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A Night at the Theater
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William Joseph Briscoe, known to his friends and family as Billy Joe, brushed off an imaginary spec from the right sleeve of his navy-blue sports coat and stopped for just a second to look at himself in the mirror with critical eyes. His reflection of his eyes shone the color of the clear waters of the Caribbean, always his favorite of his German traits.

Billy Joe was pleased with himself. He was young and at least to himself, he was passably handsome. The man had backed two winners at the horse races during the day for a nice sum of money and was engaged to a woman with whom he had been in love with for more than six months.

Six months was a very long time for the man to be in love as six days was beyond the limit which he allowed himself to be in love with the same woman. He was a hit and run sort of guy, and if any woman would say no the first time, he was off to the next.

However, this time was different. The man’s love affair with the woman swept him clean off his feet, and he heard birds singing and bells ringing anytime he was near her.

Briscoe continued to stare at the mirror. His usually happy eyes sobered a little as he met their serious reflection in the mirror. He took his sterling silver brush on the bathroom counter and tried to smooth down a kink of hair which stood straight up on top of his head. It was a damn nuisance that one stupid hair making him look like Alfalfa on the Little Rascals, less the freckles.

It wasn’t that he objected to actors and the stage in the very least. On the contrary, he had great admiration for them, especially one with the name of Jennifer... bless her heart! She was playing lead at the Paramount Theater down on Congress Avenue. A ticket for a private box for the performance sat nicely in the inside pocket of his sports coat.

Jennifer was fast making a name for herself. In his eyes, she was the most perfect woman he had ever met. He was confident that in all of Austin and in the great state of Texas would soon be talking about her. 

When he voiced these feelings about her, she would laugh and call him “Silly Boy.” He still said it over and over because he knew she was pleased to hear him do so, all the same.

Billy Joe took a last look at himself in his mirror, twisted his long black mustache on the ends with a small dab of wax, took up his coat and glove and out he went.

Billy Joe was no more than twenty-four years of age and very much in love. Briscoe was so utterly happy when he arrived at the hotel that he paid the driver ten dollars instead of the five he requested. He was always generous with his tips.

The man walked around to the stage door as if he was at home... indeed he was. The doorkeeper bade him a good evening and asked no questions as he continued down the hallway. At the end was a door on the left which was left partly open. Light shined out the crack onto the darkened passageway leading to it. 

Knock. Knock. Knock.

A seemingly distant voice said, “Please, come in.”

Billy Joe pushed the door wide open. He stood in the open doorway without speaking. It was a small room, overcrowded with hangers for clothes, a dressing table, and two chairs. One would find it difficult to move around inside it.

Every chair and table seemed covered with dresses and petticoats. All the wall space was obscured with dozens of photographs and odds and ends. The light was extra bright shining overhead. The dressing table was covered with many boxes and vials of makeup and toilet requisites. A woman with long red hair was sitting in front of a mirror with her back to Billy Joe studying her script or at least Billy Joe thought was her script. She was practicing allowing the fluidity of her own voice to dance over her tongue and into her ears. How could Jennifer Welch ever give up this feeling for a proper job? When she once worked in a small diner, every line she delivered had been rehearsed and perfected.

The young woman was not any older than Billy Joe and possibly a year or two younger. She was small and dainty, with precisely cut features and long beautiful hair that hung down to her waist.

Briscoe stood in the doorway looking at her with his foolish heart in his eyes.

She sensed his presence all of a sudden and threw the paper into the top drawer of the dressing table and jumped to her feet. “You!” she exclaimed, “didn’t you get my letter?” She felt a gamut of complicated emotions.

Billy Joe took a few steps in her direction.  The smile he was wearing disappeared quickly from her unusual greeting.  It was impossible for him not to realize that he wasn’t exactly welcome in her dressing room or any room for that matter. “No, I haven’t received any letter. What was it you wrote about? Is something wrong, sweetheart?” His breath quickened. His cheeks became warm.

Jenny laughed rather constrainedly. “No. But, I’m going on stage soon.  You must really go. I can’t explain now.” Her eyes sought his face secretly. “I really must hurry! Come back after the first act. There’s a fifteen-minute intermission.” She placed her hand tenderly on his chest and gave a slight push. “Silly Boy! Don’t frown, it’s all okay.”

Briscoe took her hand and said, “I will leave as soon as you kiss me.”

“Very well, just one. Be careful of my makeup.” She sighed for a moment and then the next she was smiling.

After a short kiss, he said, “Did you get my flowers. I sent roses. They are hard to get this time of year.”

“Yes,” she said while looking on a table up by the wall which was covered with numerous admirers’ roses.

That was the only thing Billy Joe did not like was to have to stand by and let other men shower her with gifts and flowers. He released Jenny and walked over to the table where the flowers laid. He was still frowning.

The leading actress of the evening entertainment watched him anxiously as he scrutinized the table of flowers. There was a large cluster of orchids that most definitely outshined his dozen roses. He reached down and turned the card over. A flush crept into his facial expression. “Jenkins again! I hate that man more than you can imagine. It isn’t worth a shit for him to be sending flowers to you! He knows that you’re engaged to me and—.”

He cut short his sentence and walked back over to Jennifer. The beautiful young woman stood with her eyes turned down looking at her dressing table. After a moment of silence, Briscoe took her back into his arms. “I know I’m a jealous brute, but I really can’t stand it when these other fellows shower you with gifts and flowers.” 

“You promised me when we first began dating that my receiving gifts and flowers from men wouldn’t bother you.”

“I know it but—-.” She flicked her long red hair to one side in what Briscoe knew was a conscious act. He looked. Dangling from her ear lobes were diamonds set in white gold.  They were exquisite, accentuating the full length of her beautiful neck. They cost far more than all the money Briscoe made in a month.

Knock. Knock. Knock.

“Curtain up in three minutes,” was heard being shouted from the hallway outside the dressing room.

“Confound it! After the first act then,” he said.

“Yes,” she said while putting makeup on where it rubbed off when he kissed her.

As Billy Joe walked down the hallway and on to his private box above the stage, he thought, Jenny was not pleased to see me. Maybe it was because she wasn’t expecting me. Something is undoubtedly the matter. Perhaps I annoyed her. God, I wish I knew what she wrote to me in her letter.

He made it to his box above the stage and just before he was ready to sit down, he glanced two sitting areas over next to him. A beautiful young woman caught his eye. She bowed to him. He didn’t know what to do other than to return her bow awkwardly.

Who in the hell is that gorgeous woman?

Another woman with her was also quite attractive. She was at least forty or forty-five years of age with salt and pepper hair. Next to her was the young woman sitting with a white dress with blue trim. Both of them were looking at him while smiling. Billy Joe couldn’t help but notice the younger woman took after her mother with most ravishing beauty and long blonde hair.

Billy Joe took his seat and glanced back at the two women. He was embarrassed. He felt like he should know who they were, but for the life of him, he couldn’t place where they might have met.

Who the Hell are they? There’s something very familiar in the face of the girl’s mother. Billy Joe twisted the ends of his mustache. Who the dickens are they?

The lights glowed brightly and then went dim and glowed again signifying the performance was about to begin. Then, within a minute the hall went quiet. The curtains rolled slowly up on Jenny Belle’s first act.

Briscoe watched the play for the twentieth time knowing each line by heart, but he still followed it eagerly as though he had never seen it before. The heavy velvet drapes fell, onto the stage and a storm of applause in the theater broke the silence.

William Joseph rose hastily.  He had just opened the door on his private box when a porter entered, carrying a note. “For you, sir.”

He took it wonderingly. It was written in ballpoint pen on a page torn out of a small pocketbook. “A lady two boxes over gave it to me, sir,” the porter said, very apologetic.

Billy Joe opened the slip of notebook paper and read the faintly penned words.

“Won’t you please come and speak to us, or have you forgotten so quickly that day in Tarrytown in my backyard ten years ago?”

Briscoe’s face flashed into eager delight. What a fucking idiot he was to have not recognized the woman who almost stole his virginity ten years earlier. How could he have ever forgotten her? Of course, the girl in the white dress was Claire whose mother he spent the night with when he was almost reaching his nineteenth birthday.  How in the world could he have ever forgotten that night! So close, but no cigar.

But he hadn’t seen them in many years. What an ungrateful asshole they must think of him!

Billy Joe began to recollect that particular night and rushed off to the woman’s private box forgetting in all the excitement his meeting with Jennifer. 

Briscoe reached the private box and went inside.

“I knew it must be you, Billy Joe,” Claire’s mother said as he dropped down into an empty seat beside her. “Clair saw you first. We both laughed and knew you didn’t have the faintest notion as to who we were, although you bowed so politely.” She began to gently laugh.

“I’m so sorry. You’re right. I’m ashamed at myself for not recognizing you,” Briscoe admitted, ingenuously blushing.” He glanced in Claire’s direction, “But, I’m thrilled to see you again, Claire. Ah, I suppose it’s Claire, right?” he submitted to the young woman doubtfully.

The young woman in the blue and white dress smiled. “Yes, Billy Joe. I knew you at once the first time I set eyes on you. How long has it been, ten years?”

“Yes, maybe eleven. I went off to college and worked in Dallas for several years before returning to Austin.” Briscoe gently smiled. She was pretty as a maturing teenager when they were once sweethearts, but her beauty has not developed close to that of Jenny that had for the moment, at least spoiled the man for recognizing any other beautiful woman.

Claire was somewhat pale and a little nervous looking. Apparently, she had kept herself from burning her skin in the sun. Her beautiful deep amber eyes showed darkly in her fair complexion. Her long red hair was straight and soft.

“Good Gracious, it’s great to see both of you again after all this time,” Billy Joe broke out again excitedly. He glanced at Claire’s mother, trying to get his eyes off Claire because of strange feelings that were returning to him. He had always enjoyed going to Claire’s home because Mrs. Banning was so kind to him, right up to the time he left for college in Oklahoma.

“What are you doing for a living now, Billy Joe,” Mrs. Banning asked. “I guess it’s okay that I still call you by your nickname, isn’t it?”

“Of course, please do.” He replied. “I’m actually not working anywhere at the moment. I stay in the Oakwood Apartments on South Lamar. My older brother Jayden sends me an allowance and expects me to not overspend and try not to live beyond my means.” He hesitated and looked back at Claire before continuing. “You remember him, he’s my older brother.”

“Of course, I remember Jayden. Is he still overseas?” Claire’s mother asked.

“Yes, he’s still abroad. I doubt very seriously if he will ever come back, not that I want him to,” he said while the whole while thinking of what he was going to say when told to accept Jenny Welch as a sister-in-law.

Mrs. Wyatt continued. “Did he ever get married?”

Billy Joe began laughing. “Jayden, married! Good gracious, no!” He leaned a bit closer to Claire, her fragrance was hard not to enjoy.

“And you, Claire, has the perfect man come your way as yet?” He asked remembering how she once told him when she was sixteen, she would never marry unless a perfect man could be found.

Her pale skin flushed crimson while shaking her head left and right. “No. And you, Billy Joe, are you married?”

He replied to Claire’s question hurriedly. “No.” Should I tell them about Jenny? His thoughts reminded him that he was to meet with Jenny during the intermission. He clearly forgot and rose to his feet hastily. “I forgot all about my appointment with someone. Please excuse me, but I must be off. I’ll come back to see you if that will be okay later?” He took a gentle bow while Claire practically undressed him with her eyes and then followed his departure with her beautiful eyes wistfully.

“Mother, he is still just as handsome as the day we last saw him. He really hasn’t changed a bit since then, has he?”

“I agree, he hasn’t changed much at all,” Mrs. Banning laughed. “Isn’t after all these years he still remembered your plan to marry a perfect man, Claire? We really should invite him to dinner one night here at the hotel while we’re in Austin.” She watched Billy Joe go out of sight, “How funny that was our meeting him at the theater like this. I’ve always liked the young man. He was always so kind when the two of you were dating. I wonder why he hasn’t gotten married yet.” Her voice sounded as though she was happy finding Billy Joe still a single man.

“I don’t know, Mother why he should be married. He really isn’t that old yet, I suppose maybe twenty-eight or so.”

***
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Briscoe raced down the corridor on his way to Jenny’s dressing room. I can’t believe how on earth I forgot for one-minute Jenny inviting me to her dressing room at intermission. He was flushed with regret and eagerness when he reached the stage door to Jennifer’s chambers. His heart was pounding against his ribs in his chest from his hastiness in getting there.

A makeup artist was reapplying her makeup for the next act on stage. He stood in the corner of the room waiting on her departure before he talked with her. After two minutes or so, he came to realize that Jenny was deliberately keeping the makeup specialist near her. 

He bit his lip to maintain control. He was anxious to know what was said on the piece of paper Jenny stuffed in the drawer.

At last, the woman left the room. No sooner did the door close that Billy Joe walked over and put his arms around Jennifer. “I’m sorry, my dear, are you mad at me? Did you think I forgot about our meeting here? There were some old friends I ran into as I was leaving to come here that I haven’t seen in over ten years. I had to speak to them for just a moment.”

He leaned down and kissed her.

Jenny was unresponsive to his affection. Then, after a brief moment, she backed up out of his arms. “I really need to talk, Billy Joe.”
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