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Overture





Boston, Massachusetts, Monday, October 1st, 1928, 7:10 p.m.


“So, when are we getting married?” Clark asked, staring at his reflection while fumbling with his bow tie.


Viola was checking her lipstick and blush. “Married? You haven’t even proposed to me yet.”


“I’ve been afraid to.”


She raised an eyebrow and gave Clark’s reflection a sideways glance. “Because I might say ‘no’?”


“On the contrary. That you might say ‘yes.’” He sighed as Viola watched Clark continue to fumble with his bowtie. “Sorry, darling, just a little joke.” Exasperated he exclaimed, “OH! Why do I have to wear this monkey suit anyway?"


Viola grabbed Clark’s shoulders and turned him around to face her. She slapped his clumsy hands away and took command of  the tie. “Because I write for Theatre Magazine, you’re my literary agent, and we’re covering opening night of ‘Dracula.’”


Pulling the loops of the bow tightly made Clark gasp. “There,” she said. Viola turned him to face his reflection. The black tuxedo complimented his angular features and slicked parted black hair.


Clark tried to loosen the collar with his index finger. “Well, even Dracula couldn’t put the bite on me with this collar around my neck!”


Viola chucked Clark under his dimpled chin. “I don’t think you’re his type.” She adjusted her brunette locks and carefully applied a black cloche hat with a large red cloth rose on the side. A press pass was stuck in the linen band.


“Such a waste, really,” said Clark indicating Viola’s rhinestone embroidered black silk evening ensemble that screamed androgyne. “All those curves of yours hidden under, well, that!”


Checking her neckline and adding a long string of pearls, Viola smirked, “Believe me, what’s under this dress wasn’t easy to, ahem, conceal.” She handed Clark her wool polo coat. He gallantly held it out for her arms, then slipped it over her shoulders, giving Viola a quick hug from behind. She patted his cheek playfully. “My knight in shining amour.”


Clearing his throat to signal changing the subject, Clark ducked into his hotel room though the adjoining door and asked, “How’s that mystery novel coming along?”


Viola admired her reflection and her stylish coat, calling back to him, “You tell me. You’re the one who’s reading over the first few chapters.”


Clark emerged wearing a trench coat and cloth cap. “Well, Viola, to be honest, you’re just not cut out for mystery writing.”


Viola eyed him narrowly, indicating his choice of coat and hat. “ls that your idea of dudding up?”


Clark checked out his reflection in the mirror. “This coat was good enough for the Great War.” Clark pointed out the bullet holes in the breast area. “The inside pocket is where I kept the flask that—”


“Oh, yes. The miracle whiskey flask.”


“Anyway, don’t change the subject. Face it, honey, the only thing you’re good at murdering are bad plays with your reviews.”


With arms akimbo, Viola challenged, “Oh, really?”


“The plot is contrived, your detective is boring, and frankly, a six-year-old could figure out ‘who dun it’ after the first chapter. As your agent, I advise you to stick with what you know; journalism.”


“Now look here—” she began but was interrupted by a knock at the door.


“Come in, it’s open,” Viola called, reaching for her clutch purse and checking to make sure she had her notepad and pencil.


A gruff gentleman in a derby and brown checkered suit barged in. “I’m the house detective,” he said with authority,  flashing  his  six-pointed  star  badge  with, HOUSE DETECTIVE, ELKS HOTEL, BOSTON, MASS, emblazoned on its shiny silver surface.


“We’ve hoid from th’ maid staff that you’se two are sharin’ a room and you’se ain’t married.”


“And we’re not likely to be,” Viola quipped. “But as you can see, we’re dressed for the theatre.”


“Emphasis on dressed,” Clark added, adjusting his bow tie.


“So, you haven’t caught us in the act.”


“And we have adjoining rooms.”


“But I suppose we could put a cot in the doorway.”


The house detective puffed out his barrel chest. “Yeah, I’m here to make sure there ain’t no monkey business.”


Viola pulled open Clark’s trench coat, revealing his tuxedo. “He’s got the suit for monkey business.”


Clark rolled his eyes and buttoned up his coat. “Oh, ha, ha.”


“If you don’t mind,” Viola said as she brushed the house detective out of her way, “we have an opening night to attend at the Hollis Street Theatre.”


“What’s th’ floor show?”


“‘Dracula,’” said Clark.


“Really? I hoid it was called Th’ Vampire Play.”


“It is,” said Viola.


“So, which is it?” the house detective asked.


“Dracula.”


“So, where’s Th’ Vampire Play playin’ at?”


“At the Hollis Street Theatre.”


“Now wait a minute. I t’ought ‘Dracula’ was playin’ at the Hollis Street Theatre.”


“It is,” Viola insisted.


“Then where’s Th’ Vampire Play playin’ at?”


“All right, you two,” Clark interjected. “It’s really quite simple, Detective. There’s a play called ‘Dracula,’ which is also called The Vampire Play, and it’s playing at the Hollis Street Theatre.”


“And I’m a theatre critic,” Viola added, “And I want to get there before the curtain goes up so I can interview the cast and producer.” She pinched the house detective’s ruddy cheek. “Do lock up for us.”


Reaching for his house keys, the detective said, “Oh, yeah. The whole cast is stayin’ here at th’ hotel. Lowry, th’ manager, he gave ’em a special rate for havin’ an ad in their theatre program.”


“How convenient for me,” said Viola. “If I need more dope on the play, I can meet the cast here.”


“Just watch out for dat one crazy dame.”


“Which crazy dame?” Clark asked, joining Viola in the hallway.


The house detective locked the door to Viola’s room. “Oh, she’s th’ widow of th’ guy who wrote ‘Dracula.’ She also t’inks she’s royalty or somethin’.”


“You don’t mean Florence Stoker?”


“Dat’s the one, all right. She’s ticked off the whole staff demandin’ things left and right. Why, I could tell you t’ings she’s done—”


“I’m sorry,” Viola said,


“but I never caught your name.”


“Coyle. Sam Coyle.”


Clark smiled. “Ready to spring into action.”


Coyle frowned. “Say what now?”


“Never mind. I was never very good with quips.”


Viola nudged Clark. “You said my detective was boring. What about Mr. Coyle here?”


“Huh?” Coyle exclaimed.


“Oh,” Clark said, “she thinks she’s the next Conan Doyle. But her detective novel isn’t worth the paper she’s typed it on.”


“Oh, yeah? I’m writin’ a novel too. About bein’ a house dick.”


Viola smiled. “See? Anybody can do it.”


Clark crooked his eyebrow. “Almost anybody.”


Viola smiled at Coyle. “We’ll talk later, Detective Coyle. I want to pick your brain.”


“Lookin’ forward to it.”


An attractive elderly woman bustled out of her hotel room and shut the door. She wore round wire-rimmed glasses, a frilly collared Victorian style gingham dress and a cameo broach under a blue Bernadette double-breasted coat from the same era. Her silver hair was pulled back into a bun.


“Uh oh,” Coyle said, nodding in her direction. “Speak of th’ devil.”


Viola eyed the woman. “Florence Stoker?”


“Dat’s her.”


Viola was impressed by Mrs. Stoker’s looks. “She may be old, but she’s no Trotzky.”


Viola watched as Mrs. Stoker struggled to get her room key in the lock. Finally succeeding in locking the door, she put her key into her purse and headed for the elevator.


Viola cocked her head. “Come on, Clark. This may be our chance to get a quick quote.”


They hustled for the elevator just as the elevator operator, a woman in a floor length dress and cap, pulled open the door and Mrs. Stoker stepped inside. Florence Stoker nudged the lady operator just as Viola and Clark approached. “Close the door!” she demanded.


The elevator operator said, “I can’t do that, Ma’am.”


Mrs. Stoker stamped her high button shoe shod foot. “Do as I say!”


Exasperated, the scowling widow grabbed the handle of the elevator door and was about to shut it herself when Viola stuck out her foot like a Fuller Brush man, foiling Mrs. Stoker’s intent. Viola forced the door open and shoved her way in followed by an embarrassed Clark. “I’m sure you didn’t mean to ignore us, Mrs. Stok? er,” Viola said with a smirk. “I’m with Theatre Magazine and I was hoping to get a quote from you about tonight’s premiere of ‘Dracula.’”


After closing the brass gate, the elevator operator, hand on the control lever, asked, “Floor?”


“Lobby please,” said Clark.


Viola took out her pad and pencil and used her clutch purse as a desk. “Well?” she posited.


Florence Stoker eyed Viola keenly. “I don’t talk to reporters.”


Viola jotted down as she said aloud, “I…don’t… talk…to…reporters.” She put away her pad and pencil. “Got it.”


Clark thought this was likely to be the longest elevator ride of his life.






Act One
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In the lobby, Viola ducked into a phone booth and dialed KENmore 7000 for a Checker Taxi and she and Clark waited outside the hotel. It was a chilly Fall evening, perfect for taking in a vampire play. The Checker pulled up to the curb driven by an attractive lady cabdriver. Before Viola or Clark had a chance to grab the door handle, Florence Stoker pushed in between them and opened the door and entered the back passenger seat. Not to be deterred, Viola grabbed Clark’s arm and dragged him into the taxi, forcing Mrs. Stoker to move over.


The old lady glared at Clark and Viola. “How dare you!”


“I was going to say the same thing, Mrs. Stoker, since I called for this cab,” Viola said.


From the front seat, the female cabby asked, “Where to?”


Both Mrs. Stoker and Viola said, simultaneously, “Hollis Street Theatre.”


Viola added, “And step on it.”


The cabby pulled down the flag on the meter. The cab no sooner pulled out onto Tremont Street when a feminine voice shouted, “Yoo Hoo! Hold up there!”


The taxi came to a halt.


A pretty young lady knocked on the back door window. She was all bright makeup, finger waved auburn hair under a cloche hat, and red bee-sting lips. Clark rolled down the window. “I say,” she said with a wave. “Do you mind terribly if we share this cab? You see, I’m a trifle late for the theatre.”


“Absolutely not!” said Mrs. Stoker.


“Listen,” Viola said, “this is my cab, you barged into it, and I’m giving this girl a lift.”


“You can’t,” Mrs. Stoker said. “There’s no room!”


“You could get out.”


The young lady opened the door eagerly. “Oh, I shan’t be any trouble. I’ll just improvise!” She sat in Clark’s lap and shut the door.


The lady cabby asked, “And where are you going?”


“Hollis Street Theatre, please,” said the young woman.


As the cab drove down Tremont Street, Viola said, “So, Mrs. Stoker, do you care to add to your quote from the elevator?”


Mrs. Stoker crossed her arms and scowled.


The young lady had her arms around Clark’s neck as she said, “Since we’re so closely acquainted now, allow me to introduce myself. I am Margot Lester. I play Lucy Seward. Dracula puts the bite on me in Act Two.”


Clearing his throat nervously, Clark said, “Yes, well, nice to meet you. I’m Clark Abernathy, I’m a literary agent, and this is my client, Viola Corbett.”


“I’m with Theatre Magazine,” said Viola. “Can I get a quote? I’m covering the show tonight.”


“Oh, smashing!” Margot enthused. “Well, I’ve been touring the production for quite some time. I think Boston is a delight! And I can’t wait to tread the boards tonight! It’s ever so thrilling! I’ve done this play hundreds of times and it still gives me goosebumps!”


Taking out her pad and pencil, Viola said, “Now that’s a good quote!”


“Aren’t you chilly?” asked Clark, noting Margot was wearing a short yellow silk evening dress.


“Oh, no, I’m quite warm, thank you.” Margo pulled up the hem, revealing a ruffle trimmed garter belt holding a flask. Clark noted her legs were shapely and her knees were rouged. Unscrewing the flask, Margot proffered the flask to Clark and Viola. “Would either of you care for a nip?”


Viola took the flask. Her sensitive nostrils detected the overpowering fumes of bathtub gin. “No, thank you,” she said with a cough, handing the flask back.


Clark had the same reaction. He took a deep sniff. He instantly kept his nose away from the flask. “Wow! Is that gin or turpentine?”


Margot smiled and took back the flask. “Does it really matter?”


Mrs. Stoker glowered disapprovingly. “There is Prohibition, you know.”


“That’s what makes it ever so grand!” Margot took a sip. “It makes one feel dreadfully naughty; don’t you agree?”


Smiling weakly, Clark retorted, “Assuming after drinking that you can feel anything at all.”


Margot returned the flask to her garter. “Since I’ve begun touring in the States, I’ve been to twelve speakeasies!” She giggled. “Oh, I know, there’s a criminal element involved, especially when we tour in Chicago! I simply can’t wait to meet Al Capone!”


“I don’t think he’s quite ready for you.”


Margot gave Clark a big fat smooch on the cheek. “Oh, aren’t you a dear!” She smiled at Viola. “Isn’t he a dear?”


“Oh, he’s a dear all right,” Viola said, giving Clark a cheeky smirk. “Say, now I know who you two remind me of!”


“Who?” Clark and Margot asked simultaneously.


“A ventriloquist and a dummy!” Nudging Clark, she added, “Although it’s hard to say which of you is the dummy.”


Margot giggled again. “Oh, you are so drole!” She said to Clark, “Isn’t she drole?”


Clark eyed Viola. “My dear, you have no idea.”


With an irritated huff, Mrs. Stoker called to the cabby. “My good woman, can’t you drive any faster?”


“Too late. We’re here.” The lady cabby turned onto Hollis Street and pulled up to the curb in front of the theatre. She consulted the meter. “Buck-eighty.”


They all piled out of the cab. Mrs. Stoker got out of the opposite door and headed for the nearest crosswalk. Viola paid the fare along with a generous tip.


The theatre critic joined Margot and Clark, who stood arm in arm, admiring the poster for “Dracula.”


“Your name in lights, they say!” Then she pouted. “But the only name in lights is ‘Hollis.’”


Clark smiled. “Well, they can’t all be like Broadway.”


“BROADWAY!” Margot exclaimed, clasping her hands together like an excited child. “This show is doing ever so well in New York City! Although, I believe it’s moving to the West Coast. It’s starring this Hungarian actor. Quite sexy! Very animalistic.” She added in a stage whisper, “And I believe he’s having it on with none other than Clara Bow!”


Viola was taking a liking to this British spitfire. “I think I know who you mean. Doesn’t speak a word of English but memorized his part phonetically.” She snapped her fingers trying to recall the name. “Bela something.”


“Lugosi!” Margot raved. She could barely contain her passion as she sighed, “Oh, why couldn’t he be the one nibbling on my neck!” She caught herself. “Oh, please, don’t get the wrong idea. Raymond Huntley is a dear. And he did originate the role, you see. We’re extremely fortunate to have him in our touring company. He is quite dashing, like an evil magician in his cape and tuxedo. But he quite enjoys tickling me with his tongue.”


Viola and Clark’s eyes widened. “I beg your pardon,” they exclaimed.


Margot put a hand to her mouth and blushed and giggled. “Oh, no! On my neck! Ever since he found out I’m ticklish there, he delights in teasing me during my seduction scene!” She unconsciously guarded the nape of her neck. “It’s all I can do to keep from laughing.” Her eyes widened with panic. “Oh my! What’s the time?”


Clark consulted his wristwatch. “A little after 7:30.”


“Eek! The curtain rises at 8:15!”


Dashing off, Margot abruptly turned and asked, “I say, care to join me at the stage door?” Margot indicated Viola’s press pass. “As you are the press and all.”


“Sure,” said Viola. “We were heading there anyway.”


“Smashing!” said Margot, turning the corner and rushing down Holly Square. Viola and Clark hurried after her.


In the alley, illuminated under the yellowish light of the stage door was a short, round, bearded gentleman with a hook nose. He wore a top hat, cape, and evening wear. In the crook of his arm rested a bouquet of roses, under the other arm he held a heart shaped red velvet box, most likely chocolates, and in his gloved hand, a small gift box tied with a red bow.


Viola whispered to Clark out the corner of her mouth. “My guess is that whiskbroom is a Stagedoor Johnny.”


“Or Mr. Hyde,” Clark remarked.


“Johnny” tipped his hat and gave Margot an oily smile. “I am a great admirer of yours,” he said in a cultured foreign accent, either Hungarian or Russian.” He proffered his gifts. “For you. For opening night.” He presented Margot with the roses, chocolates, and gift box. Viola suspected the box contained a ring.


Margot politely took his offerings and smiled. “I’m ever so grateful, but you see, I’m quite late.”


“I’ll be front row, center,” the admirer declared with a flourish.


“Thank you!” Margot nodded towards the door for Viola and Clark to follow. “Must dash!” She accidentally swiped her admirer’s face with the bouquet, causing him to grab his nose, then conceal himself using his opera cape. “So sorry,” Margot said, hurrying up the steps where she anxiously paused. She realized she didn’t have her arms free to open the door and escape. As her admirer fled the scene, pushing past Clark, the literary agent came to Margot’s rescue and opened the stage door for her. Margot ran in, fretting, “I can hear Mr. Reed now! ‘Miss Lester,’” she said in a gruff voice, “‘you’re--’”






Cast Of Characters
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“--Late!” exclaimed stage manager Carl Reed.Viola noted Margot’s impression of him wasn’t too far off the mark. Reed was a firebrand of anxiety in rolled up sleeves, sweat, and suspenders.


The backstage area was bustling with the usual last- minute chaos of an opening night show; seamstresses rolling costume racks, stagehands scrambling up the stairs to the fly gallery, and of course, the touring company manager and producer overseeing things, underscored by the orchestra tuning up. Horace Liveright, the American producer of “Dracula,” and his Company Manager Warren O’Hara were having words with William LeTort, the property man. All within earshot of Viola and Clark, who were splitting their attention between the trio and Margot and Reed.


“I’m dreadfully sorry, Mr. Reed,” Margot apologized, getting flustered dealing with the ungainly collection of gifts.


“I very nearly replaced you with Dora Mary Patrick!” Reed snarled, pointing towards the top floor dressing rooms. “She’s getting out of her nurse’s uniform right now and into your costume!”


“Your understudy?” asked Viola.


“Oh no,” Margot said, “Not officially.”


Reed eyed Viola and Clark. “Say, who the hell are you two?”


“Press,” Viola said, pointing at the pass in her hat band.


“Iron,” Clark quipped, feeling something sticky on the bottom of his shoe.


“Huh?” said Reed.


“Skip it.” Clark balanced himself on Viola and checked the sole of his shiny dress shoes.
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