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1955
Q: Can you share with our TV Guide readers a typical day in the life of the Queen of Soap Operas?
A: Of course! I get up in the morning and make my son breakfast, just like any mother. Then I see him off to school—if I have time, I drive him myself, but often it’s the nanny. Off to the office then! If I don’t have meetings, I’m working on scripts, at least a month into the future. Or perhaps I’m interviewing actors. Often, I am in the studio watching filming, although of course I rely on my fabulous director, Marty Banks, completely.
Abby Taylor smiled at the TV Guide reporter, a young woman—most likely just out of college, her Mrs. degree on hold for now—named Betty Wainwright. Betty was scribbling notes as fast as she could write. Allowing her to catch up, Abby surveyed her long, polished nails, a point of pride. I don’t type, these nails said to the world. I’m an executive. Not a secretary.
The nails, the sculpted wavy coif, the smartly tailored wool suit, the heels, higher than any secretary’s and a proud statement of strength and femininity—all proclaimed to the world, the men in suits, that Abby Taylor was a force to be reckoned with. But the statement was softened with the requisite 1950s female furbelows, like Mamie Eisenhower pearls. I know my place, her entire image said. I’m smart. But I can also whip up some canapés with the best of them.
Miss Wainwright looked up with an eager smile. God. Was Abby ever that young, shiny, and new?
Q: Tell me, Mrs. Taylor, when did you first get your start?
A: It’s Miss Taylor. I started out in radio, in Chicago. I was a voice announcer but was asked to write a short script to sell a dishwashing soap from Procter and Gamble. The sponsor liked my script—a short little conversation between three women around a kitchen table while they were having coffee—and asked me to continue the story. This was the first soap opera, as they are now called. Right away, I was a success.

1930
“Hey, Abby! Hey, wait up!”
Abby was marching down the hallway of WBBM radio, trembling with fury. Marty Banks ran to catch up with her.
“What the hell happened back there?” Marty jerked his thumb back toward one of the closed doors of a conference room.
“They took my show away from me, that’s what the hell happened.” Abby spat the words out, as if they tasted like vinegar. Which they did.
“What do you mean?”
“I wanted them to go national with it. But they said no, it’s just a silly little women’s segment, nobody would want to broadcast it. When I said I’d talk to CBS myself, they took it away from me—and fired me from it. Said it wasn’t mine, even if I created it. Said I didn’t know a thing about radio and I should just stick to writing my little soap ads and let them do the thinking.” Abby really wanted to hit someone right then—her hands were in fists, and for a moment she was a tomboy again in the schoolyard, playing stickball with the boys. But she couldn’t hit poor Marty; he was her one true friend and ally at WBBM. And she didn’t need someone to hit; she needed someone to talk to. But she’d never found the male point of view all that helpful.
Suddenly she knew exactly who she could talk to—the one person who would help her figure it all out.
“I gotta go, Marty.” Abby turned on her worn-down heel and clomped off, back down the hallway in the opposite direction.
“Abby—wait—”
“See you tomorrow,” she called as she broke out in a trot, her loafers making slapping noises against the tiled floor, the sound echoing off the cement-block walls that were decorated with photos of WBBM’s radio personalities—Eddie and Franny Cavenaugh, Myrtle Vail and Donna Damerel (Myrt and Marge), as well as the national CBS stars like George Burns and Gracie Allen. Abby pushed through the doors and raced after a bus; in half an hour, she was home.
Sitting at the kitchen table with her mother and her sisters.
It was precisely this setting, with characters based on her own family, that Abby had used for Mother’s Talk, the title of the fifteen-minute serial she had been asked to create by the account rep for Procter & Gamble. The man had a new dish soap to peddle, and he’d cornered Abby one day after she was done with her job voicing commercials for another P&G product. Did Abby have any ideas for this new product, since she was a woman? (And obviously, it went without saying, an expert dishwasher, although to be honest she wasn’t trusted with this task at home.) She got back to him the next day with the idea for Mother’s Talk. Why not create a little drama—a serial—set in a kitchen, featuring women talking about women’s issues? That way they could seamlessly work in mention of the new product. And hopefully, keep women tuning in for later episodes, creating more interest in the dish soap (WHAMMO!!—The Soap with Extra Kick!).
Mothers could solve every problem. Abby’s mother always had. Who needed fathers? Who needed men? Women were the ones picking up and soldiering on after the men left. And they always did, in Abby’s experience.
Pop left. When Abby was five. Defeated by a household of women—Abby’s three older sisters were just as feisty and outspoken as her mother; at least that was what Mama said. “He was outnumbered,” was how she put it, trying to soften the blow for her daughters. Truth be told, her father was barely a presence in the house, always at work at some factory job, a silent spectator at the dinnertime circus when all five women tossed conversation and quips back and forth, like jugglers.
But they missed the steady paycheck, and Mama had to take in washing, and all four girls went to work instead of college. Which wasn’t, in Abby’s opinion, the worst thing in the world. Theirs was hardly the only household in those years after the Great War that was held together by a woman; there were many husbands who never came back, either killed or choosing the opportunity to start over somewhere else. Men who lost money in the stock market and went looking for jobs, vanishing into thin air. Men who made money in the stock market and decided they needed new cars, new homes—and new wives. When the Depression hit, it only got worse.
But women stayed. Maybe because they had no other choice, but they stayed. And that’s what Abby was counting on now as she burst into the kitchen, kicked off her shoes, and filled the percolator with coffee and water, the aroma, once it started brewing, serving as the household signal for all present to convene at the kitchen table. Soon her sisters Mary and Phoebe joined her, just home from work themselves. Janet was married now, with a new baby and her own home; Abby couldn’t help but think of her as a traitor.
And Mama. Mama was here. Mama was always here—she’d been in the little sun parlor ironing, but as soon as she smelled the coffee, she had gratefully sat down in the chair at the head of the little metal table, her gray hair held back tightly in a bun from which not a single strand could escape.
“So what is it, daughter of mine? What is it today?”
(Abby had to admit she had more than her fair share of battles. Far more than her sisters, who rolled their eyes even as Mary reached across the table to clasp Abby’s hand in sympathy.)
“They took my show! They took it away from me because I’m a woman!”
“Ah,” each Taylor girl said with a knowing smile followed by a frustrated sigh.
“How can they do that?” Phoebe kicked at one of the metal table legs. “You created it!”
“My contract doesn’t give me the right to make ‘managerial decisions,’ according to them. And they’re right. I looked through the contract after the meeting. I signed my rights away, as a creator.”
“And you’ll never do that again,” Mama said.
“Well, no, not if I can help it. The thing is, Mama, there are so many people who could take my job in a heartbeat—that’s what they told me, those awful men in suits. ‘Don’t you know you’re a lucky young lady? With so many men out of work, men with families?’ I told them I had a family, too, but since I’m not married, it doesn’t count. Not to them.”
“Not to any of them,” Mary said in her soft, wise way.
“And if you were married, they wouldn’t hire you either,” Phoebe mused, and they all nodded. Janet had been fired from her job as a bank teller the moment she was married—not that her husband would have approved of her working, anyway.
“It’s true, the Depression—it’s a shame what’s happening to men these days, standing in line for food at the soup kitchens. It’s wounding to their pride,” Mama said, and possibly she was thinking about Pop, and wherever he was. Or possibly not.
“And it’s not wounding to a woman’s pride to do the same?” Abby shot back.
“Not in the same way, darling. We see it as a stepping stone, a necessary bridge to the future; they see it as the end of everything. But back to you. Why don’t you write another serial and try to sell it to another station, this time keeping all your rights? And if they say no, you still have a job at WBBM. They didn’t fire you from the station, only from that show.”
“True, true.” Abby nodded, thinking. She had that in with P&G; the account rep, James Daugherty, liked her, liked her “gumption,” as he put it—awful word, that! Did men have gumption? She’d only ever heard it applied to women.
Daugherty also thought she wrote the best dialogue he’d ever heard—little did he know, she practically lifted it from her own home! But he believed, like Abby, that these little advertising serials had a future in daytime radio; that housewives were captive audiences with spending power, and they wanted something more intimate, more like their own lives. Not the New York Philharmonic or The Shadow. A show for women, about their worries, their hopes—should they have a career or a family? Should they buy that new dress or save money for a rainy day? Should they marry the boy next door or hold out for someone better? What about their
children—the wayward son, the dutiful daughter, or the other way around; why not? Why not tell stories about women who are seduced and then abandoned, women who . . . Oh, Abby had a million stories she was dying to tell.
And of course, they’d all have a strong matriarch at the center. She smiled lovingly at Mama and drank her coffee. Already thinking about tomorrow.

1955
Q: What about Tomorrow? is such a big hit now. Can you tell our TV Guide readers how you seamlessly turned it into a television show, after it was successful on radio for so long?
A: Well, I always knew that this medium could transition to television. I was the only one who knew it, I don’t mind saying! But if someone tells me no, I just fight that much harder! I never had a moment’s doubt. I knew it would be a success and that soap operas had a place on daytime television. All it took was some charm offensive!

1952
“I’ll pay for it myself,” Abby told Marty before they met with Daugherty and the CBS execs. “That’s how strongly I feel about it. Can you price it out for me?”
“Absolutely. But it’s not gonna be cheap, and if I know these bastards, they’ll never pay you back, even if it works.”
“You’re not telling me anything I don’t know, Marty. OK, let’s go.”
Arranging her face into the expression she privately referred to as “appropriately feminine,” her mouth stretching into that subservient smile, nonetheless she pushed through the door of the meeting room with confidence. Twenty-five years had changed her. Twenty-five years of fighting with men, pleading with men, bargaining with men, thanking men for merely paying her what she was worth. Twenty-five years of fending off questions about her personal life, why she wasn’t married—not to mention fending off unwanted gropes and invitations. Twenty-five years of working harder than any of them, rising at dawn, going to bed after midnight, paying for an assistant out of her own pocket. Twenty-five years of watching her figure—unlike the men she worked with who grew comfortably heavier with each passing year. Twenty-five years of walking this tightrope in high heels, a girdle, and pearls. Always the pearls. The money spent on the manicurist, the hairstylist, the tailor (because she was short and had to have everything altered).
She was a different person than the girl in loafers who’d cried to her mother when they took away her show. Mama was gone now; Phoebe and Mary still lived together in the house in Chicago—a changed house, at least in atmosphere. Moodier. Sadder. Always with a wistful air of missing someone. Abby sent home money from New York every week so they could remain in the family home. Even though she rarely visited, she had to know it was still there. It was her origin story—just as she came up with a dossier of every character’s background on the three serials she had created, this was hers. The house. The kitchen table.
The dented electric percolator with the worn wood handle. She bought Mama and the girls many new percolators over the years, but Abby had kept this one, constantly taking it to a repair store to get it rewired. It was sitting in her office, on a credenza. Right in the center of the trophies and awards she’d collected.
“Gentlemen,” she said pleasantly as she and Marty took their seats together in the middle of a long mahogany table. They were surrounded on all sides by the enemy—the suits, the number crunchers. Daugherty—graying now—was the only one who greeted them with a smile. The rest all wore the skeptical prove your worth to me expressions she was accustomed to. No matter what the subject of the meeting—even if it was to celebrate ad revenue or ratings. It didn’t matter. She was still, twenty-five years after creating the first soap opera, forced to prove herself. Again and again and again.
“Let’s cut this short,” Cavendish, head of daytime, said without any greeting. “Soaps aren’t suited for television. They were fine for radio, when housewives could listen as they did their work. But television is different. We’re trying to use this form to elevate the consumer, for one.”
“And your soaps are hardly what I would call elevating,” Jones, head of publicity, added. Unnecessarily; Abby well knew how little these men thought of her shows. But on radio, the shows brought in big money, so they put up with them.
Television was new. Some radio shows had transitioned successfully—of course there was I Love Lucy, which had started out on radio as My Favorite Husband. And Our Miss Brooks had made the jump to television. But the new, experimental live television plays were the future, even in daytime—that was the prevailing thought.
“What’s more troubling is the housewife problem,” Cavendish resumed pontificating. Abby had to clasp her hands tightly in order to maintain her composure. “If we want women to stop their housework, yes, it should be for something uplifting. We should aim to improve the average woman’s mind. But what I’m most concerned about is that they’ll simply stop working. With radio, they could listen as they vacuumed, as they washed dishes, as they provided dinner for their husbands. But with television, they have to watch. They’ll stop doing their jobs, and the husbands will rightly complain to us. And what about the children? With mothers who are zombies drooling in front of television, neglecting little Billy and Sally until they turn into delinquents, ignoring their husbands until they get fed up and leave—no less than the future of this country is at stake! Look at the Soviet Union—the biggest threat to our way of life. It’s only the sanctity of the American family, the values we hold dear, that are keeping this country out of the hands of the Communists! And this one”—Cavendish pointed a shaking finger at Abby, who couldn’t keep that pleasant smile on her face anymore—“wants to put it all at risk with her silly little soap operas!”
Cavendish—who had risen in his fury—sat down, his face red, and he gulped a glass of water. The rest of the table sat in stunned silence; it was apparent that while none of the executives were for “Abby’s Folly,” as they called her desire to film a test pilot for What about Tomorrow?, none of them had expected this outburst.
“Worthy of a congressional hearing with Joe McCarthy,” as Abby put it to Marty later. “Do you think he’s running for office?”
“Well,” Abby finally said. She cleared her throat and took a sip of water. “That’s certainly food for thought. But gentlemen, I get hundreds of letters from women every day. They’re hungry for these stories. Television is the future—that, we can all agree on. Radio might stick around a few more years, but television is here to stay. I would argue that no one has the moral right to tell anyone, male or female, what they should and should not watch. Yet that is the strange position we find ourselves in—we program television. But it’s a business, and I simply don’t understand why you would turn your backs on a known—and very lucrative—quantity.”
“I agree with Abby,” Daugherty said. “We at Procter and Gamble are fully committed to the soap opera on television. And really, gentlemen, what’s fifteen minutes out of a housewife’s day? There will be plenty of time for her to use our products to clean her kitchen!”
“And I have some studies.” Abby nodded to Marty, who got up and handed out neatly stapled pages. “This is the modern age! It’s no longer 1935. Today women have washing machines, dryers, some even have the new automatic dishwashers. Today’s housewife has more leisure time than a decade ago. Mr. Joe Average’s dinner will still be on the table when he comes home. His shirts will still be ironed. His children will still be cared for. The American family is not at risk.”
“But what about our responsibility to cultivate the average woman’s mind?” Cavendish pounded on the table.
“Mr. Cavendish,” Abby said, with her sweetest smile softening her expression, “I agree.”
“You do?” Cavendish looked surprised; the others all grunted.
“Why, yes. And what better way to do this than tell women’s stories? I do modestly propose that since I’m a woman, I’m best to do this, as I proved in radio. With all due respect to you gentlemen”—Abby took a dramatic pause, looking at each pasty white jowly face in turn—“I believe you’re fortunate to have one woman in this room.”
“Well, Abby, with all due respect.” Jones from publicity voiced what Abby knew they were all thinking. “You’re hardly the typical woman. What do you know about the average woman’s dreams and hopes? You’re not married. You just—you don’t really count, if you understand what I’m saying?”
Abby’s hands balled into fists beneath the long table. She took a deep breath, counted to ten, then fluttered her eyelashes a little as she smiled demurely. “Gentlemen, I appreciate the distinction. And you know what I always say—I don’t need a husband; I need a wife!”
They guffawed at the tired joke.
“And yes, I may be married to my job, as you all are. But I still crave a nice home. I have a child, as you know—adopted during the war. I worry about him, like all mothers do. And I know my way around a kitchen—I can sing the praises of Zing! and Whammo!! with the best of them. I’ve had a good deal of success, made you quite a lot of money, telling women’s stories. All I’m asking is for the opportunity to tell them on television.”
“But what about—”
“Mr. Cavendish.” Abby cut him off. “I also happen to agree with you about the Communist threat.” She hoped her nose wasn’t growing as she placed her hand over her heart. “We need to preserve the sanctity of the American family, and soap operas can play an important part. Why, we can espouse your very ideals! We’ll tell stories of women being happy in the home, striving daily to care for their children, to help their husbands. And even better—on television, women will see how happy they can be doing this. No longer will it be left to the imagination. We’ll cast very photogenic actresses in our stories, wearing smart clothes that any ordinary housewife would want to wear—it will be aspirational, gentlemen. Soap operas will elevate the ideal American family!”
Cavendish sat back in his chair; the man was so stupid, Abby could see the gears trying to churn in his dull brain. But churn they did.
“I still don’t know,” he finally said, shaking his head. “I have doubts. And we haven’t even talked about the expense of hiring these photogenic actors and actresses, clothing them—all that.”
“Which is why I have a plan.” Abby stood up; this was her moment. “I will pay, out of my own pocket, for a test episode of What about Tomorrow? Mr. Banks has agreed to direct, and we have a cast already picked out. We’ll shoot a fifteen-minute episode, including time for commercials, and you gentlemen can see the results and decide. I believe that, together, we can do for daytime television what we’ve done for daytime radio—in other words, we can make a lot of money.”
“And cultivate the housewife’s mind?” Cavendish said. A dog with a particularly distasteful bone.
“And yes. Cultivate the housewife’s mind. What if one of the characters is a musician and we set a scene in a concert hall?”
“That sounds expensive,” Mr. Garaway, the money man, interjected.
“Or she can practice at home,” Abby said, thinking quickly. “And we can have a college professor, recommending uplifting books.”
“No Russian writers,” Cavendish warned. Abby took a deep breath but nodded. Then she looked at Marty, who reached inside a folder and produced a stack of eight-by-ten glossy photos—the women Abby wanted to cast in the major roles. (Because sadly, none of the radio cast could continue their roles on television. The old adage—you have a face that’s perfect for radio!—truly did apply. The young sexpot daughter of the main character on What about Tomorrow? was voiced by a fifty-year-old matron; the young son, by a thirty-year-old woman who chain-smoked.)
Abby watched smugly as the photos of the beautiful young women were passed out and the men brightened appreciably. She wasn’t surprised at all when Cavendish—Mr. Moral Outrage—asked for extras. And then told her, with his eyes on the photo of the youngest, most luscious—a real Ava Gardner type—“Fine. You pay for your test, Abby.”
“Thank you, thank you very much,” Abby said with practiced gratitude, gratitude she didn’t at all feel.
“And let us know when you film it,” Cavendish continued, still ogling the photo. “I’d love to stop by and meet the cast.”
Abby didn’t reply; she was barely able to prevent herself from laughing and crying, both. She concentrated on helping Marty gather up the extra copies of the statistical report about housewives’ leisure time; there were no extra copies of the cheesecake photos.
As they watched the others file out, Marty whispered, “Are you really going to show the happy housewife saving democracy?”
“Of course not,” Abby hissed, smiling at the men pushing ahead, on their way to very important meetings, no doubt—photos still in moist hands. “I’m going to show how darn hard it is to be a woman, just as I’ve always done. But we’ll be making so much money by then, not one of these fools will say a word.”
Marty laughed and helped her on with her coat. A true gentleman, always.
She put her hand in his and let him caress it for a long, warm, satisfying—teasing—moment.
Then they got back to work. As they always did.

1955
Q: Tell me about your working relationship with Mr. Banks. Some call you the most important partnership in television—even more important than Lucy and Desi!
A: Isn’t that flattering? I greatly admire those two. Well, my relationship with Mr. Banks is one of mutual respect. Like most work partnerships, it has evolved over the years. When we first met, Marty was my superior in the mail room of WBBM. Now I’m—well, I don’t like to say that word. I’m not his superior. I don’t believe a woman should ever be a man’s superior in the office; it’s not the natural order of things.
Q: Really? I’m surprised to hear you say that.
A: Why? I’m a woman, Miss Wainwright. While I believe women are the equals of men, in many ways, I don’t believe that women are superior to men.
Miss Wainwright looked up in surprise, seemingly having caught the quick little smile on Abby Taylor’s face that said otherwise. But it was gone in a flash.
If she was paying attention, Miss Wainwright may also have caught a faint blush across the enviable cheekbones at the mention of Mr. Banks. She was smiling to herself as she resumed taking notes.
Mr. Banks and I are true working partners, but only in the office. He is happily married, and I have my own household.

1953
“I’m not sure about the actress playing Colette,” Abby said as she unzipped her dress as far as she could. She turned around and let Marty unzip it the rest of the way; as he did, he tickled her waist, and she giggled.
Abby Taylor never giggled at the office. Or at the studio. Or in interviews. Or in front of her child, her staff, or her secretaries. Only Marty Banks had ever heard that giggle—delightfully girlish, warm, young.
Placing his hands upon her small breasts, Marty breathed into her ear, and she giggled again. “I’m serious, Marty—what do you think about her?”
“I think she’s fine.” Marty stepped away, unbuckling his belt, letting his trousers fall about his ankles, stepping out of them. With the precision he displayed as director of What about Tomorrow? as well as their newest soap, In This Our Time, he carefully folded them along the crease and hung them on the wooden hanger Abby handed him. “A little slow to learn her lines, but she’ll get there.”
“You think? Because she strikes me as rather stupid.”
“You say that about all the young actresses, Abby. You always have.”
Abby was about to protest—but it was true. Ever since the move to television, and the need for telegenic actresses, she hadn’t been able to stop herself from finding fault with all of them. She understood; it was jealousy, pure and simple. Abby had wanted to be an actress herself when she was young but was told she had “a face for radio.” She’d spent a lot of money since then to prove that untrue, and she was pleased with her appearance. She’d grown into her looks, as Mama had always promised she would. But she still couldn’t forget the sting of not being pretty enough to go on the stage. And now she was confronted daily by those women who were pretty enough—and then some.
Worse, she had to watch them surround Marty. And she had only herself to blame—she winced, remembering the photos she’d passed around at that meeting, her insistence on casting the prettiest actresses at first, no matter their talent. It had worked; she’d changed the face of daytime television—hell, she could claim she’d invented daytime television, as prior to her soap operas, the networks had basically left daytime programming to the local stations.
Now they were raking in the money, Abby was busier than she’d ever been, planning, plotting, dictating storylines weeks ahead of the filming schedule. She had two secretaries, a car to drive her from her apartment on the Upper East Side to Midtown, where her plush office at CBS was located. Her son was in private school. Her sisters were taken care of; they’d never have to work a day more in their lives.
And she was lonely. Despite having the love of her life wrap his arms around her, kiss her neck, and slowly lower her to her bed, the door firmly locked, the alarm set—two hours before Jimmy came home from school. The secretaries only worked half days on Wednesdays, as did her cook and maid.
Wednesdays were Marty, and two hours of carnal bliss during which Abby could finally turn off her mind; she wasn’t thinking about character arcs or the problems of getting certain storylines past the censors. She only concentrated on the dimple in Marty’s chin, the ropy muscles of his arms, his little pooch of a tummy now that he was forty. She held her own tummy in, released from its girdle, but as soon as Marty’s soft hands started caressing her thighs, opening them up, she stopped worrying about her tummy and gave in—gave herself. To him.
After, lying in his arms, her mind always rewound itself back to the moment when they first became lovers, a few years after she picked herself up from the heartbreak of losing her first show. She’d created another, and when WBBM wouldn’t meet her demands, she took it to the network. Once it was established and they asked for more, she’d packed her bags and moved to New York, Marty following. It was right before the war. Right after Mama died.
Had her mother still been alive, would she have become Marty Banks’s lover? Would she, instead, have accepted his marriage proposal and done the conventional thing?
Maybe. But she couldn’t go back and change it now. She’d turned him down, telling him she couldn’t see herself being a good wife to him as long as they were working together. And she valued their working relationship over any vague possibility of domestic bliss. Instead, she suggested they become lovers, and he was stunned at first. And bitter, suddenly aloof at work. Finding little ways to punish her, like openly flirting with secretaries, bringing his dates around the office when she was there late, just to taunt her.
But he did come to her bed. It was inevitable—that’s how she saw it. They had to give in to the desire that had grown between them during long nights plotting other—fictional—people’s romances. And once they became lovers, everything was back to normal at work. Even better, actually. No longer was there a question as to what might happen at the end of a long evening plotting Fran and Peter’s long-simmering mutual crush.
The actors hired to play the Frans and Peters started to compliment them on how easy their scenes were to play, how realistically written. More than a few on-set romances between couples blossomed.
But when Marty told her, one evening last year as he was getting ready to go back to his apartment, that he was marrying Sarah, Abby was devastated. For the first time in her life, she took to her bed, unable to find a reason to get out of it. Her life was so perfect—she had her work, her child, the house she’d always wanted, an attentive lover who went home at night, who didn’t demand anything tedious from her like clean shirts or warm meals. Marty only wanted the best of Abby—her mind, her imagination, her wit. Her breasts, her hips, her thighs. And she felt the same about him—or so she’d believed.
She had never imagined she really wanted all of him; she’d never thought about what he did when he wasn’t with her, since they were together more than any married couple would be. But when he told her he really did want a wife, someone to clean his shirts and fuss over him, Abby understood that she loved him, all of him—and the idea of someone else having this privilege, which was the first time she ever recognized that these things could be a privilege, was shattering.
Several times Abby picked up the phone to call him, to beg him to forget Sarah, to tell him that she wanted to be his wife. But every time, she couldn’t bring herself to dial the number. She couldn’t beg, especially not to Marty, her one true male ally and partner at work. She had to remain on equal footing with him there or else everything she’d worked so hard for would vanish. And she knew, even as wrecked as she was, that her work—her stories, her characters, her viewers—was still the most important thing in her life.
Abby couldn’t stay in bed for long, not with all the gossips at the network. She pulled herself together—she’d lost ten pounds, so she looked fabulous—and returned, in new clothes, new shoes, new jewels she gifted herself. A new hairstyle. A new smile on her face when she asked to meet the future Mrs. Banks. She gave a spectacular engagement party for her lover and his new fiancée, and no one at all suspected her heart was breaking. No one except Marty.
She took one of the most handsome actors from the show to the wedding; the man was a lunkhead, but all the women drooled over him and he was more than happy to be nice to the boss, even in the bedroom, he hinted, but she coolly absolved him of that responsibility and sent him home after the reception with a pat on the head. She stayed up all night, still in her beautiful satin dress, curled up in a chair in her room, staring at the fire in the fireplace, drinking good Scotch. Wishing she had a photo album of pictures of Marty, but she didn’t; they’d never done easy, normal things like that, taking trips or anything that would make sense to capture with a camera. The photos of the two of them were always from industry events or interviews, and while she saved them somewhere, archived for posterity, she’d never thought to frame any of the photos. She could only rely on her memory—the few nights they’d spent together, when she told her son that she had to travel for work but really had booked a room at the Plaza for a romantic room service dinner and the luxury of spending an entire night in Marty’s arms (he snored, she barely slept; it was never as beautiful as either had imagined it would be). The fancy industry awards and banquets, which they always had attended together—well, no longer, she supposed. He would bring his wife.
But when you were with someone every single day, when you knew every unexpected corner of his mind, when you had a special language only the two of you understood, why did you need a scrapbook? When she thought of Marty, she thought of the way he paced back and forth at rehearsals, gently moving actors into place as if they were dolls, making jokes to lighten the mood. Shaking his head in exasperation—but polite exasperation, as only he could do—when a line was muffed or an actor tried improvising. Patiently instructing the actor to do it correctly the next time but also saying an extra word of encouragement before they moved on to the next scene. He gave the actors all of him, just like he gave Abby all of him during story conferences and meetings. She couldn’t imagine he had much left for Sarah—good, dull, perfectly acceptable Sarah. And that was Abby’s victory.
After his honeymoon, Marty and Abby resumed their relationship, only now they had to be more regimented about it, designating Wednesday as “their” day. She’d been afraid that would remove all spontaneity, but it hadn’t. Their physical relationship was just as passionate, maybe more so. And their working relationship, thank God, had gotten over the initial strain. The only difference, really, was that when he worked late, Marty had to call Sarah and tell her.
So far, thank God, there were no children. Abby wouldn’t be able to handle that.
“What story are you thinking of now?” Marty whispered in her ear, and she smiled. She knew he meant which story arc for which show.
“The best story of them all,” she replied. “And the most heartbreaking.”
Marty was silent for a moment. But his arms around her tightened, pulling her even closer. He buried his face in the back of her neck, and she felt his tears.

1955
Q: Tell me about your son, if you don’t mind. You adopted him, correct?
A: Yes. My son, James, is the love of my life. During the war, you know, there were more children who needed families than there are today. Single women could adopt. Today I wouldn’t be allowed to do so. We know that children do best in a family with two parents, and I certainly can see that. There are times I know my son would benefit from having a father, especially now that he’s older.
But I wanted to be a mother, and I didn’t know if I’d ever find someone to marry. When the opportunity to adopt James arose, I did it. It was love at first sight. The only time I can say that has ever happened to me!
Elizabeth Wainwright looked up from her notes; had she imagined the slight catch in Miss Taylor’s voice just now?
Abby had picked up a photo in a silver frame and was staring at it; a redheaded boy with a tight smile, his entire body tense as he gripped a tennis racket as if it were a weapon.

1955
“Mrs. Taylor—”
“Miss Taylor,” Abby automatically corrected him. It didn’t even pay to get upset about this anymore. It was simply part of her life.
“Miss Taylor, that’s correct. Of course. Miss Taylor, we have a problem with James.”
Abby had expected this; why else would she be summoned to the principal’s office of the ridiculously expensive private school her son attended? It wasn’t as if this was the first time either. She’d had this particular phone call before. Many times.
Still, each visit made her feel like she was the one in trouble, not Jimmy. Because of course she was. Everything he did reflected on her, and she had a lot of strikes against her even before she sat down in the narrow metal chair in front of the principal’s desk. She was older than most parents here. She was a career woman. She was single. Poor Jimmy! He had the odds stacked against him at birth.
Even before then.
“Come home. It’s about Janet. I’ll have the coffee on,” was how Mary put it, back in 1943. Mama had been gone about five years, and Abby was in New York. Television was just a far-off notion. Radio was at its peak, and she had three shows going. But she took the 20th Century Limited that evening and pulled into Chicago the next morning. By noon, the four sisters were seated around the table in Mama’s kitchen. Abby had brought the old percolator with her and it was bubbling away on the counter.
Mama’s girls were all older, of course. Mary had grown spare and humorless in her spinsterhood, Phoebe softer and kinder, as if to make up for her sister. Janet was the housewife, with two children of her own in school and a husband away in the navy, doing administrative work in Washington. They had a nice house in Oak Park, but Janet had decided to do some war work as a secretary at the new Douglas plant west of the city.
Abby always felt a bit like visiting royalty when she swooped into their lives, usually at Christmas and Easter. The house always struck her as much smaller than she remembered, the wallpaper more faded every visit. She worked hard to keep her appearance up—she dieted religiously, spent money at Elizabeth Arden, bought the newest fashions. She knew she looked ten years younger than she actually was—while Mary and Phoebe, at least, looked ten years older. And wore shapeless housedresses, even to the market. Abby sent home enough money to keep them comfortable, but perhaps this had been a mistake; perhaps it sapped any energy or initiative they might have otherwise had.
Janet was somewhere in between—her husband, at least before the war, was a successful banker, and she kept her appearance up for him. Maybe a woman did need a man in order to stay attractive, Abby sometimes mused. Or if not a man like a husband or a lover, a man they needed to impress for work. Abby had an army of such men. Sometimes, when she looked at her sisters, she was grateful for that.
Today Janet, usually so composed, so competent in her life of throwing business dinners and raising two very well-loved and well-behaved children, was a wreck. She hadn’t had her hair done that week. She was pale and blotchy, and she looked a little bloated.
“Tell her,” Mary said in a strange voice.
“Please, dear. Abby can help,” Phoebe added, grasping Janet’s hand tightly.
“I—I can’t—it’s too awful,” Janet said, her words strangled by sobs. “I’m so ashamed—I just can’t!”
“For the love of God, somebody tell me why I dropped everything and took the first train west!” Abby couldn’t help being snippy; she wasn’t used to women, she supposed. Men wasted no time on emotion; her life was full of meetings that were short and to the point.
“Janet was seduced at work and now she’s pregnant,” Mary said—with the brutality of a man, and it shocked Abby; she gasped, pushing her chair away from the table.
“Seduced?” she managed to say once she was able to breathe again. “Or raped?”
Janet burst into great, hiccupping sobs; she hid her face in trembling hands, and Abby knew the truth.
“Oh, baby!” Even though Janet was older than she was, Abby couldn’t help it; her sister needed comfort, protection. She jumped up and ran to her, putting her arm around the shuddering shoulders.
“Who? Who’s the bastard? I have connections. We can make sure he never works again—”
“No!” Janet’s face, red and tearstained, was also horrified. “No! I can’t tell anyone! I can’t ever tell anyone! Don’t you understand? He—he was bigger than me, he was powerful—he was awful! But I’m so ashamed, Abby! So ashamed, and it must have been my fault too; I always wore nice dresses—maybe too nice, you know? And I was the one who agreed to work late that night, wasn’t I? I could have said I needed to be home, but he was so nice, he was always so nice to me, complimenting me, little things. I suppose—I suppose he couldn’t help it, but—oh, Abby! What am I going to do now? I can’t tell Stevie—I can’t!”
“No, no, let me think.” Abby got up, took her half-empty coffee cup to the percolator, pouring more. Of course Janet couldn’t tell her husband. But she was pregnant!
“Have you considered—do you want this child?” She asked the question that had to be asked; Phoebe and Mary dropped their eyes. But Janet raised hers, glaring at Abby.
“No. No, I don’t want this child. But I can’t do—that. The other thing. I just can’t. But—Stevie can’t know, and I don’t have any idea how—there’s no way I could pass this baby off—and I don’t even want to see it! I don’t—I don’t want to see any trace of him—”
Abby understood she could never ask for the monster’s name. It must never be uttered again—but there was no magic potion to make him, and what he did, disappear. They could only refuse to say his name. That was all the power they had over him.
As Abby’s mind feverishly sought a path through the tortured jungle that was threatening to swallow them whole, she couldn’t help but reflect that it was ironic that the sister who already had children was about to have one more she didn’t want—when the other three had none. Did Mary and Phoebe ever feel that lack in their lives? Abby had never asked them, perhaps because she didn’t want to know the answer.
But Abby had. She wanted Marty’s child. But she didn’t have that right—she’d actively refused it. And when that poison had been swallowed, the longing for a child was still there. Not that she needed to be pregnant or give birth—that repulsed her, actually, thinking of the misshapen body, the leaky breasts. But when she came home at night, she did have a fantasy of a nursery all in pastels and soft blankets, a baby to marvel over, to remind her that she was a woman, after all—and not just a man in a dress, doing battle with other men daily.
A child to raise, to guide as Mama had always guided her. A family of her own, because she shouldn’t be deprived of that simply because she was unmarried and successful. All the men she worked with had families. They boasted about little Timmy’s test scores or little Darlene’s ballet recitals, their pictures displayed proudly on desks. Of course, these men had little to do in the raising of them—that’s what they had wives for.
Her coworkers could look forward to an old age with children to care for them. They wouldn’t be lonely once their careers were over; they’d still have a purpose.
It wasn’t fair that Abby couldn’t have any of that.
Then the light bulb went off over her head. She turned and went back to Janet. Kneeling down beside her sister who had been through so much—and still had an ordeal ahead—Abby took her hand.
“I have an idea,” she said. “I think it will solve everyone’s problems.”
Seven months later, after Janet had gone away for a visit to an elderly aunt in Wisconsin, leaving her children with Mary and Phoebe, Abby filled out the forms at an adoption agency in Chicago. The baby was left on the doorstep of her mother’s house, she had explained to the police, who referred her to The Cradle. The poor little boy! Only about a week old, at least as far as Abby could tell. Wasn’t it fortunate she was back in Chicago for a visit when the little orphan was abandoned? She couldn’t help but fall in love with him. Oh, she had hoped to marry and have children of her own, but she wasn’t getting any younger. And yes, of course, she understood the challenges of raising a child as a single mother. But there was a war on! There were many children who were going to be raised by single mothers, tragically. What was one more?
The administrator of The Cradle was only too happy to have a ready home available; there were too many orphans and not enough families during this time of war. Abby made a good living, she had references. She spoke warmly of her own mother and the way she was raised.
A week later, she was on the Super Chief, going east. With a baby in a basket, accompanied by the nurse The Cradle insisted she hire, at least for the first month. Only a trained nurse, apparently, could make sure Abby didn’t accidentally drop the baby on his head or forget to feed him.
A baby with the same eyes as Janet but with unfamiliar red hair. And hands and feet with the longest fingers and toes on a baby that the nurse said she’d ever seen. Abby had named him James, after their vanished father. She had no idea how prophetic the name would turn out to be until eleven years later, when her son ran away from home three times in a month.
So she had an idea why she’d been summoned by the principal. Her stomach clenched with fear.
“James is fine,” Mr. Johnson, the principal, assured her, and she relaxed. A little. “He’s in class right now, so don’t worry about that.”
“Thank you,” Abby replied, still on guard.
“James was overheard at recess telling some other boys that his father is a movie star. Sometimes he says it’s Cary Grant; other times it’s Gary Cooper.”
“What?” Abby couldn’t help herself; she laughed. Partly relief—this was so absurd! But partly because it was so damn funny.
“That’s not all,” Mr. Johnson said, holding up a warning finger. “At other times he’s been heard to say his father was a war hero who died at Iwo Jima. Or was killed in a bombing raid over Germany.”
“But this is so silly! Just little boys being little boys. James knows he’s an orphan. I’ve never tried to deceive him.”
“It’s not silly, not really. You see, the other boys tease him—Sammy Webb called him a bastard, and even though he was punished, it’s still out there. Since James has a mother, you see—but not a father. Oh, there are other children here who lost fathers during the war, but that’s different. And there are other children here who are adopted. But none by only a woman. James is—special—in that way.”
“But—why now? Why is he saying these things now?”
“I’m no psychiatrist, Mrs.—Miss—Taylor. And I can give you the name of one. I think James could benefit. But I do know boys, and when they reach this age, they’re not so kind to each other anymore. There’s posturing, tribalization—they find each other’s weak spot and prey on it. What James is doing is trying to defend himself.”
From what? Abby wanted to snap. From what he saw on television every night, the all-American families of Father Knows Best, Ozzie and Harriet, and so on? Back during the war, mothers had to raise children alone, and it wasn’t vilified. But now, suddenly—
But maybe they—the collective they, doctors and politicians and even television creators like herself—were right, Abby thought, slumping down in defeat. Maybe her son did need a father; she sure as hell wasn’t doing a good job of raising him. Maybe she’d asked for too much: a career, love, and a child. Maybe one woman, no matter how successful and confident, simply couldn’t have it all?
No.
The truth was, she didn’t want it all. All the mess, the weariness, the heartbreak; the lot of the all-American wife and mother.
Abby was always the lone hothouse orchid in a field of daisies. At work, there was no executive washroom for her. She used the regular women’s washroom, sharing it with secretaries and receptionists who looked at Abby like she was a combination of goddess and streetwalker. (She knew the rumors; of course she must have slept her way to the top!) None of them ever talked to her beyond a hurried, embarrassed, “Miss Taylor.”
She didn’t know her neighbors because she was too busy to go to parties. She’d never been to a PTA meeting because she worked during the day. She didn’t know the other mothers of Jimmy’s friends; if he was invited to a birthday party, the housekeeper took him, because Abby was usually on set.
She regretted adopting Jimmy—yes, she did. For the first time, she could acknowledge it. It had been vanity, she supposed. An experiment, to see if she could feel more like a woman instead of an impostor in a dress. It had failed. And Jimmy was the one paying the price. Because the fact was, Abby didn’t love him, at least not like a mother should—not like her mother had loved her, unconditionally.
Abby loved Jimmy when he was docile, when he was neat, when he sometimes stayed up to ask her how her day had been, like a little man. She did not love the outbursts—surprisingly explosive—and in those moments she could only see his father in him, and the tortured thought of what that man did to her sister overwhelmed any compassion she might have for the child, though she knew the child was not to blame. When he got in trouble at school, mostly she felt embarrassment.
These thoughts were more recent, and more frequent. When he was tiny and she could sneak into the nursery long after his bedtime and rock him in the chair, pretending that she’d been the one to rock him to sleep and not the nurse, she’d loved those peaceful, fleeting moments. His little face with the eyes scrunched up, his mouth slightly open. Warm against her chest, smelling like milk and powder. She wanted to have her portrait done like this—and she did, and it hung over the fireplace. The perfect Madonna and child. The proof that Abby Taylor was the ideal woman.
But her work always came first, even then. Because that was what she loved unconditionally. It was her creation.
She could never tell anyone—not even Marty—how she truly felt, that she had made a mistake, that the day Jimmy left for college would come as a relief to both mother and child, no doubt. She went through the motions, decorated her desk at work with photos of her son. And was grateful not to have to think about him during those blessed work hours.
It was no wonder he’d invented another parent. Even a dead father was better than a live, distant mother with regrets.
“What’s the name of that psychiatrist?” Abby asked the principal, after she checked her watch.
“I’ve already written it down.” Mr. Johnson handed her a slip of paper, which she tucked inside her purse. “Do you want to peek into the classroom and say hello to him?”
“I’m sorry, I’m late to a meeting.” She shook his hand firmly. “Thank you, Mr. Johnson.”
“You’re welcome, Mrs. Taylor.”

1955
Q: Finally, like all your viewers, I’d like to know how you come up with your ideas, Miss Taylor. Your shows are full of so many plot twists and turns, your characters have so many things happen to them! Not like in real life, not at all. So how do you come up with your story ideas?
A: You’d be surprised, Miss Wainwright. You’d be surprised.
The interview over, Betty Wainwright put her pen in her purse and snapped her notebook shut.
“I have to say, I enjoy your shows, particularly What about Tomorrow?” she told Abby shyly.
“Thank you.”
“But—don’t you think they are rather melodramatic? I just don’t know any women like that in real life.”
“Oh, you don’t?” Abby raised an eyebrow, taking in the young woman. So unformed, yet so sure of herself. Like any girl just out of college, she had no idea what lay ahead.
“Well, no—don’t you think that nighttime shows like Ozzie and Harriet are more realistic?”
“Realistic?” Abby wanted to laugh. The poor child! “You think that Harriet Nelson, or Margaret Anderson, or any of those women in those comedies are realistic? The worst thing that happens to Harriet Nelson is that she runs out of cream for Ozzie’s coffee. Or the beauty parlor is closed the day of a big party. Or—heaven forbid!—she forgets to defrost the lamb chops!”
“I guess—”
“It’s only on my shows, and shows like them, that women are allowed to make mistakes—to have dreams, to have choices, to suffer for them, yes. Audiences love to see their heroines suffer, don’t ever forget that. But they are real, my heroines. More real than those cardboard cutouts you’re talking about, those perfect mothers in pearls. So don’t let anyone make you feel ashamed of being a fan.” Abby nodded briskly and looked at her watch. Wednesday afternoon, and Marty was waiting. Already she felt her skin thrum with anticipation.
She was neatening her desk when she realized Betty Wainwright was still standing there. The young woman’s face was pink, and she was blinking furiously.
When one fat tear started rolling down Betty’s cheek, Abby put down the stack of headshots she was holding.
“What?” Why wouldn’t the girl leave? She needed to be with Marty, right this minute.
“I—I, Miss Taylor, I—”
“What’s the problem?” Abby stifled a sigh. But she knew that troubled look. She had looked at her mother this same way, so many times.
“It’s just that—my mother, she’s the one who thinks soap operas are melodramatic. I’m sorry I said that. And she thinks that I’m going to give this up and move back home and marry my high school sweetheart. She gave me three months to give my little career a try, as she put it. But if I don’t become, I don’t know—the female Edward R. Murrow—I have to go back home to Ohio. And I don’t want to!”
“So you have a choice to make. And someone is going to suffer—you, your mother, your sweetheart. Is that it?”
Betty Wainwright nodded, then reached into her purse and grabbed a handkerchief to blot her tears.
Abby took a breath. Thinking of Marty, probably already taking his shirt off in her bedroom, waiting for her with an eagerness that never faded, she hesitated. But only for a moment.
“You’re not going anywhere,” Abby Taylor told Betty Wainwright in the same tone of voice that made television executives quake in fear. “Kick off your heels, take off those gloves.”
“But, Miss Taylor, you’re so busy!”
“You asked me where I get my story ideas?” Abby grinned slyly. “By listening. By living. By being a woman, like you. Now, sit down. We have some talking to do. But first, let me put on the coffee.”
The young woman obeyed, still sniffling. Abby pushed herself away from her desk—and kicked off her own high heels with a grateful sigh.
Then, in her stockinged feet, she walked over to the credenza and plugged the dented percolator into the outlet.



AUTHOR’S NOTE
Tune In Tomorrow is loosely inspired by the life of Irna Phillips. Phillips was known as “Queen of the Soaps” for her pioneering of the radio serial, geared toward women and sponsored by companies such as Procter & Gamble, in the 1930s. She was then instrumental in moving this format to daytime television in 1949. These Are My Children was the first soap opera to air on a major television network; she followed it with As the World Turns in 1956, which was the first soap opera to air for half an hour.
Phillips was a single woman working in a male-dominated industry; she adopted two children but admitted later in life she wasn’t successful as a mother; she was too dedicated to her work. She mentored Agnes Nixon, who went on to great success of her own in this field. Soap operas were the only shows on early television that depicted single women, women in troubled marriages, women whose lives didn’t always revolve around men. In the early days, those shows had predominantly female casts. It’s hard to realize, today, just how empowering the soap opera was for women—and just how much disdain most of the male television executives had for it. But Irna Phillips was always proud of her achievements and should be remembered for them.



ABOUT THE AUTHOR

Photo © 2023 Amy Bissonette Photography
Melanie Benjamin is the award-winning and New York Times bestselling author of The Aviator’s
Wife, The Swans of Fifth Avenue, and California Golden. She has written eight historical novels, which have been translated into over fifteen languages and optioned for film.



New from New York Times bestselling author Melanie Benjamin

Available now
Learn more at MelanieBenjamin.com




Table of Contents
TITLE PAGE
COPYRIGHT PAGE
TUNE IN TOMORROW
AUTHOR’S NOTE
ABOUT THE AUTHOR


cover1.jpeg





images/00002.jpg
/VFN W‘ﬁMEs b‘eﬁfsellitvj awthik of
“THe CHILDREN'S BLIZZARD






images/00001.jpg
AAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAA

TUNE IN
TOMORROW

MELANIE
BENJAMIN

EEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEE





images/00006.jpg





images/00005.jpg
L/

DELACORTE
PRESS





images/00007.jpg





