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    Dedication

For three wonderful siblings I've known my whole life.  They've never known it, but all three of them have always been my heroes.  This book is dedicated to Patricia, Mary and Father Joey Davis!

Up the Irish!

      

    


“An ounce of performance is worth pounds of promises.”

—Mae West

––––––––
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“False face must hide what the false heart must know.”

—William Shakespeare

––––––––
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“There is a sucker born every minute.”

—P.T. Barnum
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Chapter One


[image: ]




I don’t know why the news discombobulated me so much.  It just did.

After all, I no longer worked for the place, and hadn’t been anywhere near it for a few years.  

I didn’t miss it, either.  Or, at least, I told myself I didn’t.  I rarely even gave the Gramercy Theatrical Arts Academy a second thought, not since the day I’d left it, especially not after the strange circumstances of how they’d let me go.

No one is ever told the truth about why they’re fired.  We’re almost always just “cut from the budget” due to a “company reorganization.”  That’s the usual phrase used by employers who are terrified of being sued over unjustifiably throwing good workers out the door.

New York just happens to be one of those states with a crazy “at will employment” law, and unfortunately it’s where I live.  “At will” means whoever you work for can toss you aside at any time, and for any reason whatsoever.  One minute you’re a valued member of the staff, and the next?  It was goodbye, good luck, and  sayonara!

Maybe that law was set up only to assist the employers.  I have no idea about that.  I don’t really care, either.  All I can say is that it sure doesn’t do anything whatsoever to help or protect the employees.

On the morning I was let go, the two Head Honchos of the academy, President and Chief Executive Officer Edwin Everett Asher, and his dumpling-like second-in-command, Belva Gunderson, the Chief Strategy Officer, called me into Edwin’s overheated office.  Belva told me to please shut the door, in that overly polite way boss people use when they’re about to deliver unpleasant news and aren’t comfortable about it, yet try covering it up with a smile.  

Immediately I had a feeling I knew what was coming, and I was right.

If Edwin Everett Asher was strange, Belva Gunderson was even more so, though it was harder for me to get a handle on her than him.  He was rather enigmatic for the most part, sure, but so into himself that seeing him in action was like watching a bad movie.  

I mean, the man bragged, first, about having attended the Yale School of Drama, and mentioned it more than any other fact about himself.  A lot of his conversations even began with a line like, “When I was at the Yale School of Drama,” or “Back during my Yale School of Drama days,” and went on from there.  And on.

It was like listening to a warped record.

He also bragged about something else entirely, namely, owning seventy-five pairs of shoes.  Seventy-five!  I believed it, too.  Every single day he wore a different pair.  I worked there for six months and don’t think I ever saw him in the same shoes twice.

Then there was his wardrobe.

Whether it was casual, businesslike, or black-tie-ready for some spectacular event, every bit of Edwin’s wardrobe was color-coordinated.  It was worthy of a shoot for a fashion magazine, really.  If it was one of his casual outfits and he wore, say, a light blue blazer with a light-blue-and-coral-striped tie, there would be a coral handkerchief folded in the upper-left-hand pocket of it, for show, not use, and coral and blue socks.  

That wasn’t all.  At Halloween, he wore orange, black and purple ensembles.  Near Thanksgiving, they were orange, brown and gold, like the falling leaves, or maybe a turkey slice on a plate.  Red and green and white at Christmas.  Blue and white, Hanukkah.  Red and white, Valentine’s Day. 

I had been let go from the job right before Easter, but had a bet with my co-worker, Sterling, about what colors Edwin would arrive in for that particular holiday.  Pink, purple and yellow?   

Wouldn’t that be quite a vision?

“It’s almost,” my friend Ryker Swinton, who had suggested that I work for the acting academy in the first place, said to me confidentially, “like some kind of a disease, with him.  Those outfits!”

We figured Edwin must have had entire rooms filled with attire in his apartment. Probably arranged in a color-coded manner.  I’m glad I never went there and didn’t have to see it in person.

Face it, the man was completely vainglorious.

He seemed to pride himself on it, too.  That made it even worse.  He even entered every room like a bad actor making an entrance onto a stage, throwing back his head, nose pointed skyward, and sweeping his hands through his hair.  

I guess this had to be seen to be believed.

As for his personal life, aside from his attendance at Yale, he kept that a total mystery.  Nobody knew if he was straight or gay, married or partnered, living with somebody or a bachelor on his own.  I had a feeling this was all done deliberately as a facade, a way of creating some big mystique around himself, strange as it sounded.  Maybe it was even part of his way of trying to look like some great, wondrous, master teacher of acting.

It was hard for me to believe anyone would have bought into that, though most of the students were still in their late teens or early twenties and probably didn’t know any better.  I for one didn’t think some dude with a top-secret personal life was anything except, perhaps, running from the police.

Or running from something.

And it had to be pretty big or else why would he bother?

But at least some of his swaggering actions were sort of understandable.  

Not all.  

Just some.

Edwin loved Edwin, and Edwin revered Edwin, make that above all others, and it was as obvious as all get-out.

It wasn’t anything I had to contend with watching again, though, not since the job had ended.

As for Belva, I couldn’t ever figure out where she was coming from.  She seemed pleasant enough on the surface, at least.  She was roly-poly and rather jolly, or maybe I should say, she tried to appear to be.  She was also a total contrast to Edwin, showing up at work in baggy jogger’s pants and sweatshirts or ugly plaid, shapeless tops, not giving a hoot how she looked.  

Some women can sport that casual air and still look spectacular.  Belva just looked like a deliberate old frump.  

Why, I used to wonder, would any lady try so hard to look so dumpy, though?

Meanwhile I soon realized that Belva was the resident office spy, watching people without making it obvious, eavesdropping on conversations, and asking nosy questions about what she’d seen or overheard later, which of course I didn’t like.  Neither did anybody else, but what could we do about it?  Not a thing.  That’s just how she was, and not liking her nature wasn’t going to change her one bit.

I had been hired to work as an Admissions Coordinator for the academy, and at first it was a job I loved.  The Gramercy Theatrical Arts Academy had been in business for sixty years before Edwin Everett Asher took it over.  It had a great reputation from before he took the helm, so in years past, college-age kids wanting to become rich and famous actors flocked to it from all over the world.  

But Edwin tried to make it seem even more prestigious than it was already.  

Now the students couldn’t just apply to get in and then go there.  Oh, no.  Edwin had it all set up in such a highfalutin’ way that they had to either come to New York to audition before him personally, or do so when he was in certain cities around the country like Chicago, Dallas, or Los Angeles.  Travel to an audition in person or forget about it.  That was his rule.  Only any potential enrollees from Europe or Asia, and there were several, were allowed to audition via video clip, unless it was a year when he was bound for a Paris vacation.  Then they’d have to report for an audition in person.

All of this nonsense was reducing the number of applications we got.

Each potential student also had to have written recommendations by their high school drama teacher or acting coach, and two more – that nobody ever read – from two additional teachers.  And that had to be submitted even before they auditioned in person.

This ridiculousness, Edwin deluded himself into hoping, was enough, right from the start, to make it seem like there was a lot more of a distinction to getting into the place than it currently offered, and that it was quite a huge honor if a potential enrollee managed to “get accepted.”

You would think the place was like an Ivy League, of sorts, of acting schools, from the way that man tried to set it up.

In truth, just about every single student who applied to get in was accepted automatically, although they didn’t realize it.  There was usually a waiting list, as a result, but they were all going to get in.  

As for that waiting list ranking, it was unbelievable, and not scored by merit, either.  It wasn’t the most gifted of the potential students who went straight to the top of the line.  Not in a place run by Edwin Everett Asher.  The kiddies whose mommies and daddies could afford it, and were not applying for financial aid or scholarship money, got accepted first.

I once heard Edwin saying to Belva, “We can get fat donations out of those rich kids’ parents.  Let’s send out some letters and hit ‘em up.”

This, from the man the students were silly enough to revere as if he were the reigning demigod of drama.  I had the feeling that if he could have illegally accessed their parents’ bank accounts and helped himself to their life savings, he would have, in a heartbeat, and still slept easily at night.

And while there were plenty of genuinely talented kids who wound up in our various acting programs, there were also the others.  

There were musical comedy students who couldn’t sing and dramatic acting students who could not act their way out of a paper bag if a gun was pointed at their heads by a gorilla.  

There were total klutzes who were taking courses like ballet and tap and galumphing around like rhinoceroses set loose in an ice-skating rink.  

I don’t mean to toot my own horn here, but compared to some of the worst of them, I could have sang songs, or acted out monologues, or even done an approximation of an arabesque or a time step a whole lot better, and I make no claim whatsoever of knowing how to do any of that stuff.  

Even so.

I was only working there for a few weeks when I realized that the academy, as run by Edwin, was more of a money-making scheme than anything else.  If we had six hundred full-time students every year, maybe three of them managed to get acting jobs in Broadway shows or on television later, and even at that, they usually only landed bit parts.  Sad but true.  I wished it wasn’t.  I always hoped for the best for the students, wanted to see them succeed in their chosen profession and shine as brightly as they possibly could.

Unfortunately, most of them just didn’t.

Statistically, I later found out that only two percent of all wannabe actors were able to make a living solely from acting jobs.  Two-thirds of the ones who tried to succeed in that business dropped out after the first year.  Ninety percent of all actors who didn’t drop out were unemployed at any given time.

Acting, as a profession, was one colossal crap shoot.

I never sat in on any of the classes at the academy, but I had a feeling then, and still believe this now, that no one ever bothered to sit the kiddies down and tell them anything at all about the statistics.  They weren’t apprised that the odds were staggering, and against them right from the start.

Well, I sometimes tried to rationalize, that made this school’s programs a lot like most others, though, didn’t it?  There was never a guarantee in any secondary educational institution that a student would get a job in their chosen field.  This school made no promises.  Ha, it made sure it made no promises.  In a way it wasn’t even the academy’s fault that the chances of any given kid succeeding were nil to none. 

They just maybe should have mentioned it, I always thought.  Up front.  Before the students came to New York City with so much hope in their hearts, and were charged such huge bills of tuition. 

That academy was basically just selling dreams to naïve students who longed for onstage glory, and from the moment I realized it, I had a big problem with the whole idea of working there.

Fortunately it was a problem that resolved itself.  I was “cut out of the budget” due to the academy’s alleged “reorganization” after only six months on the job.

“We have no problem with you,” Belva lied, after I was behind closed doors with the two of them and receiving the news that I was about to be let go.  “We love your work ethic.  You’re great.  We’re hoping to bring you back soon.  But at the moment, there’s a reorganization we have to go through, and there just isn’t room for you in the budget.”

I had to wonder about that.  How can such a school remain operational without an Admissions Coordinator?

“You can clear out your personal belongings from your desk,” Edwin continued in his most congenial manner, smiling his oily smile.  “We trust you, Paloma, and in your case, we are not going to call security to escort you out.”

They were not going to what?

“Will do,” I deadpanned, opened the door, and left the little bastard and his second-in-command behind in his stifling office, believing they were already gone from my life forever.

* * *
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I DIDN’T HAVE MANY belongings to gather up.

I was twenty-six years old then, two years ago, and the strange theatrical academy job hadn’t been my first rodeo, as the saying goes.  I’d been “cut from the budget” from my very first job in New York, too, not long after I’d graduated from college.  That one was at a non-profit foundation that kept pushing their move to a larger office back, and back again, and finally back some more.  One day three additional high-level employees arrived and there was literally no place to put them.  

Know what happened then?  

Give up?

Three of us who were already working there found ourselves “cut from the budget.” 

From then on I had vowed never, ever to get attached to a job.  To think I was safe.  To let myself enjoy the place.  Always, though I never said so out loud, I thought of myself not as a permanent employee but a “temp,” someone who could be let go at the drop of a hat.  

And then it had happened again, this time at the Gramercy Theatrical Arts Academy.

Well, good riddance, I thought to myself, as I found a shopping bag I’d stored in my desk and loaded it with my spare pair of work shoes, a tin vase of silk flowers, and a paperweight made of blown glass that I’d bought on a vacation in Bermuda.  I wrapped the paperweight and the vase in tissues, taped them shut, and was ready to hightail it out of there.

But first I had a word with the others in the large open office space we shared on the sixth floor.

“Be careful,” I said in a whisper to Crystal, Ryker, Lorenzo, and Sterling.  “They’ve let me go.  They’re saying it’s budgetary.  Anyone might be next.”

“Can’t you fight it?”  Ryker asked.  I’d known him since college.  He was a very good friend and didn’t want to see me leave.

Neither did I, but it was out of my hands already.  

So I just shrugged and said I’d give him a call later.

So ended my stellar career at the Gramercy Theatrical Arts Academy.

Ha, I thought, as I made my way to the elevator and then, out the door.  Look at what this place calls itself.  You’d think it was located right on the square that’s in Gramercy Park, but it isn’t.  

It was all the way downtown on Perry Street, near 4th  Street.  I looked the distance up on Google Maps once.  The school was nearly two miles away from Gramercy Park.

Fake, even in name.

* * *
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I CAN STILL RECALL what else was happening on Perry Street that day, too, when my shopping bag of personal belongings and I left the academy premises.

There were quite a few cops all over the street.  It was like a scene of organized chaos, cop cars, flashing lights, and all.

Most of the officers seemed to be going in and out of a private art gallery that was two doors down from the academy.  It was called The Rising Lotus Art Gallery and, from the lovely colorful oil paintings that were usually displayed in the windows, seemed to specialize in flowers, mandalas, and New Age or Tibetan symbols.

I thought to myself that I wasn’t the only one who had been cheated out of something that day.  The Rising Lotus Art Gallery’s Tibetan owner, Kalsang, had arrived there that morning to discover she had been robbed during the night of several valuable paintings.

Ten of them, to be exact.

I soon got another job, so all things being equal, Kalsang’s loss at her gallery was far worse.

And as I walked away from the place of employment that had thrown me out like a piece of the trash, I figured that was the end of that, at least for me, at the Gramercy Theatrical Arts Academy.

Free at last!
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Chapter Two
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So why did the latest news about the close-up of that  academy have me floored so?

It was Ryker who had texted me and told me.  

The school was bankrupt, and it was about to shut down for good.

I couldn’t quite put my finger on why that had me discombobulated, but it did.  Maybe because for so long it had been considered a New York institution, but it was more than that.

Something, I thought, wasn’t right.

So what else was new, really?  Aspects of that particular place, that job, had never struck me as being entirely ethical, but this news of the closure seemed different, somehow, and on a whole new level.  

Bankrupt?  

I knew what kind of tuition was charged for the students to attend that school.  It cost nearly a hundred thousand dollars for a two-year program!  And that was just the charge for the local kids who lived nearby and commuted.  It was closer to a hundred and sixty thousand for the students who lived in the claustrophobic, rickety dormitory we ran in Chinatown.  

Those awful dorm rooms, for two students each, were double the sizes of closets.  There was room enough for a set of bunk beds, a pair of small desks, and not much else.  

I wouldn’t have boarded a dog in that building, let alone a teen, but the glossy photos in the academy’s brochure and website online made it look like the coziest student dorm imaginable.  

It wasn’t.  If anything, the photos were more like an optical illusion.  I couldn’t tell if they were doctored or faked or shot with a wide-angle lens or what, but they didn’t tell the truth of that dorm building.

Anyway, I had to wonder in general, doing the math.  Six hundred students in any given year.  

Paying up to a hundred and fifty-thousand dollars apiece.  

The academy owned the small, seven-story school building and the subpar dormitory, both, so it wasn’t like Edwin Everett Asher was stuck shelling out rent money for the use of either.  Okay, there were salaries to pay the various acting, singing, and dancing teachers, but all of them only worked there part-time.  There had never been too many of us on the full-time administrative staff, and according to Ryker, who still worked there, poor guy, there were even less full timers there now.  The place had been run by a skeleton staff since September.

Then there were the donations that also came in from grateful parents and the few, the very few, graduates who had actually made it in show business.

This was an institution that pulled in millions upon millions of dollars a year.  

Okay, I didn’t know what their budget looked like.  

I had no awareness of their expenses.  

But even so.

Their bankruptcy claim literally didn’t seem to add up.

* * *
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WELL, IT WASN’T MY problem, was it?
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