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Sparkling Like a Good Champagne
‘The Mystery of Edwin Drood’ at THT dazzles and delights

By Sophie Braccini
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From left: Dennis Markam (Mr. William Cartwright/The Chairman), Michael Doppe (Neville Landless), John Blytt (Rev. Crisparkle) and Jennifer Weiner (Helena Landless), Melynda Kiring

(Princess Puffer), Nicole Thordsen (Rosa Bud), Ted Zoldan (John Jasper), Alex Moore (Bazzard), Suzie Shepard (Edwin Drood)

he most entertaining play of

the season in Lafayette, “The
Mystery of Edwin Drood,” is built
upon a very serious foundation: the
last Charles Dickens novel that was
left unfinished due to his death on
June 9, 1870. But as the book was
incomplete, it gave Ruppert Holmes,
playwright and songwriter, the idea
to create an engaging musical that
would involve audiences in deciding
what really happened to Edwin
Drood.

Lafayette’s Town Hall Theatre
Company has taken on the 1986
Broadway creation, which swept all
of the Tony Awards that year. The 13
actors are led at a boisterous pace by
master of ceremonies Dennis
Markam, who is at the top of his
game. The cast rehearsed 200 pos-
sible endings to the play and every
night they deliver with gusto the con-
clusion chosen by their audience.

“I saw the show 11 years ago and
found it to be much infectious fun,”
said THT artistic director Joel Ros-
ter, who directed Edwin Drood, “and
I came back six times to see different
endings.”

The action is set as a play within
a play. The audience is in the pres-
ence of the British theater company,
“The Music Hall Royale,” led by the
Chairman (Dennis Markam) who in-
troduces the actors to the audience as
they are about to perform “The Mys-
tery of Edwin Drood.” This tech-
nique creates a distance around the
main drama as well as comic effect,

underlining the artificial aspect of the
play, while creating a connivance
with the public who is asked from
the start to participate in the presen-
tation.

The humorous stage direction is
served with flamboyance by the cast
playing their 19th century characters,
all with a bit of appropriate over
dramatization. The bad guy is really
bad, the mysterious one is quite dis-
turbing, and the sweet girl could not
be more naive and vulnerable. There
are many funny twists and turns,
such as the actor Philippe Bax,
played by Alex Moore, who is crav-
ing a bigger part, trying to attract at-
tention and is finally given a song to
sing supported by the entire cast of
the Music Hall Royale.

Since the play is a musical, all
the actors are professional singers —
a special note to Melinda Kiring,
who plays Princess Puffer, for her
nice vibrato. The music interspersed
throughout the play adds to the light-
ness of the evening, to the rhythm
and choreography on stage.

The first act ends exactly where
Dickens stopped the novel. Com-
pletely. The actors stop in the middle
of their action and wonder where to
gonext. The second act is created by
the audience.

Spectators go downstairs for the
intermission, where they can indulge
in the special cocktail created for the
play and wonder what will come
next. When they return to their seats,
all the main characters are on stage

holding a number. Four of the actors
go through the rows of spectators ac-
tively questioning them and tallying
who people think is the culprit.

And the main characters dis-
cover who the culprit of the night is
at the same time the audience does.
Backstage the actors who took the
poll count the results, and the only
ones who know who was chosen are
Durdles (played by Derek Travis
Collard) who will announce it and
conductor/pianist Margaret Halbig
who will play different songs accord-
ing to which character is chosen,
says Roster. “When the culprit is an-
nounced on stage, the actors have no
idea who was chosen. They have to
immediately step into the chosen
scenario.” For an actor that is an in-
credible challenge, says Roster, but
it is also a lot of fun.

The actors’ enjoyment is conta-
gious. They require a bit of improv-
isational talent, since audiences react
differently each night. Roster relies
on Markam’s brilliance and improv
talent to round out each night with
panache.

The energetic and fast-paced
play is a sure crowd pleaser for THT.
“The Mystery of Edwin Drood” is
the first production of the 71st sea-
son of the local theater and will run
through Oct. 24. It will be followed
by Mary Chase’s “Harvey” for the
holiday season. For information
and tickets, visit www.townhallthe-
atre.com.
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Short “Feud”

By Cathy Tyson
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for Lafayette Family

From left: Girlynda and Ed Gonzales, with their two daughters, Alexis (Lexi) and Isabella (Izzy), and goddaughter

Cristine Dominguez

hat is one of America’s

longest running game
shows, featuring two families com-
peting to name the most popular re-
sponses to survey questions? One
Lafayette family can tell you from
personal experience.

Survey says? “Family Feud.”

The Gonzales family recently re-
turned from taping two episodes of
the game show with nothing but
praise, and some prize money. Ed
Gonzales said it was an “absolute
blast and something we’ll remember
for the rest of our lives.”

It takes some effort to be se-
lected as contestants. The family
applied for and received an audi-
tion in San Francisco. Apparently
they were smart and perky enough,

because a postcard arrived later
that announced they had made the
cut. Next, the production com-
pany flew all five members of the
family that were competing to At-
lanta, Georgia, put them up at the
Omni Hotel for three days, and
drove them back and forth to the
production studio.

“It was harder than we all
thought,” said Gonzales, acknowl-
edging that they were exhausted by
the end of the day.

They were at the studio from 6
a.m. to 10 p.m. re-auditioning, par-
ticipating with the studio audience
and finally taping their two episodes
against the Shellnutt Family of Ala-
bama, which included State Senator
Shay Shellnutt, as well as the Lovett
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family of Georgia. For each half-
hour program, the taping took ap-
proximately two hours, with
enthusiastic host Steve Harvey.

Ultimately the Lafayette family
won $780, which represents $5 per
point they accumulated for correct
answers to surveyed questions — a
little shy of the maximum potential
win of $100,000 and a new car.

One question that clearly puz-
zled Ed Gonzales was, “What do a
steak and a kiss have in common?”
Being live TV, and encouraged to
say something, he blurted out the
only thing he could think of: “Family
Feud.”

The episodes will air on Oct. 12
and 13, at either 6 or 6:30 p.m. —
check local listings for the channel.
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* Broken pipes ’
* Holes in venting ©©
e Electrolysis
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| Preventive
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FAMILY-OWNED- &HOPPINGTO ITFORYOU - SINCE 1993!

LeapFrog Plumbing has served Contra Costa and Alameda
Counties for 20 years (it’s hard to believe it's been that long).
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We’re a family-owned business that provides top-quality plumbing
services to residential and commercial customers.

e Gas and water lines
e Green solutions
e Safety and whole-house inspections

e Bathrooms & kitchens
e Sewers & drains
o \Water heaters
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Family-owned and serving
Lamorinda since 1993
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Bay Area
Drainage, Inc.
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e French Drains

e Underfloor Drains

e Downspout Systems

e Subdrain Systems

e Sump Pumps

e Retaining Walls

e Pavestone Driveway & Walkways

A General Engineering Contractor
Locally owned and Operated
Contractor LIC # 762208
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visit our website
www.bayareadralnage.com






