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​Dedication
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To my dear Wolseley Thespians, “I’m so glad we had this time together.”

And Kim, thanks for the hair-raising advice.
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​Chapter One
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The mud-spattered sports car turned into the Community Theatre Hall parking lot. Driving past the front of the hall, the car lights momentarily lit the theatre’s large main doors. Parking the car at the side of the hall, the driver quickly killed the motor. Did anyone see the car lights? Was anyone about? The late-night visitor smirked. It was unlikely. Little prairie towns like Glenhaven Saskatchewan, rolled up the sidewalks long before midnight. But one could never be too careful. The black-clad figure closed the car door, shivering. It was April, but the night felt cool. Or was that nerves? Flashlight in hand, the prowler quietly crept up to the side of the hall, shoes crunching on the frozen gravel.

The intruder came prepared with a set of burglar tools bought off the internet but found no need for them. It was ridiculously easy to open the old side door. The interloper chuckled; who would ever want to break into this old hall? The renovated theatre held nothing of value except for the midnight caller.

Once inside, the trespasser found the light switch and flicked the lights on. Another bonus was the theatre had no windows. The lights were startling after the darkness. The intruder waited until their eyes adjusted, looking around the old hall, marvelling at Glenhaven’s excellent job renovating the old movie theatre. The screen was long gone. But the sloped floor remained, and the ancient theatre seats looked newly upholstered. Heavy new burgundy curtains hung open, revealing the renovations had continued to the stage. New theatre footlights and the floor of the stage looked new as well. The old theatre was ready for the one-act drama festival to be held the following week. A small set of stairs on the theatre floor led up to the stage. The black-clad figure quickly ascended the three wooden steps, stepped onto the stage, paused, and grinned. Glenhaven had restored the old movie theatre to its former glory, but the town must have run out of money.

Flimsy flats flanked the stage. There were two openings in the black-painted wallboard, one on each side of the stage. The backdrop was a badly painted window on muslin. The stage was set for the Glenhaven Players. Stage left, a faded flowered loveseat that had seen better days. A green throw cushion hung precariously on the arm; a small oval-shaped coffee table sat in front of the settee. Stage right at the back of the stage, a brown cabinet made from chipboard, a blue and white vase crammed full of various plastic flowers set on top of the cabinet. The intruder’s eyes sparkled with amusement. What a shabby set, as shabby as the Glenhaven Players. The midnight visitor chuckled and exited stage right; it was time to leave a little surprise.




* * *
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It was seven in the evening when Violet Ficher parked her late-model hybrid car in the empty parking lot beside the Glenhaven Community Theatre Hall. Turning to her good friend, Mabel Havelock, she said, “We’re early, or the rest of the cast are late.”

“They’re not late. We’re early, as usual.” Mabel looked out the car window at a small, dirty snowbank that stubbornly refused to melt. “You’re always in such a rush for rehearsals. I barely had time for my dessert.” She ran her tongue over her teeth. She should have brushed them after her meal.

“You could always drive yourself if you don’t want to be on time like me,” refuted Violet. “Oh, wait, you can’t drive in the evening because you refuse to get your cataracts taken care of. You big chicken.”

Violet and Mabel, two retired nurses, were chalk and cheese. Despite their differences, they were fast friends. Mabel was barely five feet tall, chubby, with short, snow-white hair. Violet, a tall, six-foot, thin, athletic woman with fiery red hair from a bottle, was a three-time divorced woman. And a stickler for cleanliness that bordered on a phobia. She never bent the rules. Unlike Mabel, a widow who thought rules were more of a suggestion.

“I’ll have you know I have an appointment with a cataract surgeon the week after the drama festival,” defended Mabel.

“Oh, good at last, so you’re going for a pre-op consult.”

“No, I’m going for an interview.”

“If you remember correctly, the term is consult, not interview.” Violet pulled down the visor, checking her image in the mirror. She tucked a stray lock of her short red hair behind her ear.

“Violet, I know what the correct term is. But I’m going to have an interview with this ophthalmologist and ask for references. No one is tinkering with my eyes until I’m sure of their qualifications.”

“Seriously.” Violet’s forehead furrowed, and she flipped the visor back up. “You’re going to interview the ophthalmologist?”

“Yes, seriously. I’m not letting just anyone take a laser to my eye. It’s my eyes,” defended Mabel. “I’m employing him to do the surgery. So, I’m checking his credentials.”

“What if it’s a woman?”

“Don’t be silly. Of course, I don’t care what sex the doctor is, but I do want references.”

Violet chuckled. “I should like to sit in on your interview.”

A small red Volkswagen pulled up next to Violet’s car, the tires crunching on the frozen gravel.

“Ah, Helen is here at last.”

“You mean on time. I don’t know how I got conned into helping with this darn drama festival?” Mabel grumbled, stepping out of the car, a stiff breeze ruffling her snow-white hair. She tugged the zipper on her jacket up to her chin.

“You don’t fool me. I can tell you’re having fun prompting. I bet you know everyone’s lines.” Violet reached into the back of the car for her script.

Mabel’s short, chubby legs raced to keep up with her friend’s long stride.

Helen Graham, the director of the Glenhaven Players, a small, nervous little woman with iron-grey hair, got out of her car, buttoning her blue padded jacket over her heavy woollen sweater. Helen was always cold. She wore a down-filled vest in July. “Do you think we’ll be ready for the festival? The last rehearsal was a little shaky,” the middle-aged woman asked as she tugged a big white plastic bag out of her car. The bag fell to the ground, and sheets of paper with handwritten stage directions slid out of the bag onto the gravel parking lot. A bright green pen rolled under her car.

“It’s a one-act play,” Violet said, stepping on a sheet of paper that threatened to fly away. “I think we’ll be ready.” She stooped, gathering more papers and stuffing them back into the plastic bag.

Mabel, crouching beside the Volkswagen, guffawed.

Helen looked down at Mabel, a worried frown on her face. “Do you think there is a problem? I know some of my actors forgot a few of their lines.”

Violet stood up, offering the plastic bag to Helen. “I’m sure by now everyone knows their lines.”

“Some do, some don’t,” contradicted Mabel. Kneeling, she peered under Helen’s car.

“I do hope nothing goes wrong with the rehearsal tonight,” Helen fretted. Ignoring the offered bag, she hurried to the side door of the hall. Fumbling in her purse for her keys, she smiled nervously. “I’ve got too much stuff in here.”

“I can see your pen,” Mabel called, “But I’m not crawling under your car for it.”

“That’s okay. I’m sure I can borrow a pen,” Helen said as she continued to rummage in her purse.

“I’ve got pens. I’ll give you one,” Violet said, joining Helen at the door.

Mabel stood, wiping the icy gravel bits off her hands on her jeans. “I forgot my script,” she said, jogging back to Violet’s car.

“Ah, here it is.” Helen inserted her key into the lock. She turned it, but the door remained shut. “Darn it.” She turned the key again in the opposite direction. This time, the door opened, and she hurried in, followed by Violet. The lights were on in the hall. “Oh, no, Mike has left these lights on. Just imagine what the power bill will be,” worried Helen as she accepted the bag with her notes and a pen from Violet.

Violet, removing her jacket, folded the red fleece coat and placed it on a theatre seat, then mounted the wooden steps at the side of the stage. “I’ll just pop up here and check my prop table.” Her footsteps echoed in the hall as she disappeared backstage.

Helen took a seat in the middle of the front row, organizing her notes. The side door opened, and Mabel entered, followed by Helen’s granddaughter, Jolene. The tall, slender girl shed her red leather jacket, tossing it onto the theatre seat on top of Violet’s. Jolene’s thick blonde hair cascaded down her back as she bent down to plant a kiss on her grandmother’s cheek.

“I’m getting excited, aren’t you, Granny? We have just a few days before the festival. Do you think I should try redder lipstick? Do you like my lashes? I just got lash extensions. Aren’t they fabulous?”

Helen smiled warmly up at her granddaughter. “Jolene, sweetie, you’re already beautiful. But if you want false lashes, that’s fine with me.”

Mabel rolled her eyes and tossed her jacket beside Jolene’s. “I hope you’ve put as much effort into studying your lines as you have with your makeup. Last rehearsal, I constantly had to prompt you, particularly in the scene where you sit on the sofa with Beau.”

“With who?”

“Who? Seriously? You’ve rehearsed for months, and you don’t remember who Beau is? Rudy Sabatini, the guy who plays Beau, your boyfriend, in the play.”

“Oh, yeah, Rudy.” Jolene giggled. “I was just joking. Of course, I know who Beau is.”

Mabel opened her playbook. “Glad to hear it. Have you studied your part? Do you have your lines down, memorized?”

“Oh, for sure, don’t worry. I know my lines. I guess I do sometimes get kind of confused. But I can’t help it.” Jolene giggled again. “It’s because of Rudy. I mean, Beau. When he puts his arm around me, I get all fluttery and nervous.”

“Oh, my, that’s not good. I wonder if I can change that scene?” Helen said, flipping through her script.

“Oh, please don’t do that, Granny. I mean, nervous in a good way.”

Helen looked anxiously at her granddaughter. “In a good way?”

Mabel’s eyes flickered with amusement. She could see why Rudy Sabatini set Jolene all a twitter. Rudy was a handsome man with a mop of brown curly hair, deep brown eyes, and a mischievous smile. Rudy, a young man in his mid-twenties, was just a few years older than Jolene. But a lot older in experience if Mabel was any judge. Speak of the devil, Mabel thought as the door opened, and Rudy confidently strode in. Jolene’s blue eyes sparkled as she spun around to greet him.

“Hi, Mrs. H,” he greeted Mabel. “I’ve been practicing my lines.”

“Me too,” Jolene said, fluttering her long lashes and flashing him a radiant smile.

“Were you born in a barn?” roared Mike, Helen’s husband. “You’re letting all the heat out. We’re not trying to heat Saskatchewan. The power bill will be high enough as it is.” The big, sloped-shouldered man with a pronounced Adam’s apple lumbered through the open door. Slamming it shut behind him.

The door swung quickly open again, and Tommy Spears, a skinny young man with limp, lifeless, straw-coloured hair, entered.

“Never mind, Rudy. Mike left the lights on,” reprimanded Helen.

“What? I didn’t leave the lights on. I always make sure they’re off.” Mike’s deep voice reverberated in the near-empty hall.

“Well, this time, you did forget because they were on when I came in.”

“I don’t know what you are on about. I always shut the lights off. Ask Tommy; before we leave, we always do a double-check. Tommy, tell Helen we shut the lights off last night.”

“Oh, yes, yes we did,” Tommy said earnestly.

“Then one of the members on the hall board must have been in here because the lights were on.”

“Most likely our mayor. He’s always poking around,” growled Mike, hitching his trousers over his potbelly.

“Never mind. It’s not important,” Helen said, spreading her notes on her knee. A handwritten note of stage directions fluttered to the floor.

Mike picked up the sheet of paper, read the notes, and smiled approvingly, then gave the paper to his wife. “You are a natural, Helen.” He grinned. “You’ll win the best director for sure at this festival.”

Helen blushed, smiling back at her husband. “Thank you, sweetheart.”

Tommy Spears sped to stand near Jolene. Shuffling his feet nervously, he said, “Hi. I hope I’m not holding you up.” Brushing his lifeless straw-coloured hair away from his pale blue eyes, he added, “I’ll get the stage lights on right away.”

“You aren’t late. We’ve all just arrived,” Jolene said, giving the gangly young man a friendly smile.

Tommy’s face flushed red as he beamed happily back at Jolene, blinking his long, thick white eyelashes.

Mabel felt sorry for the socially inept young man as she recalled someone unkindly referring to Tommy as a tall white rabbit.

Violet parted the heavy burgundy stage curtains and stepped to the edge of the stage. “Is everyone here?” she asked.

“We’re still waiting for Alice, Sam, and Sherman. Oh, and Ned,” Mabel answered.

“Come on, Tommy. You get the stage lights set, and I’ll get the sound system going,” Mike said, tromping up the aisle toward a ladder that led up to a small enclosed cubical that previously housed the movie projectors. The small booth now held the light and sound equipment.

Tommy, blinking his long white lashes, gave Jolene a bashful smile, turned and followed Mike, Helen’s portly husband, up the aisle to the sound booth at the front of the theatre.

The door swung open, and Alice Woodstock dashed in. The small birdlike lady with a maid’s cap pinned to the top of her frizzy orange hair shed her jacket, revealing a black dress and a frilly snow-white apron. She did a pirouette. “Well, what do you think? I had to make the apron myself. You would think someone in town would have an apron to lend. But no. So, I had to make this apron myself,” Alice repeated, parading up and down in front of Helen.

“Very nice. It’s a wonderful costume, but dress rehearsal is tomorrow night,” Helen said, sorting through her notes.

Alice thrust her bottom lip out in a pout. “I try to be ahead of the game. And this is the thanks I get.”

Helen, flustered, said, “Oh, thank you, Alice. You look wonderful.”

Smiling, Alice grasped the ends of her apron and curtsied.

Mabel wrinkled her nose. Trust Alice to make a big deal out of a maid’s costume. Mabel had little time for Alice Woodstock, the town gossip. Alice had previously maligned her friend Violet. And it stuck in Mabel’s craw that the woman never apologized for the slander. Violet had forgiven Alice. But Mabel was not so generous.

Sam Peebles, a local farmer, sauntered in, followed by Ned Shwarts, a retired used car salesman. Sherman Mahan entered right behind them. Sherman, employed at the new potash mine, was a newcomer to Glenhaven.

Ned looked slyly at Mabel. Mabel tightened her lips. Her eyes darted left and right as Ned sidled up. The small bald man with a fringe of grey hair grinned a yellow tooth grin, his tongue flicking in and out of his mouth. He reminded Mabel of a snake.

“How are you tonight, dear lady?” Ned asked in his shrill, sharp voice.

His voice grated on Mabel’s ears. “Fine,” she replied, pasting a smile on her face. She wished he wouldn’t stand so close to her. The man was emanating a sharp pine odour. The smell reminded her of the little pine tree deodorizer her father used to hang off his review mirror. Ned kept looking at her as he licked his lips, his tongue darting in and out. Mabel averted her gaze. Helen had cast the man as the villain in the play. And in Mabel’s opinion, it was perfect casting.

“Are we ready to start?” Violet called from the stage apron.

Sam Peebles, a tall, gangly scarecrow of a man with a weather-beaten face, bounded up the side stairs. Appearing seconds later, on the stage beside Violet, he raised his baseball cap to scratch his thinning hair on the top of his head and asked. “Do you have my pipe?” His blue jeans were worn and patched, his bony wrists protruding from the sleeves of his faded red plaid shirt.

“Everything is on the prop table,” Violet said, gesturing stage left.

“Thanks. I couldn’t remember what I’d done with the darn thing at the last rehearsal.” Sam’s big, raw-boned hands tugged open the burgundy curtains. “Big Daddy has to have a pipe,” he quipped, disappearing behind the curtains.

“You are not a big daddy,” shouted Jolene after him. “You’re my papa.”

“He’s called Big Daddy in the play,” Violet called down from the stage.

“Oh, yeah, I guess he is,” Jolene giggled.

Mabel looked at Helen’s granddaughter and thought, and not for the first time, that Helen had let nepotism get in the way of casting. Jolene, who played Sam’s daughter Bobbi Sue in the play, had trouble remembering her lines, and her acting was over the top, bordering on melodramatic. Sure, Jolene looked the part of the beautiful southern belle with her big blue eyes and long blonde wavy hair. But that was that. Plus, the girl never knew her cues.

“I see I’m not the only one dressed in proper attire,” Alice said, looking at Sherman as he doffed his jacket.

Sherman, a man in his early fifties, had a shock of white curly hair. The handsome man in the black suit with tails was tugging on a pair of white cotton gloves. “Jeeves at your service,” he said in a mock English accent.

“How come he’s an English butler in a southern play? The rest of us have southern accents,” asked Rudy.

“I think an English accent is best for a butler,” Helen said, looking up from her script.

“Our play is set in the deep south. Don’t you think an English accent will sound odd?” persisted Rudy.

Helen bit her bottom lip. “Oh, my, I guess maybe you’re right.”

“A fine time to point that out. I’ve learnt all my lines with an English accent. Helen, do you really want me to change my accent now?” Sherman asked.

“I don’t know.” Helen looked up at the cast. She had a worried look on her face. “Do you guys think it’s too late?” The actors looked at each other and shrugged.

“Do you think you can try a southern accent, Sherman?” asked Mabel. “It’s kind of up to you.”

Sherman knitted his brow. “Yeah, I guess. But don’t be surprised if I fall back on my original accent. After all, the butler is called Jeeves, which sounds English to me.”

“Hey, when the heck is this rehearsal going to start?” Mike hollered from the sound booth at the back of the hall.

“Yes, please, everyone onstage,” Helen urged.

The actors and Mabel trouped up the steps and disappeared off stage. Mabel went stage left to her stool, picked it up, and moved it so she could see and hear the actors. She climbed up on her stool and opened her script, grimacing. Mabel thought the play’s plot was silly and convoluted. The play Plantation Dilemma was about a southern belle forced to marry the villain, Ned, to pay her father’s debts or be evicted from the plantation. Beau, the gallant gentleman in love with Bobbie Sue, is rejected by Big Daddy, who does not think Beau is good enough for his daughter. Then Alice, the maid, confesses she is the birth mother of the southern bell. Ned, the villain, won’t marry a maid’s daughter, and Beau and Bobbie Sue run off to elope. The audience never discovers who the father is or what happens to Big Daddy and the plantation. But the play was a melodrama, and Mabel hoped the audience wouldn’t care.
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Chapter Two
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The cast members took their positions offstage and waited for their entrances. Violet pulled the heavy burgundy velvet curtains open, and the stage lights came on. Standing in the opening stage left, Jolene flipped her blonde hair, took a deep breath, and entered. She paused, fluttered her eyelashes, fluffed her hair and sashayed across the stage toward the small loveseat. A spotlight followed her. “I do declare.” She hesitated and looked offstage at Mabel. “Is it long? Or is it a long?”

“The line is. It’s a long and boring day,” prompted Mabel.

“A what?”

“Your line is I do declare it’s a long, boring day,” Mabel repeated in a louder voice.

“Oh yes, a long, boring day. I’ll start again.” The spotlight led the way as Jolene made her exit stage left. The tall, slender girl entered, paused in the spotlight, put one hand on her hip, flipped a long lock of golden hair with the other, and said, “I do declare it’s boring.”

“Tommy, sweetie,” Helen called up to the engineering booth. “You don’t have to put a spotlight on Bobbi Sue.”

“I just thought since Jolene is the star, she should have a spotlight,” defended Tommy, shouting down from the booth.

Jolene beamed up at him, giving him a wink.

“Did Helen tell you to put a spotlight on her?” growled Mike.

“Uh, no, I guess not,” confessed Tommy, shutting off the spotlight.

“From the top, please,” requested Helen.

Jolene sighed, pouted, and flounced offstage. Mabel whispered to her, “Remember your line is. I do declare it is a long, boring day.”

Jolene nodded and sashayed back onstage. She twirled, flipped her hair, and said in her southernmost drawl. “I do declare I’m bored; it’s a long, long day.” She stretched extravagantly and yawned.

Close enough, Mabel thought as Jolene swanned her way to the settee. Flinging herself down on the sofa, Jolene theatrically put her hand to her forehead.

“Overact much,” Mabel muttered.

Jolene sat up, looked offstage at Mabel, and asked, “What? Did I miss my line?” 

“No, you’re fine,” Mabel sighed. “Just keep going.”

Jolene swooned back on the sofa. Her foot dislodged the green cushion on the arm of the couch, and the cushion fell onto the floor.

Entering upstage right, Sam, holding a pipe in his big bony hand, pointed the pipe stem at Jolene. The gangly man then loped across the stage to the couch and looked down at Jolene, sprawled across the sofa. “Booby Sue, what are y’all doing lying around? It is a splendiferous day.” He kicked the pillow, sending it to the apron of the stage.

“Bobbie Sue, it’s Bobbie Sue,” prompted Mabel.

“That’s what I said,” Sam said, lifting his baseball cap and scratching his head.

“No, you didn’t. You said booby.”

“Oh, sorry,” apologized Sam, his face turning red. He repeated his line, this time saying Bobbie Sue.

Sherman Mahan, playing Jeeves, the butler, entered and bowed. A tray balancing precariously in his white-gloved hand, he proceeded across the stage to Jolene. Green-coloured liquid splashed from a long-stemmed cocktail glass onto the tray.

“Please use both hands, Jeeves,” instructed Helen.

“Right ho.” The handsome silver-haired man tipped his head in acknowledgement and chuckled. And, then, with both hands holding the tray, he bowed to Jolene and asked in his best imitation of a British accent, “Would Madam like a mint julep?” Sherman then quickly held up a hand. “Wait, wait, I forgot.” He bowed again and asked, “Would y’all want a little old mint julep?” Sherman and Sam broke into peals of laughter, Sam slapping his knee. Sherman looked down at Helen. “How is that? Too southern?”

“Oh, maybe a bit, too much,” Helen replied timidly.

“Right, I’ll tone down my accent.” Sherman bowed again and said, “Would Madam like a little old mint julep?”

“I, I think that’s much better,” Helen said.

“Oh, mah word, I’m so delirious for a mint julep.” Jolene sprang up from the sofa, taking the martini glass off the tray.

“Desirous,” Mabel whispered from offstage.

“I said delirious,” Jolene answered indignantly.

“Well, yes, you did.” Mabel stepped onstage, script in hand. “It’s desirous, not delirious.”

Jolene stormed to the stage apron and called down to Helen. “Does it matter? Granny, does it really matter if I say delirious or desirous?”

Helen’s hands flipped through her script. She read the line, then looked up at her granddaughter. “The script does say desirous, but maybe it would be okay if you said delirious. If that’s all right with you, Mabel?”

“Sure, whatever, carry on.”

Jolene gave Mabel a self-satisfied smile and pranced back to her place on the settee.

“Booby, Bobbie, Bobbie Sue, you are far too young for such a libation.” Sam’s big hand yanked the cocktail glass from Jolene’s hand. He slammed the glass back onto the tray. The tray slipped from Sherman’s hands, clattering onto the floor. The plastic cocktail glass rolled across the stage, coming to rest beside the green cushion.

“Oops, sorry,” apologized Sam. “I kind of got caught up in my role as Big Daddy.” “

No problem, old chap,” Sherman said, picking the tray up from the floor and striding to the stage apron. He picked up the glass, tucked the pillow under his arm, and then, backing up, he bowed his way offstage.

Mabel sighed and turned a page of her script.

Jolene flung herself back on the settee with her hand palm upward on her forehead. “Papa, I’m not a little old child.”

“It’s Big Daddy,” prompted Mabel.

“What?”

“Your line is Big Daddy. I’m not a little old child.” And please don’t say ‘what’ when I prompt you. Or it will be obvious to the audience that you have forgotten your line.”

Jolene jutted her chin out, sighed loudly and repeated her line, this time saying Big Daddy.

Violet, holding a handheld mic, knocked on her prop table.

Sherman popped back onstage and asked. “Shall I see who is calling, sir?” Sherman grinned, held up his hand and started again, “I reckon I shall see who y’all is calling, sir?” he drawled in a mixture of accents; dipping his head, he pivoted on his heel, bowing his way offstage right.

Mabel rubbed her forehead. Sherman’s new accent was not going to work.

“Yes, by all means, y’all see who is a coming calling,” Sam said to the empty space.

Alice entered. “Oops too soon,” she said, curtseying. She then turned and exited off stage.

Rudy bounded onstage. Removing an imaginary hat, the handsome young man made a sweeping bow. “Howdy, y’all.” He brushed a lock of his curly brown hair off his forehead. With a cocky wink and a confident smile, he strode toward Jolene, who fluttered her eyelashes and giggled.

“Y’all are not welcome here. Get off my property, you scallywag.” Sam stomped across the stage and grabbed Rudy’s jacket, shaking him.

Rudy’s eyes widened as his head flopped from side to side. He sputtered, “Hey, hey.”

“Oh, my. Maybe try not to shake Rudy so hard,” Helen called from the front row.

Sam, looking puzzled, released Rudy.

Rudy adjusted his jacket. “Yeah, man, not so hard.”

Sam frowned. “Aren’t I supposed to hate this guy? He’s after my daughter, right?” He grabbed Rudy by the jacket, shoving the young man off balance.

“Hey, Sam, stop it. And besides, you don’t grab me in this scene. That’s my next entrance.”

“Oh, yeah, right.” Sam let go of Rudy’s jacket. “Sorry, buddy,” he said, patting the shorter man on the shoulder.

Alice entered, curtseyed, looked at the actors onstage, and said, “Sorry, not my cue.” She ran offstage right, then immediately ran back on. “The wrong side,” she called, exiting stage left.

“Bad dress rehearsal, good performance,” Violet said, peeking over Mabel’s shoulder.

“It’s not the dress rehearsal, but I get your point.” Mabel flipped another page of her script and was pleased. For once, the conversation between Jolene, Rudy, and Sam continued without a hitch. There was hope the play was not going to bomb.

The scene ended with Rudy being chased offstage by Sam. The only problem Mabel saw was Alice. She kept entering at the wrong cue, curtsying and exiting, only to pop on the stage moments later to repeat the process.

The play progressed. Sam exited, and Sherman entered and announced, “There is a gentleman caller to see y’all, miss.”

Ned entered, cackled, and licked his lips. “Howdy, little lady,” he screeched. “Is your?” Ned paused, then asked. “Is Big Daddy home?”

“My good sir... I mean, ah. Why do you want to talk to my good papa, my Big Daddy, good sir?”

Ned sidled over to the loveseat and leered down at Jolene. Sherman, bowing, exited stage right. Ned grasped Jolene’s hand, his lips touching the back of her hand. Jolene shuddered. Mabel shuddered too. After a long pause, Ned and Jolene looked offstage at Mabel.

Mabel flipped a page of her script and prompted, “My lovely, I am asking for your lovely little old hand in marriage.”

Ned, kissing Jolene’s hand, repeated the line. “My lovely, I am asking for your hand in marriage.”

“My hand, mah dear sir?” Jolene pulled her hand away, wiping the back of her hand on her jeans.

Alice entered and strutted to centre stage, planting her hands on her hips, shouting, “You will never marry my little Bobbie Sue.”

“Your Bobbie Sue?” Ned’s voice rose to a shriek.

“Wait, wait, you guys, you’ve jumped a whole scene,” Mabel yelled. “It’s the scene where Ned threatens to evict everyone from the plantation if Bobbie Sue doesn’t marry him.”

“Oh right, because my papa owes money. Alice, you came in too soon,” chided Jolene. “You messed us up.”

“I did not. I followed your cue. You said my hand. That’s where I come in,” snapped Alice.

“People, people, please don’t fight. Start from...” Helen rifled through her script.

Sherman entered stage right, stopped short, and asked, “Am I entering from the proper side?”

“We’re not even close to your entrance. Alice has screwed everyone up,” snarled Jolene.

“I have not. It’s your fault,” Alice defended. “Mabel, who screwed up? Not me, that’s for sure.”

A musical sound of a cell phone rang out. Sherman, looking apologetic, took his phone out of his pocket.

“Sherman, how many times have I told you to turn off your phone?” chided Helen.

“Oops, sorry, I keep forgetting.” Sherman looked at his phone. “And I’m sorry, but I’ve got to take this. I won’t be a minute. You guys sort out what scene we’re in,” Sherman said and exited stage right.

There was a slight pause, and then the loud accusations between Jolene and Alice resumed.

A blood-curdling scream cut through the air. The piercing scream came from stage right, followed by a loud crash. Then, dead silence.
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