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      This book is dedicated to the theater arts, one-act plays in particular. Though some can run as long as ninety minutes, others are only ten minutes in length. And yet, within that period of time, the playwright must pack conflict, character interaction and resolution of the story. Not an easy task.

      

      This addition to the Mah Jongg Mystery series features Marianne Putnam and her play Jokers Wild, which has been selected by the local community theater guild as the winner in their first one-act play competition. Besides a small honorarium, the main prize is seeing her play come to life on their stage. That challenge of making a statement within the confines of one act and the feeling of accomplishment in seeing it all come together is what keeps these tenacious playwrights writing.
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      Budding playwright Marianne Putnam arranged her mah jongg tiles on her rack while she waited for her friends to react to her news. In most respects, it was a typical Wednesday afternoon at the community center where she and her three pals played weekly with others also addicted to the game. But today was anything but typical.

      Amber eyes wide, Micki Demetrius spoke first. “Say that again. Our own community theater is going to produce your play?” She’d switched from her friend persona to her journalist alter ego, seeking confirmation of Marianne’s statement.

      “Not that your work isn’t deserving of the honor,” Sydney Bonner, the unofficial leader of their foursome, quickly interjected.

      The fourth member, Katrina “Kat” Faulkner, their cheerleader, added her piece. “What we all mean to say is, we’re really happy for you.” She reached over to hug her.

      Marianne could barely focus. She’d just last night received the call from the theater guild board chair telling her they’d selected her play Jokers Wild as the first one-act play to be presented in their theater. “I submitted this piece several months ago and forgot about it. Apparently the selection committee didn’t.”

      “How do you feel about this news?” Syd asked, her dark, almost black eyes full of inquiry. “This is what you’ve been hoping for, isn’t it?”

      “I’ve just wanted to be a finalist in one of the numerous contests I’ve entered. I never dared hope someone would actually want to produce one of my plays.”

      “Tell us again what this one’s about,” Micki said.

      “It’s about a couple that finds a stash of money in the junkyard they own and the grandiose plans they make for spending it.”

      Kat tilted her head, one strand of her silver-gray locks escaping to cover a green eye. “Where does the ‘joker’ part come in?”

      How much did she want to reveal? Even to her friends. “For a brief time, they are taken out of their dreary everyday lives as they dream how they’ll spend it. Then reality hits.”

      “Reality being the Joker?” Kat asked.

      Kat got it, but Marianne didn’t want to say more. For now, this was still her baby. Sure, the theater guild board had already seen it, but no one else had yet. For a few more days, she wanted to savor her creation before she had to give it up to the world. At least to Serendipity Springs. “Something like that,” she replied, offering an enigmatic smile.

      “What does Beau think about all this?” Micki asked.

      “My husband is happy for me, of course, but I don’t think he has any idea what all this entails.”

      “What does it entail?” Kat asked.

      “They’ve asked me to sit in on auditions and rehearsals. Normally, one-acts are coupled with one or two other one-acts, since many are short, but mine is seventy-five minutes. Typically, they have either a three-night run or are presented over two weekends. This is a one-shot thing to introduce the community to the one-act concept and will be done as a benefit for the theater guild. Other local actors or musicians will be asked to augment the show to add a little more length.”

      “Will they, uh, compensate you?” Micki asked.

      Trust Micki to ask about money, but then, her friend was only looking out for her interests. “As a matter of fact, yes. As the winner, I not only get to see my play produced but also receive a small honorarium. Enough that I can now consider myself a professional playwright.” This was the first time she’d used that phrase out loud, although it had been running through her mind ever since the call. Damn! That felt good.

      “Four bam,” Kat said, laying that tile on the table.

      Four bam? “Mah Jongg!” Marianne called. She was about to reveal her hand and then caught herself. What on earth? She only had thirteen tiles once she added the one Kat discarded. She needed fourteen. Where was the other?

      “What’s the matter?” Syd asked.

      “Uh …” Should she confess to being shorthanded or figure out some way to add another tile without their knowledge? No way. They were all too observant. “I spoke in error. Go on. Resume play. No one revealed their tiles, so we can.” When had she not picked up a tile? She couldn’t recall. Her mind had been elsewhere. Focus, Marianne! This could be the last time you play with these guys for a while. Make it count.

      Fortunately, she didn’t have to focus much longer, at least on this hand, because Syd announced mah jongg in the next minute.

      “Are you okay?” Syd asked as Marianne paid her quarter.

      “Sorta,” Marianne answered. “Phooey! I might as well come clean. I am so stoked about this play I can hardly think straight. My head’s not in the game today.”

      “You sound like me when I was getting ready for the opening night of my cabaret act at Lombardi’s Supper Club,” Kat told her. “I get it.”

      “Speaking of Lombardi’s,” Syd said, turning to Kat, “are you getting close to reopening?”

      They were all excited for their lottery-winning, multimillionaire friend, who’d rescued the restaurant by buying it and reemploying most of the staff after a killer tried to burn it down. Also a little bit curious about her plans for the locally famous establishment.

      “We’re getting there,” Kat answered. “I’ve left most of the operational decisions in the hands of my manager, but I check in every few days. We still need to decide on a color scheme, whether we keep the former navy with gold and cream accents, or go more modern. My goal is for it to sparkle when we’re finished.”

      “Talk about ‘sparkling,’” Syd said, “you, dear friend, have been absolutely beaming of late. We don’t have to read your mind to guess why. You and the sheriff seem to have moved beyond the impasse that was blocking your relationship for so long.”

      Kat bit a lip in what appeared to be an attempt to stifle her smile, but she failed miserably. “Nice way of putting it, Syd. Yes, you could say the ‘impasse’ has been broken.”

      Micki being Micki, and not one to mince words, translated Kat’s admission. “In other words, you’ve slept together.”

      Kat didn’t answer but instead returned a smile that would put the Cheshire Cat to shame.

      “Okay, too blunt,” Micki replied. “I get it. Mea culpa. How ’bout I redeem myself by updating you on my ballroom dancing class?”

      “Are you and Guy Whitney still taking dancing lessons together?” Marianne asked, attempting to take the onus off Kat.

      “It’s not like we’re dating, like I’ve told you before,” Micki said, “but he’s a great dance partner. When one of us has trouble with the steps, the other comes through. Anyway, I have a bit of news, too, although not quite as fantastic as yours, Marianne. They’ve asked us to do a solo during our graduation recital.”

      “Micki! That’s fantastic news,” Kat responded.

      “Wow.” Syd offered a fake pout. “What with everything going on in Kat’s life, the production of your play, Marianne, and your dancing-class recital, Micki, it looks like I need to find a new interest so I won’t have to help Trip prepare for his chili cook-off.”

      Her statement surprised Marianne. “I thought you’d talked him out of that idea.”

      “I thought I had. It turns out he only postponed getting involved while he helped us with our last case. These days, my kitchen is in a constant state of disruption.”

      “Why not partner up with him?” Kat asked. “At least that way you can rein in his enthusiasm.”

      “And since you’ll probably get roped into helping with the final product like usually happens, you could get a head start just by conceding to the inevitable,” added Micki, the realist.

      “I don’t disagree. But chili?” Syd replied. “Plus, to make his recipe stand out, he’s talking about adding a special Florida product to the concoction. I just can’t imagine chili with a twist of orange.”

      Nor could Marianne, the main cook of the quartet. “That could be all the more reason to get involved now, so you can head off such a disaster.”

      Syd returned a pensive look. “I suppose, but I’d rather be involved in something about which I’m passionate, like the three of you, rather than just something I’m doing as self-preservation.”

      Marianne offered her friend a knowing smile, because she could identify. “That was me not so long ago, if you recall. I was at loose ends until I was asked to be a last-minute replacement for a table read. That’s all it took before I was hooked on one-act plays. Funny how Fate sometime steps into our lives to send us in directions we never would have imagined otherwise.”

      “All I have to do is wait for ate to find me?”

      Kat gave a low chuckle. “That’s so unlike you, isn’t it?”

      That prompted a laugh from Syd, which jostled her shoulder-length gray bob. “You know me so well. I probably wouldn’t be happy unless I planned Fate’s intervention in my life.”

      “Don’t worry about it,” Micki told her. “If it’s meant to happen, it will. You’re smart enough and open enough to self-realization that you’ll know when it knocks on your door. In the meantime, each of us could use your support and advice.”

      Kat put the tile she was about to discard back on the rack. “Hold the phone. Maybe this is opportunity knocking right now. As it turns out, I’ve hired a designer for the new interior of Lombardi’s. I agreed to meet her on Friday at the club, but since then I’ve had to set up a meeting with the staff at the ranch to address a few procedural problems. Could you meet with her in my place?”

      The usually cool and calm Sydney Bonner sat back in surprise. “On my own? I have no background in interior design. Plus, I have no idea what you want.”

      “I’m in a bit of a pickle, Syd. I had to talk fast to get on this woman’s schedule. She’s in high demand. You may not have designed any of your own rooms, but you’ve hired professionals to do it for you. That’s what I need.”

      “What would I talk with her about?”

      “I’ll email you a script, of sorts. You’re quick on your feet. All you need is a list of bulleted items. Plus, my manager, Shane Bolton, will be there if you need help.”

      “If I do this, you have to promise not to be disappointed if it falls through.”

      Kat returned a confident look. “That won’t happen. I have every confidence in you, Syd.”

      Syd closed her eyes briefly. “Okay. I’ll do it.” She turned to Micki and Marianne. “You two heard her. I’m off the hook if I can’t make this happen.”

      “I never thought I’d see the day when Sydney Bonner doubted herself,” Micki replied. “We have more confidence in you than you have in yourself.”

      “Give it a shot, Syd,” Marianne said, her tone coaxing. “The worst that could happen is that Kat has to find another interior designer.” She kicked herself for not thinking of something Syd could help her with on the play’s production before Kat spoke. Loading on now would only make it look like she felt sorry for her friend, and that was the last thing one did to proud, independent Sydney Bonner, especially when she was already doubting herself. Perhaps it was just as well she hadn’t spoken up. Her own role with the theater guild remained to be defined. That would have to wait until they found a director.
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      Sleep didn’t come easily for Marianne that night. One thought after another kept invading her brain just as she was about to drop off. Would the community theater group do justice to her play? Would it go over well with an audience? Would she be just a one-play wonder, or was this the beginning of a great new career? What should she wear to the performance? Could she lose that ten pounds she’d been fretting about in time?

      She didn’t fall asleep until sometime after four. As a result, instead of waking up at seven thirty as usual, she didn’t stir until a little after nine.

      “I debated whether to wake you,” Beau said when she wandered into the kitchen seeking coffee. “But you tossed and turned so much, I thought it best to let you get a few more winks.”

      “Thanks. The interviews aren’t until this afternoon, so I won’t be late.” Nonetheless, she felt rushed all morning and kept spacing off. Her mind was still elsewhere when she drove into a parking spot in the community center lot. How did she get so close to the car on her right? She didn’t want to block them in.

      She backed up to try again but slammed on the brakes immediately when another car came into her rearview mirror, although not soon enough to avoid the other driver laying on the horn. Fortunately, they didn’t collide.

      She pulled back into the spot, still off-center, to let the car behind her pass. Once the vehicle was out of the way, she backed up again—much more carefully—and centered her car in the spot.

      Great. Just how she wanted to start off the afternoon. Her hands shook. She should have checked behind her before backing out, but did that horn have to blare so loudly? It had completely shattered what little focus she’d been able to pull together after the night she’d had.

      Get a grip, Marianne.

      She grabbed her purse and headed for the door of the center. Just as she was about to enter the building, another hand reached for the door ahead of her. “It wasn’t enough to nearly run into my car, now you want to knock me over as well?” asked a man about five feet eight with graying brown hair, a nasty scowl on his face.

      She didn’t recognize him. “Sorry about that. Glad no harm was done.”

      “No harm? You can’t just dismiss your reckless driving with a ‘sorry.’”

      Was this delayed road rage? At least he hadn’t immediately sprung from his car to attack her. “I don’t know what more I can do to rectify this. Like I said, no harm was done.”

      “How do you know? Maybe not to either vehicle, but the shock of what could’ve been disastrous will stick with me.” With that, he stomped in before her and let her catch the door.

      What a prick. Not a term she typically used, even in her head, but in this case, it suited.

      She took a few minutes to compose herself before heading to the conference room where the first production meeting was to take place. In the women’s restroom, she fluffed up her short, graying red curls, reapplied her lipstick and stared at herself in the mirror a full minute. Breathing better? A little. But she didn’t want to be late. Couldn’t linger any longer. She straightened herself to her full five feet one inch and sought the door.

      She arrived at the same time as two others. She guessed they were members of the guild board, though she didn’t know them. She did know the slim redhead who rose to greet her. “Marianne, glad you could join us,” said Claire Yardley, the theater guild board chair. “Please, have a seat.” She introduced Marianne to the two women she’d walked in with and one of the two men in the room. All board members. Then she turned her attention to the other man in the room. “This is our new director, Jason Newhall.”

      Marianne swiveled to meet the man and nearly bit her tongue in her attempt to keep her jaw from dropping. Jason Newhall was the jerk from the parking lot.
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      “Maybe the fact that guy didn’t mention your near collision in the parking lot means he forgot all about you,” Beau said. “I say approach it like a clean slate. Give him a chance to prove himself.”

      Marianne poured coffee into the thermos that would accompany to her to the first production meeting in an hour. Her sustenance. It had been a day since she’d met with the theater guild board and Jason Newhall. The next step was to select their actors and production team. Since these would be volunteers, the hardest part might be finding capable people who were willing to work long hours for weeks for no compensation.

      An hour later, she sat with Claire in the same conference room as the day before. It was fifteen minutes past the meeting’s start time. “Maybe he got the wrong time or date,” Marianne said, trying to give the man the benefit of the doubt.

      Claire waved his tardiness away. “Artists. They have a different sense of time than the rest of us.”

      Really? She was an artist, and she’d managed to arrive on time. Ten minutes early even.

      They waited another five minutes before the door burst open. “So, what have you accomplished?” Newhall asked, taking the seat at the head of the table. Today he was dressed in loose, off-white pants and a green and yellow striped linen shirt, unlike the gray suit he wore the day before. At least he wasn’t wearing a beret or an ascot.

      Claire didn’t appear surprised or flummoxed by his approach. She opened a folder and withdrew a sheet of paper, which she handed to the director. “I went ahead and set up a time for a casting call as well as another time for hopeful production team applicants. This is the announcement I plan to post with your approval.”

      “Good, good.” About then, he noticed Marianne. “Who is this? My assistant?”

      Marianne started to correct him, but Claire took the lead. “No, Jason, this is Marianne Putnam, our playwright.” She didn’t bother to point out that Marianne had already been introduced the day before. Nor did he appear to recognize her as the one who’d nearly clipped him in the parking lot.

      “Oh,” he said. “So why is she here? She isn’t involved with selection of the cast and production team.”

      Marianne had to grip the underside of her chair to keep from shooting out of it.

      Once again, Claire answered for her. “We talked about that, Jason. We’ve invited Marianne to sit in on these production meetings as well as any rehearsals she’d like as part of her reward for winning the competition. She won’t be weighing in on any decisions we make unless we ask for her opinion.”

      So there you toad! Marianne was glad she’d let Claire do the talking.

      Newhall sat back and appeared to consider Claire’s comment. Then he leaned forward again. “All right. Apparently that decision has already been made. But she’ll be sitting in the back part of the auditorium.”

      What had she gotten herself into? These next three weeks were supposed to be her glory days, as her play came to life. Second day on the job, and Newhall had already tarnished that dream.

      Marianne didn’t respond to the man’s comments but instead continued to stare at her folded hands. He really was a toad.
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      Syd stood in the doorway between the lobby and dining room of the renovation-in-progress of Lombardi’s and gazed out on the empty cavern. The interior designer, Brooke Norris, was due to arrive in a few minutes. It had been two days since Kat had proposed this ludicrous idea of working with the woman.

      True to her word, Kat had sent her a short email outlining in very general terms her expectations for the new Lombardi’s. Though it was a plan of sorts, it left a lot of the specifics to Syd and this woman she’d never met. Now, taking in this vast, naked expanse, the challenge of helping Kat redesign the interior seemed overwhelming. Might be better to cut and run before she had to expose her ineptitude.

      “Hello?” a husky woman’s voice said behind her. “Are you Sydney Bonner?”

      Syd stood as tall as her six feet would allow, pasted a friendly smile across her face and pivoted to meet her guest. “That’s me. Feel free to call me Syd.”

      An African-American woman just a few inches shorter than herself stood waiting with her own expectant smile. She was clothed in an oversize black jacket, form-fitting black jeans and a silky red blouse. Large gold hoops hung from her ears, accentuating her short, dark, curly hair. She extended her hand, which Syd took. “Brooke Norris, Syd. Ms. Faulkner texted me about you taking her place today. Are you her assistant?”

      Syd chuckled. “No, I’m a close friend. A staffing issue at the restaurant’s temporary headquarters at her ranch came up that she needed to address immediately. She appreciated how you rearranged your schedule to meet with her today and didn’t want to inconvenience you further, which is why she asked me to step in.”

      The other woman narrowed her eyes. “Are you empowered to make decisions for her?”

      “That depends on the decision. She has given me a list of areas to consider and her preferences. If something arises beyond those, I can get her on the phone.”

      Norris didn’t exactly smile at that response, but she seemed to go along with it. She surveyed the empty dining room. “I take it this is the area in question?”

      “That’s right. The lobby, bar, storeroom and kitchen weren’t as affected by the fire. They’ll need a little refurbishing, but the dining area is your main focus. You’re aware of the background behind the fire, is that right?”

      “Yes, Ms. Faulkner told me. I understand the plan is to reopen the supper club as it used to be.”

      “More or less. Kat recently purchased the place. Lombardi’s was here before Serendipity Springs, but it has a wonderful reputation that she doesn’t want to jeopardize. Just enhance. Our charge is to decide how much we want to repeat the old layout or update it. She wants to maintain the same seating capacity or even increase it, so major layout changes like relocating the bar or eliminating the stage are not under consideration.”

      “What about lighting?”

      “You’re the expert on that, but she definitely does not want a dark interior, nor does she want flashing or strobe lighting. In fact, her words are ‘classy,’ ‘comfortable’ and ‘memorable.’ She doesn’t want Lombardi’s to become a dance club or a jazz club. It’s to remain a supper club where customers can enjoy excellent cuisine and entertainment.”

      “Hope I’m not too late,” a male voice said from behind them. “I’m Shane Bolton, ladies. Kat tells me you’ll both be working on the interior redesign.”

      His all-American good looks reminded her of her son, Ted, an architect in Chicago, although Ted was probably older than this thirtyish young man. Bolton was only too happy to describe how Lombardi’s looked just a few months prior. “Before I realized the former owner didn’t care a fig about improving the place, I suggested we change the seating arrangement slightly and incorporate several square and rectangular tables so we could better accommodate smaller groups as well as larger parties than the round tables seated.”

      He pulled some papers from a file he carried and handed one to Syd and one to Norris. “Here’s a sketch of how I think it could work. Pre-fire, we had sixteen round tables, each seating up to eight for a total capacity of one hundred twenty-eight. I guess in past generations there was more call for larger parties. These days, we might have the occasional call for groups of eight to twelve, but more often, it’s for twos and fours.”

      Norris and Syd studied Borden’s drawing. “I’ve found that to be the case with the restaurants I’ve worked with,” Norris said.

      He raised an eyebrow in Norris’s direction, apparently sensing he may have found an ally. “If we changed the number of tables to thirty-six rectangles, each seating four, we could increase our capacity to one hundred forty-four. Those could easily be reconfigured to handle larger parties as needed.”

      “Is this diagram true to form?” Norris asked. “In particular, have you used standard specs for the space between tables as well as the traffic flow?”

      “I used a layout app on the computer, so everything is to scale. There’s four and a half feet between each table, so when chairs are occupied, at least 18 inches would remain for the traffic path. Plus, there’s adequate, actually more than adequate, space for the serving stations we’ll need.”

      Norris simply nodded at this information.

      “I can order the new tables, if you approve this layout,” Shane said.

      “I need some time to study your proposed layout first,” Norris replied.

      “Just give me a call when you’re ready to proceed. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I need to go outside and speak to the roofer.”

      “What do you think?” Syd asked Norris as soon as Bolton left. “Any problems with his proposal?”

      “He’s got a point about needing fewer large tables these days, but I’m not sure you want to get rid all of those round tables for eight. That shape lends a certain ambience that squares and rectangles can’t. But I’ll consider Mr. Bolton’s suggestion.”

      Did that signal trouble ahead? “Just keep in mind, if you come up with something else, like four or six at a table, it’s bound to reduce capacity, and that will most likely affect profit. Kat isn’t in this purely to make money, but the restaurant needs to be self-supporting. Take a gander at the rest of the room. Before whatever tables we choose can go up, we need to decide what to do with the walls, the flooring, the ceiling and the stage.”

      “What’s my budget?”

      “Kat wants you to develop at least one plan, preferably two, and project the cost based on those. Stay under two hundred fifty thousand.” She announced the number as if that type of expenditure was an everyday happening for her. She’d learned a long time ago in her previous career to say it like you mean it.

      The amount didn’t appear to faze the interior designer. “Is that my ceiling?”

      “Not if you propose something so spectacular she’s willing to spend the money.”

      “How much time do I have?”

      “Less than a month. They’re just about done with the structural redo. Can you turn this around fast enough?”

      Norris patted her hair. “Let me see what I can do in a week. Will that work?”

      “Sounds good,” Syd replied, amazed the designer could produce something so fast.

      “I’ll send Ms. Faulkner a contract with scope of services today.”

      “I’ll tell her.” And that was that as far as her interior design career was concerned. Not bad when all you had to do was hire a professional.
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      During the week after her first meetings with Claire and Jason Newhall, time seemed to drag for Marianne while she waited for the night of production team interviews. Finally, it arrived, not that she’d have much input. There were five positions to be filled on the production team: stage manager, makeup manager, wardrobe manager, props manager, and set designer, which also included lighting. The other four members of the board joined Claire and Newhall to make the selections. It wasn’t supposed to be all that complicated, since there was only one person vying for four of the slots. There was only competition for the makeup manager.

      But Newhall treated each position as if fifty applicants had come forward. He quizzed one of the applicants for the makeup position mercilessly, even asking about her finances. Claire steered him away from that question, but that didn’t stop the man from asking the applicant why her own makeup job was so shoddy. Within ten minutes, the woman decided to bow out, fleeing the auditorium.

      Newhall called those selected onstage and cited his expectations, which were essentially that they were each giving up their private life for the next three weeks while they prepared for the one-night production. The cast would be rehearsing from five to ten each weeknight. The production team was expected to show up at four to get their work done before rehearsals started.

      Marianne wondered if she’d be able to survive the pace. She didn’t have to be there, but for now, she wasn’t letting Newhall think he’d scared her away.

      The evening wasn’t over. Time to cast the four roles. Selection of the cast was not quite as cut and dried. Newhall required each hopeful to perform a monologue from a source other than her play.

      “Stop!” he called to the first person. “Have you ever even taken an acting lesson?”

      “Of course I have,” the woman said in a huffy tone.

      “Could’ve fooled me,” Newhall replied. “When someone is acting, the audience isn’t supposed to know they’re acting. The way you delivered those lines, we all knew.”

      “Let me try again.”

      “One more time. We’ve got several more people to hear. Don’t blow it.”

      The second time through, there was a noticeable difference. She wasn’t great, but they almost couldn’t tell she was acting.

      “Better but not great,” Newhall told her when she finished. “Thank you for coming in.”

      “Do I, uh, have the part?” she asked with more emotion than she’d shown in either try at her monologue.

      “We have other auditions to hear first. Someone will get back to you.” Meaning, he wasn’t about to deliver the bad news himself, which Marianne suspected would be the case, unless the next auditions were worse.

      The woman started to say something more but seemed to realize leaving was smarter.

      The next audition went better. At least the woman showed a little more passion, but Newhall still wasn’t satisfied. “This is the lead role you’re reading for. So far, I haven’t seen enough to convince me you’re up to carrying it.”

      The woman blinked. “I thought I was emoting quite well. What more do you need?”

      “Emoting?” He raised his voice. “Surely you jest?”

      The woman had the temerity to answer, since she hadn’t heard how he treated the audition before her. “No, Mr. Newhall. What you heard was from the heart.”

      Marianne closed her eyes briefly, afraid to hear the man’s response to that loaded statement.

      “Maybe if your heart’s in your stomach, that statement would be correct. Thank you for coming in.”

      Claire scuttled over to where Newhall was standing as soon as the woman was out of sight. “Perhaps you’re being a little harsh with these people, Jason. They’re only volunteers.”

      “Do you want this little play to be a success or not?” He swiveled toward the auditorium and gazed out over the seats. “Playwright? Are you still out there?”

      Great, now she’d been dragged into his hissy fit. “Yes, I’m back here,” she called. “As ordered.” She couldn’t resist adding that part, although as soon as the phrase left her lips, she knew she’d exposed herself to the same ridicule those auditioning were experiencing.

      “I’ll overlook the snide remark. This once. Surely you want your little play to be a success?”

      “Of course.” She kept her tone as assured and even as possible.

      That seemed to placate him. “Who’s next in this parade of losers?” Newhall threw the question at Claire, apparently dismissing Marianne until the next time he needed a scapegoat.

      Claire nodded to one of the other board members who was doing door duty, and in a minute, another candidate appeared, this one for the role of the younger woman. She was a minute into her monologue when the director stopped her. “Thank you for coming in. We’ll be in touch.”

      He repeated the same for the other six candidates—one more who was auditioning for the younger woman, two for the older guy and three for the younger guy. Afterward, he called the entire board to the stage and allowed Marianne to sit in. “I have selected the following as our cast: Sophie Kelso, female lead; Gracie Pound, ingenue; Dalton Ames, male lead; and Reed Scarsdale, bit player.”

      “Hold on a second, Jason,” Claire said. “Cast selection was to be a
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