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Well, in our country, said Alice, still panting a little, youd generally get to somewhere elseif you ran very fast for a long time as weve been doing.

A slow sort of country! said the Queen. Now, here, it takes all the running you can do to keep in the same place. If you want to get somewhere else, you must run at least twice as fast as that!



Lewis Carroll
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Chapter 1




When he took me in his arms, almost literally sweeping me off my feet, I could smell the Bay Rum on his cheeks. It was a scent that took me back a few yearsback to the days when we were in college together and the sweetly pungent fragrance would be connected forever in my mind with no other man but him, although it never went any further at the time than a sophomores secret crush on a senior. I used to get a giddy rush of anticipation and undergo a flurry of hormonal overactivity when the aroma of Jons aftershave would float through the corridors, announcing his imminent presence, invading my nostrils with pure, unadulterated lust.

These days we were no longer students, but pros at this kind of thing. Torn between exploring the look in his deep brown eyes (to see if he was as into this as I was), and succumbing to total fantasy, I chose to close my eyes and inhale the Bay Rum. I was immediately transported to a sun-drenched beach on Jons native Caribbean island, where breezes wafted through coconut palms and an afternoons biggest decision was whether to order a planters punch or a mai tai.


In all the time Id known him, and certainly on every occasion when our paths had crossed since graduation, including the star-studded funeral of Nick Katzanides, the guiding light of our alma maters theater department, Id wondered what it would be like to kiss Jon; how it would feel to dance a salsa with our tongues; his strong, permanently tanned arms enfolding my body, holding me until I could feel our hearts bongo to the same rhythmic beat.

The reality was even more glorious than I had imagined. And believe it or not, it was all in a days work. Show business is an iffy career path at best, but boy-oh-boy, there are days like today that make all the years of struggle and tenacity worthwhilewhen that trajectory can rocket you all the way to heaven.

Okay, you two, you can stop now. The directors voice, evincing a slight impatience, intruded on my idyll. Jon and I broke our embrace. I gazed up at him. Already wearing three-inch stilettos, Id been standing on my tiptoes to get the full benefit of kissing this six-foot-four demigod. Jesus, that was amazing, I murmured to him, deliciously dazed. The kiss was the kind that could make a normally sane woman lose her mind.

Just trying to help you get the part, Alice, Jon murmured in my ear. He gave it an improvisational nibble and I nearly melted onto the floor of the rehearsal studio. Its the least I can do for an old C.U. classmate.

An old C.U. classmate who doesnt have an agent, I whispered. I only got this audition because I wrote a note to the casting director telling him we were old pals. Jon had come a long way since our days as theater students together. While I was one of thousands of young actresses with talent and training trying to make it in New York, competing for only a handful of roles compared to the number of parts written for men, Jon was blessed with being tall, dark, hunky, and gifted. He had also developed a reputation for being a genuinely nice guy in a cutthroat business. His star ascended quickly when, just a few years out of college, he was plucked from relative obscurity by a megawatt movie star producing her first film. She took one look at Jons screen test and essentially told the casting director to wash him, strip him, and bring him to her tent.

From then to now, hed become a household name in Hollywood and was making a rare return to the New York stage. I was among the dozens of women called in to audition for the supporting role of his wacky girlfriend. And it was true that the only reason I got a special appointment and the opportunity to read with the star himself was because we were old buds. Part of Jons charm was that he didnt forget where he came from or whom hed encountered or worked with along the way, even if their careers werent at the same level as his.

Good reading, Alice, the director said. He and the casting director had barricaded themselves behind a long folding table littered with stacks of actors photos and rsums, donut crumbs, crumpled napkins, paper coffee cups, and a large bottle of Tums. Strong work on the scene, andobviously you two have some chemistry going there.

I felt the heat spreading into my hairline. Well, weve known each other since I realized I didnt want to give away my age.

Its easy to work with Alice, Jon said graciously, preserving what was left of my professional dignity.

The director nodded noncommittally. Well just take the script from you

Oh, right, theres a script. This is real life, not my bluest


dreams. I retrieved the loose pages from the floor, where I had let them slip from my hand during the make-out session with Jon.

and well be in touch, the director continued. If you dont hear from us by the end of the week, it means we decided to go another way with the role. He wasnt making any effort to move, so I approached the folding table and shook his hand.

Jon came over and gave me a soft peck on the cheek. Great to run into you again, Alice, he said, affectionately placing his warm hand on the small of my back. If I dont see you, good luck with your career.

I really appreciate what you did for me this afternoon. It was very sweet. I was trying to express my enormous gratitude with grace; that is, without bursting into tears or jumping Jons bones (again) for joy.

Well, I know you received good training, Jon teased, referring to the theater program we both matriculated from, and back then you were a damn fine little actress.

So you figured I wouldnt embarrass either of us, I joked. I smiled at him; we were close enough for me to take one last inhalation of Bay Rum. One for the road. Thanks again.

I was feeling so warm and fuzzy that I actually walked down the four flights of stairs instead of taking the lazy way out and waiting for the elevator. Back on the street and into the sunlight, I looked at my watch.

Shit, shit, shit. Id promised my uncle Id be back at work over an hour ago. The audition had taken longer than Id anticipated. They ran behind schedule, which is par for the course in these situations, but then they really gave me the best chance to prove myself instead of rushing me in and out the doorwhich is also customary, especially when one of the decision makers is being done a favor by everyone else in the room.

I fished through my purse for my cell phone and dialed the office.

Law offices of Balzer and Price, how may I direct your call?

Hey, Louise, its me, I said to the receptionist. Is my uncle around?

Yesbut I dont think you want to talk to him. Hes got a waiting room full of clients and hes screaming bloody murder that you arent back yet. One of them actually turned up the volume on his Walkman so he wouldnt have to hear your uncle cursing your absence. And you know how Hilda hates hip-hop. Shes ready to slit her wrists, I think.

So much for basking in the afterglow of a magical audition and a hopeful job prospect with a man Id been dreaming about for years. Tell my uncle to cool his jets. Ill be back as soon as I can. Im at the mercy of the subway system.

As an actress in New York, Im at the mercy of a lot of things, actually. In addition to the previously mentioned low ratio of womens roles to the high number of actresses beating the bushes for them, even when directors arent passing you over in favor of casting their wives or girlfriends (or both), were victims of the vagaries of a highly personal, subjective selection process. From the outside, Im sure we seem nuts not to throw in the towel at some point. I look at it this way: I cant imagine not giving what I most love to do my very best shot. And Ive inherited a certain philosophy from my grandmother, the wisest woman Ive ever known. Nothing is worth doing unless youre willing to give it a hundred and ten percent, time after time. Come to think of it, Im the same way when it comes to men. I live in hope because the alternative is unimaginable.



One reason I hate to leave the office during the dayeven though Im entitled to a lunch hour, and its rare that I have a midday auditionis because Im terrified that all hell will break loose while Im gone. My fears were inevitably confirmed. I returned to a secretarys nightmare.

I had reminded my Uncle Earwax (real name Erwin Balzerknown to his colleagues as Balz), oh, about five times that Eusebia Melba and her entire family were coming in to the office. About three years ago, half of them had piled into a taxicab that subsequently got into a collision with another cab, which containedcoincidentallythe other half of the Melba family. Consequently, we had eight injured Melbas, seven cases of whiplash, six cracked ribs, five fractured wrists, four chipped teeth, three broken noses, and two uninsured taxis.

And a partridge in a pear tree.

Id been working on the case for months. Untangling the details so the legal pleadings could be drafted was a job and a half. Sorting out the many Melbas multiple injuries was an ordeal in and of itself. Factor in the language barrier between us and it was enough to give anyone a permanent migraine.

Uncle Earwax was livid. And loud. What are you trying to do to me, here, Alice? he yelled at me. Weve got too much to get done today for you to run out to an audition, he insisted, mouth full, sauerkraut dripping like snot-colored seaweed down his chin. He was shoveling in a late lunch. The Melbas have been waiting for over an hour for you. Every one of themeven the babyhas an appointment scheduled for tomorrow with the defendants desginated orthopedist. Youre the one whos been keeping track of their injuries, so you need to fill out their physical exam sheets and xerox whatever medical reports weve got in their file so they can bring them to the doctor. The photocopier is jammed, by the way. Some moron must have tried to use it without taking the staples out of a document or something. No one else in the office seems to know how to fix the machine, so maybe you should do that first.

I went over to the copier while trying to get a word in edgewise, but there was no way to interrupt Uncle Earwaxs tirade. Weve got the Morro motion papers to finish, youve got to do a letter to that schmuck Winkler to get his ass down here to sign his deposition transcript, and youve got to do whatever it takes to get the Cienega case onto the trial calendar. That idiot calls me every day to find out why its taken eight years to get her slip-and-fall case into court. If shed bothered to cooperate with the investigation back in 1998

I removed an unbent paper clip from the guts of the photocopier and got it humming like new again. There was a crash from the corner office. The one with the picture windows that looks out onto the busy intersection of Broadway and Canal Street.

No, no, no, no, NO! A second earsplitting crash. Milton Price, Uncle Earwaxs law partner, bounded into the reception area wreathed in a cloud of cigar smoke, his face the color of a ripe beefsteak tomato. His secretary, Hilda, scurried back to her chair and donned her headphones, pretending to become reabsorbed in his dictation.

The sixty-seven-year-old lawyer began to bounce like a jack-in-the box, causing a clump of ash to fall into one of the open files that was sitting on the floor by Hildas desk. Mr. Price removed his Romeo y Julietta just long enough to berate his employee. Hilda, how many times do I have to tell you?

Saved by Alexander Graham Bell. The phone rang with all the aggressiveness of a force of nature.

Come mierda, Hilda cursed under her breath, and pursed her lips in the direction of her boss.

Between the cigar smoke and the mutual animosity in the air, I had just developed a raging headache, magnified tenfold by the constant cacophony. And this was just an average day at the office for me. Try telling the old man there was a law against smoking in the suite he and my uncle paid five grand a month to maintain.

Balzer and Price law offices, how may I direct your call? Louise asked mildly, seemingly oblivious to the din. Mr. Jones? And how do you spell that? And youre calling for who?

Cant anyone do anything right around here?! Mr. Price demanded rhetorically. Its for me, he snapped, pointing a stubby finger at the telephone receiver. Ive been waiting for his call. Put it through to my office. He waddled back into his own room, muttering invectives directed at his support staff.

I peered through the receptionists window at the eight members of the Melba family. Carmen, the oldest daughter, balanced a picnic hamper on her lap. Carlos and Luis had a two-handled cooler between them.

Momentito, Hilda said, peering out of the sliding glass partition that separated the reception area from the secretarial stations.

It was a lot longer than a momentito before I finished typing up all the information sheets on the individual Melbas injuries. I buzzed my uncle. Im done. We can bring the clients into your office whenever youre ready.


Tell them Ill be right with them, responded the disembodied voice of Uncle Earwax.

Tell them hell be right with them, I echoed to Hilda, who conveyed the information in both English and Spanish.

I walked into my uncles office with the fistful of physical exam sheets. Shit! I practically tripped over a giant Red-weld containing all the Alvin Oliver hospital records. Might as well use this file for a doorstop, I quipped, since youll never win the case. I surveyed my uncles desktop, thinking a twister left less damage in its wake, then started shuffling the piles of random papers into semi-orderly stacks, so as to create some vacant space on the opposite side of the desk. Do you want the entire family in here, I asked, or do you just want to explain everything to Mrs. Melba?

They seem to regard this visit as a festive occasion, he replied, not answering my question. Whats that I smell? Im starving.

You just had two hot dogs and a pastrami sandwich from Katzs. I sniffed the air. I think its fried chicken. With a side of potato salad.

Before you bring the clients in Uncle Earwax pulled a manila folder from the bottom of one of the piles lying by his left hand. You screwed up the Kaplan summons and complaint. He shoved the papers at me.

Taking the legal pleadings, I frowned and bit my lip. What did I do?

Your body might have been in your chair, but your head was at one of your tryouts or something. You didnt pay attention. He nattered on about which county the lawsuit should have been brought in. Now youve got to fix it. And you fucked me up this afternoon, tooeither youre an actress or you work for me. Who overpays you to work in this office? he challenged. Fifteen bucks an hour to endure this because its a family business, I was thinking. So your head can be in the clouds half the time! He sighed audibly. The things I do for your mother.

Some favor, I thought.

Fix the Kaplan papers. And send in the Melbas.

Yes, I said meekly, feeling my blood pressure rise by the second. I dropped the Kaplan documents on my desk, then ushered in Eusebia Melba, along with Carmen, Luis, Carlos, Orlando, and Mariella, who packed away the last of the potato salad before smoothing out her skirt and joining her mother. Mrs. Melbas youngest daughter, Cookie, remained with her infant son Enrique, breast-feeding him in the reception area.

Uncle Erwin cleaned something out of his ear with his right forefinger, then began to explain to the family, loudly, as though Mrs. M. were deafand in halting English, as though it were his own second languagethe significance of todays visit. Mrs. M.s English was pretty good, though not stellar. I discreetly whispered a few words in my uncles ear.

He activated the intercom. Hilda! he yelled. Can you get in here for a few minutes?

So much for subtlety, I thought. And why bother with such formalities as the intercom button? As Hilda translated Uncle Erwins sentences, I handed each of the Melbas their physical exam sheets to review. Mrs. M. followed every word of type with her index finger, moving it along the text as if it had been written in braille. At one point she frowned and looked up at Hilda. Que?

Hilda followed the clients gaze back to the page. Yo no se, she said, sensing a storm in the offing. From her point of view she was being paid to put up with Mr. Prices shit, not Mr. Balzers.

Mrs. Melba reached across the desk and handed the paper to my uncle. She pointed to the place where Id listed her injuries. Uncle Erwin feigned shock and total ignorance. Alice, whats this? He showed me the document.

Oops. Id mistakenly given her a broken wrist and apparently had attributed her broken ribs to another member of her family. I gathered up the physical exam sheets and quickly scanned the rest of them for additional errors. Id gleaned the information from the legal pleadings Uncle Earwax had dictatedalthough, knowing his scant attention to detail, I should have double-checked and looked at the individual medical reports on my own. I usually do.

I looked at my uncle. I took this from your dictation, I said, showing him the sheaf of papers. You must have told me that

What?! Uncle Erwin thundered. Alice, how the hell could you be so stupid?! Estupida!! he added for emphasis, waving his arms and wildly gesturing in my direction, in case the clients hadnt comprehended him. You went to the best schools, youve been working for me for two years already, and still you make stupid mistakes like its your first day on the job. Louise could do your job better than you do it and she cant even manage to take a simple phone message.

I stood, shaking, in my uncles office, feeling hot tears begin to well up. Carmen Melba fished in her red leather purse for a tissue and handed it to me. This wasnt the first occasion when Id been torn between sticking up for myself and protecting my unclenot just because hes my mothers brother, but because hes the attorney his clients trust and respect.

You dont have to take this, you know.

But hes my uncle. Hes family.

Hes abusive. Just because youre related to him, it doesnt give him the right to treat you this way.

But

I know youll try to make a million excuses for him because you love himHes stressed, hes having a bad day, suffering from heartburn Alice, wake up! And look to yourself, for once.

Uncle Erwin tossed the physical exam sheets at me. Take these inside, correct them, and reprint them, he commanded. He shrugged at Mrs. Melba and threw up his hands as if to wash them of my sins. Estupida, he repeated, jerking his head in my direction.

I give myself good advice from time to time, but I very seldom follow it. Now I felt I had no choice. Uncle Earwax had pushed me one step too far. My face flushed, my cheeks wet with tears, my heart pounding, I leaned down to whisper something to my uncle. Something Id been wanting to say to him for a long time.

Fuck you, I hissed in the quietest, most controlled tone I could manage.

Then I grabbed my coat and purse and walked out the door.

I was seething, and determined to change my life. From the back of my appointment book, I pulled out a slightly rumpled clipping Id been carrying around for months.
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So, Uncle Earwax had called me stupid. In front of a room full of clients. Which is how I happened, the following morning, to be sitting on the carpet of Turbo Temps Forty-second Street office on the unluckiest of floorsthe thirteenth.

I slid my tush against the apricot-colored wall of Turbo Temps waiting room and balled up my tweed coat, sticking it between the small of my back and the painted Sheetrock. For the entertainment pleasure of the job applicants, suspended from the ceiling were three television screens, each showing the same Schwarzenegger film, with the volume mercifully muted. Someone was having a horrific allergic reaction to the enormous bunch of lilacs displayed on the glass coffee table and was sneezing uncontrollably without benefit of a handkerchief. All of the furniture in Turbo Temps nicely appointed waiting area was occupied. People were sprawled around the room the way my theatrical colleagues camped out in the Actors Equity lounge during the wee hours of the morning, just to sign up for auditions. A couple of Broadway shows had recently closed and a major national tour had just ended, which was why the temporary employment agency was flooded with bright, educated people all looking for work. Temp agencies rosters typically overflow with the names of actors, writers, and musicians, all in need of a job to tide them over until the next gig. In fact, Im willing to bet that if all the actors in New York who routinely work in office buildings in order to make ends meet gathered on the same day at the same time on the pier at Twenty-third Street, the concentrated weight would force Manhattan to dip precipitously into the Hudson.

There werent enough clipboards to go around. I had been told to take a numbered ticket as if I were on line at Zabars appetizing counter at eleven A.M. on a Sunday. Finally, I snagged a clipboard and a Turbo Temps employment application, or rather employement aplication, as it was spelled at the top of the form.

Hmmmm.

I wondered what to write in the narrow box where I was supposed to explain why Id left my last job. It did not appear to be multiple choice. I have a habit when Im anxious, and I have a ballpoint pen in my hand, of clicking and unclicking the spring mechanism at the top. The waiting area was surprisingly quiet for the size of the crowd encamped there, although there were a few people with their cell phones surgically attached to their ears speaking in hushed but hurriedand occasionally harriedtones to their brokers, their agents, or their mothers.

My pen-clicking tic got me a few dirty looks as I struggled to find an appropriate, truthful-yet-vague answer to the obvious question of what I was doing there. From a literal perspective, not an existential one. Still, I had to look within for some much-needed guidance.

Okay, why did I leave my most recent employment?

Because my own uncle called me stupid in front of a room full of people.

Well, are you stupid?

No, of course not.

So why did you leave, then?

Because my uncle humiliated me

Lots of bosses humiliate their employees. Sad, but true. If you have such thin skin, we cant place you with an attorneys office. The receptionist will eat you for breakfast.

Okay, not humiliate, then. He made me feelinsignificant. Hebelittled me?

Belittled?

Belittled.

Thus went my conversation with myself. Yes, Uncle Earwax belittled me.

And what happens, Alice, when someone feels belittled?

They feelsmaller?

Aha! Now were getting somewhere. And if you feel smaller, then youre not as big as you used to be or feel. Youre a size or more smaller, right?


I looked down at the employement aplication. Why had I left my most recent job? they asked. I wrote a single word: downsized.

Well, as a great man once said, a lie is a sort of myth and a myth is a sort of truth.

Finally, my number was called and I was ushered into a small, cramped inner office overlooking an air shaft. This cubby bore no resemblance to the waiting area, where it was clear Turbo Temps spent the lions share of their interior decorating budget.

Hi, Im Tina, said a young woman, who seemed barely old enough to be out of school herself. She extended her hand. Can I pour you some coffee?

I accepted her offer and she emptied the murky contents of a glass carafe into a paper cup and handed it to me. Good thing I drink it black because she neglected to offer me any milk or sugar.

So, Alice, welcome to Turbo Temps. Ill be your employment counselor.

I looked down at the ad in my hand. What happened to Wally and Stacie?

Stacies on maternity leave and Wallys at the track, Tina replied with a forced cheeriness. So its me and Linda here all by ourselves today.

Me and Linda? Shouldnt it be Linda and I? No, waitits Linda and me, isnt it? Probably not a good thing for someone seeking a secretarial job to have a brain fart about grammar. Then again, its probably worse for a placement counselor.

I perched on the chair opposite Tinas desk. The upholstery was the worse for wear and there was a mysterious stain on the seat. While Tina reviewed my job application and rsum, I surveyed her terrain. Her certificates in Personnel Placement and Legal Assistant from Interboro Community College were suspended in dusty black frames on an uninspiringly greige wall. There was a large travel poster of the Amalfi Coast, slightly crinkled, with the corners frayed and torn. I took a guess that Tina had probably carted it from job to job. I picked up one of her business cards from a black plastic holder facing me on the desk. It read: Tina Benedetto, Turbo Temps Employement Consultent.

Oh, dear.

Alice, you shouldnt judge people on their ability to spell (or not). Plenty of geniuses were lousy spellers. Just look atoh, Christ. No, Im not thinking Christ was a crappy speller, although Aramaic is probably a bitch to masterjust, Oh, Christ, I cant think of a famously shitty speller so I can make my point to myself.

Tina looked up from my application. Ohhh, you were downsized, she said sympathetically. Thats happening so much lately. In fact its getting harder to find permanent positions for people because of it. Her face brightened. You may be in luck, though. Placing temps is usually easier because the employers dont have to pay benefits, and if they find themselves suddenly overstaffed, they just let you go. She looked at my rsum again. Okay, youve got a good background, education, all that stuff, so if youll just follow me, well give you a typing test and a legal secretarial aptitude test, and after that, well determine how to place you.

Eek.

This is where I got nervous. I suppose Id known on some sort of intellectual level that I would probably have to take a test, but Ive never performed well in situations where I feel like Im being judged. Not a great thing for an actress, where every audition situation is a short but hellish sixteen-bar up-tempo or a monologue-delivered-out-of-context-to-a-blank-wall equivalent of a typing test.

Tina led me into a long, narrow room full of computer terminals and electric typewriters, the dinosaurs of the technological age, though many New York City law firms still use them to type forms that theyre too cheap to download onto their computer system. This was not my first visit to an employment agency; therefore, I knew that sometimes the typewriter keyboards are specially rigged so that if you make a mistake, you cant backspace over it and correct it. My employement consultent seated me on a dirty orange swivel chair in front of one of the terminals and showed me the test: a single-spaced sheet of text that I was supposed to retype, verbatim, first into the computer and then on the typewriter. Tina picked up a black plastic timer and set the clock.

My palms became moist; I could feel beads of sweat begin to form on my brow, and a zit on my chin swell to the size of a suburb. I suddenly developed a raging headache.

All you need to do is retype the page, Alice. As quickly and as accurately as you can. Just think of it as a purely mechanical exercise.

Hah! Im self-taught as a typist, and while Im fast, I still need to look down at the keys. This is where my actress memory stands me in good stead. I looked at a sentence or two, memorized them, and began typing, repeating the process as necessary, while on either side of me, other applicants underwent the same test. The brightly garbed girl on my right muttered each word aloud as she typed. The man on my left, in a pin-striped suit so freshly dry-cleaned I could still smell the chemicals, cursed under his breath with practically every keystroke. An older woman seated with her back to me was typing so fast, I was developing an instant inferiority complex. It was hard to keep my concentration.


As I struggled to focus and tap-tapped away on the keyboard, I wondered why employment agencies aways give typing test text that has next to nothing to do with the types of jobs in the offing. I continued to type: In order to bake the perfect batch of brownies, it is important to blend the batter so that bubbles form on its surface, though overbeating will cause their consistency to be less moist, and therefore, less desirable. What the heck was this? I didnt think Turbo Temps would be sending me over to Betty Crocker.

The woman on my right released a string of expletives when, in readjusting the angle of the testing text, she accidentally knocked the contents of her coffee cup into the keyboard. She looked over at me, terrified. I didnt know what I could do to help, and my own little meter was ticking away. I felt badly that the best I could offer her was a sympathetic look.

Across from me, the gray-haired speed demon went into a full-fledged panic when the system suddenly froze on her and she was unable to effect a single keystroke. I dont know what to do, she repeated helplessly.

Maybe you should wait for Tina to come back, I suggested. I felt so sorry for her; still, she was raising my blood pressure several notches.

My speed and accuracy werent bad on the computer, but the typewriter began to trip me up because my muscle memory was so accustomed to using the correcting key, which of course had been disabled. I ended up wasting a lot of time trying to make corrections that I knew were impossible to do, then stressing out over the number of uncorrectable errors. I winced when the timers little bell rang and Tina came to collect my efforts.

If Id nearly given myself an anxiety attack with the typing portion of the evaluation, it was nothing compared to the legal aptitude test Tina then handed me. I returned to the computer and attempted to format the dummy legal pleading in front of me. Too bad there wasnt a crash course in legal formatting for dummies, because everything I had learned had been on the job from Uncle Earwax. I hadnt a clue about which hot keys were required to create footnotes, blacklining, tables of authorities, and other terms of art in the lexicon of legal arcana. I wasnt even sure what a table of authorities was.

My efforts proved disastrous. My headache had reached Mach 1, I was in a cold sweat, on the verge of tears, and no doubt I was also breaking out into a rash.

Tina was pretty hard on the applicant whose computer had fritzed out. It hadnt been her fault, and essentially Tina was accusing her of lying on her rsum about her ace typing skills. You only scored thirty-five words per minute with two errors, she tsk-tsked, and you claim to type ninety words per minute. She switched into a patronizing tone that didnt befit her extreme youth. Our clients do not take kindly to, well, liars, she said bluntly. I know youve been out of the job market for a while and youre anxious to reenter the workforce, but Im not going to be able to do anything for you if we have character issues.

The applicant looked stunned and tried to stammer out the circumstances under which her typing score ended up so low, but Tinas assault on her integrity had gotten the better of her emotions.

I couldnt control myself. I never can sit idly by in situations like this. Her computer froze, I said. And instead of assuming the worst of this lady and attacking her, why cant you just give her the benefit of the doubt and retest her on a different computer?


Tina gave me a look of surprise, as though the notion hadnt occurred to her.

And call a technician to fix that unit, I added, pointing to the rogue CPU.

The employment consultant blinked once or twice, gave a little tug on the hem of her jacket, seated the gray-haired applicant in the chair I had just vacated, and wound the timer. Then she perused my scores and asked me to follow her. Are you sure you were a legal secretary? Tina frowned as we headed back to her room.

I explained the multitasking expected of me in Uncle Erwins office, adding that while it was true that I had some law firm mileage under my belt, it had indeed been in learn-as-you-go situations. Yet I assured her that I was a quick study and a fast learner.

Well, what sort of job were you looking for? she asked me.

A job in a law office where I have as little as possible to do with lawyers. Well, it was the truth. Legal skills pay more than regular secretarial ones, which was why I had gone to a legal temp placement agency in the first place. Its just that I really hate lawyers, especially if theyre like Uncle Earwax. And his colleagues. And his adversaries. But, since I need a day job to pay the rent, I might as well try to make as much money as I can. Then, if I get cast in a show, which may pay me next to nothing, Ill have a financial cushion to fall back on.

Assuming you dont go shoe-shopping, Alice.

I was hoping for the graveyard shift in a word-processing center, I said to Tina. Maximum salary for minimum attorney exposure.

Tina shook her head. Im afraid I cant do that with your legal aptitude test results. In the word-processing centers, you have to know the correct way to format the documents.


But they look right, I insisted. Style over substance if absolutely necessary.

That may be, but if a document needs to be revised by someone on a subsequent shift, they wont be able to do it quickly and correctly unless everyone does it the same way.

So much for aesthetics and creativity.

You want to work in law firms. What the hell do you expect?

So, where does that leave me? I asked Tina.

I can send you out on interviews for first-shift legal secretarialsimple letters and suchor for first-shift paralegal work, which would translate to a couple of dollars less per hour, but more research and less direct contact with the attorneys.

First shift would mean the same day-job hours I was used to. And the lowest pay scale. As the shifts got later, the pay rate increased. I sighed. If I could make a few dollars more per hour than Uncle Scrooge had been coughing up, I suppose I could live with it, so I numbly acquiesced to Tinas assessment of my talents. After all, beggars cant be choosers, and within a couple of weeks the landlord would be begging for the monthly rent, twirling his metaphorical mustache and threatening to evict my ancient granny if we didnt fork over our check forthwith.

Ill be in touch, Tina assured me. Ill line up a couple of interviews and give you a call. I left Turbo Temps wishing she hadnt looked like her task was Herculean.







    

Chapter 2




Your uncles a rat bastard, Gram said, pouring milk into her tea. She squeezed a lemon wedge over her cup and drank the curdled brew, seemingly oblivious to the science experiment shed created. Gram liked her tea that way. With milk for the English side of the family and lemon for the Russian side.

Your mothers people, they never gave Danny and me a penny when we were starving and living off cat food in that single room above the brothel on Eighth Avenue.

Although she always had a flair for the dramatic, which means I probably come by it honestly, Gram did have a point. Shed never completed a formal education, having run away from home in her mid-teens to become a Ziegfeld Follies girl during the waning years of those extravaganzas. She also claimed to have had an affair with the great impresario, but that was only between his marriages. Gram always had her scruples, and, for a nonagenarian, most of her marbles.

The apartment we shared, Gram and I, might have been a monument to vaudeville. She kept every room painted a shade of Florentine redbordello red, she called it with a wink, recalling her humble marital dwelling in Hells Kitchen. The numerous framed photos on the walls, sepia-toned and yellowing with their increasing age, bore testament to the remarkable career she and her husband shared, beginning back in the 1930s. Grandpa Danny Finnegan, about ten years Grams senior, had at one time been the toast of Broadway, a hoofer who had headlined as the one, the only Danny Boy at the Palace Theatre, where Judy Garland, decades later, performed her farewell concerts. To play the Palacethat was the pinnacle of success back then. But Grandpa Danny and, at one time, Gram, had been very fond of their liquor. It was Dannys love for Kentucky mash which, with his working-class New York accent he pronounced boy-bun, that had been his undoing. It destroyed his senses of timing and discipline as a dancer, wrecked his relationships with producers, and rendered him incapable of sustaining the tap dance studio that he and Gram had started when their performing careers began to wane.

Still, Gram never had a bad word to say about her husband, even after the night that he stumbled boozily down the five flights of stairs onto Eighth Avenue for a cigarette (she wouldnt let him smoke in the house, especially around their babies), and never returned.

Despite his transgressionsand they were legionGrandpa Danny remained a saint. Uncle Erwin, on the other handactually it was Gram whod dubbed the man Uncle Earwax back when I was a kidwas a louse. Gram was never too crazy about my mothers side of the family.

She offered me a Pepperidge Farm cookie. Gram liked to take the cookies out of the bag, artfully arrange them on one of her flowered Royal Doulton plates, and offer them to guests, insisting they were homemade. She took a Milano from the dish and issued an unladylike snort. A family takes care of its own. Through thick and thin. What right has that man to call you stupid? Her indignation physically manifested itself in an increasingly pink rash below her throat and across her poitrine, as she liked to call it. Hes a Philistine. He wouldnt know art or beauty or culture if it bit him in the ass.

Im afraid it has little or nothing to do with any of those three things, I told her.

I know, I know, Gram sighed into her tea. Hes just a rat bastard. Like Richard Nixon.

Her other pet peeve.

I turned her teacup around on the saucer and Gram gave me a confused look. Its chipped there, I explained gently. You could hurt yourself.

She ignored me. Or maybe she just didnt hear my remark. So tell me about the employment agency. Did they love you? She held up her hand, indicating I should wait to respond. Shhh, listen to that, she said, can you hear it? Close your eyes; its even better that way.

I did so and listened as one of the citys picturesqueand anachronistichorse-drawn carriages clop-clopped down the street, past our third-story window.

Thats my favorite thing about living on this block for all these years, Gram said dreamily. Even better than having the crosstown bus at the corner. She opened her eyes and looked at me. Now. Did the temp people love you?

I swallowed a large gulp of my now-cool tea. Im afraid not. I thought my skills were marketable ones, but theyre not good enough to get me placed in the jobs I feel I can stand waking up for, five mornings a week. Although anything would be better than Uncle Earwax at this point. My suspicions were confirmed, though, that seat-of-the-pants training wont get you very far in those fancy law offices.


Gram ran a gnarled finger over my hand. Her pale skin appeared nearly translucent, her knuckles swollen and blue from arthritis. Only her indoor gardening hobby kept her hands pliant. Its kind of like show business, isnt it?

What is?

All these office jobs. I could never type a lick, never learned shorthand, those receptionist jobs with all the cables tangled up like spaghetti terrified me. Your Aunt Edna did that for years. No wonder she suffered a breakdown at forty. But take performing. Theres something we both know. In my day, you didnt take acting classes. Dancing, of course. Singing, maybeif you wanted to go for grand opera. But acting? You could either do it or you couldnt. If a producer liked your looks, he hired you, and if you were really abominable, theyd get you a coach for the part.

I wasnt sure where she was going with all this. So are you saying I should take lessons so I can get these word processing skills I never learned under my belt?

Gram shook her head emphatically. Nah. Why waste time and money taking lessons for something you dont really want to be doing with your life? Youre a smart girl, Alice, and you know what you know. And a smart person will see that and offer you a job.

I hoped she was right. I told her about the poor woman at the temp agency whose computer had frozen during her typing test, the employment counselors reaction, and my going to bat for the lady. Gram beamed and squeezed my hand. Oooh, youre such an activist, she said proudly. You get that from me! Youre the only one in the family who understands why you have to tilt with windmills from time to time. Even your Grandpa Danny didnt get it. And, she added with a sigh, your mothers side of the family never did.



You have the wisest grandmother, my friend Dorian said over a Bud Lite at The Wooden Horse, our favorite Greek diner. I was shoveling in a turkey club. Dorian doesnt eat. Actually, thats not true, but he doesnt pay for meals. Or groceries. Dorian has a masters degree that he could turn into good money by teaching theater courses, but to do so would be tantamount to admitting defeat as an actor. He also staunchly refuses to get a survival job like Ive got, or to tend bar or wait tables as do so many New York artists striving for their big break. So he makes ends meet by doing background work on film, commercials, and TV shows that are shot in New York. Perks of on-set employment include all the food you can eat, all day long. When he doesnt have an extra job, Dorian reads The Hollywood Reporter to learn whats filming around town. Hes got a nose for scoping out their shooting locations and he manages to hang around the crafts service food tables long enough to chow down. Since there are hundreds of people involved in making a movie on any given day, no one is likely to question his presence. If anyone ever does, he flips them his valid Screen Actors Guild card and tells them his paperwork is a couple of blocks away, back in the extras holding area, which is usually a large hall, like a high school gym or a church basement where the producers corral the background actors until theyre ready to be brought on set for a shot.

You know she offered me tap-dancing lessons. For free, Dorian said. But I was afraid to embarrass myself, even in front of your grandmother. Im hopeless. Cant sing a note and cant dance to save my life. I must be the only gay man in New York with no rhythm. Whats the terpsichorean equivalent of tone deafness?


When I started to ruminate over it, the words two left feet on the very tip of my tongue, Dorian reminded me that his question had been rhetorical.

Hiiiii, guys! Our friend Isabel breezed over to the table, heedless of the waitress shed almost blindsided with her enormous shoulder bag. Am I dripping in sweat or what?

Dorian looked at her. What, he responded, then offered her a sip of his cold longneck. You look like something the cat dragged in.

Just about, Izzy said. She relaxed her shoulder and her bag fell to the floor with a thunk that caused my plate to hop an inch or so off the table. The Public Theater is doing a musical version of Romeo and Juliet. I just got out of the audition, and wouldnt you know it, nobody on the subway would give me a seat, even though they kept slamming into my bag and then giving me dirty looks. You would think theyd realize that if I had this damn thing sitting on my lap, it would be out of everyones way. She looked at her watch. Holy shit! I was on line down there for five hours. She shook her head disgustedly and slid her butt onto the red pleather banquette. All that for sixteen bars of an uptempo and sixteen bars of a ballad.

Theres already a pretty damn good musical version of R&J, I said, offering Izzy half my sandwich. She hungrily accepted it.

Yeah, I believe its called West Side Story, Dorian added. And, pardon my asking, but what sort of an uptempo did you sing for an audition for Romeo and Juliet?

Izzy grinned, then tried to discreetly slither a slice of tomato back into her mouth before responding. Its not called Romeo and Juliet. Its a rock opera called Starcrossed! Exclamation point. Dont forget the exclamation pointto make sure you know its a musical, like Oklahoma! or Oliver! or Fiorello! Go figure. I didnt know what else to sing, so I went with My Heart Belongs to Daddy and then I did one chorus of I Dont Know How to Love Him from Jesus Christ Superstar. Dorian and I stared at her. I said I didnt know what else to do, she said defensively, spilling tomato seeds from my turkey club down the front of her shirt. God-damn! I handed her a paper napkin.

Here. Blot. Are they still setting the show in Renaissance Verona? Not that you didnt knock em dead, because Im sure you did, but you know how narrow-minded casting directors can be. You dont exactly look classically Italian at the moment, I said, appraising her spiky blond hair and blue eyes.

Yeah, but with a name like Isabel Martinucci, they oughta figure it out.

It shouldnt matter if youre really Italian or not, Dorian added. Hel-lo! Isnt that why they call it acting? Does that mean that because my name is Dorian Mueller I should only play Nazis? Or, in my case, gay Nazis? I wouldnt even get cast in The Producers, because I cant sing or dance. Id barely work a day in my life!

Ive always wanted to be Italian, I told them. When I started acting professionally I thought of changing my name from Alice to Alessandra, but Alessandra Finnegan doesnt exactly do the trick and I owe my Gram too much to insult her by changing my surname.

I like your name, Dorian said. It sounds like a name from a good old-fashioned Capra film. He waved his hand in front of himself as though he were visualizing an image on a giant movie screen. His voice modulated into the timbre and cadences of one of the old Fox Movietone newsreel announcers. Alice Finnegan, the faithful and devoted secretary with a heart of gold, just struggling to afford seamless nylons during the lean years. Loyalty is her middle name.

It was a good opportunity to tell them about my placement interview at Turbo Temps. Obviously, I didnt have the greatest feeling in the world about the experience, but I needed something to tide me over until I got cast in a show that would pay the bills. Crawling back to Balzer and Price after such a provocative exit line was a non-option, and Grams Social Security checks alone didnt come within a ballfield of paying the rent. Besides, I detested the thought of sponging off of her. I treated our living arrangement as seriously as I would any situation where I was sharing the place with a roommate.

Welcome back to temporary hell, Izzy said.

Dorian took a slug of beer. Isnt that purgatory?

Izzy looked at him and snickered. Yeah, temporary hell is perennial purgatory. You know, sometimes you just have to hold your nose and jump in, she said. Look at my bread and butter. Izzy worked for attorneys too, the kind who specialized in medical malpractice, defending butchersI mean doctorswho fucked up royally, usually resulting in the patients deaths (if the victims were fortunate) or major-league physical deterioration (if they werent). I cant even take a lunch break when I work for these guys, because I cant keep the food down anyway. The things I have to type make me gag. If the gory details dont get to me, my bosses cavalier attitudes do. One of these lawyers actually had the balls to dictate into a tape, mind you, with any luck the patient will expire in the next couple of months, thereby avoiding the necessity of a prolonged and protracted trial.


Whatever happened to getting ones day in court? Dorian asked us.

I finished the last crumb of my sandwich. Thats the difference between your day jobs and ours, I told him. The wheels of justice turn swiftly only on Law & Order.

So why do you girls work for them? Wasnt it Shakespeare who said, Lets kill all the lawyers?

Yes, Dorian, I replied. Though, unfortunately, the speech is often taken out of context.

It doesnt change the sentiment, however, Izzy added.


When I returned home from The Wooden Horse, Turbo Temps Tina (sort of like Bronx Barbie) had left me a voice mail regarding an interview the following afternoon with Ramona Marlboro, the
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