EXCERPT FROM "NOTHING COULD BE FINER THAN MURDER" BY KIT NEILL.

Geoff began.  "Carolina, do you know why you were hired?"


This sounded like a loaded question to me.  "To understudy Devon?" I said hopefully.


Midge looked away.  She had mountains of frizzy gray hair and needed a face lift.  The network executive looked nervous.  Stan stepped forward.


"Yes, but as you know, we left your contract week to week with an option clause."  He looked like he was waiting for an answer.


Byron, my agent, called it "A minor technicality, courtesy really, until Devon actually announced her plans."  He could then renegotiate more favorably.  Stupid me had accepted his word.  That's what comes from eight months of unemployment, a loss of vigilance.  Ten years ago he'd never have gotten away with that, or tried.


"Uh, yes."  Not wanting to appear difficult at this stage of the game - at least without legal advice - I let him continue.


"We had heard that Devon might choose not to renew her option and..."


"And move to a prime time series,"  finished the network exec.  He was a little twit of a man, the kind we used to call peanut-penis as a kid.  His black horn-rims kept slipping down his nose.  He had probably been bald since college.


"Oh."  I'd call Byron the minute they left the room and tell him to get over here, pronto!  


"Naturally, we wanted to be prepared," Geoff said.


I waited.  There was more to come.  When it came I sat perfectly still, unwilling to give away how much it ripped me to shreds.  


Stan cleared his throat, as if what he were about to say pained him more than watching starving children.  He was a mountain of a man but tending to soft which his tailor hid very well.  His gray pin-striped suit did not look American cut.  He was at least sixty, with piercing gray eyes, the lids having been surgically lifted, and probably his neck, too.  I couldn't decide if his bushy silver hair was enhanced.  Probably, but he hadn't been cheap.  Instinctively, I disliked him, although I couldn't pinpoint exactly why.   


"Devon re-signed her contract this morning.  She's staying with the show after all."


The foursome then simultaneously became very professional and wished me luck or some such nonsense they didn't mean.  Stan and the network dweeb left.  Their appearance at my hanging was supposed to be a courtesy since I was, after all, to have been their newest star.  Gee, thanks, fellas.  Hope I can do the same for you sometime.


Midge waited for the door to close, sucked her teeth and announced crisply, "You'll be released at the end of the week.  Since you're no longer the star's understudy, Geoff wondered if you might step in for another role."  I stood up, ready to negotiate for another part, if it was important enough.  But before I could open my mouth, Midge continued, "Velvet DeLane called in sick today.  You'll remember her character was in a car crash last week and she's in a coma.  There isn't time to bring in someone else."


Geoff cut off the scathing put-down roaring up from my lungs.  "We shoot the scene in ten minutes.  You won't need makeup," he said with a glance at my sleep-deprived eyelids.  They left quickly, giving me no chance to throw anything, yell obscenities or refuse.  I sat down, stunned.  


I dug around in my bag for a copy of the contract.  Damned if in my anger at the week-to-week clause I hadn't bypassed the phrase, "Or any other role deemed suitable" within the pick-up option.  


I spent the next half hour laying on a gurney being wheeled into surgery.  The doctor hero and the distraught friend had a very serious conversation over my inert form.  Since this was only blocking, I was allowed to get up until they were ready.  After all, how difficult is it to lie still?  After lunch, they taped four scenes before my debut - should I take out an ad in the trades? - then about four o'clock they got to me.  By then I was so tired I looked the part of a soon-to-be corpse.  Oh yes, that was part of the delay.  Apparently, Velvet's agent had informed the producers that she was under consideration for a feature and could she have time off if she got it?  


This is a particularly thorny issue for daytime producers.  Few actors consider the soap operas their career goal and any opportunity to jump to prime time is begged for, threatened at and renegotiated.  Once even a tiny nibble comes their way, otherwise humble and grateful-to-be-working actors generally become quite disagreeable and demanding.  Therefore, the decision was made to drop Velvet.  She simply wouldn't wake up from surgery, letting the actress stew in her own pot if she didn't get the movie.  I climbed up on the gurney, and prepared to die for my art.


Geoff clapped his hands again.  I was beginning to find it an irritating habit.  "Let's go, boys and girls, if we want to get out of here tonight."  


I climbed up on the bed, and was covered with a sheet.  The doctor and friend lined up to say their lines just as Devon's familiar dripping-honey-on-fire voice rang out.  


"I'm back, everyone!  I'm here to stay!  You may all come to my dressing room for a little party in honor of my new contract!  Drinkie-poos and yummies!"  She sounded positively cloying.  Everyone clapped, rather too enthusiastically I thought considering her constant bad behavior.  I peeked out.  Apparently, half the office staff doubled as her entourage.  Bulbs flashed, cmaeras trailed, microphones jutted.  She must have signed her contract upstairs with press coverage.  And now she wanted to let everyone know who was still in charge.  I could have cried.


By tomorrow my agent would know I was again unemployed.  I'd check in and he'd pretend I'd be working again in no time and damn, I was tired of the routine.  At least once a year I decide acting is not a life for anyone approaching sanity and chasing a dream too long is unhealthy and this is it for good this time.  But by morning I realize I do it because when I'm working, when I'm really delving into what motivates a character is the only time when I'm completely happy.  And so I dig in my heels again and watch my diet and take my classes and do equity-waiver theater and hope and pray and dream all over again.  And decide that next week, rather than bemoan my fate I'd launch a workshop production of "Macbeth," me doing the missus.  


"One more scene, darling, and we'll be right there," Geoff gushed at Devon.


"Oooh darling, that's wonderful," the actress above me said insincerely and rushed across to kiss her on both cheeks.


Geoff clapped again.  I hoped his hands chaffed.  "Let's go, everyone, if we want to party."


Apparently party is the wrong word to motivate people to do their best quickly.  First, the camera ran out of film.  Lisa, the script coordinator, had to go to the bathroom.  The doctor couldn't say "cranial contusion leakage" without causing the actress to giggle.  It was hot and stuffy under that sheet and every time I moved it to stir up the air Geoff said, "You're in a coma, not doing aerobics."  So I lay there, knowing I'd had only four hours sleep the night before and a heavy lunch to chase off the effects of a little too much alcohol and was becoming drowsier and drowsier and....    


The next thing I knew there was complete silence.  I lay there, under the sheet, wondering why no one was talking.  It seemed dark.  I checked that my eyes were open.  Uh oh.  I waited, then realized first, that the silence was complete, no one was there and second, that I had fallen asleep.  Shit.  I moved the sheet and peered out into the darkness.  I was alone on the stage.  How could that have happened?  I sat up.  I felt so isolated and dejected, like the time as a child when I had gotten measles and missed the best birthday party ever.  My friend Betsy had told me all week how neat it would be.  Clowns, games, favors, and the biggest cake in the world.  While I sat home, I thought of the fun everyone was having.  Everyone but me.


Then I remembered the party in Devon's dressing room.  But somehow celebrating her return and my dismissal from the show didn't seem like that much fun.  Not like clowns and favors.  I got off the gurney slowly and made my way to the stage exit.  I looked at my watch.  It was two-fifteen!  They had left me in a corner with all the other props, forgotten like an old rag doll.  I was no longer a potential star and therefore not even worth waking up.  Unemployed and alone and... what?  Well, okay, I was safe - I mean studios are insulated from outsiders - and if I could just slip out and leave no one would be the wiser.  I'd pretend tomorrow that I hopped off and went home right after they pushed me over there.  Out of sight.  And mind.


I stepped out into the hallway.  It was as quiet as a ladybug's sneeze.  A sense of being lost in the bowels of the universe threatened to overwhelm me.  I waited for it to pass before moving on to my dressing room to grab my purse.  Finally, the humiliation of remaining like a statue all night in a huge windowless barn only to collapse from exhaustion spurred my legs into action.  Once the momentum built up, it was easy.  A brief panic that my door would be locked propelled me faster.  It wasn't and I grabbed my huge carryall and prepared to beat a hasty exit.  A few short weeks ago this building was a place of all my dreams; now it had become my worst nightmare.  


How much so I had yet to realize.


I had gone about twenty feet towards the elevators when I saw a cleaning woman shuffle around the corner pulling a large trash bin on wheels.  She had the vacant look of those who do menial chores, as if disconnected to their surroundings.  Not wanting to face anyone in my hour of shame I pulled back into the shadows.  I heard her fumble with a knob as if the door were stuck before finally with a snap it opened.  A click, then a beam of light splashed across the floor.  I started to tiptoe around it.  Piece of cake from here.  Just as I expelled a huge sigh of relief, a blood curdling scream reverberated throughout the entire building and probably out to Santa Monica as well.   


Shame gripped at my chest with the force of the abominable snowman throwing me against a tree.  I think my hair stood on end but it was hard to tell.  Wondering what I could have done that was so terrible as to bring on such a strong reaction, I braced myself to explain.


I should have just kept moving but I have the instincts of a person who doesn't understand self preservation.  I ran towards the sound.  At the doorway I put my hands out as if that would stop her hysterical bleating, then dropped them along with my jaw.  Screaming seemed absolutely perfect behavior under the circumstances.


Devon Lind lay half on and half off the overstuffed red and orange patterned sofa, her legs splayed in opposite directions.  A heel was broken on one shoe.  Her blue print silk dress was hiked above her knees and torn behind her left shoulder, across the back.  The arm was twisted grotesquely behind her, the other ended with a clenched fist as if ready for battle.  Her mouth was opened as if she, too, wished to join in the squalling; bits of dried foam glistened at the corners.   She was staring right at me, one false eyelash half unglued and stuck to her eyebrow.  Her high maintenance buffed complexion had turned a pasty grayish blue with deep red splotches.  Barely noticeable except that it didn't match the outfit was a dirty rope cord tied around her neck forming a tidy little x in front, like a cheap bolero.  It was embedded into her bruised skin and even to my unpracticed eyes, was probably the cause of death.


The cleaning woman continued howling to her God in Spanish.  I started for her, then Devon, then the phone, then back again.  Finally, the phone won.

This had the makings of a very bad night.
