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Tinkerbell Lied




A sign by the entrance door to the hotel lobby welcomed “FLORIDA’S FUNNIEST NEW COMEDIANS” in bright, bold letters. And it provided a helpful arrow pointing to the comedy club. I already knew where it was; I had been doing open mics here about once a month for the past year. Getting booked here was a goal for every comic on the Florida circuit. Donny Hammond, the owner, had a string of clubs across the state. If you got booked here, you had work for at least eight weeks a year. I had opened at several of his other clubs, but the Orlando club was the jewel in Donny’s crown. I wanted to make a good showing in this contest and finally start getting regular work.  

I’m Kasey McCormick, by the way. I’ve been doing stand-up comedy for about eighteen months now and I’m working my way up the Florida circuit. I was nominated for this competition by Phil Espinoza, owner of The Center of Comedy in Tampa, where I got my start. Phil is one of the good guys. I took a comedy class at his club and helped him out with a… personnel matter. Let’s call it that. He returned the favor by giving me my first paid opener gigs and putting my name in for this contest. I hoped that this weekend would go a lot more smoothly than the first time I performed at his club. I figured it couldn’t go worse. It wouldn’t take long to be proved wrong. Optimism is overrated. 

After checking in and dropping our luggage in the room, my bestie Ali and I entered the club, ready to do whatever it was we were supposed to be doing. There were at least 40 people milling about the showroom, maybe more, and it looked like none of them knew what they should be doing, either. There were thirty comics competing this weekend and some had, like I did, brought a friend with them. 

I recognized a few comics from open mics and one or two people who were getting regular work. Luscious Luke Hallidade “The Renegade” had an entire posse. Even without the posse, he would be easy to spot: tall with dirty blonde hair and the cheekbones of a male model. Which was his day job. He wanted to move into acting and comedy was a good way in. Luke and I had started out together in the same comedy class a little over eighteen months ago, and there’s just no other way to say it: He’s an asshole. I don’t know what happened to him in between the time we took the class together and now, but about six months back he went from absolute sweetie to full-on asshole and for some reason, he caught fire (which technically made him a flaming asshole). It seemed like he had paid work every week. I knew he’d be in the competition. He was the “next big thing” and was infinitely better at self-promotion than comedy. The way he was walking around, you’d think he already had the win in the bag. Maybe he did. 

Luke had a girlfriend on his arm, blonde, strikingly pretty, but bored and pouting. A year ago I would have felt a twinge of jealousy. Maybe I felt one now, just a little twinge. We had gone out for coffee a few times, but I kind of fumbled the ball. Just as well. Dating a comic is not a good idea or as my Italian Nana says, “You don’t shit where you eat.” He was speaking with a male assistant who was holding a clipboard. I was willing to bet it had nothing but blank pieces of paper on it. There were also what looked like at least two gofers to run errands. One had just jogged up with a coffee from the lobby Starbucks. He presented it to Luke as if it were molten gold.

Luke took a sip, then looked inside the sip hole.

“I said mocha frappuccino with whip cream, you moron. What are these? Sprinkles? Do I look like a six year old?” He made sure his voice carried across the room.

“Well, you’re sure acting like one,” Ali muttered. 

My buddy Ken came up beside me. “Aw... did someone fuck up Luke’s crappuccino?” 

“Uneasy lies the head that wears the crown,” I responded.

“Hot rumor is he is slated to win this thing. Of course, I wouldn’t put it past Luke to start the rumor himself. Psyche everyone out.”

“Well, I’m not expecting to win this thing. I am here to be seen and hopefully pick up some paid work.” 

“You and me both, Kasey.” Ken had been in the same stand-up comedy class. Our careers, if you could call them that, were pretty much on the same trajectory. We hit as many open mics as we could and both of us had gotten some emcee work. Ken had a real job, something corporate at Tampa International that paid pretty well, as near as I could figure. I was working as a junior copywriter at an ad agency while trying to get paid comedy gigs. Let’s just say it’s a good thing I can write ad copy. 

Ali leaned around me. “Hi, I’m Ali.” 

“Oh, sorry. Ken, this is my best bud Ali. Ali, Ken Beale. Comic and all around good guy.”

They shook hands as if they were at a business networking event. The eye contact was pure singles bar. 

“Hello ladies and gentlemen. Hello? Attention please.” 

We all quieted down and faced the woman on the stage. 

“It’s terrific to have you all here with us. I hope you’re as excited as we are.” She smiled and there was general mumbling that could have been excitement if you knew how to speak comic. I didn’t know about the others, but I was excited. Thirty of us in this room all pretending to be cool. Or trying to pretend. There was a tightness in the air. 

“I’m Larissa Natali, the associate producer of this event, and I’m here to give you the rundown. As you know, it’s a three-day event. Tonight is our first round of comics. Fifteen of you will compete and the top three will go on to the finals on Sunday night. Tomorrow night, Saturday, the other fifteen will compete and again, the top three will be in the final show Sunday night. You’ve been assigned to your night randomly—it doesn’t mean something if you go on tonight or tomorrow night, so don’t read anything into it.” 

“Not her first rodeo,” Ken said under his breath. I nodded.

She looked down at her notes and then continued. “The shows start at 8:00 pm and you are required to check in forty-five minutes before. Anyone who has not checked in on time will be disqualified. We will have check-in at the back bar area, to the right.” She indicated the area with a wave of her arm. “You will be doing ten minute sets. You will get the light at nine, again at nine minutes thirty, and at ten minutes you better be done. Do not go over your time. For the finalists on Sunday night, you will be doing fifteen minutes. You’ll get a two minute light, then a one minute light, then a thirty second warning. No going over. Your names will be drawn randomly to determine the order that you will go up.” 

There were groans from the comics. No one wanted to go first—the crowd would be cold. By the same token, you didn’t want to follow a comic who “dug a hole”—brought the audience down so low that you would have to work to get them back. And, by the time the tenth comic went up, the audience was going to be tired. Any way you looked at it, the set up was not optimal. 

“Conrad Hughes will be emceeing the show. He’ll do ten minutes up front to warm up the crowd, then start bringing you up. We have the intros you submitted with your applications, and he’ll have them all set to go so you don’t have to worry about that. Any questions so far?”

“Are you going to be videoing all of the acts?”

“Yes, we are. And all of the participants will get a copy of their performance.”

“Nice,” Ken said. “Now all we need to do is have a great set.”

Getting good video was one of the toughest parts of starting out. You usually asked a friend to video your set, but the sound always sucked or they were too far back. Getting a video that you could send to clubs was gold. If nothing else, I’d be that much further ahead. 

“Who are the judges?” someone asked.

Well, that was the big question. We had heard everything from local club owners to big TV producers.

“We are saving that for tonight. They will be introduced at the top of the show and I guarantee you will be impressed and pleased.” 

“Does that mean they are still looking for a judge and they’re about to grab someone off the street?” Ken whispered, sotto voce. 

“Probably. I’m just hoping they found people who will get the jokes,” I said.

“I’m just happy there’s no swimsuit competition.” 

I laughed. Ken’s delivery off stage was better than his delivery onstage. I wished he could relax more and be himself onstage. He was really funny, maybe a bit too cerebral for the Florida comedy circuit. And his delivery was a bit stiff. So was mine, for that matter. It’s harder than you’d think to just be yourself.

Larissa started up again. “I’m going to read off the names of tonight’s comics, then tomorrow night’s comics and that way we’ll be sure we don’t miss anyone.” 

I was in the first group, performing tonight. So was Luke. She also read off my friend Cindy’s name but I didn’t see her when I looked around. Ken was going up tomorrow night. 

“Great. I get to go up against Luke,” I moaned. 

“He’s all show. You’re funnier,” Ken said.

“This is all about performance. He comes off way better than I do. Much more polished.” I shook my head. “I need to get my shit together. I don’t know if going up tonight is good because I get it over with or bad because there’s less time to prepare.”

“If you’re not prepared by now...” Ken started.

“Yeah. Thanks. Shut up.” 

People were starting to leave the main room. Luke looked over at us, started to wave, then stopped himself. I guess we weren’t part of the cool kids’ clique anymore. Michelle Jennard was chatting up his girlfriend. They both had the same look—very thin, very blonde, very southern California. The chat didn’t look comfortable and Michelle quickly turned to talk to Luke. Luke looked over again and caught me watching him. Michelle followed his gaze and said something short. Luke stiffened. I ducked my head like a twelve year old with a crush. Idiot.

Ken looked at his watch. “It’s 3:30 now. Show is at 8:00. Do you want to get something to eat later?” 

“We’re going to grab something now. I don’t like to eat right before a show.”

He was looking at Ali. “I’ll tag along if that’s okay with you.”

We headed out to a local chain restaurant. Ken and Ali kept up most of the conversation. I was already getting nervous. I ordered a grilled chicken breast with a side of rice, but only ate half of it. Ken picked up the check. 

“Hey, there’s no need for that,” I protested.

“My pleasure. Besides, I’m grossly overpaid at my day job.” 

I suspected that was true. We walked back to the hotel. “I’m going to run through my set and try not to puke.” 

Ken and Ali looked at each other. 

“Well, since I don’t have a show tonight, I’m gonna hang by the pool, and get a drink.”

“I’m up for that,” Ali said. “Unless you need me to hold your hair.”

“I’m good. You two have fun.” That didn’t take long, I thought. 

Ali came back to the room about 6:30. I was already out of the shower and putting on makeup. I had my clothes laid out—black jeans, my lucky Tony Lama cowboy boots, and an emerald green silk blouse that gave me confidence. 

She flopped on her bed. 

“Two drinks?” I asked.

“Yep. That’s about all it takes.” There was the briefest pause. “So, what do you know about Ken?”

I laughed. “Genuinely nice guy. Obviously makes a good living. Funny, but more of a writer.”

“He’s kind of nerdy.” 

“Yeah.”

“I mean in a good way.”

“I know. So... what do YOU think about Ken?”

She sat upright and her words rushed out. “Okay. I know I just met him but I REALLY like him. He’s easy to talk to and smart and funny...” She stopped herself. “But you knew him first.”

“What, dibs? No, no. I don’t date comics. He’s all yours. Go for it. Just do NOT give me the details if you sleep with him.” 

“Deal. He’s kind of cute.”

I was putting on mascara. “Yes, he is.” 

“Do you think he’ll win?”

I turned my head to look at her. “Hey!” I said, sharply. “You can sleep with him, but you’re my cheering section. Don’t you forget it!” 

We laughed and of course, the mascara smeared. It would have smeared anyway. Makeup and I have an uncomfortable relationship. “Fix me, please.”

Ali was great at Girl, yes with a capital G. I don’t know where I was when every other girl in my class learned how to apply makeup but I missed that day. She came over and started in on my face, used a Q-Tip to fix the smear, brushed on blusher, did some sort of contouring thing to straighten my nose. (Long story. Let’s just say that Tinkerbell lied. You have to do more than believe to fly.) Then she added eye shadow and picked up my lipstick. She checked the shade, shook her head, and tossed it back in my makeup bag.

“Nope. Let me get mine.”

She pulled out what looked to be a small tool box with makeup organized in various compartments. She went down the line of lipsticks (ten, I counted them), opened one, put it back, opened another, squinted then nodded. “Give me your lips.”

I raised up my face like a small child and she did her magic. 

“There. That stuff won’t come off for 12 hours AND it won’t smear. But I’ll have it in my bag just in case.” 

“Thank you.” I looked at the clock. Five minutes to seven. I pulled on my jeans and the blouse. Added a gold cuff bracelet, heavy gold necklace, and dangly gold earrings with small emeralds. (Thank you, Nana.) 

“You look great. Now GO!” 

“Key? Where’s the room key?” I spotted it on the bureau next to the index card with my set list. My stomach was already signaling uneasiness.

“I’ll see you there?”

“Of course, I’ll be there in twenty minutes. Get down there!”

I made it to the check-in with seven minutes to spare. An assistant was signing people in. Almost everyone else was there. I saw Cindy and went over to say hi. I don’t know how I missed her at the check in meeting. We hugged our greeting and then we turned to survey our competition. 

“I am so nervous I might pee my pants.”

“My stomach has been doing flips for an hour,” I said. “Well, figure with fifteen of us, three go to the finals. We just need 12 people to panic and suck.”

“First rule of the universe.” 

“Yep.” 

“I wish Armadillo Boy was in our group,” she said, looking around.

“He could be. Does anyone know his real name? But I don’t see him. Well, unless he has suddenly developed an act, Ken’s got him beat.” 

“Lucky Ken.” She paused. “Poor Armadillo Boy.” She meant it. He was basically a drug burnout who had a hard time staying on track. I couldn't for the life of me figure out which club had selected him for the contest. Maybe someone was being mean. Armadillo Boy was tall and thin with long straggly hair and a goatee. He seemed to be at every open mic. I’d buy him a beer from time to time; he didn’t look like he had much money. His big finish was he imitated an armadillo, crawling across the stage, his back arched, then mimed being hit by a car. It was strange, because he did kind of look like an armadillo. But I’m not sure it was comedy. And it definitely did not win him babes. But I had to give him points just for his persistence. 

We put our stuff at a table and waited. 

At 7:15, all the contestants for the night had checked in. Except Luke. 

“I can’t believe how arrogant he is. Purposely not checking in on time so they will make an exception for him,” Cindy fumed. 

“And they’ll let him do it, too.” I knew I lived in a world where the rules didn’t apply equally to everybody, but I really hated having my nose rubbed in it. 

“I don’t know what happened to make him such a jerk,” Cindy continued. “Maybe that sulky girlfriend.” She sniffed. “He should be dating you if you ask me.”

“Don’t go there. Over and done before it began. Leave it.” 

She shrugged and sniffed again. Cindy, in spite of a bad divorce, was a romantic. I am not. I looked around at my fellow contestants. We were in for a long night: at least fourteen comics, each doing a ten minute set. The only thing left was to find out the order. The doors to the showroom would open at 7:30, giving people time to settle into their seats and get a drink into them before the show started. Larissa’s assistant, Kristin, rounded us up at 7:20. She had a bowl from the restaurant with folded slips of paper in it. 

“Comics, I need you here.” She may have regretted that because we immediately swarmed her. “Close your eyes, and pick out a piece of paper. One.” She went around to each of us and I heard sighs and groans as people opened up the slips of paper and learned their slot number. 

“Shit. First,” someone said. Well, at least I didn’t have to worry about that. I didn’t want to be last, either. The crowd would be tired and cranky by the time the last few comics got up. You needed killer material and delivery to keep the audience with you. At this point, I’m supposed to be very confident and say, yeah, sure, I’ve got that. But I have a disappointingly realistic grasp of my abilities. I was good for where I was at. Very good, in fact. But I wasn’t going to be headliner material for a while. None of us were. 

The assistant stopped in front of us. There were about five pieces of paper left in the bowl. I closed my eyes and took one. Cindy did the same. We opened them together. 

“Ugh. Thirteen. Crap.” 

“Sorry about that.” I looked at mine. “Eight.” Eight was good. It was one of my lucky numbers. More than that, the crowd would have a couple of drinks in them and be warmed up. Kristin jotted our names next to the numbers on her sheet.

I wondered if Luke would make it down before his number was called or if they would just put him up last, the big name closing the show. I looked at my slip of paper. I realized they had probably pulled the last slot before we all drew numbers. Maybe Luke didn’t need to check in. He was closing the show. Another indication that he was slated to win. 

I sighed as I put the slip of paper in my back pocket and pulled out my set list one last time. I knew my set. It was only ten minutes which basically amounted to six separate bits or chunks.. I re-folded the index card and slipped it into my back pocket. Some comics put their set list in front of them on the stool that was always on the stage and hardly ever used. I liked having it in my back pocket. It made me feel a bit more secure.

A server came by and asked if we wanted anything to drink. Some of the guys were drinking already.

I looked at Cindy. I don’t drink before going on. I was pretty sure she didn’t either. 

“Do you want a drink or just bottled water?” 

“Water, definitely. Of course, then I’ll have to pee.”

“We’ll have time. It’s going to be a long night.”

The lights dimmed and a voice came over the PA system with the stock welcome message. The wait staff lined up at the door, ready to seat people. The announcement ended, loud, upbeat music started, and the doors opened. Let the games begin. 







Do Goddesses Get Free Drinks?




Cindy opted to sit alone at a high-top to stay focused. Ken and Ali had joined me at the table. They ordered adult beverages and by the time their drinks arrived, Conrad was taking the stage. He did a solid ten minutes and warmed the audience up a bit. The first three comics were not bad, but not great. The audience was polite and they were laughing at the stuff that was funny, so I knew they would respond. I wasn’t sure how they would be by the time Cindy got to the stage, but I was feeling pretty good about my time slot.  

Michelle Jennard went up fourth. I don’t know how she qualified as a “new comic.” She was already a steady opening act when I first got on stage. She had almost made the full transition to feature act. But here she was. Her act was solid and I wondered if the judges were going to go straight on merit or simply choose one token female finalist per night. Comedy is very much a guy’s world and every time you had three women on a bill, it became a “Girls’ Night” event. You didn’t see clubs advertising three men on the bill as “Boys Night Out” and there you had it. She was very polished and the audience really liked her—probably grateful to finally get an act that was consistently funny. I secretly hoped the three people in between our sets would be mediocre. I’m pretty sure every comic in the room was wishing for that or worse. We may be friends with some of the competitors, but it was still a competition. 

Comic #6 went up and Luke still hadn’t showed. His posse was seated at one of the tables on the lower level, so maybe he had come in and I had missed him. Most of the comics were watching the acts, judging their chances. A few were probably trying to figure out what the audience liked. I had worked my way into a corner near the assistant and I could hear a bit of the conversation from her headset.

“You’re checking it now? What about his girlfriend or his assistants?” She paused, waiting. “When you find him, make sure he is sober and get him down here.”

So Luke hadn’t checked in yet but obviously they were going to make an exception for him. Not everyone knew the drill with these competitions, but they were pretty much set up to showcase the act the producers wanted pushed. And this year, it was Luke. I suspected that going in and I was okay with it. If I could add “Finalist” to my resume, then that would be good enough. The club owners knew that the winner was pre-ordained and a finalist usually earned their spot. I walked over to Kristin and whispered that his friends were in the audience if she wanted to check with them, pointing in the general direction. She nodded a thanks and I stepped away again. She was busy. 

Comic #6 was bombing and it was painful to watch. Sometimes the nerves catch up and the person just implodes. I took another small sip of my water and practiced a bit of deep breathing. He finished a bit early—bailed actually, and the emcee was caught off guard. Conrad hustled up to the empty stage and did a couple of quick jokes to try to get the audience back into the groove. The person in front of me would have to dig himself out of the hole and bring the audience back. I hoped it was someone halfway decent. Then Conrad introduced the next comic, Gabe Kincannon, and I relaxed a bit. I knew him from the clubs. He’d been getting emcee work for a couple of years. He had a lot more stage time than I did, but his material leaned towards the same topics that all the guys talked about. He would bring the audience back—just in time for my set. I sent up a little prayer of thanks to the comedy gods.  

I watched him struggle a bit at the beginning. Three minutes into his set, he landed a decent joke and the audience relaxed. I let out a breath, relieved. One comic going into the hole in front of you was not good. Two in a row? Death. Or you could be the audience’s savior. But you’re going to be working hard for no reward for the first few minutes. Gabe took that hit for me. In a competition like this you wanted the comic in front of you to do okay—not well—but you definitely didn’t want him to bomb. That would drag you down.

I was getting ready to walk down the side aisle to get in position when I heard the assistant gasp. 

“Shit! Shit. Shit shit shit.” Her voice was low, but not low enough. 

Half the comics looked over at her. She didn’t notice. The comics went back to watching the act, giving side critiques to whoever was next to them. 

I’m nosy by nature so I stuck by the assistant. 

“Does it look like an OD? That would be bad.” She paused, listening. “Stabbed? No? Maybe? But he’s okay, right?”

I looked at her and mouthed, “Luke? Is he okay?”

She nodded. At that point I didn’t know if I should go on stage or not. I gestured at her. Should I go on? She gave me an “OK” sign and waved me towards the stage. As I turned, I heard her whisper “Aw, crap.” 

The “aw, crap” made it sound like one more problem she needed to handle. But the word 'stabbed' echoed in my brain. That couldn’t be good. I looked back at her and she waved at me to keep going. I felt like I was walking a fun house floor, everything kind of slanted. I made my way down the wall and realized I had to compartmentalize quickly. We’re just going to go with the idea that everything is okay. Otherwise they’d stop the show. This is probably a mistake of some sort. Or an elaborate practical joke. He’s pulling a stunt. Your job is to do a great set. That’s all. 

I may have convinced myself that was the case because really, it was something Luscious Luke would pull. He’d do anything to get the spotlight on him.

I took a good swig of my water, rolled it around in my mouth before swallowing, and bounced on the balls of my feet for about fifteen seconds, getting my energy up. Gabe was finishing up and he had done well. A slow start, of course, but that wasn’t his fault. Still, it hurt him. I set my bottled water down by the stairs leading up to the stage. I didn’t need it for a ten minute set. Conrad read out my intro and brought me up. I charged up the stairs and strode across the stage like I owned it. Because for the next ten minutes, I did.

“Thanks for coming out tonight to watch 15 new comics pretend not to be freaking out. You’re very brave.” I got a mild laugh and launched into my material.

The audience was warm. I was pretty hot myself. I have had better sets, but not much. I got them to that first big laugh fast and that made me relax. I was steady. Didn’t rush the jokes. Timed the pauses just right, then delivered the punch lines. It was almost an out of body experience. I was doing my set but I was thinking I’m going to make them laugh right... NOW. 

And I did. Sometimes it all comes together—your material, your timing, and most important, the audience. I closed on my Charmin toilet paper/Buddhist monk bit and was rewarded with warm applause and a few whoops, which I was pretty sure came from Ali and Ken. 

Conrad came back to the stage and shook my hand. “Great set” he whispered in my ear. I winked at him, cuz I was feeling kind of saucy. I bounced down the stairs, snagged my bottled water, and went to find Ken and Ali. We had seven more comics to get through and I wanted to watch them all. 

They had a drink waiting for me at the table. Ali gave me a hug and a whispered “You were great!” Ken leaned over and said, “Shit. You were fucking solid. When did you get so damn good?” 

“While you were fucking your sister,” I replied. I can do the guy thing.

“You might even beat Luke.”

Luke. Shit. The world tilted.

I really had compartmentalized. 

“Something happened to him. Drunk or stabbed or something.”

“What?” Both Ken and Ali were staring at me.

“Drunk and stabbed are two very different things,” Ken said.

“The assistant said he was okay. It was probably just a stunt. I’m going to go check.”

I got up from the table and went back to where the assistant was stationed. 

“Is Luke okay?”

She looked up at me. “Oh, yeah. Everything is fine. Ah, just too much drinking in the sun. He’ll go up tomorrow night.” She paused, looking down. She took a deep breath and blew it out. “We have a short meeting for all the comics after the show. Can you pass the word?”

I nodded. Some of the comics who had already been up had left the showroom or had joined their friends at tables. I grabbed a couple of the comics, told them to spread the word about the meeting. They would all be back in when the finalists for the night were named anyway. Cindy was sitting at a high top, her foot tapping the rung, with a bottled water in front of her. She wouldn’t go up for at least another half hour. She jumped up to give me a hug. “I hate you,” she whispered in my ear. “Great set.” 

“Thanks. You’ll do great, too. They might have to name three women finalists. That would be a first.” 

“I can hear all the guys whining now. But Luke will make the finals. That is, if he shows.”

“We got a reprieve. He’s going up tomorrow night. Drunk, apparently. And of course, the rules don’t apply to Luscious Luke.” 

“I’d be upset that he’s getting special treatment, but hey, it works for me.”

“I’m passing the word. All the comics need to stay for a meeting after the show.” 

She nodded.

“I’m sitting with Ken and my friend Ali. You’ve got at least half an hour. Are you sure you don’t want to sit with us?”

“No. I need to focus before going up. I’ll join you after.”

“Okay. I’ll let you get to it. Don’t worry. You are solid. Break a lip.”

“Thanks.”

I headed back to the table. It seemed like Ken and Ali had moved their chairs closer together while I was gone. 

“Bad news, Ken. Luke is going up tomorrow night. You get him.” 

“Ugh. Just my luck. Well, I’ll just have to be stunning, then.”

The comics came and went. Cindy’s turn came and she put in a solid set but the audience was getting tired. I ordered a round of drinks from the waitress. She came off the stage to a strong round of applause and made a beeline for our table.

“Oh my GOD I’m glad that’s over!” she whispered. 

We whispered kudos and the waitress came up with our drinks. I had Cindy’s Salty Dog ready for her. 

“Hope you haven’t changed your drink,” I whispered.

“I can’t believe you remembered!’ 

We clinked glasses and settled in to watch the 14th and final comic, who, bless his heart, was unmemorable. The emcee came up to close out the show. 

“Do we have the decision from the judges? Yes?” He was handed a note card with names printed on it in block letters. He waved it at us, but there was no way anyone in the audience could read it. “I’m going to call our finalists up here so comics, be ready to come on down.” 

Ali said, “You two get ready!” 

“I don’t know. I don’t want to jinx it.”

The emcee continued. “And now the moment you’ve been waiting for... this has never happened before...” 

He paused. Comics in the back groaned. “Come on!” someone said. Out loud. The audience laughed.

“In third place, lucky #13, Cindy Scarpa.” 

A whoop went up from our table and Cindy said, “Oh my God!” She took a couple of gulps of her drink and headed for the stage.

“In second place, Kasey McCormick.” 

“That’s what I’m talkin’ about,” Ken said, slamming his hand on the table. Ali squealed. I jumped up and headed down front. Conrad shook my hand and I took my place next to Cindy.

“Hold on a minute. I’m gonna go sit at that table,” one of the comics yelled. It got a great laugh. 

“And our top contestant coming in at number one, Michelle Jennard.” 

She came up and joined us on stage and we all hugged. 

“I would say the women are taking over comedy here in Orlando, Florida. A big round of applause for tonight’s finalists!”

We stood a bit awkwardly smiled and waved. Then someone was taking pictures so we posed, separately and together. Then Donny Hammond, the club owner, came down and took a few shots with us and Conrad. I didn’t think we were getting sashes and crowns so we did a final wave and headed back down the stairs. 

The emcee finished up, thanking the judges, the audience, and reminding people that the finals would be held in two days, on Sunday night. 

With that, the house lights came up and people began exiting the showroom. 

The four of us grabbed our drinks from the table and went to the back bar area with the other comics. A few of them congratulated Cindy and me but there was some grumbling, too. There was always going to be twelve unhappy campers at the end of the night; it was just a matter of who. 

“They were just lucky Luke didn’t go up tonight.”

“Can’t believe they chose three women. Must need the tits to get the ratings up.”

“I guess I should have blown the judge, too.” 

Armadillo Boy shrugged. “I dunno. I’m just kind of happy to be here.” 

Kristin was conferring quietly with Larissa in the little side hallway that led back to the kitchen and service bar. I saw a uniformed police officer and a couple of men in wrinkled suits who looked like cops. Waitresses were carrying huge trays of empty and half empty glasses, empty food baskets, and enough used napkins to mop up a tsunami. A few audience members were still settling up their tabs and making arrangements for their next activity because 11:00 in Orlando is when things get started. At least for the tourists. 

Michelle joined us as we waited. A couple of the guys came over and congratulated us. One of the female comics waved shyly. 

“Does she think she can’t talk to us?” Cindy asked.

“Well, we are comedy goddesses,” Michelle said. 

“I wonder if goddesses get free drinks.” I looked forlornly at my empty glass. Probably wiser not to have another cognac before the meeting. 

Larissa and Kristin came back into the bar area and we gathered around. 

“I’ve got some bad news,” Larissa said nervously. “I’m afraid there’s been a terrible tragedy, and well, there’s no easy way to put this. Luke Hallidade has been attacked. He is in a coma.”

“What’s the bad news?” someone asked. A few people snickered. 

“That’s not funny,” Cindy said sharply. People shut up.

My head was spinning. Luke was in a coma. Not a stunt. And these people were making jokes?

“Oh my God,” Cindy said and she started crying. 

“Did you guys stay in touch after class?” I asked. 

“No. Menopause. I’m really emotional. He was an asshole. Lately, at least.” 

Michelle patted her arm reassuringly, but she was watching Larissa and the men with her.

Larissa continued. “These are detectives Rogerson and...” she looked at a card in her hand. 

“Tulane,” said one of the detectives, stepping up. He took over for her.

“It appears Mr. Hallidade was attacked some time between 4:00 and 7:00 this evening. We just need to see where everyone was between those hours so, if you could, we’ll try to get through this as quickly as possible but this is going to take a while. Grab a seat and Detective Rogerson and I will do our best to get you out of here. For tonight, we’re just going to need your names, a contact phone number, and where you’re staying. I’m assuming most of you are staying here in the hotel?” The last part was a question. 

Armadillo Boy asked, “Does the parking lot count?” People laughed but I wasn’t sure he was kidding; he could very well be sleeping in his car. The hotel was setting me back several hundred hard-earned dollars, even with the comics’ discount. 

People sat and the detectives worked separately, interviewing people. People could leave when they were done, but most didn’t. The curiosity factor was huge. 

Tulane got to our table. He took our names and cell phone numbers. We were all staying in the hotel. “Just a few quick questions. What time did you arrive here tonight?”

“Here in the showroom?” I asked. 

“Yes.” 

“We all had to be checked in by 7:15.”

“I got here at quarter of,” Cindy said. “I didn’t want to be late.”

“Seven on the nose,” Michelle offered.

“I got in at...” I scrunched up my nose, trying to remember. “Just before ten after.”

“Cutting it kind of close, weren’t you?” 

“Yeah, but not the last. A couple of people came in behind me.”

He nodded and scribbled down my time. 

“So you ladies are the big winners tonight. Congratulations.” 

“Thanks.” 

“Rumor has it at least one of you would have been bumped down to also-ran if Luke had performed.” 

“He probably started that rumor,” Michelle said.

“Not likely.” Tulane’s voice was flat. 

Cindy looked stricken. 

“Maybe, maybe not,” I put in. 

Tulane looked at me.

“He could have had a bad set. He could have been drunk. We were pretty damn funny and it seems the judges like our sense of humor. Which means they probably wouldn’t have gone for Luke’s act.” 

“Except, of course, Luke was slated to win. You were aware of that.”

“Well, now you’re giving away all the secrets,” Michelle said. 

“I wasn’t aware of that,” Cindy said.

“Well, you were about the only one,” Michelle snipped. 

Cindy looked at me. “It was fixed?” she whispered.

“Yeah, sweetie. But we did really well.” I touched her hand. 

“I’m an idiot. How did I not know that?” 

“Maybe you’re just nicer than most people.” 

“Ladies.” Tulane brought our attention back to him. “He doesn’t go up and you three make the finals.”

“That’s how it worked out,” Michelle said.

“Uh-huh,” he nodded. “I don’t have to tell you three not to leave town. We’ll be speaking with you again.”

Cindy made a little garbled sound. Michelle rolled her eyes. I was ready for that next cognac. Tulane got up from our table and joined Rogerson who was finishing up with his people. 
















