.

“Here, here.” Keith stopped to take a sip. “It’s been an interesting couple of weeks. I’ll miss Lauren, but Christy was a real shocker. She always seemed so professional. She’s the last person I would have ever suspected of having an affair with Sam.”

“She could be a little argumentative at times, but nothing like what I witnessed today. She had a total meltdown. Elaine didn’t help matters either. She brought along a folder, allegedly filled with all kinds of incrementing evidence, some of which was highly personal in nature, and she really rubbed Christy’s nose in it. Christy said she was going to sue. Then Elaine told her if she tried, everything in that folder would be made public.”

“Which would be certainly be the case if it went to court,” said Keith. “They’d have to use whatever’s in the folder to defend themselves, and court records are all public records.”

“I know, but I sure didn’t need to hear about the motels and the naked selfies.”

“Wow.” Keith looked stunned as he set his mug down on the bar. “It should have been handled much more discreetly.”

“I agree.”

“It also sounds like something out of Elaine’s playbook. They don’t call her The Dragon Lady for nothing.”

“Both of their actions were despicable. Christy even tried to pin the blame on Lauren.”

Keith nearly choked on his beer. “Lauren? She and Christy hardly knew one another.”

“I know. Christy was referring to the story in the tabloids. She thinks Sam was also having an affair with Lauren.”

“Yeah, right. That’d be like saying Sam was also having an affair with the Duchess of Cambridge. Lauren has always kept her nose clean. Wish we had more like her.” 

“Elaine said the same, and I couldn’t agree more.”

Keith smiled. “I remember having lunch with her one day in the commissary. She said she’s never been much of a party girl, and it sounded like she’s more of an introvert, if not a hermit. She said on her days off she does yoga with her personal trainer. She also likes photography, although she doesn’t think she’s very good at it.” 

They turned their attention to the basketball game playing on a television set above the bar. Keith soon swallowed down the rest of his beer and checked his watch.

“It’s time for me to hit the road. The family’s waiting for me at home, but before you go, I highly recommend a bowl of their Irish stew. It’s the best in town.”

“Thanks, I’ll give it a shot.”
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Kay Jenkins was searching for the shortest checkout line when a tabloid headline suddenly caught her eye. She quickly grabbed a copy and placed it in her cart with her other items. The cashier made small talk as she checked out. As the bagger loaded her groceries in the trunk, she removed the paper and tossed it onto the passenger seat, thumbing through it while she waited for her car to warm up. 

“So, you didn’t even think to invite your big sister to your party. Forgot all about me, did you? Somehow, it doesn’t surprise me, and judging by these photos, I’d say you had yourself a pretty good time.”

Kay tossed the paper aside and put her car into gear. The snow crunched beneath the tires as she drove. After ten years, Lauren was leaving The Seas of Destiny. Could she really have been fired for sleeping with the producer’s husband? Her half-sister was a stranger to her, so anything was possible.  

Kay was only four when her mother died, and she only had vague memories of her. Her father remarried the following year, and Kay was horrified. Another woman had come along and replaced her mother. A year later her father and Monica announced that a baby was on the way. Kay cried herself to sleep that night, and when Monica gave birth to a baby girl, Kay’s worst fears were realized. Everyone, including her father, wrapped their attention around the new daughter. Like her mother, Kay had been replaced.

She clenched her teeth as she carefully turned her car off the main road, and a yellow, two-story house soon came into view. Pulling into the driveway, she grimaced once again as the garage door opened, revealing the empty space where Don used to park. Once inside the garage, Kay exited the car and grabbed the tabloid from the front seat. At least with Don gone, she now had fewer bags to unload. After placing them on the kitchen counter she made herself a cup of hot tea. Minutes later she plopped down in her comfy chair and opened the tabloid.

According to the article, Lauren was having an affair with the executive producer’s husband, which was why she was leaving the show. However, her sister’s body language told a different story. While the producer’s husband was obviously coming onto Lauren, the feeling was hardly mutual. Kay was about to fold the paper up when another detail caught her attention. The photographer was none other than her former brother-in-law.

“So that explains it,” she said out loud. No doubt Randy was harboring his own grudge against Lauren. Kay put the paper away for safekeeping, and upon returning to the kitchen she gazed out the window. It was a lovely, late-winter Colorado afternoon. Before long the snow would melt away and flowers would begin to bloom. As she finished her tea, she recalled when she and Don first arrived in Denver, and how impressed everyone was when she told them she had a celebrity sister. Some had even commented about how she and Lauren bore a striking resemblance to one another. Monica had given her a few publicity photos of Lauren, so Kay had copies made. Then, whenever anyone asked, she would have her assistant personally autograph one as Lauren McAllen. Kay smiled to herself as she finished her tea and started putting the groceries away.
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Christy Farringdon tipped off the tabloids and they reveled in her story. She even appeared on a tabloid talk show, describing how Sam had taken advantage of her naivety and made all kinds of promises to her which he had no intention of keeping. Thankfully, Lauren’s name was never mentioned. Over the next few weeks the story ran its course and Christy faded from the headlines. 

As the weeks went by Lauren’s agent kept her busy auditioning for guest appearances on network and cable TV shows. To her dismay, however, nearly all the parts were for villainous characters similar to Hayley. Lauren worried about being typecast, but, inevitably, the roles were offered to other actors, and she became increasingly frustrated. Finally, something came her way. A startup salsa company wanted to feature her in their first advertising campaign. She quickly placed a call to Esmerelda.

“I’m not sure about this,” she said. “You know I started out doing commercials, and it feels like I’m taking a giant step backward.”

“Well, you’re not.” Esmerelda’s voice sounded reassuring. “Nor should you write this off. It pays quite handsomely, it’s good exposure, and there are other actors who’ve done quite well with celebrity endorsements. Do you by chance remember Suzanne Sommers?”

“Sure I do.”

“Well, there you go. Becoming the Paul and Pablo’s Salsa spokeswoman could turn into a gold mine for you as well.”

Lauren reluctantly agreed to do the spots. A few weeks later the first commercial was in the can, scheduled for release later that spring. The following week High Society published their story with her picture on the front cover. Inside were photos taken of her at home, and, thanks to Rita, the article told her story in an upbeat way. It also included quotes from Sharon about Lauren’s contributions to The Seas of Destiny. Chuck called a few days later. Lauren was driving when the call came in, and a smile came over her face as she tapped the button to accept.

“I guess congratulations are in order. It’s not every day when I get to brag about someone I directed ending up on the cover of High Society.” 

“It’s not?” 

“No, it’s not. I have a feeling that big things will be coming your way.” His voice suddenly turned sad. 

“Are you okay, Chuck?”

“I’m fine. It’s just been a long day.”

“I understand, and you’re one of the people who helped make me a success. No disrespect to Keith or Lance or any of the other directors, but you had a way of bringing out the best in me, for which I’ll always be grateful. I really do miss working with you.”

“I miss working with you as well, and just so you know, I would have loved to have directed that salsa ad.”

Lauren instantly perked up. “You know I’d love nothing better than to work with you again as well. Wish we could chat some more, but I’ve just arrived at Esmerelda’s office.”

“No worries. Give her my best and we’ll talk soon.”

“I’m looking forward to it.” Lauren disconnected the call and headed inside. As she and Esmerelda went over their notes, Beth, her agent, called with big news for Lauren. Beth sounded giddy once Esmerelda put her on the speaker.

“Lauren, I hope you’re sitting down, because you’re not going to believe this.” 

“Really? What’s up?”

Beth’s voice pitched with excitement. “I just got off the phone with Calvin Michaelson himself. He has a supporting role in an upcoming film which we both think would be a perfect fit for you.”

Lauren looked at Esmerelda. “Casting Couch Cal? Oh, c’mon Beth.” 

“Stop with the jokes, okay? This is for real. Cal tells me he’s seen you, many times, on The Seas of Destiny over the years, and he was most impressed with your write up in High Society. He wants you to come in and read for the part.”

“Are you freaking serious?” Lauren looked at her manager in disbelief. 

“Yes, I’m serious. They would like to schedule a reading for you this coming Monday.”

Esmerelda looked ecstatic. “Wow. This could be the big break we’ve been hoping for.”

“It may very well be indeed,” said Beth. “Then, after your reading, he wants to meet with you in private, so he can discuss the details with you.”

A concerned look quickly came over Lauren’s face. “In private? As in I can’t bring Erin with me?”

“Sorry, not this time. It’ll be just you and him. He wants to spend some time getting to know you.”

“Wait a minute. Time out. We all know about his reputation.”

There was a brief pause before Beth responded. “Lauren, you’ve just be given an opportunity to play in the big leagues, and Calvin Michaelson is one of the biggest and most influential players in that league.”

“She knows that,” said Esmerelda. 

“He’s going to make her a star. I guarantee it.”

“I understand, Beth,” said Lauren, “and yes, this really is the big break I’ve been waiting for, but I’m also a damn good actress. I should be able to get the part because I have the talent.”

“If you didn’t have the talent, he wouldn’t have called me. He’s seen your work. He also knows you have a good following. If you decline, I can still get you other work, but it may never be anything as big as this. This kind of opportunity doesn’t come along every day.”

“I know, but—”

Beth’s voice was firm. “Lauren, over the years I’ve represented other women who’ve worked for Calvin Michaelson, and they all became household names. Over the past five years someone from one of his films has been up for Best Actress, and in four of the five years they’ve won the Oscar. This is your golden ticket. I’m begging you. Don’t let this opportunity pass you by. It may never come your way again.”

Lauren started to say something, but Beth cut her off. This time her voice sounded urgent. “He wants to see you on Monday. I told him you’d be there to read at one o’clock. So, what do you want me to do? Do you want me to confirm? Or do I cancel?”

Lauren looked at Esmerelda. “Confirm it.”

“Trust me, Lauren. You’re doing the right thing.”

Esmerelda spoke up as soon as Beth ended the call. “I know you’re feeling apprehensive, but it’ll be fine. Their casting director is a real sweetheart, and he’ll put you right at ease. You have nothing to worry about.”

“I’m not worried about the casting director. I’m worried about what happens afterwards. I’m sure there’s a good reason why they call him Casting Couch Cal.”

“He does have a reputation for being a lady’s man,” said Esmerelda, “but as Beth just said, he’s also a man who has the power to make you a star. I’ve managed other clients who’ve worked for Calvin Michaelson. All of them made it big, and if he ever did sexually harass any of them, they never mentioned it to me.”

“I understand, but I still can’t help feeling apprehensive. Why can’t I bring Erin with me?”

“It may not be for anything nefarious. No doubt he wants to discuss the details of the film with you, and he doesn’t want word leaking out. You know how this town is. People love to gossip, and they love to embellish things. Sure, he’s known to be a shameless flirt, but none of my clients have ever come back and told me they’d never work with him again. If anything, it’s been the opposite. They’ve all spoken very highly of him, and over the years they’ve all remained close friends.” Esmerelda spoke in a softer tone. “Here’s the thing. You have the right to tell him no, and if doesn’t work out, we’ll find you something else.”
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Kay was working on a proposal when her assistant came in and placed a magazine on top of her desk. 

“I saw this while I was out getting my lunch. I wasn’t sure if you’d seen it or not.”

Kay raised her brow in surprise once she saw who was on the cover. “No, Tess, I haven’t. Thanks for bringing it to my attention.”

“You’re welcome. I’ll be in the breakroom.” 

“How’s that report coming?”

“You’ll have it by the end of the day.”

Tess hurried out while Kay eagerly picked up the magazine.  “Well, well, well. So, look who’s on the cover of High Society.”

Scanning through the table of contents, she quickly flipped to the article and started reading. It mentioned Lauren’s parents and grandparents, where she had gone to school, and the story of how she ended up on The Seas of Destiny. It also mentioned her marriage and divorce from celebrity photographer, Randy Hall, but nowhere was there a mention of any siblings. It was as if Lauren had been an only child and her sister had never existed. Kay felt hurt and angry. Her office, however, wasn’t the place for an outburst, and the proposal she was working on had to be finished by the end of the day. She set the magazine aside went back to her computer, but she found it difficult to concentrate. 



***
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Kay went straight to the hall closet when she arrived home that night. Taking a box from the top shelf, she brought into the kitchen. Inside were dozens upon dozens of old family photos. She took her seat at the kitchen table and meticulously sorted through them, carefully placing them into different stacks. Finally, her patience paid off. She found the photos she was looking for and she carried them into the den where she booted up her laptop. After a quick Google search, she was on the High Society website. She clicked on the link to submit a letter to the editor and began typing.


As Lauren McAllen’s older sister, I was disappointed to not see any mention of me in the article, but I can’t say I’m surprised either. I’m sure all families have their dysfunctions, and ours is certainly no exception. My father married Lauren’s mother soon after my own mother passed away. When Lauren came along, I tried my best to be as good of a big sister to her as I possibly could. While I’m glad she was able follow her dream, we’ve unfortunately gone our separate ways. This was my stepmother’s doing. In spite of my best efforts to reach out to Lauren, she has yet to respond to any of my overtures. Nonetheless, I’m happy to see her become the success I knew she would be, and I’m still hoping we can reconnect some day and become sisters again.


Satisfied with the














[image: image]






d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
THE SCANDAL

MARINA MARTINDALE





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png
-

-

-

7O





d2d_images/scene_break.png





