Li sa Gol dstein: Fortune and M sfortune
First appeared in Asinmov’'s Science
Fiction, May 1997. Nomi nated for Best
Short Story.

This is nmy story, but first |I have to tel
you about Jessie.

Jessie and | met at an audition. My agent

had told me they were | ooking for sonmeone

to play a contemporary high school kid so

| dressed the part—torn baggy jeans, white
T-shirt, red flannel shirt tied around ny

wai st .

|'d been waiting for about five mnutes
when Jessie wal ked in and gave her nane to
the receptionist. She wore one of those
dress-for-success costunes that make wonen
| ook I'ike clowns—skirt and jacket of

bright primary colors (hers were red), big
buttons down the front, hugely padded
shoul ders. She | ooked at nme and then down
at herself and | aughed and grimaced at the
same tinme. It was an oddly endearing
expression, the gesture of soneone who
knows how to poke fun at herself.

"You're so clever," she said. She gl anced
at her outfit again. "lI’'ve probably bl own
it already."

She | ooked as if she wanted to talk
further, but just then the receptionist
called her name. | felt annoyed-l1’d been
wai ti ng | onger than she had, though I knew
that that had nothing to do with

Hol | ywood’ s pecki ng order. She was
closeted with the casting people for about
ten mnutes. \Wen she canme out she | ooked
at me, held her palms up and shrugged

el aborately. Her gesture said, clearly as
words, | have no idea whether | made it or
not .

| didn’t think about her until the next
cattle call, when | saw her again. She was
wearing the sane cl othes—I wondered if it
was the only decent outfit she owned.

was readi ng a nagazi ne, but she sat down
next to ne anyway.

"Did you get called back for that high
school thing?" she asked.



"No," | said.

"Neither did Il. I'"mJessie."

"I"'m Pam "

The receptionist called nmy name then.

felt a rush of pleasure at being called
first—this woman wasn’t all that far above

me after all. "Listen," she said as
stood up. "If | get called next, wait for
me and we'll go to lunch. | don't know too

many people in this town."
"Ckay," | said.

She did get called next. | waited, and
when she cane out she offered to drive us
to a coffee shop in Wstwood.

| had al ready pegged her as soneone very
much i ke nyself, just barely getting by
on bit parts and comerci al s and

wai tressing jobs. So | was surprised to

see her walk up to a white BMNV and turn

off the car alarm She nust have noticed
my expression, because she | aughed. "Oh,

it’s not mne," she said. "I rent it for
casting calls. You have to play the gane,
make themthink you' re worth it."

I"d heard this before, of course. In an
i mage-consci ous town |ike Holl ywood every
little bit helps. A fancy car isn't enough
to land you a part, though, and | wondered
if she had any acting ability to back it

up.

I got in the car and she drove us to the
restaurant. When we were seated she | ooked
directly at ne and said, "So. Were would
| have seen you?"

I told her about ny few comercial s and

the made-for-cable novie |I’'d done. "I was
Iras in Antony and C eopatra at the San
D ego Shakespeare festival," | said. "I

was al so the understudy for Rosalind in As
You Like It, but the dammed woman refused
to get sick."

She seened a little puzzled at this.
Wondering why | bothered wi th Shakespeare,
maybe. "Wat about you?" | asked.

"I had a bit part on a soap," she said.
"It was a great gig, until they killed ny
character off."

"I"'msorry," | said, and she | aughed.



Los Angeles, they say, is where the
best -1 ooki ng boy and the prettiest girl
fromevery high school in the country end
up. You can't sneeze in this town wthout
infecting a fornmer high school beauty
queen or football quarterback. Even so, |

t hought this woman astoni shingly
beautiful. She had deep sea-bl ue eyes,
dark |l ashes, and a nass of dark hair. Mre
than that, though, she had some subtle
arrangenent of bone structure that
compel l ed you to | ook at her. She m ght
just make it, | thought, and felt the envy
that had dogged me ever since | had cone
to town. Next to her all ny faults stood
out in sharp relief-l was too short, too
plain, ny nouth too thin. | hate nyself
when | feel this petty, | struggle agai nst
it, but I don't seemto be able to help
it.

As penance | made an effort to |like her
And really, it wasn’t that difficult. She
had probably been told that she was
beautiful since before she could

under stand the words, but for sone reason
she didn't seemto believe it. She
ridiculed herself, her anbitions, the idea
that she could make it in Hollywod where
so many ot hers had fail ed.

"My parents are sure Il cone crawing
honme within the year," she said. "You
woul dn’t believe the argunents | had
before I left. Well, it’s the old story,
isn't it—-young girl fromthe country goes
to Hol | ywood. "

"Where are you fronP"

"A farming town in Wsconsin. You ve never
heard of it. What about you?"

" Chi cago. "
"And how did your parents take it?"

"Actual ly, they’ ve been pretty

supportive," | said. "Especially ny
father. He did amateur theatricals in
college. He said, ‘I think you re good

enough, but unfortunately what | think
doesn’t count for nuch. You have ny

bl essing.” And then he | aughed-he’ d never
sai d anything so old-fashioned in his
life."

"That's great." She was silent for a
whil e, no doubt thinking about the



di fferences between us. "Listen, Pam" she
said. "I'’mgoing to an audition next week
It’s anot her high school student. Ask your
agent about it."

"Sure," | said, surprised. | would never
tell a rival about an audition. Jessie was
someone to keep, a caring, genuine person
inatow full of hypocrites. "Thanks."

"See you there," she said.

W saw each other a lot after that. W
went to plays and novies and critiqued the
performances, took the white BMNto cattle
calls, made cheap dinners for each other
and shopped at outlet clothing stores. W
took tap-dancing | essons together, froma
worman who | ooked about as ol d as Hol | ywood
itself. Jessie told ne about auditions
comng up and | began to tell her if 1'd
heard anythi ng, though each tine it was an
effort for ne.

She got call ed back to her soap-they

want ed her to do a dream sequence with the
man who’ d pl ayed her |over. W rehearsed
the scene together, with ne taking the

| over’s part.

It was the first time |1'd seen her act.
She was good, there was no question of
that, but there was sonething she | acked,
that spark that true geniuses have. The
envious part of me rejoiced-this woman,

t hought, would not be a threat. But there
was anot her side of nme that regretted she

wasn't better. | liked Jessie, | wanted to
see her succeed. | felt alnpbst protective
toward her, like a nother toward a chil d.

She was so innocent—| didn't want her to
get hurt.

I was offered several parts at the

Ber kel ey Shakespeare Festival and began to
make arrangements to go up north. Jessie
was pl eased for me, but by this time she
knew nme wel |l enough to speak her m nd
"There aren’t going to be any casting
directors up there, Pam" she said. "Those
parts aren’t going to |l ead to anything.
It’s an honor, | know that, but it m ght
be better to stay in town, see what you
can get here."

"I need to stretch nyself, see what | can
do," | said. And when she seened

unconvi nced | added, "It'Il | ook good on
ny résumg."”



We rehearsed together again. | had gotten
the part of Emilia, lago’s wife, in

O hello, and | had her take the other
roles. As we rehearsed | was amazed to
realize that she didn't have any idea what
the play was about, that she stunbled
speaki ng the ol d Elizabethan cadences.

had thought, naively | guess, that anyone
who wanted to act had had at |east sone
grounding in the classics.

"So this lago guy, he wants Qthello to
suspect his wi fe Desdenona,"” she said.
"He's really evil, isn't he? Do that bit
again, the one that starts ‘Villainy,
villainy, villainy . o

I did. "Hey, you' re good," she said. There
was not hi ng but pure pleasure in her
voice. "You're really good. | bet you'l
make it. Don’t forget your old friends."

She had an audition the day I was to

| eave, so she rented the BMN and drove ne
to the airport in the norning. W hugged
at the curb in front of the termnal
careful not to wish each other good | uck
smling alittle at our superstitions.

I had fun in Berkeley. | liked some of the
cast, disliked others, felt indifferent to
the rest, the way it usually goes. W were
busy first with rehearsals and then with
the performances thenselves, and | didn't
have tine to get lonely. Every week,
though, 1'd call Jessie or she’'d call ne
and we’ d exchange news.

Finally we settled into a routine and

had time to catch ny breath. The man

pl aying lago told ne about an audition in
San Franci sco, a conpany that was going to
do Sophocl es’ Cedi pus. "Al nbst no noney,

of course," he said. "But all the prestige
you can eat. It’'Il | ook good on your
résume. "

I called, got an appoi ntnent for an
audition. lago | oaned me his Berkel ey
university library card, and |I took the
BART train over to campus to study up on
ny Sophocl es.

Al the way there | could hear Jessie, as
clearly as if she were sitting next to ne.
"Why are you doing this? What possible
good can it do you? This isn't going to

| ead to anything, you know that."

Innmy mnd 1 told her, firmy, to shut up



I was a bit overawed by the graduate
library stacks at Berkeley: |’'d never seen
anything quite like them There's no space
bet ween t he bookshel ves—t hey sit on tracks
and have to be cranked apart by hand. It’'s
the only way they can keep their huge
anount of books in one space.

I found the Cedipus trilogy fairly easily.
VWiile | was in the Geek drama section |
decided to | ook around, see if there were
any books that might help with an
interpretation of the play. I took down a
few that | ooked interesting, then reached
for the crank.

| stopped. There was a book on the shelf
called Fortune and M sfortune, griny with
dust. | don’t know why it caught ny
attention—it | ooked as if no one had
opened it for years, maybe decades. |
pulled it down and read at random

"And he who reads the follow ng words will
be plagued by ill fortune for all his
life," it said.

This is nmy story, as | said, but now I’ m
going to tal k about you. Are you
confortabl e? Probably you are, sitting and
reading in your living room |eaning back
in your recliner, a pleasant record in the
CD pl ayer, iced tea or coffee or beer or

Wi ne beside you. O maybe you're sitting
in your famly van, waiting to pick up
your child from school or ballet practice
or the orthodontist. The sun is shining,

bi rds are singing.

One of the books | picked up in the
library was Aristotle’s Poetics. Aristotle
says that when we watch a tragedy we fee
pity and terror as the protagonist falls,
and that when the play is over we feel

cl eansed, pure, a catharsis.

But what about the guy on stage? \Wat
about Oedipus, standing there with the
gore runni ng down his cheeks after he’'s
pl unged Jocasta’s brooches into his eyes?
Aristotle goes hone, whistling, feeling
better, feeling glad the tragedy happened
to some ot her poor schnuck, but how does
Cedi pus feel ?

What if the shepherd bringing the fina
message hadn’t said, Cedipus, the reason
all the crops are failing and everything
is going to shit is because you killed



your father and married your nother, you
poor fool ? What if instead he had | ooked
out into the audience, pointed to, say,
Aristotle, and said, "You-you're the
reason we're in such a nmess. You don’t
know it, but you've killed your father and
married your nother, and now we’'re al
dooned. " Wyuld Aristotle have gone hone
whi stling then?

I don’t think so. We feel better when we
wat ch soneone el se suffer. But Oedipus, if
there really was an Qedi pus, and | think
there nust have been, he doesn’t fee
better at all.

The first thing that happened was that |
didn't get the part of the Messenger in

Cedi pus. Well, | thought, | don’t get npDst
of the roles | audition for-you could
hardly call this ill fortune

The second thing was far worse. My nother
called the hotel | was staying at and told
me that my father had been di agnosed with
pancreatic cancer. He'd had stomach aches
and nausea for nonths, but by the tine
he’d finally gone to the doctor it was too
| ate. They gave hima day or two at the
most. | took the next flight out.

He died before | could reach hi m-I never
even got the chance to say goodbye. MWy
father, ny funny, caring, supportive
father, the man who gave ne his bl essing
when | said | wanted to be an actress. |
called the company in Berkeley, told them
I was staying for the funeral

My not her wanted a cl osed casket. Because
of this, and because |’'d never seen him
ill, I couldn't really bring nyself to
beli eve he was dead. | had dreans where
I"d talk to him laugh at one of his silly
j okes, and then suddenly realize that he
wasn’t supposed to be there. "But you're
dead,"” 1'd say, horrified. Sonetimes he'd
di sappear at that nonent, sonetinmes he' d
put his finger to his lips, as if to tel
me that these were things that shoul dn't
be spoken of. Once he told nme that he
wasn’'t really dead, he’d just been away on
a secret mssion somewhere. And every tine
when |'d wake up ny cheeks woul d be wet
with tears. | hadn’t known you could cry
in your sleep.

The third thing that happened—-well, it
wasn’'t as bad, | guess. Certainly no one
died, | didn't |ose anyone | loved. | got



back to Los Angeles to find out that
Jessie had auditioned for a part in a
maj or notion picture, and that the
director wanted to see her again.

We rehearsed together. | took the part of
the boyfriend, which Jessie told ne would
be played by Harrison Ford. | barely
remenber what the novie was about, to tell
you the truth. I was nunb with grief,
still coming to ternms with all the holes
inm life left by nmy father’s death. And
I was depressed over ny career, the way it
seenmed t hat everyone was getting ahead but
ne.

Jessie tried to be supportive, but she was
t oo excited about the direction her own
career had taken. | couldn’'t blanme her
really. The nmorning of her audition she
rented the white BMWand left for the
studio. | didn’t hear fromher until she
called at five o' clock that evening.

"I got the part!" she said, alittle
breathl ess. "They all loved nme, said | was
perfect. | did those scenes we practiced
with Harrison-what a sweetie he is!"

"That's nice," | said. "Listen, |’'ve got
to go-l’'ve got sone reading to do."

"Sure," she said. She sounded a little
puzzl ed. Did she really not understand ny
j eal ousy? Was she really that naive?

So | got to watch as Jessie becane the
next hot actress—this year’s bl onde, she

j oked, brushi ng back her masses of dark
hair. Her conversation becanme thick with

t he names of fampus actors, directors,
producers. She rented a condo in Mlibu.

t hought for sure she would buy that damed
BMWV she was so proud of but she went one
better and showed up at ny apartnent
complex in a silver Jaguar

"I couldn’t resist," she said. "Do you
like it? You know how the British
pronounce Jaguar? They say Jay-gu-ar," and
she told nme which famous British actor had
taught her that.

"It is not enough to succeed," someone in
Hol | ywood had once said, | think Gore
Vidal. "Others nmust fail." | tried to fee
happy over Jessie’s success, | really did,
but I was sunk so deep in msery |
couldn’t do it.



It all started with that damm book,
thought. It’s all because | took that book
down and opened it. "And he who reads the
followi ng words will be plagued by il
fortune for all his life," it had said.
"Trogro. Trogrogrether. Od, nord, drord.
Coho, trogrogrether."

You | ook up a nmoment. The birds have

st opped singing, a cloud has nmoved in
front of the sun. You thought you were
readi ng a story about soneone struggling
with death, with bad luck, with her own

i nner denmobns—Ham et’ s outrageous fortune.
You certainly had no idea you woul d becone
involved this way. It’s too late,

t hough—-you’ ve read the words, just as
have.

No, you think. She's inagined the whole
thing. Sure, a lot of bad things have
happened to her, but it’'s probably al
just coincidence. A bunch of words in an
ol d book—how coul d that possibly affect
me?

It can, though, take ny word for it. It

happened to me. | know ny life went
downhill just as soon as | read those
wor ds.

You t hought you were readi ng about soneone
goi ng through a hard tine. One of two

t hi ngs woul d happen—ei t her things woul d
get better for her, or they wouldn’t. You
were prepared to follow the story fromthe
begi nning through the nmddle to the end,
and then you were going to put it down and
get on with your life. You were prepared
to feel better after it was all over—if it
ended happily you’d feel good, of course,
but if it didn't you' d still experience
the catharsis Aristotle tal ked about. You
were going to feel good watching ne
suffer.

And now you’re the one who's going to
suffer. Wiat do you think of that?

| stopped going out. | skipped auditions.

| sat on nmy floor and stared at ny carpet,
whi ch was a truly hideous shade of brown.

| spent a lot of tine wondering why anyone
woul d nake a carpet that color. And when |
wasn’t worrying about ny carpet | thought
about Jessie.

| couldn’t turn on the tel evision wthout
seeing her. There were ads for her novie,
there was Jessie herself being featured on



some entertai nment show or talking to Jay
Leno about what a sweetie Harrison was.
And when her novie cane out it got worse
I didn't go see it, of course-there was ny
carpet to think of-but just about all the
critics liked it. The skinny guy on that
Sunday eveni ng novi e review program
practically fell in love with her, though
the fat guy didn't go that far. No one
noti ced that she wasn’t a very good
actress, that she was m ssing something.
wondered if, in addition to all my other
probl ems, | was going crazy.

VWhenever | went to the supermarket, there
was her picture waiting for ne, on the
cover of People or sone tabloid. One nonth
she was even featured in a house and
garden magazine, with pictures of the
interior of her Malibu condo. | couldn’t
hel p nysel f—-I paged through the article
whil e standing in the check-out |ine.
She’'d told the reporter that she wanted to
create a space filled with light. |
doubted it-she had terrible taste, could
barely even dress hersel f. Probably that
was sonething her interior decorator had
sai d.

|"d been invited to that condo, not once
but dozens of tinmes. She urged nme to cone
along with her to parties, told nme about
the directors and producers who woul d be
there. She offered to take ne to dinner. |
made excuses, stopped returning her calls.
Al 1 needed, | thought, was to owe Jessie
my career. No, I’'Il be honest here-l just
didn't want to see her

I thought a | ot about envy. In college
had been in a production of Marlowe’s Dr.
Faustus, in the scene with the seven

deadly sins. 1'd played Envy: "I am Envy,
begotten of a chi mey-sweeper and an
oyster-wife . . . | amlean with seeing

others eat. Ch, that there would conme a
fam ne over all the world, that all m ght
die, and | |live alone, then thou shoul d’ st
see how fat 1'd be!"

If I tried | could renenber the six other
si ns—pride, anger, gluttony, sloth,

| echery, and greed. Envy was definitely ny
sin, though. | thought |I would have taken
al rost any of the others: pride, |echery,
even gluttony. Sloth would be good. Here
was, | thought bitterly, envying other
peopl e their sins.

The phone rang. | worried that it was



Jessie, full of nmore cheerful good news,
but for some reason | answered it. It
turned out to be Ellen, a friend of nine
fromcollege, and | rel axed.

"Hey, isn’t that worman in the novie Jessie
What ' s- her-nane?" Ellen asked after we’'d
caught up on news. "I met her once at your
house, didn't 17?"

"Yeah," | said.

"Well, give her nmy congratulations. It
must be exciting for her."

"Yeah," | said again. There was sil ence-a
puzzl ed silence, | thought-at the other
end of the line. "I guess this proves
beyond a doubt that Hollywood val ues | ooks
over talent,” | said finally.

Ell en | aughed. "I thought she was a friend
of yours," she said. "l guess not."

"I guess not," | said.

| felt briefly better, and then a whole

| ot worse. What was | saying? Jessie was a
friend, wasn’t she? Didn't she deserve
better fromme? Wat was wong with ne?

Envy. Envy was wong with me. | realized
when | hung up that | couldn’t get rid of
it, that it was part of ne, the way the
other sins were part of other people.
That’s why people in the Mddle Ages had
naned them why the terns had stayed
around for so long. No one was perfect. |
woul d have to conme to terns with ny sin,
donesticate it. | would have to nake it

m ne.

It felt like hard-won wi sdom | would cal
Jessie, | thought, neet her sonewhere for
lunch. 1’'d even congratul ate

her —congrat ul ati ons were | ong overdue. |

reached toward the phone | had just hung

up.

| stopped. This wasn't tami ng ny envy.
This was covering it up, sweeping it under
the rug, pretending it didn't exist. |
knew what | had to do. | opened ny phone
book and | ooked up Jessie’ s new nunber.

I got her secretary. | should have
expected that. The secretary had ne wait
whil e she | ooked through a list of
approved callers. | was on the list, she
told me, in a voice that suggested |I’'d



just won a car. | felt absurdly grateful

She put nme on hold and then Jessie cane
on. "Hi, how are you doi ng?" she said.
"It’s been far too long." She sounded
cheerful, happy to hear from ne.

"Not too good," | said. | told her the
whol e story, the book in the library, the
calanities that had happened soon after
the terrible envy | had felt over her
success. | very nearly recited the words
fromthe book to her, but sonething
stopped nme. That wouldn’t be coming to
terns with envy—that would be giving it
free rein.

"You ninny," she said when | finished.

My heart sank. She hadn’t understood. She
had never been bothered by envy-she
couldn’t know how devastating it could be.
Any m nute now she woul d say, "Wy on
earth should you envy nme?" or somet hi ng
equal Iy inane.

I nstead she said, "What about the book?"

"What ?" | said stupidly. | couldn’t
i magi ne what she might be tal king about.

"The book in the library. You said it was
called Fortune and Msfortune. If it has a
phrase that brings bad luck, it probably
has one for good luck as well."

| stood still for |ong seconds,
dunmbf ounded. "Ch ny God," | said finally.
"Listen, I've got to go."

"Tell me what happens,” she said. "And
good |l uck!"

| called a cab to take me to the Los
Angel es airport. | got a stand-by flight
to Oakl and, and took BART from Qakland to
the Berkeley campus. | didn’t have tine to
call lago, the guy with the library card,
so | bought ny own.

I cranked apart the shelves in the Geek
drama section. The book wasn't there. It
had probably been misfiled, | thought. It
certainly wasn’t about Geek drama. | ran
out of the stacks and waited to use a
conput er term nal

Nothing with that title was listed in
either GLADI'S or MELVYL, the two
uni versity catal ogues. | went back to the



st acks, | ooked on the shelf above and the
one bel ow. Not hi ng.

I"mgoing to stay here until | find it, |
thought. | turned the crank to get to the
next shelf, then the one after that.
Fortune and M sfortune, | thought. A black
book, covered w th dust.

I 1 ooked at books until nmy eyes blurred,
turned the crank until my muscl es ached. |
wai ted inpatiently while soneone perused a
shelf | had already | ooked at, eager and
anxious to turn the crank and nove on. |
was still carrying nmy overnight bag,
hastily packed with a change of cl ot hes,
and | set it down to concentrate on ny
task. A black book, covered w th dust.

After a few hours the lights, already dim
darkened further like the signal to return
to a play after interm ssion. The library
was closing. | left the stacks, asked one
of the librarians if he could recomend a
cheap place to stay.

I returned the next day, w thout the
overni ght bag. And the day after that, and
the one after that. | had packed only one
change of clothes, and | needed a

| aundromat very badly. But | couldn’t take
the tine.

Finally, on the fifth day, |I found it. |
couldn’t believe it at first—-lI had to read
the title at least three or four tines to
make sure. But this was definitely the
book. The dust was spotted with
fingerprints, ny owmn and those of whoever
had m sshelved it.

My hands were trembling. | opened the book
and read the headings at the top of the
pages. Phrases for health, |ove, noney,
beauty, know edge. All these things would
have interested ne once but | rifled past
them looking for the section | wanted,
hoping it would be there.

It was. "And the foll owing words wil |
bring good fortune forever, and are proof

against all words of ill fortune," | read.
"Tay, tay, tray. Tiralanta, tiralall. AI,
call, lall. Tiralanta, tiralall."

So. Those are the words—the bad | uck you
had begun to fear will not strike, and
maybe even sonething truly wonderful is
about to happen to you. Maybe the phone is
ringing right now, maybe it’'s good news. |



won't tell you what happened to nme after |
read these words—it’'s outside the scope of
this story, and anyway | think |’ ve

al ready done enough for you. | wll say
that | was sick and bitter for a long tine
but that now |I'’mbetter, though I'Il never

be entirely free of these awful feelings.
And that the change in nmy fortune did not
start when | read the book the second
time, but when Jessie reached out her hand
to ne and started to pull me toward
health. It’'s because of her friendship,
and ny father’'s love, that | can pass

al ong these words to you. It's stil
difficult for me, but | give you-l give
you al | —ny bl essi ng.



