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      Charles Wilson wasn’t interested in a love story or even Hollywood sexpots. The unlikely film actress, and perhaps Hollywood charlatan, Sandra Stillmen, was more of a curiosity. Charles would not be able to see the beautiful Ms. Stillmen, but he would be able to meet her. One blind man meeting an actress whose beauty couldn’t be captured by photograph or on film.

      He booked her for The Grand Theater, dealing with the Hollywood booking agents on the telephone, and never talking directly to her. The Grand Theater was one of two movie theaters in Carman, a little town in northwest Minnesota on the Red Lake River and Charles scored a victory booking her and a showing of her film, The Naked Emotions.

      The negotiations were difficult but not insurmountable to obtain booking. Hollywood wanted larger venues, in bigger towns or cities. The Grand Theater in its heyday before talkies when Charles’s parents owned and manged it was a convenient stopping point between Minneapolis and Winnipeg for operas and traveling vaudeville acts. The Grand seated eight hundred people and Charles had the Cinemascope projection equipment installed just a year earlier. There would be plenty of people for miles on the prairies who would travel to Carman to see the famous actress whose beauty was so legendary her image couldn’t be captured. Anybody in her presence practically fainted from her beauty. Or that’s what he heard the tabloids had said. The tabloids also said if it wasn’t for Sandra Stillman’s unearthly beauty she would eclipse the current film success of the blond bombshell, Marilyn Monroe.

      Her film, The Naked Emotions, was a story about a masked and robed female angel in hiding on Earth, in the city of Los Angeles. The storyline fit the actress and if Hollywood couldn’t make huge box office by playing in hundreds of theaters at once, they would send the legendary Sandra Stillman directly to the people, one packed theater at a time.

      The Grand Theater had been his parents pride and joy. Both of them were former performers on the vaudeville circuit. Father played a number of musical instruments and mother danced and assisted in magic shows. During vaudeville shows at the Grand, his father would sometimes accompany the touring band if needed.

      Their love for vaudeville didn’t stop them from changing with the times when talkies became popular and vaudeville’s glory dimmed. The Grand’s resultant projection booth and sound system eliminated the box seating. However, the art deco, was still prevalent in the auditorium and lobby. The plaster muses on the arches remained as well as the plaster ornate proscenium that surrounded the silver screen for projection film. The balcony with its horse shoe shape and brass front railing also remained.

      Charles didn’t meet Sandra Stillmen until after the Grand’s showing.

      He waited all through the viewing of The Naked Emotions, standing in the projection booth and listening to the dialog on the screen beyond the static hum and rapid click of the projector. The kid, Jack, running the projector elaborated on anything Charles might miss just listening to the audio. It was a thoughtful gesture and Charles didn’t bother stopping the kid. Charles rarely watched the film from the projection booth. On most occasions he preferred a private showing before the premier at The Grand. But this event with Sandra Stillmen was special and didn’t lend time to a preview of the film.

      Charles thought Stillmen’s voice was a beautiful voice, an opinion usually reserved for someone singing. But Sandra Stillmen, her voice stirred up feelings inside him. At once peaceful and serene, yet sorrowful judging by the tears welling in his eyes. Nobody’s speaking voice had done that to Charles before. It was a wonder to hear and feel, as if her voice plucked harp strings inside of him.

      The film seemed heavy handed on the drama, but Charles heard the audience gasp and laugh at the appropriate places. At the end of the film when Ms. Stillmen’s character is unmasked, the actress herself walked onto The Grand’s stage. There was an unmasking on film and in real time, in front of immediate eyes.

      On the screen when Stillmen removes her mask—from what Charles had previously learned—the film grows bright as if the film itself was melting, then fade to black. But on stage at the Grand where Harry Blackstone performed his magic tricks a half a dozen times over the years, Sandra Stillmen stepped out, walked across the stage, her heels punctuating each step.

      The kid flicked the switch for the spotlight.

      The audience disrupted in mayhem.

      Charles heard all through the packed house, the gasps and sobs and the sound of struggle in the rows of seats. Footsteps ran up the red carpet to the exits, crashing through the door. Charles had heard some people reacted that way in showings elsewhere in America. Those same few people he heard crashing through the exit doors were whimpering when they did so.

      Jack exclaimed, “Oh my God,” at Sandra’s unmasking. Then he added, “If you could see this, Chuck,” and the kid choked up. Charles could hear the sob breaking right under his voice, he could sense the kid standing next to the projector head and shoulders slouched by the force of Stillmen’s beauty.

      He thought the kid might be embarrassed and Charles wanted to give him a moment. He began to exit the projection booth, the white cane held tight in his hand because he didn’t need it until the crowd swelled from leaving the theater. In an empty Grand, Charles could maneuver by feel, sound, and with a light touch of his hand. The white cane would prevent him from bumping into anyone.

      Like every matinee and evening showing, he smelled the buttered popcorn, the sweet smell of fudge, and the choking grip of cigarette smoke, all
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