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STORIES

Do I have the family madness, Richard? Is this the beginning?
From “The Idaho Jacket”
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THE IDAHO JACKET
Prism International (Spring, 1973)
Roll of Honor, Best American Short Stories 1974

Richard, realize one thing: I am beginning to wear the
Idaho jacket comfortably now. Perhaps I'm not wearing it
as comfortably as you would have, had genetics not played
its tricks on us all and given the second son, and not the
first, the bulky characteristics of the father. To Buck, I
gather, biology remains so much scientific claptrap and
when he gave you the jacket he did so knowing it was not
your size. But you had asked for the jacket as a kid, the
story goes, and so when you turned twenty-one, Buck gave
it to you. And I have no quarrel with any of this past
history, Richard, not even as I wear the jacket today.
Frankly for a long time I did not understand why you gave
me the jacket, particularly with the gesture by which it
became mine. Not understanding, I was unable to wear the
jacket comfortably. I wore it, yes, but rather with the self-
consciousness with which a timid boy will wear a
Halloween costume. That soon may be history, too.

I'm as ignorant about Idaho as I ever was. The
memories I have before Mother took me with her to Los
Angeles remain vague, like those hazy events subsequent to
an accident which one experiences while conscious but
later cannot recall. I cannot say whether or not I thought it
was strange to be going on a long trip without you and
Buck. Mother must have answered satisfactorily whatever
questions I asked, for my mind unleashes no ghosts of a
home and boyhood lost in Idaho. To tell the truth, I have
no memory of the Idaho jacket before references to it
began to appear in your letters.
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When did we begin to correspond? By the time I
was a teenager your letters had become my text, a text
wiser than the dull books I was expected to read at school.
Well, I shudder to think what Dr. Jefferson would make of
that remark! Mother, God rest her soul, retained one
idiosyncrasy which irritated me to the very moment of her
death — her addiction to psychoanalysis. I must have told
you what her last words to me were. "Tell Dr. Jefferson I
have no more repressions." If I didn't know better, I'd
think she said that for my benefit, hoping to get a grin out
of me before passing away. Richard, something is grossly
unethical about the way that headshrinker catered to
Mother's obsession to be "normal." We all know she was a
bit mad — madness was a large part of her charm, wasn't
it? She was very kind. Eccentric and unpredictable, yes, but
kind to the end. Could her last words have been for me
after all?

At any rate, your letters have always meant
something special to me. When so much space in them
came to anticipate your twenty-first birthday, the day on
which you'd receive Buck's jacket, I found myself growing
excited with you. I was excited even though none of your
reasons for wanting the jacket made sense to me. You
wrote me so many stories about your northern Idaho, the
land, and about something called "the high lonesome" and
how the Idaho jacket was part of each, but not once did you
say that you wanted the jacket simply because it had
belonged to Buck. Reading your tales, I decided you were
an incurable romantic. But my fingers were crossed for you
all the same.

Then you mailed me a photograph and in it you
were wearing a green and black plaid jacket several sizes
too large for you. Buck's Idaho jacket, I presumed. I put the
photograph in my wallet, often taking it out to look at it.
Do you see a physical resemblance between us? I fail to.
Nonetheless the photograph, whatever lack of family
similarity it documented, brought me closer to you.
Looking at it, I began to want more and more to see you, I
should say to meet you, to sit across the room from you, to
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talk to you, Richard. To talk to you. I don't know why I felt
this way about you but didn't have the same strong desire
to get to know Buck. I'm sure Dr. Jefferson could come up
with something! Well, he wouldn't necessarily be right. I
just know I wanted very much to meet you. I wanted to
know my brother. But although I was fourteen, and older
in many ways, when alone with Mother I couldn't bring
myself to broach the subject of a visit. I don't know why.

I feel foolish admitting this. It should have been
easy to visit. Do you know how far it is to Orofino from Los
Angeles? Something over a thousand miles. Then why did
we all wait until Mother died before meeting? We
essentially were strangers, you, Buck and I. If Mother
hadn't willed to be buried in Orofino, would we remain
strangers today? What was holding us back from each
other?

So Mother died and I took her home to Idaho. What
do we ever know about death, Richard? Or even about
dying? So many questions! The coffin was on the train,
fortunately out of my sight, and I thought a lot about death
on the trip north, thought about it while drinking myself
into maudlin reverie. Death happens to each of us, we
decide, but can this really be the end of our journey? I
doubt that my young man's theories about this will last out
middle age. Well, I'm not sure I have any theories.

I drank my way to Idaho. And because I was drunk
when the train pulled into Orofino, I can't recall whether
you were wearing the jacket at the station or not. To tell the
truth, I have only a fuzzy recollection of events up to and
including the funeral. Too much happened at once for all of
us, I think you would agree. Mother was dead; we were
meeting. Vaguely I recall that you and Buck shared my
anxiety drink for drink. What a sorry lot we must have
been for the relatives, husband and two sons staggering
under liquor instead of under a more dignified grief. I met
lots of relatives at the funeral, didn't I?

I do remember the poker game. It began two or
three days after we buried her, I think, at the instigation of
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Buck's Indian friend, Gib Hill. You must realize, Richard,
what a city boy I am and that the trip to bury Mother
provided the occasion for my first encounter with — shall I
call it the wilderness? The funeral seems longer ago than a
year, doubtless because so much of its presence was
drowned in sorrow, in liquored mourning for Mother. Yet
there may be no more dignified way to suffer, Richard.
There may be no dignified way to suffer at all.

I'm a city boy and the poker game fits right into the
romantic Idaho landscape. When I set Orofino against Los
Angeles, I can't comprehend Buck's complaints that Idaho
is getting too "civilized," that Idaho isn't the same country
in which he grew up, that the hills have been stripped of
timber. To my eye, the hills around Orofino are covered
with more trees than I could find in all of Southern
California. And the Clearwater River is getting polluted,
Buck complained, and yet the Clearwater is, yes, the
clearest river I've ever seen. Too many people moving in?
Into Orofino! How many could even find it on a map? For
me, Richard, to enter Orofino was to step into a page from
the journal of Lewis and Clark.

And as if towering trees, as if foaming rivers and a
vast unpopulated landscape weren't enough, you had to
show me Indians and poker games! For a while, cynically, I
thought the whole affair was a sham. Indians, hard-
drinking lumberjacks, two-day poker games — it was all
part of a skit you had arranged to impress your city boy of a
brother. What is it the cowboys say in the westerns? "Let's
pull one on the dude," or something close.

Endings have a way of defining what passed before
them, and of course I have no doubts about events now,
not about those events I can recall. We were at home, two
or three days after the funeral, drinking coffee at last
although it was well into evening. I felt out of place, the son
who was a stranger, who didn't know his father or his
brother. I wanted to know you both, certainly, and had
stayed over in order to get to know you. But so far I
remained a stranger and I was worried, the way things
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were going, that I'd return to Los Angeles one.

Then Gib Hill arrived. His appearance was reason
enough to doubt the authenticity of what followed. Los
Angeles is the home of the world's weirdest sects, Richard,
and Gib's attire reminded me of one of the many costumes
a native comes to accept as being part of Southern
California's natural landscape. Gib, by dressing the way he
did, gave himself away: he was not a "real person." Add
together the black cowboy hat, with a red rose in its band;
the dark glasses, never removed; the fringed jacket, the
faded jeans and the wide black belt with its silver dollar
buckle; the black cowboy boots, winged with red eagles on
its sides — add them together and you have an actor, a
ham, a mere surrogate of an "authentic personality": a
Marlon Brando motorcycle-riding cowboy. This judgment
was Mother's legacy to me: that damned analyst's point of
view!

"Poker game is hatching at The Lumberman's," Gib
told Buck. Well, at least The Lumberman's was authentic, I
had learned that. Buck had owned the bar and hotel in the
forties and Mother, those old Idaho stories went, had dealt
black jack there. My mother? The old photographs and
stories aside, the woman who raised me in Los Angeles, the
woman who gave what little money she could spare to an
analyst because she wanted to be "normal," this woman
was different from your card-dealer. Yet not as different as
I used to think.

We followed Gib to The Lumberman's, where at a
back table the poker chips were already up for sale. You
were wearing the Idaho jacket, I recall, and its cuffs
dropped to your knuckles. The men sitting at the bar were
kidding you about the jacket's not fitting as soon as we
entered, and I gathered it was an old joke between you. As
a matter of fact, you did look a little silly in the jacket. It is
one thing for a boy to stomp around the house in his
father's slippers, quite another for an adult to do
something very nearly the same. You must have been 25
then, for I had just turned 21. And yet our ages seemed to
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be reversed, Richard, and I acted like the more mature
brother. You answered one old man's kidding by picking
him up and carrying him around the room on your
shoulders while the others laughed and hooted. To be
honest, I was embarrassed. Embarrassed for us both,
perhaps.

Buck bought into the game and you wanted in, too,
but when you learned that I didn’t know how to play poker
(I still can see your disbelief), you stayed out, despite my
objections, in order to keep me company. We took a table
near the game and began what turned into a marathon of
drinking. Or at least it was a marathon for some of you.

The poker game intrigued me from the beginning. It
was played so theatrically, like a scene in the lowest grade
western, which only increased my doubts about the
authenticity of the entire affair. Talk about cool characters,
the likes of Paul Newman or Steve McQueen! Buck and Gib
seemed to be having a contest to see who could push
forward the most chips with the least concern. I expected
to see money change hands, yes, but I did not expect to see
poker pots worth hundreds of dollars. I did not watch in
awe for long: I concluded that the game was a sham, just as
I had suspected. No one except Hollywood actors can bet a
hundred dollars on two pair (I've since played poker
myself, Richard) without a flutter of emotion. At any
moment I expected the fraud to get the best of Buck, Gib
and the others, at which time they would break into
hysterics, the joke revealed and on me. I watched the game
silently, waiting for the punch line.

You had warned me that poker games at The
Lumberman's had been known to run for days on end but I
doubted this, too, since I doubted the legitimacy of the
game itself. But the game went on, while the bar filled with
boisterous spectators who looked as though they were
willing to wait for the outcome, no matter how long it took.
By the time I drank myself into drowsiness — it must have
been three in the morning by then — the game's end was
nowhere in sight. Perhaps I then decided that the punch
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line was more subtle, that the laughing at me wouldn't
begin until morning. You excused yourself to talk to the
bartender and returned with a key: we had rooms upstairs.
"You're sleeping in Nellie's old room," you told me,
grinning. "Nellie was the best looking whore on this side of
the Clearwater." Nellie, the prostitute, of course. Of course,
Richard. I'm sure I shook my head. You were carrying the
joke too far, making it much too melodramatic.

In the morning the game was still in progress. No
one had dropped out, though it was evident by the
distribution of chips around the table that Buck and Gib
were winning. Many spectators had retired. Buck waved as
I entered the room. I went to the bar, where soon you
joined me. We drank "red dogs," beer with tomato juice in
it. After several drinks, you suggested breakfast.

On full stomachs we hiked through the hills behind
Orofino. Once, when we had to crawl through a barbed-
wire fence, I warned that we might be trespassing. You
laughed and went on. You led me to a place with the
improbable name of Crazy Man's Gulch, a hollow to which
(the story went) Buck escaped as a young man whenever
the "high lonesome" got the best of him. I listened as
though to a foreign language as you went on to tell me
about the gallon jug of whiskey that accompanied him,
about the Idaho jacket that was his bed, about the young
wife (our mother) left behind. When I suggested that
perhaps Buck needed psychiatric help more than Mother
ever did, you said, "Hell, we're all nuts. Only Buck likes
being crazy. Relishes it." I was not prepared to believe you,
Richard. There is no Crazy Man's Gulch in Los Angeles and
gallon jugs are filled with Gallo or Italian Swiss Colony.
Young wives left behind commit adultery.

Returning after the hike, we began drinking again.
The poker game went on, and spectators returned in large
numbers, watching with an enthusiasm more proper to a
horse race. Slowly players began to drop out, as much from
exhaustion as from lack of funds, until only three were left,
Buck and Gib included.
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Buck was the first of the three to hit a losing streak.
After dinner he asked you, "How much money you got?"

"A hundred. Maybe more."

I looked for a sign that you were kidding. But you
weren't, for soon you passed him the money.

"Give me the jacket," Buck said.
You took it off and handed it to him.

Richard, what was I supposed to make of all this?
Although by then I was beginning to believe that the game
was legitimate, only legitimacy being able to sustain itself
to the very brink of boredom, as I watched you take off the
jacket I found myself with doubts all over again. As before,
the scene was lifted from the worst western I could imagine
— the passing of the rabbit's foot, the lucky silver dollar,
the magic spur, after which the winning streak would
follow. Buck put on the jacket and kidded Gib, "Watch out,
redskin, I'm wearing the luckiest coat in Idaho." Gib said,
"Deal." Was I supposed to believe such dialogue? We don't
have similar melodrama in Los Angeles.

Your own reaction puzzled me. You seemed
offended that Buck wanted to wear the jacket. Was he an
Indian giver, was that it? For Christ's sake, Richard,
enough was enough! That's why I begged my departure and
went upstairs. You were carrying the joke too far. If you
wanted your dude, you were going to have to come upstairs
to catch him.

And later, hearing the knock on the door, I
prepared for the punch line. Finally! You stood in the
doorway, carrying a bottle of whiskey and looking morose.

"Buck dropped out," you told me. "He lost big." Was
this the last parcel of bait? Who was hiding in the hallway?

You came in, sat on the bed, opened the bottle and
drank from it. I turned down a swig. No Hollywood
gestures for me.

"How much is losing big?" I asked.
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"He lost what cash we had between us. Big enough.
He lost in the jacket, that's what surprises me. He always
bragged about never losing in the jacket."

Who could miss this melodramatic springing of the
trap? I waited silently and soon there was another knock
on the door. Buck let himself in.

"Here's your jacket," he said and tossed the Idaho
jacket into your lap. He stopped just inside the doorway,
looking ill at ease. You handed him the bottle, he drank.

"What's the matter with you two?" he finally asked.
"I'm the guy who lost the silver, I'm the one who should
look gloomy. Smile, why don't you?" He turned and walked
away.

"Where's he going?"

You replied with an expression that said, Don't you
know? Then you remembered that Buck and I were
strangers.

"He's going down to get drunk. Gib won, so Gib
buys the drinks." You stood up, carrying the jacket. "You
coming?"

"Downstairs?" I could hear the festivity below.

"You don't think Buck came all the way up here just
to give me the jacket, do you? He wants us down there to
amuse him so he doesn't have to think about losing."

I said, "He took Mother's death hard, didn't he?"
You shrugged. "He's got losing to worry about now."

Without further word you tossed me the jacket. I
followed you downstairs, Richard, where we would
conclude our last drunk together, but it wasn't until the
next afternoon, while I was packing, that you explained to
me that the gesture of tossing me the Idaho jacket had
meant it was mine.

I'M LEARNING TO WEAR the jacket comfortably. Other
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coats appear on campus — letterman's sweaters, Army
fatigue jackets, leather jackets — but none rivals the Idaho
jacket. It's been in every whorehouse and drunk tank in
northern Idaho, Buck claims. Is it then too romantic to
insist that the jacket is special?

I've changed since wearing the jacket, Richard,
that's what I must make clear. Take today, for example. I
stopped on my way home from campus to watch the
construction that is going on down the block. Another
high-rise apartment building is going up, something quick
to meet the demands of increasing enrollment, and all day
long the clamor and rumble of construction makes
studying impossible. Passing by on the way home, I
sometimes stop to watch.

Putting up an apartment building is a rather
straightforward procedure, I think, one without your Idaho
melodrama. There is no mystery about what is going on,
even if to a casual observer the purposes of the workmen
appear to be random. There are blueprints and guidelines
and specifications to follow, and everything is figured out
ahead of time on paper.

I'm not sure why I stopped to watch today, or any
other day for that matter. I think the building going up is
ugly.

But today as I was watching, a middle-aged man
joined me. He was a businessman by appearance, or
perhaps a professor since we were so close to campus. He
watched the men drive nails, a crane lift boards, workers
scan blueprints and then he said, but not really to me,
"Terrible." He seemed embarrassed to have attracted my
attention and, perhaps for this reason, he quickly added,
"I'm afraid I'm old-fashioned. I prefer the old homes that
used to be here. But you can't argue with progress, can
you?" he laughed. And he went along his way, whistling.

I don't know, Richard. I get scared. Is it normal to
be twenty-two and scared? Shouldn't I be charging out into
the world, lance confidently poised, eager and willing to
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carve out my niche of stability? I graduate this year!
Sometimes I wish the Idaho jacket fitted me like it fits you.
I'd hunch myself down into it and hide.

Am I making any sense? I can't think of "sense"
without thinking of Dr. Jefferson and his kind of sense. I
abhor it, Richard. I'd rather be scared. I'd rather be mad!
Today, as the man departed whistling, I turned to the
rising building and looked at it as I had never looked at it
before. "Terrible," he had said, but so what? Who among us
had any control of its going up?

But what if I took control? Not by myself really, for
I'm quite sure — I can't explain it rationally — that if I
hadn't been wearing the Idaho jacket, I'd never have done
what I did next. Somehow wearing the jacket justified what
followed.

The construction area, of course, is fenced off. A
number of doors provide entrances into the working area
but above each of them is a sign that reads, DANGER
AREA! CLOSED TO PUBLIC. NO ADMITTANCE.
AUTHORIZED PERSONNEL ONLY. In the evening, after
the workmen go home, children climb the fence and play in
the area but during the day both adults and children heed
the warning. I always have. But today, Richard, I didn't.

I entered one of the plywood doors and began to
traverse the corner of the lot, which would bring me to
another door exiting onto the street near my apartment. I
bothered no one and entered no area where a board might
have fallen on my head, or where I was in any danger
whatsoever. I merely walked across the corner of the lot,
where building material was stacked, then exited and
crossed the street to go home.

A workman was shouting at me before I was thirty
feet onto the property. "Hey! This is a limited area!" Others
quickly picked up the protest, "This area's off limits!" "Get
on the other side of the fence!" "Can't you read the signs?" I
walked on my way without turning around and soon heard
a voice behind me, which was getting closer. It wasn't until
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I was out of the area and crossing the street that the
workman caught up. He yelled, "What's the big idea?" I
turned, found him standing in the plywood doorway just
behind me, smiled and nodded. Then I went on my way,
Richard, turning up the collar of the Idaho jacket as I left.

Already my imagination is running wild, and this
small incident expands into the following;:

I was walking across the lot under a shower of
boards and debris, walking under cranes which swung
their metal necks menacingly above me, passing by
jackhammers which tore the ground from my feet and
steamrollers which tried to make me a corner of a parking
lot, I was walking through it all, Richard, and I kept
walking, walked through it all in the Idaho jacket, through
all the bellowing workmen and protesting machines, the
clamor and rumble, the violated signs screaming DANGER
AREA!, T continued home without a glance behind me,
without a remark, I continued nonchalantly on my way.

Do I have the family madness, Richard? Is this the
beginning?
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THE MAN WHO SHOT ELVIS
Prism International (Fall, 1977)

So here he was, in the casino with hundreds of other
tourists, waiting in line two hours before show time, bored,
drink in hand, watching his wife shoot craps. Mary was
losing and angry but all the more striking for it, her blue
eyes intense as she shook the dice in a fist near one ear.
She brushed aside a strand of blonde hair that had fallen
across her face, still shaking the dice, softly demanding of
them five, five — she reminded him of a mad Scandinavian
queen who had one roll to win or lose a kingdom. For a
moment, he looked away, attracted by the ringing payoff of
a slot machine, and when he turned back the blonde queen
was coming toward him, dethroned and pouting.

"I hate that game, I just hate it," Mary said.
"You love it," said Lester.

"I don't have the luck I have on the machines." She
took a sip of his drink. "If you'd loan me five dollars ..."

He gave her twenty, and she was off to get change.
It was true, her luck on the dollar slots was phenomenal,
more than once her winnings had paid for their weekend in
Las Vegas. The only reason she had gone to the craps table
at all was because their place in line had brought them next
to it. As a businessman, Lester admired the savvy of the
hotel's management: make the customers line up for the
show in the casino, where they would have things to do
while passing time and would spend money passing it. The
line stretched past slot machines, twisted around roulette
tables to games of craps and twenty-one, then extended
back across the red carpet to the slots, a long traffic jam
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whose little order was imposed by three young hotel
employees, who reminded people that they were in line and
therefore should have someone keep their place before
drifting away to gamble. Lester was spending money
without gambling, on dollar-and-a-quarter drinks before
the show began and the price went up to five dollars. More
savvy: admission was disguised as a two-drink minimum.

He lost Mary in the crowd. Everywhere he looked —
hanging from the ceiling, posted on walls and pillars —
were photographs of Elvis and banners with his name. It
had been Lester's idea to spend the weekend in Las Vegas,
Mary's to see the show at the International Hotel.

They especially needed this vacation since the night he had
been robbed. This had happened two months ago, in the
parking lot of the bank as Lester walked to his car. He was
tired after working late and oblivious to the shadows in the
still night. Someone was suddenly in his way, a gun-like
protrusion pointing from a pocket, and Lester heard, "Your
wallet, man.” It was that simple. "Your wallet, man," no
more. Lester was about to reply with something automatic,
"Good evening," when the sight of the pistol, out of the
pocket and real, made him understand what was
happening. He quickly handed over his wallet, his gaze
never leaving the gun, the authority of which was absolute
although the pistol itself seemed fragile in the way it
reflected light from a streetlamp. When the man ran off,
Lester got in his car and drove home. He had two drinks
before telling Mary, who could not understand why he
wouldn't call the police. "I had less than twenty dollars on
me," Lester explained. "I'll notify the credit card people
tomorrow. I won't be liable. Maybe he needed the money.
He was black. If he'd been white, I don't think I'd have
given him a dime. He would've had to shoot me first. But
he was black."

He could not forget the absolute authority of the
gun. A few days after the robbery he went into a pawnshop
and purchased a pistol and shoulder holster, which he
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began to wear everywhere. He felt unmolestable with a
weapon. He would feel its weight near his heart and think,
I am safe.

They chose a motel on the strip. As Lester mixed drinks in
their room, Mary looked through the brochures and
coupons that the woman at the front desk had given them.
They had the weekend to relax and see a show or two.
Mainly they wanted to escape Los Angeles with its
robberies.

Mary said excitedly, "Elvis is at the International!"
"Who?" Lester's back was to her, hiding a grin.
"Who! Elvis Presley, you nerd."

"Oh, him. I think B. B. King is supposed to be in
town, too. Where's B. B. playing at?"

He turned and gave Mary her drink.

"I simply have to see Elvis while we're here."
"You've already seen him."

"But that was, god, how long ago?"

In 1956 or thereabouts, as Lester recalled the story.
Mary, fifteen, had waited in line for five hours to get a front
seat in a Miami movie house. She had screamed through
the entire show, almost close enough to touch him.

Mary said, "I can go alone tomorrow and we can
meet afterwards for dinner."

"If you really want to see that clown, I'll take you
myself."

"We can see him, really?"
"There's probably nothing more amusing in town."

"Oh you," and she threw one arm around him,
almost spilling their drinks. He could feel the pistol
between them, and so could Mary.
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"I'm going to take that off," she said.

"Don't stop there," said Lester.

Lester looked around for a waiter from whom to order
another drink. Unable to find one, he began to stare at
Mary, hoping to catch her eye and beckon her over to save
their place in line while he went to the bar. Mary was
playing three slot machines simultaneously, engrossed.

"Can I get you a drink?"

It was the man in line behind him. Earlier he had
nodded at Lester, who had nodded back; his wife had
smiled and Lester had smiled in return. He was expecting
them to start a conversation.

"I'm going to the bar anyway," the man told him.

"Thanks," said Lester, reaching for his wallet.
"Scotch and water."

"Let me buy." The man had turned to go before
Lester could pretend to object.

The woman introduced herself.

"I'm Nancy Waterby. My husband's name is Ralph.
We drove down from Medford just to see Elvis."

"Medford."
"It's in Oregon."
She offered her hand, and Lester gently shook it.

"I'm Lester Williams, and that blonde fanatic over
there, the one hogging the winning machines, is Mary, who
belongs to me."

The woman smiled. Lester wondered at which
movie house she had seen Elvis in the fifties.

"This is an unbelievable crowd, isn't it?” Nancy said.
"I wish we'd gotten in line much earlier. I don't think we'll
be seated on the main floor."
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"The dude's not hurting for fans," Lester agreed.

He turned away, pretending to be interested in the
craps game. Ralph Waterby returned with the drinks.

"I forgot to ask if your wife wanted anything," Ralph
said.

"Oh, I more or less do it heavy for both of us."

Ralph laughed. Nancy laughed. Lester looked at his
watch and, as if on command, someone across the casino
shouted, "We're moving in!" Lester called Mary, who
brought news that she was twenty-four dollars ahead.
Their cover charge was covered, Lester noted. Counting
Mary's drinks, he would have four to get him through the
show. He was no longer sure he'd be able to handle that
many.

They were seated at a long table in the first balcony with
the Waterbys and two couples who were together and
remained aloof. Mary was very excited, squeezing Lester's
arm and standing up from the table to get a better view of
the massive ballroom into which her idol would descend,
perhaps from heaven itself. Lester, too, was impressed: the
stage covered the entire width of the ballroom, and a
golden curtain just as wide dropped in front of the stage
from a height above the second balcony. Naked cherubs
flew among clouds on the side walls, above paintings of
Greek ruins and imposing figures from some forgotten
French court. A waitress handed Lester a souvenir menu
with Elvis' photograph on the cover and informed him that
the minimum number of drinks had to be ordered at once.
Soon there were four glasses lined up in front of him.

Ralph was telling him what a great show it would
be.

"What a fantastic comeback he made! After all
those lousy movies, what? about three a year through the
sixties?, and now this, it's just spectacular. That curtain
alone must be worth thousands. This show will be
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unbelievable. I wonder when it starts. How can they expect
us to sit here waiting?"

Business savvy, Lester knew. And just as he
expected, not Elvis but a comedian opened the show, doing
his routine in front of the golden curtain. "Folks, they gave
me this job tonight because Colonel Parker figured the
show needed a sex symbol." The crowd laughed and waited
for Elvis. But when the curtain finally rose, the stage
revealed a trio of black women, The Sweet Inspirations,
who sang a medley of Aretha Franklin songs as
photographs of Aretha flashed onto a screen behind them.
Yes, somebody sure knows what they're doing, Lester
thought. The delay only increased the excitement, and
Mary couldn't stop squeezing his arm. Lester slid away one
empty glass and moved three full glasses forward, one by
one, like customers advancing to his window at the bank.
Since being robbed, he greeted customers with an
apprehensive glance, trying to discern their motives.

When the curtain dropped again, the crowd hushed.
"Oh God, this is it," Mary whispered to him. Without
introduction an orchestra began to play, and Lester
recognized the theme from the movie, 2001. The music
seemed to come out of every wall. Scattered cheers and
shrieks identified those who were no longer able to contain
themselves; "This is it!" Mary said again. The movie theme
was picked up by a chorus, which like the orchestra was
hidden behind the golden curtain unless the voices
belonged to cherubs, to French royalty. The crowd floated
like a frail bubble. Then the curtain began to rise slowly,
the bubble was burst by the quick rhythm of a drum, by
heartbeats, and Mary began to scream. Elvis ran onto the
stage and came forward to the very edge of it, arms
outstretched to his fans as he walked up and down the
width of the ballroom for everyone to see. He was dressed
entirely in white, his clothes sparkling with jewels. What
can that dude be thinking now? Lester wondered. I am
Elvis, this is my body.
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When Lester was sixteen, he decided to become a rhythm-
n-blues star. Three friends agreed that this was a great
idea, and they immediately formed a group called The
Woodpeckers. They spent most of the summer learning
songs, rehearsing, building a repertoire, and by the time
school started they could imitate a number of popular
groups, singing "Sincerely" like The Moonglows and "Gee"
like The Crows, "Earth Angel" like The Penguins and "Sh-
Boom" like The Chords. They changed their name to The
Blackbirds and began to sing at high school dances and
talked of cutting a record soon. Lester wrote a song called
"Shoo-Do-Be, You Need Me," which everyone agreed was
their best number. They recorded this song and a few
others on tape, which they left with the secretary of a
record company. They would hear from the company soon,
they were told.

The record company never contacted them, and
graduation ended their dream. One of The Blackbirds went
to college on a track scholarship, another joined the Army
to flee a pregnant girlfriend, a third disappeared from the
neighborhood. Lester, who had kept remarkably good
grades for the little time he spent studying, enrolled in Los
Angeles Junior College.

Two years later he heard "Shoo-Do-Be, You Need
Me" on the radio, sung by a group called The O'Brien
Sisters. He knew he had been robbed but it didn't matter,
his dream now was to make money in business. He wanted
to make a lot of money because his father, a mailman,
earned barely enough to support a wife and six children.
Lester was determined to do better than this. For a
beginning, he wouldn't make the mistake of having a large
family.

He graduated from Junior College and transferred
to Business School at UCLA, supporting himself with a
night janitorial job. He met Mary in his senior year, and
they fell quickly in love and were secretly engaged.
Anticipating the objections of both sets of parents, they
stretched their secret to include marriage in Las Vegas as
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soon as Mary came of age. Lester still planned to make a lot
of money in business, but while waiting for more specific
intentions to occur to him he decided to get his Army
obligation out of the way. Mary accompanied him overseas,
and from Germany she wrote her parents that she had
decided not to be an airline stewardess after all, as a matter
of fact she had gotten married instead, and she and her
husband were in the Army now, an ocean's length from
home. She was sorry to be so sudden and late with the
announcement but she knew they would understand and
would like Lester because she loved him very much and
had never been happier.

It occurred to Lester that it would be the easiest thing in
the world to shoot Elvis Presley through the head. He saw
no visible security precautions. If an assassin were willing
to wait four hours in line instead of two, a front table would
put the target within easy range. Even from the first
balcony, even from the second, Elvis was closer than
President Kennedy had been to that window in the
warehouse.

But shooting from a balcony, an assassin would
have to be an excellent shot because Elvis never kept still.
He sang while doing splits and leaps and karate chops.
Using the whole stage, Elvis worked himself into such a
sweat that he had to stop after several songs to wipe
himself dry with a red silk scarf, which he then threw to the
screaming crowd. A flunky brought Elvis a blue scarf, and
after three or four songs it, too, was thrown to the fans, and
the flunky raced forward with a purple. Lester wondered,
What is that man's salary?

He pictured Elvis writhing in pain. Elvis was
singing a hit, "Hound Dog" or "Heartbreak Hotel," when
the bullet struck him below the navel, above the thigh. He
grabbed himself like a man with a hernia, sinking to his
knees when he knew he should be making a flying leap,
rolling onto his side as the drummer awaited a karate chop
to punctuate, blood flowing readily but soaking only the
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crotch of his white pants before the advancing crowd,
panicked and furious, had them pulled off, then his
diamond-studded shirt torn to shreds, his hair portioned
out from the roots. Lester quietly slipped out an exit,
unnoticed. He waited for the press in the casino but the
reporters were skeptical. "I tell you, I did it! I did it because
a long time ago they stole my song. They stole my song. It
would have been a hit for me but it was a hit for them
instead. They stole it."

He worked in payroll in the Army and this, with his degree,
landed him a job with a Los Angeles bank after discharge.
Lester was soon well-liked as one who paid attention to
details: he changed his white shirt daily, he wore only black
socks, he never wore a loud tie, when there was extra work
to do he worked nights without having to be asked, he
learned the first names of the right customers and was
formal with the right customers. After two years Lester felt
secure in the job, and only then did he tell Mary that she
could look for a house to buy. By 1967 no one could say
Lester was not a success. He was even successful enough to
exercise some independence, wearing wide and colorful
ties before his boss began to wear them. At a party his boss
told him, in the presence of others, "Lester, you wouldn't
have gotten away with dressing like that before you became
such a credit to the bank." Lester shocked everyone by
replying, "Don't ever call me a credit to anything again. I
do my job, period."

As Elvis sang "Love Me Tender," Mary softly wept.

Ralph asked Lester, "Why doesn't he play the
guitar?" After the first two songs, the flunky had taken the
instrument away. "I wanted to hear him play some more.
Play your guitar, Elvis!"

Lester stared at the last drink in front of him. It was
going to be a horse race.
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Before leaving the motel to see Elvis (and she had insisted
they go early), Mary called her sister in Los Angeles to
check on the children. They had waited six years before
starting a family, and Krista, the oldest, was now five.
Krista wanted to speak to her daddy on the phone.

"What's up, sugar?" Lester asked. "You behaving
yourself?"

"Yes. Will you bring me a pitchur?"

"What kind of picture? Want a pretty postcard?"
"A pitchur of Elvis."

"Elvis! Where'd you find out about Elvis?"

"Mommy said you are going to see Elvis. I want a
pitchur."

"Okay, sweetheart."

As soon as Mary had hung up, he asked, "How did
she find out about Elvis?"

"We listen to him all the time."
"You do?"

"Well, you ought to know that."
"Stop brain-washing my daughter."

"Don't be silly. We listen to your records, too."

He was so drunk that he had missed everything, and Mary
had to explain.

"There were two of them," she said. "They just
jumped up onto the stage and ran at Elvis and before you
knew it, pow!, he did a couple karate chops on them. It was
fantastic. Police came out from everywhere and hauled the
guys off."

Lester, moving along with the crowd, felt like a leaf
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floating down the gutter. He couldn't remember finishing
the last drink or seeing the end of the show.

"At least they didn't try it earlier. Elvis was doing
his last song, so nobody missed anything. I don't think
that'll be tried again once people find out he can do karate.
It was fantastic."

They emerged from the ballroom, and Lester
stopped to take a deep breath.

"Are you okay?" Mary asked.
"I just need a minute. Little dizzy."

"You didn't have to drink mine. We could have left
them."

"I'll be okay in a minute."

He concentrated on breathing until his head began
to clear.

"I'm exhausted," said Mary. "I've never been to a
show like that in my life. I'm just exhausted."

"Yeah, you scream a lot."
"Oh, you. Are you sure you're alright?"
"Much better. Let's go."

But he had to stop again outside on the sidewalk. A
universe of blue lights towered above them, silhouetting
the International Hotel against the desert sky. He
recognized the Waterbys coming toward them.

"Would you folks join us for a nightcap?" Ralph
asked.

Lester said, "I've had it."
Nancy suggested coffee.

"We have an early start in the morning," said
Lester, stretching the truth.

"Well, it's been great," said Ralph. "What a great
show. Here, I'd like to give you my card. If you're ever in
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Medford, look us up."
"We'd be so delighted," said Nancy.

Ralph said, "I don't quite know how to say this but
Medford, you see, is a little backward in some ways and
we've never had the opportunity or pleasure before to —
well, what I mean, what I'm trying to say is, we enjoyed
being with you. You're excellent company."

"You mean I'm a credit to my race," said Lester.
"Now I didn't mean to —"

"Then I'm not a credit to my race."

"You are! I mean, I didn't think of it that way."
Lester slapped him on the arm.

"We had a ball," he told the Waterbys. "Have a safe
trip home."

"You, too," said Ralph.

The two couples shook hands before walking off in
opposite directions. At the car, Lester asked Mary to drive.

The morning newspaper explained that the two men
merely had wanted to shake Elvis' hand. They were
unarmed and a little drunk and intended to shake hands on
a bet. Elvis wasn't pressing charges, so the police let the
men go.

Getting into the car after breakfast, Lester asked
Mary if she believed that's all the men wanted to do.

"I think so. Why?"

"Because it would've been easy if they'd wanted to
shoot him."

"What kind of hypothetical situation is that?"
"It's not so hypothetical."

"Who would want to shoot Elvis in the first place?"
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"Lots of people."

As the car idled, Lester looked for something to play
on the tape deck.

"Who?" Mary wanted to know.
"Jealous husbands."

"Oh God, Les, you're not going to tell me you were
jealous last night."

"Because you turned into a thirty-two-year-old
teenager? Not me, baby."

"You're being stupid. Nobody wants to shoot Elvis."

"It would be easy to do. I had a gun in there, didn't
I? Who would've stopped me?"

"I don't want to talk about it."

He put on a tape of old rhythm-n-blues songs and
turned the car toward Los Angeles. He sped across the
desert at ninety miles an hour, listening to his music as
Mary slept, and Elvis was not mentioned again until they
were home and Krista ran to him for her pitchur.
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THE FIRST STOPLIGHT IN WALLOWA COUNTY
Northwest (September 4, 1988)

Fletch had woken up without an alarm clock at 5:30 a.m.,
give or take ten minutes, for so many years that neither
Sunday off nor a bad hangover could keep him in bed past
six. On this Sunday the hangover was worse than usual
because he had been lucky playing cards last night at Mel's
Tavern, putting together a rare string of winning poker
strategies. Twice he drew successfully to an inside straight.
At stud, in the largest pot of the evening, he bluffed Jensen
into folding three visible kings in deference to his own two
aces up, even though he had only a junk deuce down. And
more often than not, he folded the two pairs on which he
habitually raised — and lost. When the game was over,
Fletch walked away from the table almost $50 richer, most
of which he spent setting up whiskey at the Cowboy Bar
down Main Street.

Fletch rarely drank hard liquor, which made his
first gesture this morning tentative — but right on time. Or
so he thought.

The first hint that something was wrong was that
the clock read four, not five-thirty. The second was that he
could read the time at all. His Big Ben came from a
preluminous era when clocks had big hands and little
hands instead of radiant numerical displays. Fletch's big
hand had not reached the bed lamp yet, and so he
shouldn't have been able to read the time. But read it he
did.

Fletch's room was located above the selfsame Mel's
Tavern responsible for his hangover — or at least that had
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financed it. Looking out the window to Main Street, Fletch
saw the one thing in the world that should not have been
there: a stoplight. A genuine traffic light, swinging lightly
in the summer breeze, showing him a devilish green even
as it showed Swede's Tavern across the corner a diabolical
red. As anyone in northeastern Oregon could tell you, there
wasn't a single stoplight in all Wallowa County. Since
Joseph was in the county, Fletch must be looking at some
alcohol-induced mirage.

Moving in the green glow to the window, he leaned
on the windowsill and stared out at the light. He scratched
his belly and stared for a long time — until suddenly,
impossibly, the green light turned yellow, and the yellow
light turned red.

Fletch moved quickly then. He hurried back to bed
and pulled the single sheet up over his head. He swore to
quit whiskey forever, even to give up drinking beer — and
this time for real.

Not an hour had passed before Renford was shaking him.
Fletch never locked his door — in Joseph, locked doors
were as rare as stoplights.

"You're not gonna believe this," Renford began.

By his usual waking time, Fletch had followed
Renford into a growing crowd of men on Main Street, each
man staring up at the stoplight with something between
outrage and wonder. These were the early risers who
started off the day with coffee at Tony's Cafe when it
opened at six, workday or not. Each turned silent, as if
standing before an inexplicable disaster. The speculation
didn't begin until Tony's opened, where coffee cleared the
mind.

"It's gotta be Divorak who done it," Fletch
suggested, referring to the mayor.

In Joseph, being mayor is not really a job — at least
not a full-time, paying one — and in the most recent
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election Divorak had won easily by garnering the write-in,
sympathy vote. Election Day fell a few weeks after his
stroke, and everyone knew that only makeshift work such
as politics could keep Divorak out of the fields and away
from the hard work now forbidden by his doctor.

To everyone's surprise, Divorak took an immediate
liking to the job. He started hanging around City Hall even
when there was nothing to do, which was most of the time.
Moreover, lately he had been ending rare meetings of city
business by yelping like a coyote, as if aiming to outdo the
infamous "whoop whoop!" of Portland's mayor, Bud Clark.
While no one actually believed that Divorak was trying to
get on the Johnny Carson show, as Clark had done,
nonetheless a man who yelped like a coyote wasn't entirely
to be trusted.

Divorak, for example, stood fully behind the
summer re-enactment of the Great Joseph Bank Robbery.
At first, this idea for luring tourists from the Wallowa Lake
campgrounds into town had been scoffed at, almost
universally. The very idea that working farmers and
ranchers would volunteer an hour or more in the middle of
the day to playact at robbing the First State Bank building,
long home to the historic museum, was ridiculous. So
ridiculous, in fact, that no one was quite sure how such an
idea had actually come to pass, so that all summer — on
Wednesdays, Fridays and Saturdays — grown men quit
work to dress up like cowboy outlaws, much to the delight
of hundreds of tourists (during Chief Joseph Days,
thousands) who lined Main Street to watch the five-minute
performance. The Great Joseph Bank Robbery was the
promotional coup of the summer, and Mayor Divorak had
been behind it from the beginning. Such a man was fully
capable of putting up a traffic light for the tourists as well.

Such was Fletch's reasoning, and he was close to
calling for a vigilante march on City Hall when someone
pointed out that City Hall was rarely open — and never on
Sunday. Before a consensus was reached on an alternative
plan, the mayor himself walked into the cafe, beet-red and
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looking like another stroke was in progress.

Everyone started talking at once. The mayor was
getting redder and redder, and Fletch worried that soon he
would be yelping like a coyote, so he yelled for the crowd to
give Divorak its full attention.

The mayor explained that he knew no more about
the origin of the stoplight than anyone else. In fact, he had
rousted his son-in-law, who worked for Power and Light, to
get his truck over here right away so they could take the
damn thing down. His son-in-law pointed out that it might
be the county's doing, in which case the mayor of Joseph
was powerless. Because it was Sunday, there was nothing
to do but wait until morning, call the county, and find out
what was going on. There followed considerable discussion
about proper governmental chains of command, all of it
speculative.

Fletch was never a man to trade action for
discussion, and so he put his own plan to work. Gradually,
with knowing nods, men began to slip out of the cafe,
climbing into their pickups and driving home. Thirty
minutes later the mayor was still holding court, mainly to
tourists who eavesdropped over their breakfasts and
wondered what all the fuss was about.

Suddenly a gunshot was heard — but too loud and
resonant to have come from a single weapon. Mayor
Divorak, Peg the waitress, Jimbo the cook, a handful of
residents and a multitude of tourists, all rushed out onto
Main Street to see what had happened.

Although the early morning breeze had died down,
the stoplight was swinging wildly, all of its signals
shattered. Below it a large crowd had formed; women
stood beside their children, and in front of them was a
foreboding circle of men, Fletch and Renford among them
— men who, except for the different colors of their billed
caps, could not have been told apart, they looked so much
alike, cradling their smoking rifles and sporting their wide
grins.
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It took three red beers before Fletch figured out what had
happened. Without a hangover, he would have figured it
our immediately; under this morning's affliction, he
couldn't think clearly until Vitamin C was back in his
system.

"Renford," he said from a bar stool at Swede's. "You
know who was responsible for that? Enterprise."

Of course! Having heard it, no one doubted it. No
one doubted in at Swede's, or later across the street at
Mel's, or at the Cowboy Bar, or at Tony's, where the dinner
special was chicken-fried steak. It had to be Enterprise, the
county seat, and the motive had to be jealousy.

The Great Joseph Bank Robbery must have had
something to do with it as well. The re-enactment was
based on an actual robbery on October 1, 1896, when three
men held up the Old Joseph Bank. The leader of the gang
had escaped with $2,000, but one compatriot had been
killed and the other, a local boy named Tucker, had been
captured and sent to prison. After getting out, Tucker
returned to Joseph to become a successful sheep rancher
and, eventually, vice-president of the very same bank he
had helped rob. Of such stuff the West was made, and
Enterprise had no story — not even a lie — that could
match it.

If this were not humiliating enough, it was the year
of two local centennials, and Joseph had raised its blue city
banners three days before Enterprise had raised the red
county ones. Rivalry between the two towns, which were
only six miles apart, was always fierce, but this summer,
with all the additional tourists coming for the centennial
activities, competition was especially aggressive. Because
Joseph clearly was winning the tourist sweepstakes, it
would be just like someone from Enterprise to try and
downplay the victory by creating a diversion. No one
wanted to be stuck with the first stoplight in Wallowa
County.
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By evening, Fletch had sworn in a posse of sorts to
take responsibility for the retaliation. They all agreed they
would have to erect a stoplight in Enterprise — and that
very night. The trouble began over where to put it.

Fletch wanted to erect it at the corner by the
courthouse, across from where all the fancy new shops had
gone in. Enterprise had become so gentrified that one
could buy a cup of espresso, a cone of frozen yogurt, a
scented candle, computer software, a salad with sprouts, a
bamboo beach mat, any number of ridiculous T-shirts and
strange greeting cards, and who knew what else, all
without walking two blocks.

Renford wanted to attack more directly. He had a
cousin camping at the lake, he explained, a cousin from
California. Let his cousin hang around the taverns in
Enterprise for a few days and learn who did it.

"We'll string the stoplight over his driveway," said
Renford.

No, no, insisted a sheepman named Hancock. What
is it that really separates Enterprise from Joseph? What
most symbolizes Enterprise's departure from Wallowa
traditions in order to enter the mainstream of progress?
Clearly one thing. Enterprise has a Safeway store. Put the
damn thing up in front of Safeway, was Hancock's idea.

Too much beer had brought out the intransigence
in Fletch's posse, and for the next several hours little
progress was made. In fact, they didn't get back on track
until the bartender at the Cowboy Bar yelled last call. Then
they quickly decided to draw straws among the six sites
that had been suggested, and Fletch was drawing up the
slips when Mayor Divorak walked in for a nightcap.

"Can you believe these tourists?" the mayor said,
grinning. "As soon as my son-in-law got that stoplight
down, some joker in a Winnebago pulled over and offered
50 bucks for it. He said his son wanted to put it up in his
dorm room back in Portland."
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If there was one place worse than Enterprise, it was
Portland. By the time the bartender had shooed Fletch and
his posse out onto Main Street, the focus of their insults
had changed considerably.

"Look at Portland's crime rate," said Fletch. "You
can't leave home without locking your door."

"They got drugs worse than L.A.," said Renford.

"Streets full of whores and winos," said the mayor,
and he yelped like a coyote.

Others pointed out the lack of mountain-clear water
and clean air in Portland, no fresh beef available, all that
big city red tape, new freeways opening all the time, traffic
you wouldn't believe, and no real beauty, certainly nothing
like the Wallowas. Portland was a city that commissioned
Beauty and got Portlandia, a copper statue of a scantily-
clad lady holding a pitchfork.

They continued the litany of insults while ambling
to their separate pickups. Compared to Portland,
Enterprise was downright appealing, and so no one
objected when Fletch suggested the six-mile drive to
Toma's Restaurant, the only place short of La Grande
where a fellow could get breakfast on a Sunday night.

The next morning, a working day, Fletch woke up at
5:30 on the money, rolled over and switched on the bed
lamp. He was at Tony's shortly after 6, where he joined a
table with Renford and others, and over many cups of
coffee not one word was spoken about the strange and
short life of the first stoplight in Wallowa County.
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LESSONS FROM THE COCKROACH GRAVEYARD

Expression (Volume Three, 1991)

THE OLDER I GET, the less I understand women. Their
sense of cause and effect, for example. I am opening a beer
in the kitchen, prior to preparing tonight's stir-fry, and as I
do a cockroach appears on the wall over the faucet. I see it,
I probably even see it first, but for the moment I do
nothing because the critter is still too close to the faucet to
ambush — one move by me and it'll be scurrying into the
plumbing. I know this because I've tried it before: cause
and effect. And Maggie was there when I tried it, too,
screaming as if she'd just spotted a ten-pound rat.

This evening she doesn't scream. When she sees the
cockroach, she says, "You're doing this on purpose, aren't
you?"

"What?" I reply.

"You know what. Jesus."

Even though my back is to her, I can sense Maggie
moving slowly toward the refrigerator, reaching for the can
of Raid we keep up there. I buy Raid because it was the
great poet Lew Welch who wrote, "Raid Kills Bugs Dead!" 1
raise the bottle of Full Sail and tip my head back, drinking
deeply, taking in a third of the brew. Then I belch.

"Ahhhh!" screams Maggie, charging forward like a
mad bee, spraying Raid at me and the cockroach, though
I'm not sure which of us is the primary target. I cuss under
my breath and get the hell out of the kitchen, grabbing a
full beer from the fridge on my way.

In a couple minutes Maggie joins me in the studio's
largest space, the bed-living-dining-room. She looks
exhausted. She is as dark as a Mediterranean gypsy but is
proud to be Irish and doesn't like it when I start talking
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about gypsies in the woodpile.

"Any luck?" I ask.

"He got away into the plumbing." She always refers
to cockroaches in the masculine.

I don't get it. Will my beer bottle hit the ceiling if
drop it? Don't women know anything?

EVENING. The stir-fry was average, conversation at dinner
non-existent. We've been living together almost three years
and haven't talked of marriage for the last two. We still
have sex, which is about all we have.

I'm still drinking beer, Maggie has poured another
glass of Chablis, and we stare silently at the small black-
and-white TV that sits on my trunk. It's one of those
television magazine shows, full of scandal and gossip.

My mind is adrift, trying to remember the closing
lines of Lew Welch's "Chicago Poem," which for some
reason has been on my mind lately. I no longer have a book
of Welch's poems. I no longer have books. I met Maggie
three years ago after a bad divorce and have been traveling
light ever since.

Trying to recall Welch's lines, I don't see it at first.
But Maggie does. She has eyes like a hawk. Suddenly she
throws her wine glass against the wall, and I jump.

"What the hell's the matter with you?" I ask.

"You drive me crazy, pretending you don't see it."

"See what?"

"On the screen!"

She's on her feet, going for the Raid, when I see the
dark speck moving across the belly of a woman in her
underwear. At first I'm confused, wondering what scandal
I've missed, but then I understand that it's a Maidenform
ad.

Maggie is a wasteful cockroach hunter, she's
spraying the Raid when she's still six feet from the screen,
not only wasting spray but warning the cockroach, which
now hurries down a thigh to try and escape under a tuning
panel. But Maggie is on the critter before it gets to the
woman's foot, spraying like crazy, until the room is filled
with a mist of Raid.
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"All right already!" I shout, standing up. "You don't
have to waste the whole can on the thing."

Maggie stops spraying. She turns to me and gently,
like a father pitching the first softball to his son, tosses me
the can of Raid. Then she grabs her coat and leaves.

I fetch another beer, sit down, stare at the television
and try to remember Welch's lines. "Chicago Poem" is a
wonderful poem about Welch finally refusing to contribute
anything more to the stinking polluted mess that is
Chicago. But I can't remember his phrasing.

I'M IN BED when Maggie gets home. She's brought her
girlfriend, Martha, to help her move out.

At first I pretend to be sleeping. I'm not surprised,
really, I'm just angry she chose to do it this way, at this
hour. I keep my eyes closed under the bare lightbulb and
listen to them gathering her things in the closet, taking her
spices from the kitchen, sorting through the mess that is
everywhere for what belongs to her. It's all as clear as day,
even with my eyes closed.

Then there is a silence that confuses me. Facing the
wall, I open my eyes and see a cockroach not two feet from
my nose. I slowly, quietly, roll over and can make out
whispered conversation at the small table off the kitchen. I
reach for my robe on the floor, slip it on and make my
appearance.

Martha quickly gets up and says to Maggie, "I'll
wait in the car." Passing me, she gives me a stare that
would give Raid competition.

I sit down and Maggie pours another glass of wine.

"I'm sorry," she says, "I just can't take it any more."

"Take what?"

"Oh, Raymond."

"You could have warned me," I say.

"I don't believe you haven't seen this coming."

"We could've talked about it."

"You don't talk, that's part of the problem. Maybe
that's all of the problem. You stopped talking when you
stopped playing."

I play jazz guitar, or used to. Everything left me
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about a year after my divorce. You don't explain these
things, you just go with the flow. If a riff doesn't occur to
you, it doesn't occur to you.

"For the past year, even longer, we've both just been
going through the motions," Maggie says. "I need more
than that. So do you."

"Don't tell me what I need,” I mumble.

"What?"

"Nothing."

Maggie drinks her wine and stands up. She starts
toward the door.

"What if we talk more?" I ask.

She turns long enough to say, "Oh, Raymond," then
moves toward the door again. I stand up and follow her.

When she opens the door, I say, "I don't get it. I
don't understand you. No warning, nothing."

Maggie turns and starts to say something but stops.
She's looking at the wall near the door, where the
cockroach I saw earlier is hovering near the mattress on
the floor.

When I understand what is happening, I say, "Want
me to get you the Raid? One last shot?"

"That's not funny. This is as hard for me as it is for
you."

"Is it?"

"Yes, it is!"

I feel bad for making her angry. Maggie takes a
deep breath, starts to go, and changes her mind. She takes
one step into the room.

"I don't know what you're going to do about it," she
begins, "but I know what I'm going to do about it. I'm just
going to walk away from it. Maybe some of it will die if I'm
not around feeding it any more. Lew Welch, remember?"

I correct her paraphrasing of "Chicago Poem,"
saying, "Maybe a small part of it will die. Small part."

"Goodbye, Raymond." She turns and gently closes
the door behind her.

I'look at the wall. The cockroach is still, as if daring
me to go for the Raid.
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WE MAKE an undeclared pact, the cockroaches and I. I lay
off the Raid, and they don't show up as often any more. I
even come to admire them in a way. Somewhere I read that
cockroaches would be the sole survivors of a nuclear war. A
guy could have a worse role model, if he's interested in
surviving.

A couple weeks later I run into Maggie in a bar.
She's leaning over a small table, leering at a guy who
dresses like a banker. I can't believe it. I can't resist going
to the table either.

"Well, looky here," I say.

Maggie sits up stiffly. "Hello, Raymond," she says.
"Harold, this is Raymond."

"Hi, Harry!"

Maggie gives me the smile that says, Go away! I
grab a chair from the next table but before I sit down an
amazing thing happens, Maggie brings out a can of Raid
from her purse and points it at me. I start laughing. Then
she starts spraying.

I squint, moving forward to grab the can away from
her. The banker, Harold, is on his feet, ready to protect the
fair maiden or something.

"You can't do that to me," I tell Maggie.

"Raymond, you're even bringing them in on your
clothes now. Look, he's dead on the table."

Sure enough, there's a dead cockroach next to the
ashtray. I glance at Maggie, who looks as if she's about to
cry. I turn and go.

NOW IT’S all-out war. I complain to the manager and tell
him if he doesn't get the building sprayed I'm moving,
which is a lie, there isn't a cheaper studio in the city.

So I have to do it myself. Me and Welch. I buy cans
of Raid a half dozen at a time, attack the critters with a can
in each hand, going for broke. I wear a red bandanna over
the lower half of my face, looking like a bank robber,
spraying behind the refrigerator, spraying under the sink,
spraying where the pipes come out of the wall, spraying
around the toilet and tub.

The more I spray, the more of them that appear.
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Finally, I run out of Raid. Then I run out of money.

IT’S A DUMB GIG, playing popular songs in a seafood
restaurant, accompanying a bad pianist, but it pays the
rent, it pays for the Raid. Then one night Maggie wanders
in. She's alone, which surprises me. She looks great, which
doesn't.

I try not to look at her but during the break the
cocktail waitress tells me that the pretty girl with the dark
features has bought me a drink.

"Long time," I say, sitting down.

"Yes, it has been."

"So how are you doing?"

"Terrible. I miss you."

This takes me by surprise, and I almost choke on
my beer.

"Didn't you get my letters?" she asks.

There were three of them, long handwritten
analyses of our relationship, the pros and cons, and an
indirect inquiry if I'd be interested in sitting down across
the table from her to analyze the relationship together. I
never answered one. I didn't know what to say.

I reply, "Of course, I got them."

"Had nothing to say, right?"

I shrug.

"I've forgotten how well you play."

I force a smile. "It's embarrassing to be here,
really."

"No, I think it's good for you to be here. It's better
than not playing at all."

Actually she's right, but I don't respond.

"I've got to get back to work," I say and finish the
beer in a long gulp.

THROUGH THE LAST SET, I can't help but wonder why
she's still hanging around. Is she trying to tell me
something? Maybe she's horny. We managed to do that
right most of the time. But as it turns out, she still wants to
sit across the table from me.

"I think in a different context we can be very good
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for one another," she says. "I know that I love you."

Love. Do I love her? The Greeks had three words
for it, eros, fidelia and agape. We'd had the first from the
beginning, the second most of the time — and the third?
I'm not sure if I could love a woman the way I love my
music.

"I've learned a lot from living alone," she says. "I
think I can bend for you if you can bend for me. I realize
how important your music is to you. Not just as a
profession, but as a way to communicate. When we fight in
the future, I think you should start whistling jazz to me."

I have to laugh, and as I do she reaches across the
table and takes my hand.

"Can you bend at all, Raymond? I don't think I'm
asking for much."

"I never did understand what you were asking for,"
I admit.

"Respect."

The word astonishes me because I've always
respected her.

"That surprises you, doesn't it?"

"Frankly, yes."

"I can't live in a hovel," Maggie says. "I'm affected
too much by my environment. I know you thought it was
all we could afford, since you were out of work, but we
could've cut corners and rented a better place, a cleaner
place."

"No cockroaches? Good luck. Not in this city."

"Someplace where they spray the building
regularly. It's important to do things like that on schedule,
you know? Just like it's important to do the dishes every
day before they start piling up in the sink. If you ignore
little things like that, before you know it everything gets
out of hand. Then it's a major project to clean up. Do you
understand what I'm saying?"

"Neither one of us are great housekeepers."

"I'm not saying it's all your fault. I'm saying your
environment can affect how you feel, how you behave, your
attitude, everything. I never want to live in a place like that
again."
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I admit that I've been looking around for another
place, now that I have a regular paycheck again.

"Maybe we can talk about your moving in with me,"
she says. "I have a one bedroom."

I say, "Maybe we can go there tonight."

She squeezes my hand, lets it go and smiles.

"Not tonight. I don't want us to get back together
for the wrong reasons. I love you, Raymond. I want us to
work. I want us to sit down soon and talk about the things
that went wrong. And why."

"I was hoping you were ..." I finish the sentence by
raising my eyebrows in the way that once was a signal
between us.

"I am, Raymond, believe me." She stands up. "I
don't know what you're going to do about it, but I know
what I'm going to do about it."

She comes around the table, bends down and kisses
me on the lips.

"I'll call you tomorrow morning, okay?" she says.

"I'd like that."

"Oh, Raymond."

I don't even close down the bar. Even with money
in my pocket I don't buy a new can of Raid. Something has
changed. I'm hearing riffs again. I celebrate by taking a
cab, not the bus, to a hotel and renting a room. By the time
a lone cockroach crawls out from the bathroom plumbing,
the room is dark and I'm enjoying the soundest sleep I've
had in months.
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ESSAYS

...I quickly met my second wife, a brilliant graduate student
who liked to brag that she had never met a man who could
drink her under the table. Then she met me, and it must have
been love at the seventh or eighth pitcher.

From “Liquor and Lit”
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CONFESSIONS OF AN OREGON PLAYWRIGHT
From Northwest Variety

I've never had a strong sense of place. Born more or less
"rootless" into a Navy family for whom travel was frequent
and "homes" like Virginia and Texas merely a temporary
stop between tours of duty, for whom relatives in the
Delaware Valley country of New Jersey and Pennsylvania
were people one visited on occasional holidays--1 grew
up with a crazy mixed-up accent of speech and a sense of
keeping my toothbrush ever at the ready.

My accent had been honed along the beaches of
Virginia, where I was born in 1939 at the Naval Hospital in
Norfolk, and at George Peabody Elementary School in
Dallas, where I began school. No doubt the influence of my
parents, with their Pennsylvania Dutch roots, was in there
somewhere as well. At any rate, by third grade when we
were moving yet again, this time to the melting pot
of Southern California, my accent was sufficiently foreign,
which isto say sufficiently "southern,” that my parents
were persuaded that I needed Speech Therapy, which the
Pasadena School System gave me gratis until I spoke like a
human being. This isn't the kind of background that gives
one a strong sense of place.

I don't recall hearing a thing about the Pacific
Northwest by thetime I graduated from high school.
Indeed, somewhere along the way, in the frequent change
of school systems, I had missed the study of geography and
to this day cannot identify the states on a U.S. map, despite
my travels. But in 1957, having survived the early years of
rock-n-roll to graduate from high school and be accepted at
Cal. Tech. (where I expected to become a mathematician or
an astronomer, to whom a sense of place is, after all,
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astronomical), I became aware of Oregon, to the north,
where my parents planned to settle into early retirement,
in Medford.

Since today I have something of a reputation as "an
Oregon playwright," at this pointit would be properly
dramatic to confess that it was love at first sight, that I took
readily to the woods and wilds of the Northwest, became a
great fisherman and hunter, camped out for weeks at a
time, learned to survive on regional flora. In truth, my
early memory of Medford was that it was terribly boring.
There was no jazzstation on the radio. No decent
bookstore in town. No one seemed to have heard of Muddy
Waters, Little Walter, Howlin' Wolf or any of the other
blues artists I was discovering in the late fifties. Medford,
and Oregon, must be a fine place to retire since it sure
seemed like a boring place to live.

Enjoying the Northwest came later. For reasons too
complex to relate here, I dropped out of school in 1959 and
joined the Army. It was one of several profound decisions
I've made in my life: for three years I received an intense
education from my fellow linguists, most of whom were
senior to me by five or six years, with Masters Degrees
from Berkeley, Yale, Harvard, Chicago and Columbia,
graduate students who had joined the Agency ("choice, not
chance") a step ahead of the draft. They told me what
books to read and became the foundation of an intellectual
community I had not been a part of before, not even at Cal.
Tech.--and this community, the Army being what it is, had
no common geographic roots. Yet one of my senior
colleagues, Dick Crooks, was a Northwest fanatic--or to be
more precise, a fanatic for the timber and palouse country
of northern Idaho.

Dick had nothing if not a sense of place. I was
captivated by his deep feeling for "home," and the closer
Dick and I became, the more his sense of place became my
own. Over German beers and German wine, I could listen
for hours to Dick's romantic tales of his northwest Idaho
country and its colorful loggers, of drinking and gambling
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and whoring and carrying-on in towns like Orofino, Pierce,
Riggins. It was Dick who introduced me to the music of
Woody Guthrie (twenty years later I would perform a one-
man Guthrie show), particularly to the folk poet's
songs about the Columbia River. I heard my first logging
jokes from Dick. I learned about something he called "the
high lonesome" (later a central image in my short story,
"The Idaho Jacket").

After discharge, I visited Dick in Orofino, his home
town on the Clearwater River, and with Orofino as home
base I was given aguided tour through what suddenly
became "God's country," full of raw beauty and raw people.
I was finishing up my undergraduate studies at the time, at
UCLA, with no notion that I would become a writer. But
suddenly, thanks to Dick, I seemed to know where I was.
The Pacific Northwest offered dramatic contrast to the
buzz and frantic growth of Southern California, which was
beginning to wear on me. Perhaps I missed the Atlantic
Ocean and Texas plains of my childhood and longed for
wider spaces. Yet I was attracted to the people as much as
to landscape: there was something fundamental, genuine
and poetic in the manner of the old loggers (some of them
Dick's relatives) we uncovered in hideaway homes and
bars. I became "a true believer," and years later versions of
these same people would begin to populate my plays.

When I began writing fiction in my late twenties, I began
with the technical lack of a sense of place, though I didn't
realize this at the time. In my short fiction, this was not a
serious problem, but in the novel form, to which I began to
devote my energy, my inability to create "place" (a fully
dimensional environment in which my characters could
live) was a major artistic failure. I could create story and
character but no sense of atmosphere or environment: the
flesh of my people had no skeleton to hang on, and
consequently my characters were vague and undefined. It
took me no less than three unpublished novels to get the
message that I wasn't a novelist. When one doesn't have a
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sense of place, it's easy to get lost. In the meantime, while
working on an M.F.A. in fiction at the University of
Oregon, I began to write plays. My initial motive was
greed-a blessing in disguise. The University was offering a
fat Shubert Playwriting Fellowship and, like any beginning
writer, a contest was justification enough for writing a play.
I wrote my first play in competition for the Fellowship and
came in second. The next year I won the Shubert, and
consequently was required to get my M.F.A. in playwriting,
not fiction. But I had taken an immediate liking to
playwriting as well: a play didn't take as long to write as a
novel (three failed novels had exhausted me); more
importantly, in a play one didn't have to create a sense of
physical space. The space was the stage itself, and bringing
its physical aspects to life was the job of the set designer.
Moreover, the flesh of a character was hung on an actor.
Here, then, was a form in which my strengths (storytelling
and the creation of character) were not hurtby my
weakness (not knowing where I am).

In retrospect, I like to think this was an ecstatic
moment of discovery, though I cannot pinpoint when it
happened. I suppose playwriting just grew on me, like my
love of Dick Crooks' Idaho and, by extension, the entire
Pacific Northwest--from the hills I wandered east and west
of Eugene, to the mountains I visited in Washington and
Montana. I graduated with an M.F.A. in playwriting and
moved east, surely ready for playwriting's major leagues:
I'd eliminated my major technical weakness as a
writer with the help of collaborators, Dick and the set
designer and the actor. And if alone I didn't have a
sufficient sense of place, they gave me one, and together we
were going to write some damn good plays.

In early draft the play had the horrible title Goodbye,
America, I Love You, and it was the first play, story or
novel I had ever set out of the west. Most of my work by the
mid-seventies was set in Southern California, where I'd
spent much of my youth. Typically my work dealt with the
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confrontation of the city Californian with the rural
Northwest, a journey matching my own; but never had
I told a story set on the east coast. Then I wrote a play set
on Maryland's Eastern Shore. My usual thematic matter
was there, the dramatic confrontation of urban and rural
values, but somehow I was shocked to discover that I
had actually set a play in the east. "You're becoming one of
us," a friend told me. As much as I admired and was
fascinated by the watermen of Chesapeake Bay, who had
much in common with Northwest loggers, I obviously was
an outsider, an observing stranger. Moreover, for the
first time in my life I was gaining a rough sense of place;
east coast rhythms and density were swift and compact,
and I missed the more open and relaxed texture of the
west. I returned in 1977, to Portland, Oregon.

Goodbye, America, I Love You became The Pardon,
the first of a dozen of my plays to premiere in Portland. It
is still the only thing I've written set on the east coast.

On the surface, a sense of place has become important in
my work in recent years: the Northwest backdrop is
thematically important in plays such as Country
Northwestern (about the last day in a town being flooded
by a dam project), Christmas at the Juniper Tavern (the
comic confrontation of a logging community with
an Eastern guru and his followers), Waitresses (a mother-
daughter story of small town Oregonians with dreams of
Nashville). I've named my northwest territory "Juniper
County," and although Iset Juniper in Central Oregon,
there is a considerable influence of Orofino, Idaho, there as
well. Each of the plays above has at least one regional joke I
first heard from Dick Crooks. And I've been lucky to find
set designers who create my small town taverns
and kitchens with convincing realism. With my
collaborators, then, I've succeeded in becoming "an Oregon

playwright."

But what does this really mean? After all, I don't
always write in regional settings: two of my best plays (in
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my opinion) have nothing to do with the Northwest: The
Comedian In Spite of Himself (about the life of Moliere)
and The Sadness of Einstein (still unproduced as I
write, about certain comic possibilities of the new physics).
My most successful play, Christmas at the Juniper
Tavern, draws more from my early 1971 one-act, The
Death of  Teng Yen-feng, than from the
Rajneesh phenomenon in Oregon, althoughI've yet to
meet a journalist who believes me when I say this. In fact, I
consider my major playwriting influences to come from the
Europeans, with their stronger sense of a theater of ideas,
than from the naturalistic Americans. The sense of place in
Our Town” in which Wilder's dramaturgy cast influences
throughout Europe (as Durrenmatt and others have
acknowledged), is different from the sense of place in Neil
Simon's New York or David Mamet's Chicago, where
physical territory can be important. Thorton Wilder wrote
of places in the mind, and except for Albee, early Sam
Shepard and Arthur Kopit, few of his artistic disciples in
the U.S. have gained wide audiences. "The inside of my
head is my country," a character of mine sings, and this
allegiance is my own.

If this suggests a fragile allegiance to the Northwest,
I admit it. The dramatic opposition of things urban and
rural, which is so central in my work, can be set in many
environments. I have a sense of being "a westerner" but
less of being "a Northwesterner." Most of my stories would
work in the Southwest, the small communities of Northern
California, the Nevada desert, or on an Hawaiian island. I
set many of my plays in Oregon because I live here; I like it
here, but I claim no special significance for the region, as
I make use of it, other than its being a part of "the
(vanishing) west."

I'm sure there is a tradition of Northwest literature
but I don't feel that I am a significant part of it. That
tradition belongs to poets and novelists who grew up here,
who hunt and fish (I still don't), who can use a chain saw
without endangering life and limb--the kind of people
whom I often put in my plays. As "a regional writer" I
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suppose I'm something of a spy, "stealing" from the direct
experience of others, but like it or not, I find myself called
"an Oregon playwright" as if this were especially
significant. Indeed, recently a critic wrote
that Christmas at the Juniper Tavernis "an Oregon
classic" but I haven't the slightest idea what this means. To
me, the play is philosophical comedy (even a Zen comedy)
about the comic clash of Western and Eastern values and
versions of reality. Its relationship to the Rajneesh
phenomenon is accidental but also fortunate in its timing,
in that it gave the play a large audience (perhaps for all the
wrong reasons). But "an Oregon Classic"?

People have influenced me more than place. Dick
Crooks' Northwest became my own but it was probably the
magnetism of Dick's personality that made the difference.
Portland, which has been very kind to me as a playwright,
is kindest with its people. Portland is not an important
theatrical town: without an Equity company, it does not
belong to the significant regional theater network in this
country. To have a play produced in Portland is, frankly,
professionally meaningless, as far as one's "resume" is
concerned. But Portland is home to Steve Smith, Gary
O'Brien, Peter Fornara, Richard Watson and other theater
directors and producers who have supported my work for a
decade now. They have helped shape my work but this is
not the influence of Portland, it is the influence of living
artists who just happen to make Portland their home, as I
do. Perhaps I found these collaborators so readily--and the
most important thing about theater is that it is a
collaborative  art--because Portland is  theatrically
insignificant in the national perspective: any genuine
playwright who happens along readily stands out. Indeed,
my agent in New York considers a Portland premiere
no premiere at all; Portland doesn't count. But here I am,
working away because I like the people I work with here.
The '"residency" relationships I've had with Portland
theater companies is the very best way a playwright can
work: I usually have a stage even before I begin to write.
And the stage is my canvas, not the white paper
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that precedes the script. The stage is my canvas, the actors
my language, and I've happily found ready access to both
in Portland.

There are professional advantages and dis-
advantages in my situation. I get more work done, and
presumably grow more artistically, since I've reduced the
anxiety and hassle of finding a production. At the same
time, a Portland production is something of a laboratory
test--one can find out much about the strengths
and weaknesses of a script, but since Portland is not on the
professional theater circuit, there is little communication
between Portland and the country's regional theater
centers. A play done in Seattle or San Francisco can be
seen by directors and producers who matter "in the
business" of professional theater. This is unlikely
in Portland.

Then why don't I move to Seattle? I ask myself this
annually. But interestingly enough, when I think of
moving, I usually think of eastern Oregon, or the coast, or
even Dick's Idaho-- country places where the northwest
environment is rural and remote. Perhaps I've come to
have a sense of place, after all: a liking for the sound of
rivers, wind in the tall trees, the smell of stark desert
and white mountain and vast ocean. This place grows on
you.

Wherever I am, in Portland or elsewhere, I'll be
writing plays setin Juniper County, Oregon, and others
that are set elsewhere. I'll continue to set city against
countryside, insider against outsider, logger against guru,
and (as in a play in progress) folksinger against singing
robot. Juniper, I suppose, has become my image of
something that is rootedly western, rootedly special, but
which is challenged everywhere by new and different
values and realities. Space, solitude, individuality, self-
reliance--these are the values I associate with the
Northwest, as I make use of them as a playwright.
But space may be a dinosaur, doomed to disappear, and
self-reliance can easily turn into selfishness: these are the
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parameters of conflict from which drama emerges.

I don't expect to be living in Portland forever.
Professionally, I need a larger theater market; I just don't
want to have to move there. What one does, I suppose, is
hide out to write, and commute into the large cities for
production. So I'm rather searching for a place to hide out
in these days. Recently, in fact, Dick Crooks and I returned
to Orofino, and the Clearwater River looked pretty good.
But last year it was Hawaii that looked pretty good.
And next year?

In the last analysis, I'm my father's son, always at
sea, the Northwest a port that's been good to me but still
not quite home. Perhaps the "high lonesome" of Dick
Crooks' loggers and the wanderlust of the sailor are
related: toothbrush ever at the ready, the human accent
mixed-up and crazy, always a step away from needing
additional therapy--but who knows where one may find it?

If this is the same thing as being "an Oregon
playwright," that's fine by me.
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BIRTHING LITTLE RICHARD
Reflections on the Rise of Rock-n-Roll, Los Angeles, 1950-7

(originally published in Oregon Magazine)

I became a teenager in the right place at the right time. Al-
though you could count on one hand the number of blacks
enrolled at Woodrow Wilson Jr. High or Pasadena High
School, Los Angeles County had large enough a black pop-
ulation to justify the existence of radio shows that played
"the very best in Negro entertainment" around the clock.
One such show was Hunter Hancock's afternoon
"Harlematinee" on KFVD.

I'd discovered this radio show in Jr. High. In 1952,
when I turned 13, I already was part of a growing vanguard
of white kids listening to black music, and we were going to
change the popular music industry forever. I was on the
front lines for the birth of rock-n-roll.

But as a pre-teen and teenager, I didn't look like
anyone in "Grease" or on "Happy Days." I didn't even
smoke, let alone roll a cigarette pack up the sleeve of a T-
shirt. I didn't own a car, let alone a hot rod. My hair was in
a butch, not a flat top. Hell, I didn't even date. I was a sci-
ence nerd -- but boy did I love listening to black music on
Hunter Hancock's radio show, from Little Water to Muddy
Waters, from The Clovers to The Robins to The Flamingos,
from the wailing sax of Earl Bostic to the bending guitar
notes of young B.B. "Blues Boy" King.

To this day I can remember Hancock's signature in-
troduction: "From blues to ballads, from bebop to boogie,
featuring the very best in Negro entertainment." Late at
night, there was a more risque radio show, "Harlem Hit Pa-
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rade" on KRKD, which was hosted by a DJ who called him-
self "Huggy Boy" and sponsored by an all-night record
store, Dolphin's of Hollywood.

In this literal and explicit age, when the life of the
imagination is so impoverished that nothing is left to it,
anyone under 55 may find it hard to comprehend how
risque the lyrics of some early 50s R&B songs were and
how titillating they became to white teenagers and pre-
teens. Black artists were attracting a growing, white,
teenage audience with songs that rattled the walls of de-
cency, and the times they were a-changin'.

In 1951 came "Sixty Minute Man" by Billy Ward and
The Dominoes. This bragging confession by a stud includ-
ed lines like "they call me Lovin' Dan; I rock 'em, roll 'em,
all night long, I'm the Sixty Minute Man." This great lover
would make women holler "please don't stop!" and his se-
ductive ways would end with "fifteen minutes of teasin', fif-
teen minutes of squeezin', and fifteen minutes of blowin'
my top."

Television was in its infancy, and there was no talk
show on which a Dr. Ruth could explicate the meaning of
"blowin' my top." Virgin teenagers had to imagine this ex-
perience themselves and, believe me, the result was consid-
erably more titillating than anything Dr. Ruth would have
to say.

The next year The Clovers released "One Mint
Julep." Here we learned that seduction could have unfortu-
nate consequences: "I'm through with flirtin' and drinkin'
whiskey, I got six extra children from a-gettin' frisky" and
"one mint julep was the cause of it all."

1954 is the pivotal year in the history of rock-n-roll.
Most pop music historians credit "Sh-Boom" by The
Chords as being the first rock-n-roll single. This song by a
black group attracted such a substantial white teenage au-
dience that it was "covered" by a white group, which typi-
cally drained the arrangement of all its sensual energy and
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began a process of de-sexualizing early black rock-n-roll
with white cover records that reached its absurd extreme
when Pat Boone started covering the hits of Little Richard.

But in 1954 the sound was still black. That same
year in Memphis, Sam Phillips of Sun Records, who had
been looking for a white singer with the black sound and
black feel, signed Elvis Presley.

To "hip" white teenagers, however, 1954 was most
remembered not for "Sh-Boom" or Elvis but for three ex-
traordinary records released by Hank Ballard and The
Midnighters: "Work With Me Annie," "Sexy Ways," and
"Annie Had A Baby."

In "Work With Me Annie," the lyric "let's get it
while the gettin' is good" was considered so dirty, so ob-
scene, that for a time the song was banned from the air-
ways in Los Angeles. This was the situation when I heard
Huggy Boy announce on his early morning radio show that,
the law be damned, next week at 3 a.m. he was going to
play "Work with Me, Annie" on the air!

My Jr. High was abuzz with the news. Would Huggy
Boy really dare to do this? Of course, those of us who were
hip (and I was one hip nerd) knew the song because we
owned a 78 rpm record of it or at least had heard it on the
radio before it was banned. And no wonder it was banned:
"Annie please don't cheat, Give me all my meat!" My God,
who had ever heard anything so sexually explicit on the ra-
dio before?

Hank Ballard and The Midnighters, more than any
other black group in the early 1950s, had a reputation for
being sexual and dangerous. Their songs were full of refer-
ences to, well, SEX. "Sexy Ways" had the mind-boggling
lyric: "In the hall, on the wall; Dance baby dance, now
crawl crawl crawl!," followed by so many repetitions of "Oh
baby; Do it, baby" that a teenager could have a premature
coronary just from imagining the activity being described.
Ballard's quivering voice suggested more sexual abandon
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than anyone before Little Richard. Hank Ballard and The
Midnighters would have made "The Star Spangled Banner"
sound sexual.

Despite being banned, "Work With Me, Annie" was
so popular -- at the time it was referred to as the Negro Na-
tional Anthem -- that it inspired a sequel, "Annie Had A
Baby." This song was filled with predictions about male-fe-
male relationships that many male teenagers would en-
counter in the very near future: "She sings to the baby in-
stead of me, Clings to the baby instead of me; Now it's clear
and it's understood -- That's what happens when the gettin'
gets good! Annie had a baby, can't work no more."

And so we spent a long week at Wilson Jr. High in
1954, the tension mounting, as we awaited the early morn-
ing when Huggy Boy was going to defy the law and put An-
nie back on the airways. Would he chicken out at the last
minute? One day a rumor spread around school that Hug-
gy Boy had been fired. In my room, I nervously waited up
late for his show to start -- and felt incredible relief to hear
his usual opening banter, "This is Dick Hugg -- Huggy
Boy!"

On the morning in question, I had no trouble get-
ting up at 3 a.m. I often set my alarm for 3 in order to get
up and look at the stars with my telescope. Sometimes I
would take a portable radio outside with me, listening to
Huggy Boy at low volume as I star-gazed. This night, how-
ever, I stayed in bed, turning on the show around 2 and
waiting for the count-down to the magic hour.

As 3 approached, it became clear that he was going
to go through with it; at least, he kept talking about it. And
then the hour came, and it really happened: the introducto-
ry guitar riff played, Hank Ballard sang "Work with me,
Annie" in a voice drooling with sex, and the Midnighters
followed with their suggestive chorus, "Ah-oom, ah-oom."
Jesus Christ, Huggy Boy was breaking the law just like he
said he would!
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I wanted to call up one of my nerd friends to make
sure he was listening. I wanted to shout at the top of my
lungs -- without waking my parents. I wanted to mastur-
bate. Maybe I would have gotten around to the latter if an
unexpected sound hadn't come from the radio.

Someone was pounding on a door! Huggy Boy ex-
plained that the police were outside, trying to break into
his studio! And then there was a crash, a confusion of noise
suggesting breaking furniture ... and then the radio show
was off the air! Huggy Boy had been arrested, right on the
radio!

It doesn't matter that later, as an adult, I realized
this was all staged. And good radio theater it was, too. But
at the time it all made perfect sense because there was, in
fact, something deliciously wicked about listening to the
songs of Hank Ballard and The Midnighters. The sizzling
abandon in these songs was as different from Patti Page's
proper singing about doggies in the window as the chaotic
mess in my room was from the perfectly made bedspread
in my parents' bedroom. (Of course, no teenager could
imagine his parents making love.)

In fact, rock-n-roll was going to clean up its act as it
became more and more popular in the late-50s. The infa-
mous gyrations of Elvis' hips were far less risque than the
quivering sexuality in Hank Ballard's voice, but by Elvis --
who burst upon the scene in 1956 after Phillips sold his
contract to RCA, where Elvis quickly recorded "Heartbreak
Hotel" and became a national icon -- there was such a
large, white, teenage audience for rock-n-roll that the less
threatening gestures of Elvis caused much more uproar
than the raw sexuality of early 50s R&B. Why? Probably
because the white audience was small and restricted to
large urban centers in the early 50s. By 1955, kids every-
where, from Montana to Rhode Island, were getting off on
rock-n-roll, and to some critics this defined a cultural cri-
sis. At more than one radio station, rock-n-roll records
were being destroyed on the air.
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For me, rock-n-roll was just about over by 1957, and
my musical tastes were turning to West Coast Jazz, partic-
ularly to the musical partnership of Gerry Mulligan and
Chet Baker. I wouldn't get interested in rock again until
Bob Dylan went electric. But I experienced one last hurrah
to the more raw early sounds when a traveling rock-n-roll
revue came to my high school during my senior year.
Among the headliners was Little Richard.

Little Richard inherited the "most nasty" throne
from Hank Ballard. Little Richard was even more danger-
ous: for one, he looked more dangerous, with his pom-
padour hair style and constantly sweating brow, and the
sexuality in his voice was more like a growl than a quiver.
Hank Ballard seduced the audience; Little Richard raped it.

I went to the revue mainly to see Little Richard.
He'd recently come out with a new single, "Jenny, Jenny,"
the only recording on which he'd lost his breath, and I was
hoping he'd sing it. Near the end of the program, he did.

Unfortunately, he wasn't able to finish "Jenny, Jen-
ny." Little Richard, who knew as well as anyone why white
teenagers had flocked to rock-n-roll, began singing on
stage with the microphone between his legs, where it jutted
out toward the audience like a long, skinny, silver phallus.
He even began stroking it.

Somewhere in the back of the auditorium was our
Principal. She was not a fan of rock-n-roll, and the only
reason the revue had come to campus was because the
campus belonged to the Community College, which we
shared while our new high school was being built. When
our Principal saw what Little Richard was up to, she did
the very thing one might expect from a woman whose high-
light of the week was to lead the student body in singing
"You Gotta Have Heart" at the end of each school assem-
bly: she turned off the power to the building.
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Somehow no riot started. After the show was offi-
cially canceled, most teenagers probably went cruising or
went home, waiting for Huggy Boy to come on the radio.

I remember sitting in the dark auditorium, mar-
veling at the history I just had witnessed and how lucky I
was to have grown up on The Clovers and on Hank Ballard
and The Midnighters and how one day I would be talking
about seeing Little Richard the night my high school prin-
cipal turned off his power, and how wonderful it was to be
a teenager at this time and place, to participate in the rise
of rock-n-roll, even if now Little Richard and Jerry Lee
Lewis were the only performers who retained the forbidden
danger of the music's roots.

It wouldn't be until six years later, late on a morn-
ing in November, 1963, when I would learn that history has
many moods, some of them dark and uprooting, and as the
sixties progressed and the assassinations piled up, I began
to understand that never again would I live through an his-
torical moment as warmly nostalgic as the birthing of Little
Richard.



Deemer Reader: 67

LIQUOR AND LIT

A Portrait of the Writer as a Drunk
(originally published in Oregon Magazine)

Like many writers of my generation, I studied in the school
of liquor and lit. Previous generations of American writers
pointed the way. My literary heroes when I was learning the
craft in the 1960s were (or had been) hard drinkers if not
outright drunks: O'Neill and Saroyan and Williams,
Faulkner and Steinbeck and Hemingway, Mailer and
Baldwin and Cheever, James Agee. The hard-drinking
American writer was a figure of mythic proportions, and by
the time I graduated from UCLA I was eager to join his
ranks.

But I came both to literature and to drinking rela-
tively late. In high school I was one of those science nerds
who didn't date and got A's. My idea of a good time was to
get up at three in the morning to look through my telescope
and fulfill my obligations as one of the country's younger
members of the American Association of Variable Star Ob-
servers. It took Uncle Sam to give me an appreciation for
liquor and lit.

I joined the Army at the end of a cycle of confusion,
a major life crisis at 20. I went from high school to Cal
Tech as a math major, but none of my previous math and
science teachers had informed me that I wasn't a genius.
When I discovered the truth by sitting next to an authentic
genius or two at Cal Tech, I was crushed. I wanted to be "a
pure mathematician" more than anything else (the mathe-
matician as artist), maybe an astronomer next; I learned
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that I didn't have the brains to be a pure mathematician
and that professional astronomers rarely look through tele-
scopes. I didn't want to become an engineer, but this ap-
peared to be my destiny if I stayed at Cal Tech. I left with a
B average in the middle of my sophomore year and trans-
ferred to Berkeley, telling myself I was now a philosophy
major.

Berkeley in 1959 was like the Internet in 1994, full
of dazzling, chaotic energy. I became a street person in no
time at all, finding the street life much more exciting than
classes, and for a while I even lived in a tree house I'd built
in Strawberry Canyon. I was beginning to drink beer and
wine regularly and, for the first time, to read literary books
that weren't required in a class.

I ended up joining the Army because I was broke --
and because the draft was hanging over my head. An Oak-
land recruiter decided I would make an excellent spy, and
so he put me in the Army Security Agency. After doing well
on a battery of tests, I was assigned to the Army Language
School in Monterey, where I was trained as a Russian lin-
guist. This proved to be a major turning point in my life
and a strong push toward a career in liquor and lit.

Assigned to a company of Russian linguists in Ger-
many, I found myself surrounded by former graduate stu-
dents with Masters degrees in Literature and History and
Philosophy, majors that would not give them deferments to
escape the draft as they worked on their doctorates. They'd
joined the Army to avoid being a foot soldier, and they be-
came my tutors. As one of three odd-balls in the company
who didn't have a college degree, I became a sort of intel-
lectual mascot, and my colleagues fought among them-
selves to influence me, one trying to turn me into an histo-
rian, another into a psychologist, still another into a writer.

I was still drinking in the minor leagues at the time.
My fellow Russian linguists, most of them five years older
than I, inspired me to try out for the majors. Shy by nature,
but looking up to these older, bright colleagues and want-
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ing to join their drinking clique, I discovered a capacity to
belt shot for shot with the best of them, far into the night. I
may be younger and less well-read, but they couldn't drink
me under the table!

And so my Army career was highlighted by heavy
drinking and heavy reading in the most stimulating intel-
lectual environment of my life.

When I was discharged and returned to finish col-
lege, I majored in English at UCLA. I was drinking regular-
ly by then, although I didn't really consider the one or two
six-packs I consumed daily to be "drinking." Drinking was
consuming hard liquor, which usually I reserved for week-
ends. I was a student, after all, with books to read and pa-
pers to write. Beer was what you drank along the way be-
cause it tasted better than water. A six-pack a day didn't
keep me from graduating with honors, Phi Beta Kappa.

After UCLA, I went off to graduate school at the
University of Oregon, where more than ever liquor and lit
were the engines that drove my considerable energy. I was
"someone to keep an eye on" in the English Department,
already publishing book reviews in national journals and
short stories in literary magazines by the time I arrived. Al-
though my first marriage had failed, I quickly met my sec-
ond wife, a brilliant graduate student who liked to brag
that she had never met a man who could drink her under
the table. Then she met me, and it must have been love at
the seventh or eighth pitcher.

Everyone, or at least everyone worth knowing, was
hanging out at Maxie's tavern near campus, and when it
closed many would come over to our house for nightcaps.
Literary talk was loud and heated, at least until the guitars
and auto harp came out, and a few of us sang folk music as
others passed around joints and mellowed out. My genera-
tion was too young to be beatniks and too old to be hippies
but we prided ourselves on being academic bohemians all
the same, seasoned students in the school of liquor and lit.
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When I graduated with an MFA in Playwriting in
1974, I had a growing list of publications, the first awards
and productions of a playwriting career, and a thirst for al-
cohol more insatiable than ever. But something was begin-
ning to change. The dark side of alcohol consumption was
beginning to reveal itself.

I don't have to tell you what happened next. You al-
ready know. Alcohol is our culture's official, legal drug, and
everyone knows someone who has abused it. What hap-
pened to me over the next twenty years is more or less
what happens to every alcoholic. The Japanese have put
the progression of the drinking life more succinctly than
anyone: first the man takes the drink; then the drink takes
the drink; then the drink takes the man.

But why didn't I know about the dark side of liquor
and lit when I bought into the curriculum? What was so at-
tractive about the hard-drinking literary life in the first
place? Why were so many writers of my generation (and
earlier ones) such big boozers?

I first began to look closely at these questions dur-
ing the year I spent as an in-patient in a VA treatment pro-
gram. Assigned to work in the medical library, I had a lot of
time on my hands and read as much as I could about alco-
holism. I found two books about the curious marriage of
writing and alcohol abuse in American culture and I de-
voured each, looking for answers.

In "The Thirsty Muse: Alcohol and the American
Writer" (1989), Tom Dardis begins with fascinating statis-
tics: "Of the seven native-born Americans awarded the No-
bel Prize in literature, five were alcoholic. The list of other
twentieth-century American writers similarly affected is
very long; only a few of the major creative talents have
been spared."

Dardis points out that similar statistics do not hold true for
European writers, suggesting the affiliation between writ-
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ers and booze is a particularly American phenomenon (and
perhaps one that happened at a certain time as well).

So what's the explanation? Dardis makes no real at-
tempt to find out. Instead he gives us detailed chapters on
the sordid drinking lives of Faulkner, Fitzgerald, Heming-
way and O'Neill, telling horror stories similar to those one
can hear in any AA meeting anywhere in the land.

Dardis concludes: "All four of the writers discussed
here suffered tremendous physical and spiritual pain
through their heavy drinking. Three of them found their
creativity irreparably damaged by their alcoholism; only
one escaped from the grip of the disease to discover that its
very nature would become his greatest subject." The latter
is O'Neill, of course, who sobered up and went on to write
his two masterpieces, "Long Day's Journey Into Night" and
"The Iceman Cometh."

Donald W. Goodwin is much more helpful in "Alco-
hol and the Writer" (1988). Although he, too, explores the
drinking lives of a number of writers -- Poe, Fitzgerald,
Hemingway, Steinbeck, Simenon, Faulkner, O'Neill, Lowry
-- he boldly attempts to explain why such "an epidemic"
happened in America in the twentieth century. His chapter
"Notes on an Epidemic" even has a subchapter entitled
"Causes."

Goodwin lists three reasons why alcohol and the
writer go so well together. I'll relate each to my own experi-
ence.

"1. The hours are good." No doubt about it, the writ-
ing life (especially on a freelance basis) provides consider-
able time for drinking. Most of my life I've written to dead-
lines, paid by the project, which gave me lots of wiggle
room for fitting in a binge or two. I'd get an assignment or
a grant and not expect to be seen for weeks at a time. No
one cared if I wrote at three in the morning or three in the
afternoon. All that mattered was that I deliver the product
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by the deadline. And, to use alcoholic double-speak, I never
missed a deadline I didn't get extended.

"2, It is expected." I've already confessed to buying
into the myth of the hard-drinking American writer. All my
heroes drank heavily, so why shouldn't I? I think the asso-
ciation between writing and drinking has changed in our
culture -- or maybe just been transferred. Perhaps in the
sixties the hard-drinking writer became the hard-drugging
rock star. Same myth, different characters. I look around
today and find more coffee shops than bars; maybe that's
where young writers meet. I hope so.

"3. Writers need inspiration." I don't buy this one.
Alcohol never inspired me. I couldn't write drunk and did-
n't even try. I wrote with a hangover, of course, but whatev-
er "inspiration" may have come to me while drinking I for-
got by morning, and I always wrote in the morning as soon
as I could function. I'm one of those writers who believe in
perspiration more than inspiration. But writers as distant
as Fitzgerald and Stephen King are quoted by Goodwin in
support of alcohol's ability to enhance creativity. Not with
this kid.

Goodwin next has a subchapter heading called "The
Loner Theory." He quotes an interpretation by historian
Gilman Ostrander:

"Alcoholism is basically a disease of individualism.
It afflicts people who from early childhood develop a strong
sense of being psychologically alone and on their own in
the world. This solitary outlook prevents them from gain-
ing emotional release through associations with other peo-
ple, but they find they can get this emotional release by
drinking. So they become dependent on alcohol in the way
other people are dependent on their social relationships
with friends and relatives."

I almost fell out of my chair when I read this. This
described my life to the letter. A Navy brat raised primarily
by my mother, I became good at math because I learned
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arithmetic as early as I learned to talk. Mother took me ev-
erywhere and kept me quiet by giving me pages of arith-
metic problems to do, which I obediently and quietly
solved. In my teens I was obsessed with using my tele-
scope, a solitary activity that usually happened at hours
when everyone around me was asleep. Shy by nature, I be-
came gregarious only when under the influence of alcohol
(also part of the loner theory), and the barroom became the
center of my social universe.

Goodwin goes on to argue that writing and alcohol
share something important:

"Writing and alcohol both produce trancelike
states. A gift for creative writing may involve an innate
ability to enter trancelike states. Being a loner -- shy, iso-
lated, without strong personal ties -- may facilitate trance-
like states when it is time to write and encourage drinking
to overcome the shyness and isolation when it is time to re-
lax." This described my working-drinking rhythm perfect-

ly.

The loner theory, more than anything else I've
found, best explains to me why I was attracted to the drink-
ing life and why drinking fit so well with the writing life.
Maybe this doesn't describe the experience of other writ-
ers. I'm not making a universal claim for this theory (as
Goodwin does), but it describes my own experience as a
hard-drinking writer very well.

A former hard-drinking writer, I must add. Today I
hold up the model of Eugene O'Neill, who quit in time to
do his best work later in life. I hope I have the same luxu-

ry.

I consumed my last alcoholic beverages on June 13,
1993, at Jazz de Opus in Portland. I went there on the night
before I entered treatment at the VA. I went there with a
credit card and a plan.
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I sat at a table near the bar and spent the next sev-
eral hours saying goodbye to some old companions. I be-
gan with a glass of Guinness. I next had a light beer with a
shot of Jameson's Irish on the side. I added a double shot
of Stolichnaya on the rocks before the beer was gone. I
switched to a house Gin and Tonic, a breather. Then I or-
dered a Bombay Blue Sapphire martini, which tasted so
good I had another. Maybe the waitress thought I'd finally
made up my mind because I stayed with the Blue gin until I
was ready to go home.

For a nightcap, I ordered a special drink for old
times, a farewell toast to a way of life, a moment I expected
to remember forever -- and have. I ordered a B-52. Its lay-
ers reminded me of the different periods of my life -- the
high school science nerd, the confused mathematician, the
Berkeley street person, the linguist-spy-mascot, the ambi-
tious grad student, the less ambitious playwright -- each
period clearly set apart from the others. When I raised the
small, narrow glass and tipped it, the fragile spectrum dis-
solved as each color ran into its neighbor to become a drab
concoction of spirits, suddenly dark and dreary, just as the
periods of my life finally had succumbed to one all-encom-
passing description, which had become more meaningful
than any colorful distinctions between them: I was living
the life of a drunk. I belted down the B-52, paid my consid-
erable tab, and left.

One B-52 pilot on one final mission. Over and out.
(But somehow I lived to tell the tale.)
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PLAYS

MRS. JONES: What the people expect, they deserve. What they
deserve, they get. Always.

From “The Stiff”
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THE STIFF

a farce in one act

THE CAST (4M, 2W):

President John Jones, the leader of the people
Mrs. Eunice Jones, his wife

Chi Chi, his mistress

Neck, the mortician

Charles, his assistant

Dr. Alberts, the doctor

THE TIME.:
Any time

THE PLACE:

A back room in the Public Hall in a foreign country.

THE SET:

Upstage center is a table on which is a casket. A window,
upstage left, looks out upon the square. Entrance into the
room is stage right. Modest furnishings: this is the room in
which the corpses of public figures are kept before being
put on display to the people.
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(AT RISE: DR. ALBERTS has his back to the audience,
inspecting a body in the casket. Waiting expectantly are
MRS. JONES, NECK and CHARLES. Mrs. Jones, who is in
mourning, is dressed in black. She holds a black lace
handkerchief over her sobs. The doctor turns and moves
away from the casket.)

NECK: Well, doctor?

DR. ALBERTS: Your suspicions are correct. I find the
organ to be tumescent.

(Mrs. Jones breaks into tears.)

CHARLES: Please, Mrs. Jones.
MRS. JONES: (struggling) It's sca— ... scan— ... it's scanda

CHARLES: Now, now.
NECK: Perhaps you could give her something.
DR. ALBERTS: Comes, Mrs. Jones. You must try to relax.

(The doctor and Mrs. Jones start out.)

NECK: Thank you, doctor.

DR. ALBERTS: I feel I should be the one thanking you. In
my long career I've never seen anything like this before.

MRS. JONES: (sobbing) It's scandalous ...
DR. ALBERTS: Come with me. I'll administer a sedative.

(The doctor escorts her off.)
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CHARLES: What do we do now?
NECK: I'm not sure.

CHARLES: You could display only half the body. The
upper half.

NECK: And compromise my reputation? I didn't get where
I am by displaying only half the body. People expect a full
deck.

CHARLES: They've been waiting out there for hours. The
lines are —

NECK: I know how long the lines are. Let them wait. We
can't display the body as it is.

CHARLES: Of course not.

NECK: We've got to get rid of it.

CHARLES: Perhaps if ...

NECK: If what?

CHARLES: If we dismembered ... it was just a thought.

NECK: I do not mutilate bodies. The entire body will be
viewed intact or not at all. I have my reputation to think of.

CHARLES: It was just a suggestion.

(A pause.)

CHARLES: Perhaps it will go away.

NECK: Perhaps.

CHARLES: We can wait and hope. We can pray.

NECK: Yes, we can pray.

(They pray. Then they approach the casket and look at the
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body.)

NECK: No luck.

CHARLES: They must be getting impatient out there. The
lines started forming as soon as his death was announced.

NECK: I know, I know.

CHARLES: He certainly is popular. Even dead. I suppose
because he was so average. According to the polls, there
was never a more average man.

NECK: We have to think of something.

CHARLES: At least Mrs. Jones noticed the problem before
the doors were opened. If the people had been let in before
anyone noticed ...

NECK: If you want to thank Mrs. Jones, send her flowers.
CHARLES: I'm sorry.

NECK: We have to think of something.

CHARLES: Yes.

NECK: I must have done something wrong.

CHARLES: Do you think so?

NECK: Perhaps I was nervous without knowing it. I've
never prepared a President before. Something
inconsequential could have slipped my notice, and
consequently have become — consequential. If I had
somehow erred in draining all the blood, for example.
Perhaps such an error would explain it.

CHARLES: That might be an explanation.

NECK: On the other hand, the blood measured five point
three quarts, which is average.

CHARLES: Then that must not be it.

NECK: Perhaps it has even happened before. I'm much too
busy to read all of the literature. New findings are always
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popping up. A premature ossification, for example. I've
heard rumors of such a thing.

CHARLES: That might be an explanation.

NECK: On the other hand, then one would presume that
the organ would ossify in its normal state.

CHARLES: Then that must not be it.

NECK: Unless, of course, he died while the organ was ...?
CHARLES: You don't think he died like that?

NECK: Suppose he did. Followed by premature ossification

CHARLES: Sounds unlikely to me.
NECK: There's one way to find out. I'll question his wife.
CHARLES: About that?

NECK: It's a delicate matter, I know. But we must find out.
It could be the explanation. Get Mrs. Jones.

CHARLES: But the doctor was going to give her a sedative.
She'll be resting.

NECK: A sedative will make the matter less delicate. Get
Mrs. Jones.

CHARLES: Yes, sir.

(Charles exits. Neck moves to stare at the body. Mrs.
Jones and Charles enter.)

MRS. JONES: You wanted to see me?
NECK: Yes, ma'am. Please sit down.

MRS. JONES: The doctor suggested I nap until the matter
is settled.

NECK: This will only take a minute. Charles, perhaps you
would leave us alone.
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CHARLES: Of course.

(He exits.)

NECK: Madam, I don't want you to think that I'm being
overly personal. But this matter is highly unusual, as you
know. I have never seen anything like it in all my years as
Public Mortician. Nor has Dr. Alberts seen anything like it,
as you heard for yourself. So the explanation, which we
must find before correcting the difficulty, is likely to come
from unexpected directions. Therefore, we must follow
every clue. However delicate.

MRS. JONES: What is it you want to know? I'll help in any
way I can.

NECK: Very good. You are standing up admirably.
MRS. JONES: Please be quick. I'm very tired.

NECK: Certainly. Mrs. Jones, were you near your husband
when he died?

MRS. JONES: Yes.

NECK: How near?

MRS. JONES: Pardon me?

NECK: Did he die, by chance, in bed?
MRS. JONES: Yes. How did you know?

NECK: A wild guess. Now madam, this will seem to be
none of my business, but there is something else I must ask
you.

MRS. JONES: Simply ask it.

NECK: When your husband was in bed, just before he died
... were you by chance ... making love?

(Mrs. Jones breaks into tears.)
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NECK: I know the matter is very personal, madam. But it
might be the clue we need. If you were making love, you
see, and if he died with ... the way he is now, madam ... and
if premature ossification occurred, which is not unheard of
... then, you see ...

MRS. JONES: We haven't made love in ten years.
NECK: Oh.

MRS. JONES: We've had separate bedrooms for fifteen.
NECK: I see.

MRS. JONES: I tried to get him interested. God knows, I
tried. But always without success. Always without ... that
happening. And now for him to respond while dead ... is
God so cruel?

NECK: Take your nap, Mrs. Jones. You've been helpful.
MRS. JONES: How can we show the body?
NECK: We'll think of something.

(Mrs. Jones exits. Charles enters.)

CHARLES: Well?

NECK: They haven't slept together in years. As far as she's
concerned, he was impotent.

CHARLES: Without meaning to sound crude, sir, if that's
impotence, many a man would embrace it.

(Dr. Alberts enters.)

DR. ALBERTS: What did you say to her? She's more upset
than ever.
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NECK: We're trying to find out the cause of this, doctor.
DR. ALBERTS: Yes, I can see why you'd want to.
NECK: Perhaps you have an explanation.

DR. ALBERTS: If I did, it would revolutionize medical
theory.

NECK: We have to get rid of it before we show the body.
DR. ALBERTS: I suppose you do.

NECK: Not only would it be highly irregular to show him
like this, I would be held personally accountable for an
utter disregard of decorum. The people would eat me alive.

DR. ALBERTS: Perhaps you exaggerate.

NECK: Never under-estimate the seriousness of a breach of
decorum.

DR. ALBERTS: I wish I could be of more assistance.
Unfortunately, the reproductive system is not my area of
specialty. And I do have to get back to the hospital.

NECK: We appreciate your coming. A second opinion is
always useful in a case like this.

DR. ALBERTS: I can report without qualification that the
corpse has an erection.

NECK: Thank you very much, Dr. Alberts.

DR. ALBERTS: Glad to be of help. Oh yes — Mrs. Jones is
resting in the lounge.

(He exits.)

CHARLES: What do we do now?
NECK: We think of something.

(Charles goes to the window.)
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CHARLES: They don't look very patient to me.
NECK: I can well imagine.

CHARLES: You don't have to imagine — you can come see
for yourself.

NECK: I prefer to imagine!

(A pause.)

CHARLES: Perhaps if ... ?
NECK: Well? If what?
CHARLES: We covered it with flowers.

NECK: I have never heard of displaying flowers in the
crotch.

CHARLES: But it would cover it up.

NECK: Only as a last resort. Flowers in such a place would
be too irregular. What would the reviewers think?

CHARLES: It was just a suggestion.
NECK: On the other hand, if we folded his hands over it ...

CHARLES: I don't think so, sir. Without meaning to sound
crude, if I saw such a thing, I'd think he had been playing
with himself.

NECK: But you think flowers would work? I wonder.
(Chi Chi enters, dressed as a nun.)
NECK: May I help you?

CHI CHLI: Is that him?
NECK: If you mean the body of the President, it is. The
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services will begin directly, sister. Please wait in the
auditorium.

CHI CHI: Oh. I'm ... Miss Jones. His sister.
NECK: I didn't realize.

(She starts toward the casket but is intercepted by
Charles.)

CHARLES: Maybe you shouldn't look just yet.
NECK: The viewing comes later, Sister Jones.
CHI CHI: But I want to look now.

NECK: If you looked now, consider how anticlimactic the
formal viewing would be. All that inspiring oratory for
nothing. We'll be starting very soon — please.

CHI CHI: Oh, all right. But I wish you'd hurry.

(She exits.)

CHARLES: I didn't know he had a sister.
NECK: Nor did I.

CHARLES: Do you smell something?
NECK: Sweet?

CHARLES: Sort of.

NECK: I can't put my finger on it.
CHARLES: Did she strike you as peculiar?

NECK: Not as peculiar as our friend. Our responsibility,
I'm sorry to say.

(Mrs. Jones enters.)
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MRS. JONES: Did the nun perform the rites already?
NECK: No, ma'am.
MRS. JONES: Where's Dr. Alberts?

NECK: He returned to the hospital. You shouldn't be up,
madam.

MRS. JONES: I was lying down in the lounge when I felt as
if someone was staring at me. When I opened my eyes, the
doctor was there. Then he vanished. I thought perhaps he
wanted to see me about something. Or was it all my
imagination?

NECK: Your imagination, I think.
MRS. JONES: I can't sleep.
NECK: It would be difficult, yes.

MRS. JONES: But I do feel better. I'm very much in control
of myself now.

NECK: I'm pleased to hear that.

MRS. JONES: I've even found an amusing side to
everything. This is exactly something John would do. He
was always trying to be different. I suppose because he was
so average. Lately he had taken to fads. Mysticism.
Meditation. Trying to control his heartbeat with his mind.

NECK: Trying to control his heartbeat?

MRS. JONES: Mind over matter, and all that. He would get
in this ridiculous position, what do you call it? With his
legs crossed, the way they do in the East. Japan, I suppose
it is. He had taken to talking about Japan in his sleep.

NECK: You heard him?

MRS. JONES: Now and then, when I would stop by his
bedroom to see if ... yes, sometimes I'd catch him talking
about Japan in his sleep. His next vacation, perhaps. I take
it everyone sits cross-legged over there, with blank
expressions on their faces. He would sit that way for hours
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and not say a word, hardly seeming to breathe. He claimed
it improved his circulation.

NECK: Mrs. Jones, we've thought of a way to display the
body.

MRS. JONES: You can get rid of it?

NECK: We can hide it. We can cover it up with an
arrangement of flowers.

MRS. JONES: Flowers? There?

NECK: Yes. Especially if you publicly arrange them
yourself. The people would regard it as erotic tenderness.
They'd grant you a certain flair for intimacy. They would
love you for it. And then they would pass by the body and
see only the flowers, nothing else.

MRS. JONES: You know how that must hurt me.
NECK: I'm sorry, madam. This is no time for delicacy.
MRS. JONES: If there's no other way ...

NECK: There's no other way.

MRS. JONES: Then it must be done.

NECK: Bravo, madam. Come. You have bouquets without
end to choose from. The people have mourned your loss
with an unprecedented run on floral shops. You pick the
flowers, and Charles and I will do the rest.

(They all exit. A beat.)

(In the casket, Jones sits up and looks around. He wiggles
a bit, stretching, getting comfortable. Hearing someone,
he gets back down.)

(Chi Chi enters and approaches the casket.)
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CHI CHI: (seeing his erection) Boopy, shame on you!

(She giggles. Jones sits up.)

JONES: What are you doing here?

CHI CHI: I wanted to see how you look as a corpse. And
really, boopy.

JONES: Nothing's going as planned.
CHI CHI: I can see that.
JONES: I couldn't help it. I keep thinking about you.

(He grabs for her.)

CHI CHI: Hands off. You're supposed to be dead.
JONES: Lock the door. It will solve everyone's problem.
CHI CHI: You're supposed to be on display.

JONES: They refused to show me like this.

(Chi Chi giggles.)

JONES: It isn't funny.
CHI CHI: I think it's cute.

(Dr. Alberts enters. Hearing him, Jones starts to get back
down in the casket, then sees who it is.)

DR. ALBERTS: It's only me. (To Chi Chi) What are you
doing here in that ridiculous outfit?
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CHI CHI: I wanted to see how he looked as a corpse. No
one stops a nun from going where she pleases.

DR. ALBERTS: You haven't helped matters, Mr. President.
JONES: I tried my best.
CHI CHI: He couldn't take his nasty mind off me.

DR. ALBERTS: They're getting flowers. This plan is to ... of
course, you already know about that. You were here.

CHI CHI: I don't know.
DR. ALBERTS: You shouldn't be here in the first place.

JONES: Leave her alone. There's nothing to be done about
it now.

DR. ALBERTS: You and your powers of meditation. I
thought you could control your bodily processes. You're
lucky another doctor didn't get the case and pronounce you
alive.

JONES: My blood pressure would have fooled them.
DR. ALBERTS: Your erection wouldn't!

CHI CHI: You really should be ashamed of yourself, boopy.
Having those thoughts in a coffin ... I'm not sure I
appreciate that.

DR. ALBERTS: Get back down before they come in with
the flowers.

CHI CHI: What are the flowers for?
JONES: They're hiding my problem with a bouquet.
CHI CHI: How darling!

DR. ALBERTS: Get down! (Jones does) And you get out of
here. We don't have all —

(Neck and Charles enter with a large bouquet of mums.)
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NECK: Doctor, Sister Jones. Is something the matter?
DR. ALBERTS: Not at all.
NECK: I thought you had to return to the hospital.

DR. ALBERTS: I phoned in. They don't need me, so I
thought I might be of use here.

CHARLES: We solved the problem.

DR. ALBERTS: Mrs. Jones told me. I ran into her in the
lounge. I congratulate you.

CHARLES: My idea.
DR. ALBERTS: I think it will work.

NECK: I'm sorry you had to be exposed to this, sister. It is
highly irregular, I assure you.

CHI CHI: I think it's a cute idea.
NECK: You do?

DR. ALBERTS: (to get Chi Chi out) We'll leave you to your
business ...

CHI CHI: Only I think roses would be more romantic.

(The doctor exits, getting Chi Chi out of there.)

CHARLES: She's right.

NECK: Be grateful we talked her out of skunkweed.
CHARLES: It's remarkable, isn't it?

NECK: What?

CHARLES: The whole idea of it. I mean, one doesn't think
of such a thing happening to the President. At least, I never
have. As average as he was, I still put him up on a pedestal.
Can you imagine the President going to the john with the
Sunday paper on the morning after? Imagine having to use
the toilet next and having the place stink to high heaven —
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by the President! He always seemed above all that. Even
though I knew he was average.

NECK: If you ask me, he's one of a kind. Let's give him the
flowers and move him out.

CHARLES: I can't imagine him being impotent. It must
have just happened with his wife.

NECK: The flowers.

(Charles approaches the casket with the bouquet.)

CHARLES: Well, old sport, we have to hide you from the
public.

(He playfully flicks the hidden erection with an index
finger and Jones immediately sits up, grabbing his crotch
in pain.)

JONES: AARGH!
CHARLES: Be Jesus!
NECK: Mister President!

CHARLES: (falling to his knees) Hallowed be thy name,
thy kingdom come, thy will be done —

JONES: Stop that! I've not risen from the dead. I'm quite
alive.

NECK: I was led to believe ... I myself prepared the body ...
JONES: It wasn't me.
NECK: I would have sworn it was.

JONES: That's only because I'm so average I look like
anyone else. How do you suppose I got elected President?
Everyone thought they were voting for themselves.
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CHARLES: I always said you were a regular chap.
JONES: Too regular.

NECK: But the lines outside, Mr. President. Dr. Alberts
pronounced you dead. It was in the papers. The public is
waiting outside to view the body.

JONES: Don't worry, they'll get to see the body. Just give
me a minute. Why on earth did you do that?

CHARLES: I'm sorry, I did it without thinking. I was
overcome that even the President, even the corpse of the
President —

NECK: Imbecile!

JONES: It doesn't matter now. Only, gentlemen, I'm afraid
you're going to have to be sworn to secrecy about this.

NECK: I'm a man of ethics, Mr. President.
JONES: How much?
NECK: Half a million.

JONES: Split between the two of you. No bargaining.
Remember, I'm still Commander-in-Chief.

NECK: (to Charles) Seventy-thirty.

CHARLES: Forty-sixty.

NECK: Sold.

JONES: Dr. Alberts will make the arrangements.
NECK: He also knows?

JONES: He's in love with my wife. He expects to marry her.
Unfortunately, he's not her type. But he won't know that til
I'm long gone.

NECK: The matter appears to be very complicated.

JONES: All you have to know is that I'm dead. Now put
those flowers on me and ...

CHARLES: It's gone, Mr. President.
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NECK: It must have been the blow.
JONES: Do we still need the flowers?
NECK: I'm not sure. Your wife —
JONES: Please — the widow Jones.
NECK: She will be expecting flowers.

JONES: Then we'll have flowers. Let's get moving, the
people have been waiting for me long enough.

NECK: There was nothing we could do, Mr. President.
JONES: I'm not blaming you.

DR. ALBERTS: (off stage)It's the wife's prerogative to
choose the flowers!

CHARLES: Someone's coming!

(Jones gets down in the casket. Chi Chi enters, carrying a
bouquet of roses, followed by Dr. Alberts.)

CHI CHI: The President deserves the best. Roses.
DR. ALBERTS: You are being difficult.

NECK: Doctor? Sister Jones?

CHI CHI: Use these.

DR. ALBERTS: Mrs. Jones would not approve.
JONES: (sitting up) Chi Chi, what is it now?
NECK: Chi Chi?

CHI CHI: I'm not going to let you have less than roses.
Especially down there. It's gone!

DR. ALBERTS: I've had enough of your go-go dancer,
Jones. It was quite satisfactory to go along with this so you
could run off to Japan with her, but when she begins
getting in the way, ruining our cover, that's another matter
entirely. I pronounced you dead. My reputation is at stake.
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JONES: Chi Chi, please. Let the Widow Jones have her
way. She's in mourning.

DR. ALBERTS: You'd better straighten this out, and
quickly. The people won't put up with waiting out there
much longer. They'll be storming the hall.

(He exits.)

NECK: Can he be trusted?

JONES: Of course. If I'm not dead, my wife is not a widow.
Let's dispense with the flowers and get moving.

CHI CHI: But flowers is a darling idea. It just should be
roses.

(The doctor hurries in.)

DR. ALBERTS: Your wife is coming!
JONES: Please. The Widow Jones.

(He gets down. Mrs. Jones enters with a bouquet of
skunkweed.)

MRS. JONES: Are we ready?

NECK: We found a way to correct the matter after all,
madam, and flowers won't be necessary.

MRS. JONES: But I want flowers. I want these.
NECK: Skunkweed, madam?

MRS. JONES: I've changed my mind about mums. They
suggest mummies.

DR. ALBERTS: But skunkweed is hardly appropriate.
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MRS. JONES: On the contrary. Where did the roses come
from?

DR. ALBERTS: The sister was paying her respects.
MRS. JONES: Is it the roses I smell?

CHI CHI: It's called Burning Desire. You like it?
MRS. JONES: Who are you?

CHI CHI: Oh. His sister.

DR. ALBERTS: She means the Lord's sister, of course. I
believe it's time to open the doors ...

MRS. JONES: I want a moment alone with my husband.
NECK: We are pressed for time, madam.

MRS. JONES: I won't be long. I have that small right, don't
I?

NECK: Of course.
MRS. JONES: (to Chi Chi) Perhaps you would stay.

DR. ALBERTS: I'm sure the sister has urgent business
elsewhere.

MRS. JONES: I would find it comforting if she stayed for
just a moment.

CHI CHI: Okay.

NECK: Please be quick, madam. The people have been
waiting for so long to pay their respects.

(All exit but the women and Jones down in the casket.)

MRS. JONES: I feel I must make a confession.
CHI CHI: Sure.

MRS. JONES: Are you really wearing perfume? I didn't
think it was allowed.



Deemer Reader: 97

CHI CHI: Oh. Well, only on special occasions. I mean,
since he was President and all. What is it you want to
confess about?

MRS. JONES: I have been unfaithful to my husband.
CHI CHI: Really?

MRS. JONES: Many times.

CHI CHI: I guess only the first time's the rough one.
MRS. JONES: Sometimes in this very room.

CHI CHI: Far out.

MRS. JONES: With Charles, the mortician's assistant.
We've been seeing each other for years. In this very room.

CHI CHI: Sounds pretty kinky. Were dead bodies in here?

MRS. JONES: (ignoring this) I want to be alone with my
husband now.

CHI CHI: What for?
MRS. JONES: To pray, of course.
CHI CHI: Oh. Well, sure. But I think they're in a hurry.

(She exits. Mrs. Jones speaks to the casket.)

MRS. JONES: And so we are alone at last, my darling. Do
you know how long it's been? How long I've had to share
you — first with them, the people, your constituency? Who
elected you because you are so average. And later sharing
you with your fads, your beloved meditations and
mysticisms. And all along I still loved you. Charles is
nothing. Charles is itching a scratch. I still love you, and
this is why I must kill you. Even though you're already
dead, I must kill you. For once, you must not get the last
word. The coda will belong to me.
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(She removes a knife from her person and approaches the
casket.)

MRS. JONES: You'll never know I'm doing this. But I'll
know. God, if he cares, will know. The final rejection
belongs to me.

(She raises the knife and looks down at the body. Dr.
Alberts enters.)

MRS. JONES: You've lost your erection!
DR. ALBERTS: Eunice, don't!

(The knife starts down as Jones grabs her hand. There is
a struggle and the doctor joins in. Breaking free, Mrs.
Jones thrusts wildly and stabs the doctor. He falls. Mrs.
Jones thinks she has stabbed her husband.)

MRS. JONES: John, forgive me! Forgive me!

(Neck, Charles and Chi Chi enter.)

NECK: What happened?
MRS. JONES: I murdered my husb —

(She sees Jones sitting up, quite alive.)

JONES: Hello, Eunice.
MRS. JONES: But I thought —
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JONES: Dr. Alberts looks dead to me.

NECK: The doors have been opened! The people expect
oratory and a view of the body!

JONES: Then let's put the doctor in the casket.
NECK: It won't work, Mr. President. They expect you.

JONES: But who am I? The man who the polls called more
average than anyone. Help me with the body.

NECK: There's too much blood. It will compromise my
reputation.

JONES: We'll cover him with flowers. Everywhere but the
face. They'll want to see the face.

NECK: Your face.

JONES: An average face. One is as good as another.
NECK: But what about you?

JONES: I am dead. This is my body.

NECK: But our arrangement ... ?

(Jones begins to scribble a note.)

CHARLES: What about my forty percent?
JONES: I'll give you something for the bank.
CHI CHLI: Is it still to Japan, boopy?

MRS. JONES: Boopy? You and my husband? With a nun,
John?

JONES: She dances. I'm sorry, Eunice. I tried to make it as
painless as possible.

CHI CHI: He kept thinking about me in the coffin. You
think you're kinky.

MRS. JONES: I would call it something else.
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JONES: (handing the note) Take this to the bank.
NECK: Very good, Mr. President.

JONES: Come on, Chi Chi.

MRS. JONES: Chi Chi?

CHI CHI: Sayonara!

(Jones and Chi Chi exit.)

NECK: Well, Charles, let's give the people their body.
CHARLES: I hope they don't notice the difference.

NECK: Perhaps we should cover the face as well. Just to be
on the safe side. The eyes should suffice. Easy now ...

(The doctor is put into the casket.)

MRS. JONES: Charles?
CHARLES: Yes, ma'am?

(They regard one another. A beat.)

CHARLES: Do you want me to come back?

MRS. JONES: No. We can come back later. First I must
make my appearance. I must show my grief.

NECK: The people would expect grief, madam.

MRS. JONES: What the people expect, they deserve. What
they deserve, they get. Always.

(All exit and BLACKOUT.)
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THE HALF-LIFE CONSPIRACY
a play in two acts

First performed at the New Rose Theatre in Portland, Oregon,
on February 25, 1983. Directed by Gary O'Brien.

THE CAST (3M, 3F, in order of appearance):

Cynthia Moore, a director with the Portland Community
Players;

Joe Barge, President of the Players;

Ann Barton, an actress with the Players and Cynthia's
lovemate;

Robert Olson (Todd Westlake), a playwright and TV
writer, Cynthia's ex-husband,

Bill Stevens, an actor with the Players;

Willow Stevens, his wife, an actress with the Players.

THE TIME:
The present (an election year), summer:

Act I: FRIDAY. i: The Reception (6 p.m.); ii: "Half-Life," a
one-act play by Robert Olson

Act II: SATURDAY. i: The Cast Party (1 a.m.) ii: Fallout
(3:30 a.m.)
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THE SET:

The deck of Joe Barton's home in the west hills area of
Portland, Oregon, overlooking the skyline of the city. For I,
it: the stage of the Portland Community Players.

ACT ONE

1/ The Reception (Friday, 6 p.m.)

(AT RISE: CYNTHIA is alone on the deck, pacing. Inside,
beyond the sliding door, we hear the vague sounds of a
party going on. CYNTHIA is visibly nervous about
something. The sliding door opens and JOE appears long
enough to say: )

JOE: He's here!

(He leaves. ANN comes out onto the deck.)

ANN: It might help if you screamed at me.
CYNTHIA: And why would I want to do that?
ANN: To clear the air between us before you meet him.

CYNTHIA: Ann, what difference does it make now? You
and your activist friends have made your decision and who
gives a damn what the director has to say about it?

ANN: No one's going to disrupt the play. We're just after
support.

CYNTHIA: It politicizes everything. It's like adding a
political prologue to the play, taking a position—
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ANN: You can always make an announcement before
curtain: “The demonstration outside the theater blah blah
in no way reflects the opinion of the Portland Community
Players blah blah."

CYNTHIA: I may ask Joe to do exactly that.
ANN: I think you're being paranoid over nothing.

CYNTHIA: You didn't clear it with me, and you certainly
didn't clear it with Robert Olson. He may not appreciate
his play being used that way.

ANN: We're not "using the play." It's like passing out
leaflets at a supermarket.

CYNTHIA: I know goddamn well what you're doing. It's

not as if we haven't argued about this before. You can't
leave well enough alone.

ANN: Well enough?
CYNTHIA: You know what I mean.

ANN: Cynthia, there are a significant number of misguided
people in this community who want to pass a law that
affects the way I live my life and—

CYNTHIA: This isn't the time or place. He may come out
here any minute.

ANN: You're nervous about meeting him.

CYNTHIA: I've never had to deal with the playwright being
around before. What if he doesn't like it?

ANN: He'll love what you've done. By the cast party, you'll
be higher than a kite.

CYNTHIA: After you get done with our image, I may never
be allowed to direct for the Players again.

ANN: We've been in a rut. If what I'm doing is
controversial, maybe it's good for us.

CYNTHIA: The play's controversial enough without all
your bleeding hearts out there—
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ANN: Your life will be affected as much as anyone's if this—
CYNTHIA: I said I don't want to discuss it.

ANN: Which makes you an ostrich with your head in the
sand.

(At the tail end of this, JOE enters with OLSON. There is
an immediate shocked moment of recognition between
CYNTHIA and OLSON before each quickly recovers; the
audience doesn't have to see this, it will learn soon
enough.).

JOE: I'd like you to meet Cynthia Moore and Ann Barton.
Robert Olson.

OLSON: Hello.

JOE: Ann plays Mary, and Cynthia's your director.
ANN: I've been looking forward to meeting you.
CYNTHIA: Yes, so have I.

OLSON: I've been looking forward to seeing the play.
CYNTHIA: I hope you like what we've done with it.
JOE: Can I get you a drink, Robert?

OLSON: Bourbon and water, if you have it.
CYNTHIA: (quickly) I'll get it.

(CYNTHIA leaves and ANN quickly follows behind her.)

ANN: I need a refill myself. So nice to have you here.
OLSON: Thank you.

(And the women are gone. )
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JOE: (not sure what has happened) You'll have to excuse
us. We're all pretty nervous about having you here.

OLSON: I'm pretty nervous myself. So — how long have
you been having the contest?

JOE: This is actually our first year.

OLSON: Really? The way you advertised, I thought it had
been around for a while.

JOE: We advertised more than we should have. We were
flooded with scripts.

OLSON: I can imagine. Frankly, I'm surprised you chose
"Half-Life." Community theaters usually favor bedroom
comedies and musicals.

JOE: We usually do ourselves. But we're more adventurous
in the summer: it finally stops raining, and everyone stays
outside anyway. Who cares what the hell we do?

OLSON: I'm delighted to be here. Thank you for choosing
my play.

JOE: I wasn't on the selection committee. I play the
newscaster voice at the end.

OLSON: Then you get the last word.
JOE: My first curtain line.

(There's an awkward silence.)

JOE: You write for television.
OLSON: Pays the rent.

JOE: What show?

OLSON: "Heart Song".

JOE: I don't know it.
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OLSON: It's a soap.

JOE: Fascinating.

OLSON: What is?

JOE: The pressure. Having to write every day like that.
OLSON: There're five of us. I write the Tuesdays.

JOE: I'll watch next Tuesday then.

(CYNTHIA returns with OLSON's drink.)

CYNTHIA: One bourbon and water.
OLSON: Thanks.

CYNTHIA: More arrivals, Joe.

JOE: Time to play host.

OLSON: This is your place?

JOE: Mine and the bank's.

OLSON: I like your view. I didn't realize Portland had a
skyline.

(Joe exits.)

CYNTHIA: Jesus Christ.
OLSON: That was my line.

CYNTHIA: Todd, what is this? I disqualified you. I thought
I did.

OLSON: I'm not sure what you mean.

CYNTHIA: "Roses for the Road."

OLSON: You have "Roses"?

CYNTHIA: How many scripts did you enter, under how
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many pseudonyms? Didn't you read the rules — only one
script per playwright?

OLSON: I only sent "Half-Life." My agent must've sent
"Roses." I'm impressed, he's usually lazier than that.

CYNTHIA: The committee wanted to do "Roses for the
Road" and once I saw your byline — Todd Westlake's
byline — I had a hell of a time talking them out of it. The
last thing I needed was seeing you again. So how many
pseudonyms do you have?

OLSON: Only Robert Olson. But if you think I would've
sent anything, knowing you were involved. I thought you
were still in San Francisco with what's-her-face. What was
her name?

(No reply.)

OLSON: What'd you do, break up?

(No reply.)

OLSON: Cheers. Charming way to spend a weekend,
winning a play contest. Travel expenses, room and board, a
small honorarium. Not to mention all the fascinating
people you meet.

CYNTHIA: We'll just have to get through the weekend as
best we can.

OLSON: You really wanted to do "Roses"? I told my agent
to burn it. It was so bad I started writing under Robert
Olson. Start all over, more or less. Cheers.

CYNTHIA: Obviously your agent didn't burn it.

OLSON: Doesn't say much for your taste, wanting to do
"Roses." But then there's no accounting for taste, is there?
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CYNTHIA: (distracted) What?

OLSON: I said, there's no accounting for taste. I was
referring to "Roses for the Road."

CYNTHIA: I know what you're referring to.

OLSON: Though it's a principle one can apply more widely.
To more personal matters. To sexual preference, and so on.

CYNTHIA: I get the reference, Todd, and I'm not going to
talk about the past with you.

OLSON: When I asked if you'd broken up, I was referring
to the present — to your happiness.

CYNTHIA: I'm goddamn happy!

OLSON: Good. Cheers. So how do you two like Portland
after San Francisco? It must be quite a change. Isn't this

where they have that ballot measure against gay rights and
—?

CYNTHIA: Todd, we have to—

OLSON: Robert Olson. I mean, if we're going to go through
with this little charade, then you have to remember your
lines. I'm not Todd Westlake. I'm Robert Olson.

CYNTHIA: I just don't want to argue about anything.
OLSON: I was referring to you calling me Todd.
CYNTHIA: So I'm sorry!

OLSON: Accepted. Cheers.

CYNTHIA: I don't believe this. Five minutes with you —
after five years — and suddenly I feel like everything's my
fault. I haven't done anything!

OLSON: I have an idea. Let's start over.

(A pause.)

OLSON: Hello, I'm Robert Olson. You must be the one
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directing my play. I'm so much looking forward to seeing
it.

CYNTHIA: Shut up. Just pretend you've never seen me
before.

OLSON: There's no invisible lady like an ex-wife. Excuse
me — invisible person.

CYNTHIA: Just cut the crap.
(BILL and WILLOW enter.)

BILL: Bobby, I'd like you to meet the wife. Willow, Robert
Olson. She plays Heather.

WILLOW: I'm so excited to meet you!
OLSON: You play Heather? How interesting.
WILLOW: "Interesting" usually means disapproval.

OLSON: No, not at all. I just didn't think of Heather being
so attractive. Nice casting.

CYNTHIA: Thank you.
WILLOW: And I thought I was nervous before.

CYNTHIA: Will you be coming inside soon? People are
anxious to meet you.

OLSON: In a bit.
CYNTHIA: If you'll excuse me...

(CYNTHIA exits.)
WILLOW: Bill told me you write for a soap opera.

OLSON: "Heart Song."
WILLOW: You're kidding! I watch it every day.
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OLSON: I just write the Tuesdays.

WILLOW: I know it's not fair to ask — but is Priscilla going
to get a divorce?

OLSON: Not on Tuesday.

WILLOW: I love the actor who plays Morgan. He's so evil
and sexy.

OLSON: He gets killed in a car accident.
WILLOW: Oh, no!

OLSON: He got cast in another series, so we have to kill
him off. On Tuesday, I hope.

BILL: I meant to ask you on the ride from the airport, but
there's actually a lot of ad-libbing and improv on the soaps,
isn't there?

OLSON: Mostly when actors forget their lines. Actually we
develop a lot of the scenes with some theater games we

play.

(Joe enters.)

JOE: There are some folks who are anxious to meet you,
Robert.

OLSON: And I need a refill. Stay put, I can find it.

(He goes.)

JOE: He seems like a regular guy.

BILL: The first thing he asked at the airport was why
wasn't it raining. Then he wanted to know if St. Helens was
likely to erupt while he was here. How the hell am I
supposed to answer that?

WILLOW: Did you get to tell him about your script?
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BILL: I couldn't get a word in. You know what else he said
— he'd never been to the Northwest before. He sets a play
in Portland and has never been here.

WILLOW: The setting isn't all that central to the action.

BILL: That's the under-statement of the year. Nothing's
central to the action. The situation in "Half-Life" is phony
from top to bottom. We should've stuck with "Roses for the
Road."

JOE: It's good for us to do something avant-garde.

BILL: Avant-garde is a synonym for "it stinks." Who can
believe the premise? Even if Iraq did get a bomb, even if it
used it, who can believe all the rest of that crap?

WILLOW: I can imagine it happening just the way he
wrote it.

BILL: Come on, if Portland was being evacuated, would
you hang around to play a parlor game? No way.

JOE: He's here, the play opens tonight, and the audience
will tell us what they think soon enough.

BILL: Pardon the pun, but it's going to be one hell of a
bomb.

WILLOW: I certainly hope you don't take that attitude on
stage with you.

BILL: Don't worry about me, I'm a pro. You want some
coldcuts or something?

WILLOW: I'm too nervous to eat.
BILL: Glass of punch?
WILLOW: Nothing, thanks.

(BILL exits.)

JOE: (cautious) I hope we can agree that I deserve an
explanation.



Deemer Reader: 112

WILLOW: Something came up. I couldn't get away.

JOE: You might have phoned. A quick trip to the market, a
coin in the phone slot.

WILLOW: I didn't think of it.

JOE: I don't think that's the reason.

WILLOW: You're right.

JOE: Well?

WILLOW: I didn't come because I feel guilty as hell.
JOE: You've felt guilty from the beginning.

WILLOW: It's getting worse. That's why I'm not seeing you
any more.

JOE: I don't believe that.
WILLOW: You will.

JOE: You're involved as deeply as I am. And as voluntarily,
I might add.

WILLOW: You aren't married, and you don't have
children.

JOE: Oh yes, let's not forget the children. We ought to
bring Olson out here, this sounds like an audition for his
soap opera.

WILLOW: That doesn't make what I'm telling you false.
JOE: Willow, I know how much you care for me.
WILLOW: No. You don't know me at all.

JOE: I see. Then whose fault is that? I haven't been
dreaming these past few months. When I'm told
something, I believe it. You have told me some very sweet
things.

WILLOW: Joe, I'm still fond of you but—
JOE: "Fond" of me? Jesus.
WILLOW: It was a bad time for me. I needed to feel
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wanted.

JOE: How the hell am I supposed to react to that?
WILLOW: We'll always be special friends.

JOE: That's fucked, Willow. That's really fucked.

(OLSON returns.)

OLSON: Someone asked me for an autograph. I feel like a
celebrity.

JOE: If you think it's bad now, wait till the cast party.
OLSON: By then I'll be drunk enough to handle it. Cheers.

(ANN enters.)

ANN: I see you escaped your admirers.
OLSON: Caught in the act.

WILLOW: If you'll excuse me, I have some errands to run
before call. I hope we've done your play justice.

OLSON: In your case, I'm sure I have nothing to worry
about.

JOE: Excuse me.

(WILLOW and JOE exit.)

ANN: They're having an affair. Everyone knows but poor
Bill.

OLSON: I'll bet he knows.

ANN: No, he thinks she's having an affair with Dean Pill.
Pill's the drama critic for the paper.
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OLSON: Her reviews must be spectacular.
ANN: She even deserves some of them.

OLSON: Adultery's become the norm, hasn't it? That may
make soap opera the dramatic form for our times.

ANN: Is that Robert Olson speaking — or Todd Westlake?

OLSON: Oh my. You're an investigative reporter disguised
as an actress. I take it Cynthia told you.

ANN: No, I recognized you myself as soon as you walked
out onto the deck.

OLSON: Have we met before?
ANN: No. I'm the dyke from San Francisco.
OLSON: The dyke. I remember.

ANN: You've changed since then. Your play shows it. To
tell the truth, I'm as shocked as Cynthia that you're here.
That you wrote "Half-Life."

OLSON: I thought all of you preferred "Roses for the
Road."

ANN: I didn't. But it was the first round favorite. Cynthia
vetoed it, and I led the charge for "Half-Life." I still can't
believe you wrote it. You didn't seem to be in that kind of
space five years ago.

OLSON: Well, I had this extraordinary experience, you see
— my wife left me for a dyke in San Francisco.

ANN: You've recovered nicely. Better than Cynthia has,
actually.

OLSON: Don't tell me: she still has a soft spot in her heart
for me.

ANN: She's still afraid of herself.

OLSON: I don't remember seeing any fear when she moved
out.

ANN: She still hasn't really "come out," you know. Not in
Portland. She didn't like the San Francisco scene; she



Deemer Reader: 115

prefers being "discreet,” as she puts it. She's afraid being
openly gay will lose the business clients.

OLSON: Still in Public Relations?

ANN: Oh yes. And I doubt if anyone in Portland has the
slightest suspicion that she's gay. Which is becoming a
problem, to tell the truth. You've heard about our Ballot
Measure 13?

OLSON: The anti-gay legislation.

ANN: Exactly, though the backers don't call it that.
Cynthia's afraid to take a public stand against it. She gets
angry when I do.

OLSON: I'd really love to exchange Cynthia stories with
you but it feels too much like being at work.

ANN: She's living two lives.
OLSON: I live at least that many. Don't you?

ANN: I live in a community of growing homophobia. I see
no advantage to burying my head in the sand.

OLSON: Then everybody here knows you're gay?

ANN: No, they don't. So far I've gone along with her. I'm
not sure I can for much longer.

OLSON: Maybe she has a point about your clients.
ANN: Then we should be more selective.

OLSON: Does Cynthia know you're telling me all of this?
ANN: No.

OLSON: Why are you?

ANN: Why not? We're here.

OLSON: That sounds a little macho, like mountain-
climbing or foreign policy.

ANN: I love Cynthia very much. It hurts me to see her
denying who she is.

OLSON: If you got rid of your homophobic clients, maybe
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you'd go broke.

ANN: I've never understood why gay fidelity should raise
eyebrows when heterosexual infidelity in the business
world is commonplace.

OLSON: That sounds so logical it has to be wrong.

ANN: I wish there was something constructive that we
could all get out of this.

OLSON: Our conversation?
ANN: The surprise of your appearance.

OLSON: If you're asking me to help you get Cynthia out of
the closet, no thanks.

ANN: You might at least become friends again.

OLSON: Takes two to tango, and I don't think she's
interested.

ANN: There's a rally against Measure 13 tomorrow. Maybe
if you'd come, she'd see you've changed and would come as
well.

OLSON: Going to a rally with a hangover is a little much —
and I plan to have a hangover.

(CYNTHIA enters.)

CYNTHIA: It's getting close to call, Ann.

OLSON: I've just been invited to a rally tomorrow.
CYNTHIA: My, haven't we been busy?

ANN: He knows who I am.

CYNTHIA: And how on earth could he have learned that?
ANN: (to Olson) Think about it .

(ANN exits. OLSON: is grinning.)
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CYNTHIA: I fail to see what's so amusing.

OLSON: Opening night jitters. We used to spat every
opening night, remember? And now you two are spatting.

CYNTHIA: We are not spatting.

OLSON: Could've fooled me.

CYNTHIA: It has nothing to do with opening night.
OLSON: Damn.

CYNTHIA: I beg your pardon?

OLSON: I was hoping marriage had nothing to do with
gender.

CYNTHIA: What did she tell you?

OLSON: That coming out is bad for business.
CYNTHIA: Christ.

OLSON: Exactly — look where it got him.

CYNTHIA: As far as the weekend is concerned, you don't
know either of us. I wish I could trust you.

OLSON: You can.
CYNTHIA: Even when you're drinking?

(OLSON looks at his watch.)

OLSON: I was wondering how long it would take you to
bring up my drinking. I think you just set a record.
Congratulations. Cheers.

CYNTHIA: Just be Robert Olson, who has never seen us
before.

OLSON: Olson in the flesh. So how do you like the play?
CYNTHIA: I liked it better before I found out you wrote it.
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OLSON: That's the "biographical fallacy" — that's what the
whatchamacallits would say. What are they called? The
assholes with all the answers?

CYNTHIA: The reviewers?

OLSON: Ah, the reviewers. The critics! They'd say, Don't
confuse art with life.

CYNTHIA: There are certain parallels, Todd — Robert!

OLSON: And differences as well. You left me before the
planet gets nuked. Gets nuked again, I mean. Funny how
we forget we've already nuked it.

CYNTHIA: Then the play isn't about our marriage?
OLSON: No.

CYNTHIA: What's the source of all the anger?
OLSON: You sound like a critic.

CYNTHIA: Then questions aren't allowed? How
convenient for you.

OLSON: If you don't know the source of the anger, then
why the hell are you directing the play?

CYNTHIA: I do know the source of the anger.

(JOE and BILL enter.)

JOE: Time to get to the theater.
CYNTHIA: We're on our way.

(She exits. As OLSON starts out, he is stopped by BILL.
JOE waits behind.)

BILL: Bobby, wait a minute. Let me run a scenario by you
before it gets too crazy. There's this alcoholic, right? He's
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really into the hard stuff but he never touches a drop until
after five. Then he'll do a fifth a night, practically. During
the day he's a well-respected high school principal. His
wife is head of the PTA, the whole shot. A real Jekyll and
Hyde situation. A high school principal by day but by night,
when he's been drinking, he can go after the old lady in a
way that makes "Virginia Woolf" look like a romance. Now
it turns out the wife is having an affair with the guy's best
friend. The principal doesn't suspect a thing but it does let
us sympathize with him despite the booze and violence
because, you know, she's really doing a number on him.
And with his best friend.

OLSON: We sympathize with him.

BILL: You got it! That's really important. Maybe he also
had a leg shot off in the war or something. Whatever.
Anyway, it's a night when the principal is having some
teachers over for a party and naturally the best friend is
there, too.

JOE: We're running late, Bill.

BILL: Don't worry, I'm giving Olson a lift. So it's late in the
party and most of the teachers have gone home. The
principal's hitting the sauce heavy. Meanwhile his wife and
best friend are out on the deck alone. Nothing heavy, just a
little touchy-feely. And the principal decides to go out for
some fresh air, not knowing they're out there

(They have exited, lights fade to BLACKOUT.)

2/ "Half-Life," a one-act play by Robert Olson (8

p.m.)

(The set is an interior. With the house lights still up, JOE
comes forward to speak to the audience.)
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JOE: Good evening. If you've read your paper at all this
week, then you know that the setting for tonight's play is a
terrorist act leading to a limited nuclear war that requires
an emergency evacuation of Portland — and that in this
tense moment, a man's wife admits that she has taken
another woman as a lover. In this context, you might
suppose that the picketing against Ballot Measure 13 going
on outside the theater tonight is somehow connected to
and even endorsed by the Portland Community Players.
This is not the case. What happens outside on a public
sidewalk is their business, and what happens here inside
the theater is our business — and, I might add, our only
business. Thank you.

(A pause. )

JOE: "Half-Life" by Robert Olson is the winner of the first
annual one-act play competition sponsored by the Portland
Community Players. When he isn't writing prize-winning
plays, Mr. Olson is a writer for the daytime television
series, "Heart Song." He has informed me that he writes
each Tuesday episode. We've very excited about sharing
this original and provocative new play with you, and we
have the pleasure of having the playwright in the audience
as our guest of honor. Robert, would you stand up and take
a bow?...Are you out there, Robert?...I guess he's still back
stage with the cast. At any rate, Robert Olson — along with
our cast and director — will be available right after the play
to respond to your questions about "Half-Life." I think
you'll find that this is very different material for the
Players, and we think that's good. Without further ado,
then — oh yes, I want to remind you that our regular
season continues next weekend with a brand new
production of Neil Simon's The Odd Couple. This is the
fifth time we've had the pleasure of bringing you this
masterpiece by the master of comedy, and we have an all-
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new cast for you. So don't forget The Odd Couple, opening
next weekend and continuing for ten weeks. And I should
add that "Half-Life" will also be performed tomorrow and
Sunday. And now, without further ado, the world premier
of "Half-Life" by Robert Olson. Thank you.

(BLACKOUT.)

(LIGHTS UP on HEATHER. She is waiting, nervous.
Three scripts rest on a coffee table. Heather's purse leans
against a leg of the table. MARY rushes into the room.)

MARY: (played by ANN) What are you doing here? Didn't
you hear the news?

HEATHER: (played by WILLOW) I heard it.

MARY: It's a zoo out there.

HEATHER: I know. Where's your husband?

MARY: In the garage. He's loading the camp gear.
HEATHER: Get him.

MARY: You can't be serious. Are you all right?
HEATHER: What a fucking question. Are you?
MARY: I don't know how I am. It's so crazy out there.
HEATHER: You expect to go camping?

MARY: Everyone's evacuating. Haven't you been listening
to the radio?

HEATHER: You saw the traffic. You expect to go
somewhere? We're going to retaliate and this thing will
escalate until . . .

MARY: But it's safer south. Isn't it?
HEATHER: The winds have been east out of Seattle.
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MARY: There was an announcement to evacuate.
Everyone's going south. We have to do something, for
Christ's sake.

HEATHER: I know. That's why I'm here.
MARY: Why are you here?

HEATHER: To find out if you've told him yet. You haven't,
have you?

MARY: Heather, this is hardly the time to discuss it.

HEATHER: I can think of no better time. It's rather a last
chance to do anything, don't you think? Surely we've
retaliated by now — whoever the hell did this has allies
who have retaliated in kind — this is the grand final
escalation we've all been waiting for. I should think today is
the most existential moment in human history. It's now or
never, love.

MARY: You're right. I haven't told him.
HEATHER: Will you tell him now?
MARY: You mean — now?

HEATHER: The most existential moment in human
history: now.

MARY: He's packing the camp gear. I'm supposed to be
packing clothes and getting our — toothbrushes.

HEATHER: Your fucking toothbrushes.
MARY: One can't give up. It's not necessarily the end.

HEATHER: Mary, the proverbial button has been pushed.
So much for the end of the Cold War, hey? Welcome to the
New Holocaust, where everybody gets to play.

MARY: So what do you think we should do?

HEATHER: I'll kill myself before I let this madness kill me.
It would be considerably more dignified.

MARY: It's not necessarily the end.
HEATHER: Do you think we're not retaliating? Do you
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expect North Korea to stay out of this, and all those
republics in Russia with names no one can pronounce —
who are sitting on tons of nuclear weapons? Look at
history. Look at how any world war starts. Face it, the
game's over, Mary. The dinosaurs have won. Male
aggression has won. They're taking the planet with them.

MARY: It's just so hard to comprehend.

HEATHER: On the contrary, extinction is the logical
conclusion of the male way of doing things. You read
Power and Patriarchy.

MARY: It all seemed so theoretical.

HEATHER: When the theory's right, the consequences are
predictable. The miracle is that it took men so long to blow
us all up.

MARY: Don't you have an instinct to survive? Despite
everything?

HEATHER: My instinct is to die with dignity. Get your
husband.

MARY: Why?
HEATHER: I brought some scripts for us to read.
MARY: What are you talking about?

HEATHER: Male consciousness raising. Have you
forgotten already?

MARY: You actually wrote some scripts?
HEATHER: We did talk about it.

MARY: But that was just — thinking aloud and fantasizing.
I didn't expect you to go through with it.

HEATHER: But I did — even before the shit hit the fan. It's
now or never, love.

MARY: John will never go along with something like that.
HEATHER: With proper persuasion he will.
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(She takes a pistol from her purse. )

MARY: This is crazy.

HEATHER: I didn't nuke Seattle, love. Get John.
MARY: I don't see the point of this.

HEATHER: The point is doing it.

MARY: You're serious.

HEATHER: Very. I also have the gun. The power of the
male archetype. Get your husband.

MARY: Is the point to embarrass him?
HEATHER: He won't be embarrassed. He'll be outraged.
MARY: So we read the script. Then what?

HEATHER: Then I'm on my way to find dignity. I hope
you'll come with me.

MARY: I don't think I can do that. Not like this.
HEATHER: I love you, Mary.

MARY: I'm — very confused about how I feel about you.
HEATHER: Get him.

MARY: Can I talk to him alone first?

HEATHER: I don't think I can trust you. Call him from
here. Then you can talk where I can see you.

MARY: Fine. You have the gun.

HEATHER: Incredible, isn't it? With the male archetype,
you can get anything you want. Except what matters.

MARY: You're not acting like anything matters.
HEATHER: Death with dignity matters.

(JOHN enters and stops as soon as he sees HEATHER
with the gun.)
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JOHN: (played by BILL) Give her what she wants, Mary.
We don't want any trouble.

HEATHER: Give him a script.

(MARY hands JOHN a script.)

JOHN: What the hell is this?

MARY: Please do as she says. It won't take long.
JOHN: You know her?

MARY: She's a friend from school.

JOHN: (to Heather) You do know what's going on out
there, don't you?

HEATHER: You'll read the part of Wifey.
JOHN: I'll do what?

HEATHER: We're going to stage a reading, and you're
playing the role of Wifey. Mary is Hubby, and I'm the
Narrator. Shall we begin?

JOHN: Look, I know it's hard to handle, but what's
happening out there is real.

MARY: Do as she says, John.

JOHN: Iraq or somedamnbody has nuked Seattle and it's
time to get the hell out of Portland!

HEATHER: The sooner we begin, the sooner you can join
the lemmings rushing south.

JOHN: Get fucking serious.
HEATHER: I am very serious.
JOHN: She's a friend of yours?
MARY: Please. It won't take long.
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JOHN: You want me to read a play? A fucking play!

(HEATHER fires a round from the pistol up in the air.)

JOHN: (quickly) So what do you want me to do?

HEATHER: Read the part of Wifey. I'll begin the narration.
"The Habits of Hubby," a skit in search of peace, in endless
movements ad nauseam. The First Habit: Hubby is
Horny."

(A pause.)

HEATHER: The next line is yours.

JOHN: I don't understand the point of this.
HEATHER: Read your line.

JOHN: Why are we doing this?

(HEATHER gestures with the pistol.)

JOHN: Okay, just point that thing the other way.
HEATHER: "The First Habit: Hubby is Horny."
JOHN: (as Wifey) "Please, dear, I just put on my face."
HEATHER: Use a high voice.

JOHN: What?

HEATHER: I want you to sound like a woman. Use a
falsetto.

JOHN: For Christ's sake— . . . okay, okay. Can we start
over?

HEATHER: "Hubby is Horny."
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JOHN: (in falsetto, which continues below) "Please, dear, I
just put on my face."

MARY: (as Hubby, in a deep voice) "I'm not interested in
your face."

JOHN: "We'll be late to the party."
MARY: "I won't take a minute."

JOHN: "You never take a minute, dear."
MARY: "Fastest gun in the west."
JOHN: "Maybe when we get back."
MARY: "I'm in the mood now."

JOHN: "But I'm not."

MARY: "Just a quicky, for Christ's sake."
JOHN: "I'm dressed, I just put on my face—"
MARY: "You're never in the mood."
JOHN: "You know that's not true."

MARY: "Who the hell brings home the bacon around here?
Who works his goddamn ass to the grindstone while you sit
around watching soap operas? I can't even get a little
satisfaction around here."

JOHN: "We can put out some candles when we get home.
Make it romantic."

MARY: "Candles in July? Are you crazy? Frigid bitch."

HEATHER: "The Second Habit: Hubby Needs
Understanding."

JOHN: (normal voice) Can I say something?
HEATHER No. "Hubby Needs Understanding."
MARY: (deep voice) "Hi, Carol. Enjoying the party?"
JOHN: (high voice) "Frankly, no. How about you?"
MARY: "I've been better."
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JOHN: "Where's Nancy?"

MARY: "Around. Is that a new dress?"

JOHN: "Just something I picked up on sale."
MARY: "Dynamite. Really. Mike is a lucky guy."
JOHN: "Tell him that."

MARY: "You always look so sharp."

JOHN: "Keep talking, I love it."

MARY: "Really. You always have a certain aura. A certain
presence. A certain— . .. oh, I can't explain it. I think you're
great!"

JOHN: "Thanks, I needed that."

MARY: "It's so easy to talk to you. Nancy hasn't the
foggiest notion who I am. Not really. It's like living in a
vacuum."

JOHN: "I didn't know. You two always seem so happy."
MARY: "The mask we put on. I guess I'm bending your

"

ear.
JOHN: "I don't mind."

MARY: "Do you find it stuffy in here?"

JOHN: "A little."

MARY: "Let's go out on the deck."

HEATHER: "The Third Habit: Hubby Makes His Move."
MARY: "It's great to be with someone you can talk to."
JOHN: "I know what you mean."

MARY: "That dress is a knockout. You have an incredible
figure."

JOHN: "I work at it in the gym."
MARY: "It pays off."
HEATHER: Now he tries to feel your left breast. You fight
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him off.

JOHN: (normal voice) How long does this go on?
HEATHER: He tries to feel your left breast.
JOHN: We have an emergency going on out there!
HEATHER: Your line, Mary.

MARY: "Your breasts are incredible."

JOHN: (high voice) "Please don't . . ."

MARY: "You don't know how lonely I've been."
JOHN: "Stop it, please."

MARY: "You turn me on."

JOHN: "Let's go back inside."

HEATHER Finally he reaches inside your dress and feels
your left breast.

MARY: "My God."

JOHN: "I had cancer."

MARY: "Jesus, I didn't realize, I—"
JOHN: "I had an operation."

HEATHER "The Fourth Habit: Hubby Helps With The
Housework."

JOHN: (normal voice) Look here.
HEATHER "Hubby Helps With The Housework."

JOHN: I want to say something! Would you please point
that somewhere else?

HEATHER "Hubby Helps With The Housework."
MARY: (normal voice) Please read your lines.
JOHN: I won't put up with this.

HEATHER "Hubby Helps With The Housework."
JOHN: What do you, hate men?
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HEATHER I'm not going to wait forever.

JOHN: So how many habits do we have to go through? If
you expect me to take this personally, you're full of shit. I
help with the housework! Tell her, Mary. I help with the
housework all the time.

MARY: You seldom help with the housework, John.,

JOHN: I take out the garbage! We're in a goddamn war out
there! Who has time for housework?

HEATHER "Hubby Helps With The Housework."

JOHN: I'll tell you this, you won't see any women on the
front lines out there. Put that in your pipe and smoke it.

HEATHER "Hubby Helps With The Housework."
MARY: Maybe we can move on.

HEATHER "The Fifth Habit: Hubby Would've Won The
Game If He'd Been Coach."

JOHN: So pull the trigger. I dare you.
MARY: (to Heather) 1 think you've made your point.

HEATHER "Hubby Would've Won The Game If He'd Been
Coach."

MARY: (prompting) The Sixth Habit . . .

HEATHER "Hubby Is Laid Flat By A Mild Cold."

JOHN: (to Mary) Will you get her to stop this?
HEATHER "Hubby Goes On The Wagon For Three Days."
JOHN: Goddamn it!

HEATHER "Hubby Should've Known Better Than To Let A
Woman Balance The Checkbook." "Hubby Taught Her
How To Boil An Egg." "Hubby Could've Predicted It."
JOHN: I quit!

HEATHER "The Tenth Habit: Hubby Could've Predicted
It." "Hubby Could've Predicted It." "Hubby Could've—"

JOHN: Predicted what?
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MARY: (deep voice) "I knew the Cowboys would blow it."
"I know the sonofabitch would back off his campaign
promises." "I knew he had his hands in the till." "I knew
that marriage would never last."

JOHN: What is the point of all this?

(No reply.)

JOHN: WHAT IS THE POINT OF ALL THIS?
MARY: (to Heather) I think it's time for us to go.

HEATHER (aiming the pistol at John) "Hubby Could've
Predicted It . . ."

MARY: Heather, no!

(Mary grabs the gun: a struggle, which John joins in —
and he ends up with the pistol.)

JOHN: Now!

MARY: John, please—. ..

JOHN: Now, goddamn it, it's my turn!
MARY: Try to understand.

JOHN: Understand?! Who is she? What kind of power
does she have over you?

MARY: She had the gun.

JOHN: Yeah, well, you seemed to be enjoying yourself. So
what the hell are you trying to prove? That men are
assholes?

HEATHER: How perceptive of you.

JOHN: Are you fucking serious? Do you think all that shit,
all those clichés about how men are the assholes of the
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universe, has anything to do with what's going on out
there? Seattle's been nuked! Do you comprehend that?
We're in a nuclear war out there! We're talking about the
survival of this country here! Try doing that without men.

HEATHER: Yes, survival is precisely what we're talking
about.

JOHN: (getting crazier) The shrinks predicted this. The
human mind can handle only so much — and then it
cracks. Goddamn women, you think the world is all
rainbows and roses. You don't perceive reality.

HEATHER: I know what reality is.

JOHN: Then you should know what's happening out there!
HEATHER: Masculinity.

JOHN: What?

HEATHER: Masculinity is happening out there.

JOHN: I don't see any cunts volunteering for the front
lines, I'll grant you that.

MARY: I'm not a cunt, John!
JOHN: Let me put it this way: you have strange friends.

HEATHER: At least I accept reality — meaning, that the
game's over.

JOHN: The hell it is. We recovered after Pearl Harbor and
we'll recover again. Whoever did this, we'll bomb them
back to the Stone Age!

HEATHER: How masculine of us.
JOHN: Who the fuck are you?
HEATHER: Someone who is leaving. It's been swell.

(She starts away.)

JOHN: Like hell, you're leaving.
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MARY: I'm leaving, too, John.
JOHN: I have more to say here!

MARY: There's no point in saying anything. I'm leaving
you. I've been trying to get the nerve to tell you for weeks.
Don't pretend you're surprised.

JOHN: She did this?
MARY: Not really.

JOHN: It's those classes you've been taking, isn't it? All
that anti-male propaganda you've been reading? Give an
inch and they take a mile.

HEATHER: Woman as nigger: perfect.

JOHN: I paid for those fucking courses you're taking,
sweetheart.

MARY: There's nothing to discuss, John. Good luck to you.

(The women start away.)

JOHN: So that's it. How long has this been going on?

(No reply.)

JOHN: (after them) I asked how long you've been a dyke!
How long have you been queer?!

MARY: I don't want to talk about it, John. Goodbye.
JOHN: I'm not afraid to use this!

(Mary is the first to exit.)

HEATHER: Don't act like a self-fulfilling prophecy.
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(She exits.)

JOHN: (after them) Mary, you get your ass back here!

(He holds the pistol out with both arms, G-man style.)

JOHN: I'M NOT AFRAID TO USE THIS!

(He fires. A scream. He fires again, repeatedly, until the
chamber is empty. He looks at the gun. He drops it.)

JOHN: Jesus Christ. . .

(He goes to a radio and turns it on. He finds the news. He
listens as the lights start down.)

NEWSCASTER: (voice of Joe) ...Iraq taking credit for the
strike, and North Korea claims to have sent missiles into
Europe. Retaliation by the United States has been
immediate with missile attacks on Iraq, Siberia and North
Korea. Unless the U.S. accepts an immediate cease fire,
Moscow has threatened to ...

(BLACKOUT.)

(A pause. The STAGE AND HOUSE LIGHTS COME UP
together. All the actors, as well as JOE, CYNTHIA and
OLSON, are sitting casually about the set.)
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JOE: (to audience) Any other questions?

(A beat.)

BILL: (responding to question) Let me tackle that one.
That's something that went through my mind as well. He
blows his wife away — I mean, I do — because, you know,
she's been cheating on me — with a woman, no less. She's
gay, and this is real, real hard for me to take.

CYNTHIA: He believes she's gay, is the point.
JOE: In the back row . . .?

(A beat.)

ANN: Oh, maybe I've gone to bed with her once. I really
haven't come out or anything. I'm in a process of deep
personal change. Obviously I've been influenced by
Heather, and by the courses I've been taking. But suddenly
the unthinkable has happened, it may really be the end of
the world — the most existential moment in human
history, as it's put — and obviously I have to go through
changes quicker than I would otherwise.

JOE: Your question, sir?

(A beat.)

OLSON: I don't know how to respond to that. I don't think
of it as a political play. I think it's very realistic, that it can
literally happen that way. I think the end of the Cold War
makes for a more dangerous world, not a safer one,
because now enemies are more invisible. It's nothing I can
prove. It's just how I feel about things. There's no
accounting for taste.
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CYNTHIA: The context is what's important, like Ann said.
What's happening outside makes the rules of ordinary
behavior irrelevant. Everybody is acting through a crisis.
OLSON: I don't think you need any special context to
explain their behavior. The context is on the front page of
the newspaper every day. The world's as dangerous as ever
— every day, every minute. We live on borrowed time.

JOE: The woman in the corner?

(A beat.)

OLSON: Sure, I'll answer that. I'm not gay. Why should it
make a difference?

JOE: The lady in the hat . . .

(A beat.)

OLSON: I hear you — you don't like the "f-word." Again,
what can I say? That's the way people talk.

JOE: Go ahead, ma'am.

(A beat.)

OLSON: But consider my point of view. I mean, here's a
play set in a nuclear crisis, the beginning of a nuclear war,
that tries to speak to the dynamics of why such things
happen, and you're worried about a very popular if
maligned little four-letter word pronounced "fuck." What
the hell kind of hierarchy of obscenity is that, lady?

CYNTHIA: Robert, I think she's only suggesting that you
could have made your point without using — the "f-word."

ANN: Fuck. Are we all afraid to say fuck here?
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OLSON: (to Ann) Thank you. (To the audience) The point
is: war is more obscene than saying "fuck." But here we are

JOE: (to woman in audience) Go on.

(A beat.)

OLSON: I think that's a rationalization. If you don't like the
play, fine, but don't give me that crap about f-words and
melodrama and contrived situations. You dislike the play
for the same reason you dislike turnips or horseradish or
oral sex or whatever the hell it is you dislike. It's a matter
of taste, not of reason, it's—

JOE: The gentleman in front . . .

OLSON: Wait, I'm not done yet! This is important. Reason
isn't calling the shots out there. Anything can happen out
there. Your so-called reason, looking at the world for
motivations and causes, builds an edifice that hides what's
really happening. It's pretty hairy out there, you know? I
mean, we're going to end up blowing up the planet over an
obsolete myth!

JOE: The gentleman in front . . .

(A beat.)

WILLOW: My character is definitely gay and radical. How
would Heather make sense otherwise?

OLSON: She doesn't have to be gay and radical to make
sense. Sense of what? Heather could be a conservative
heterosexual and still pull off something crazy like that.
Are you telling me you've never met a weird conservative
heterosexual? The point is, all these labels and categories
don't work. They hide what's really going on. People are
more mind-boggling than we give them credit for. We fall
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victim to our own categories.

CYNTHIA: The masculine style that's brought up in the
play — is this one of the things we fall victim to?

OLSON: Of course. But, hell, that's just a part of it. We fall
victim to our mode of thinking rationally. We fall victim to
language itself. You know, in Zen, language isn't supposed
to say anything. In Zen, language is a bulldozer one uses to
push all the garbage out of the way. Reality's between the
lines, in the silence.

BILL: I was going to say something, but. ...

OLSON: The language is insufficient to express the feeling.
BILL: You must love being a writer!

JOE: Anyone else?

OLSON: One more thing, and I'll shut up. Sure, we want
answers. But what's to be done out there? Kierkegaard said
that there are two ways: to suffer; or to be a professor of
the fact that someone else suffers. In my humble opinion,
we've got too many fucking professors. Sorry for the f-
word, lady.

(He quickly exits as Joe tries to cover with:)

JOE: I'd like to thank Robert Olson for . . . being with us
tonight . . ..

(Joe applauds, the others join in, as lights come down to
BLACKOUT.)
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ACTTWO

1/ The Cast Party (1 a.m.)

(Party sounds. AT RISE: OLSON and WILLOW are alone
on the deck, dancing to a country song that OLSON is
making up on the spot. He sings with an exaggerated
twang and is pretty high.)

OLSON: (singing) He's cheatin' on she
And she's cheatin' on he

And you're cheatin' on me

And I'm cheatin' on thee

So it's plain, don't you see

Since she's cheatin' on he

And he's cheatin' on she

That we're cheatin' on we

(He does a very bad country yodel.)

OLSON: Yodel-lay-he-oh A-lay-he-oh A-lay-he
WILLOW: (stopping the dance) I hate country music.
OLSON: Run that by me again.

WILLOW: I like Bach. I hate country music.

OLSON: A Bach freak? You live in Oregon and you're a
Bach freak?

WILLOW: Where do you think you are? West Gulch?
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OLSON: The Pacific Northwest! The land of lumberjacks
and fishermen and cowboys! That's why I nuked it, you're
so close to the mythological center of things. But look
there: you have a skyline. The skyline of a city. Almost.

WILLOW: There was a letter in "Dear Abby" recently—

OLSON: You watch "Heart Song" and read "Dear Abby" —
my kind of girl.

WILLOW: A couple from the Midwest had moved to
Portland and was surprised at how progressive the city is.
For example, the woman met a lesbian at work who was

very open about who she was. That had never happened to
her in Ohio.

OLSON: All things are relative. To dear Albert. Einstein.
Cheers.

WILLOW: For the first time in her life, she found herself
being friends with a lesbian.

OLSON: Well, election day will take care of that . . .

WILLOW: You mean Measure 13? Oregonians aren't
behind that. It's all the people moving in from out of state.

OLSON: Really?

WILLOW: California. Utah. Lots of Mormons are moving
here.

OLSON: Well, let's put another Measure on the ballot and
keep those fascists out.

WILLOW: I didn't say they were fascists. It's a very
confusing issue when you study it. Bill's probably voting
Yes but I'm not sure how I'm voting yet.

OLSON: You don't want to vote No and cancel his vote, do
you?

WILLOW: I can make up my own mind, thank you very
much.

OLSON: My kind of woman.
WILLOW: You confuse me. On the one hand, there's
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something very cynical about you. But other times you
seem to be having so much fun.

OLSON: I have a theory. Behold the stars!, twinkling
happily away. More than we can see in L.A., as a matter of
fact.

WILLOW: Aren't they lovely?
OLSON: They don't exist.
WILLOW: Well, I certainly see them up there.

OLSON: They are not shining. Poof!, the stars have
vanished, to the twinkle. However: since, to toast dear
Albert once again, since their little twinkles take so long to
get to our own untwinkling hunk of hot rock, we don't
know they're dead yet. So here we are, writing love songs
and poetry and fascist ballot measures in a universe that no
longer exists. Cheers.

WILLOW: I see what you mean — some cosmic explosion
may already have happened, for all we know.

OLSON: Precisely! In fact, there are no more stars
anywhere, in any firmament. All gone! And like you say, we
won't find out that cosmic fact for thousands of years. Or
until tomorrow.

WILLOW: That's very pessimistic.

OLSON: On the contrary, I toast stars that don't exist! I'd
say there's a bit of good will there.

WILLOW: Your play is pessimistic.
OLSON: Neutral. Ironic but neutral.
WILLOW: Ironic how?

OLSON: We have the audacity to blow up a universe when
we're the only pigeon-hole left who hasn't gotten word of
the Grand Cosmic Finale. I told you, the stars are gone.
Poof! Not a twinkle left in the sky — we're just very late
getting the word. Ironic, yes? But a far greater irony would
be to keep on living in the universe as if it still existed! That
would give us the last laugh.
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WILLOW: You're pulling my leg.
OLSON: Literally, that would be a pleasure.

(BILL and JOE enter.)

OLSON: "The Twelfth Habit: Hubby Runs Off With The
Leading Lady."

(He rather whisks Willow away.)

JOE: I'd say he's taken quite an interest in her.
BILL: He's not the only one.

JOE: If you brought me out here to recite your litany about
Pill—

BILL: I didn't.
JOE: It's your fifth drink obsession.
BILL: I've finally got it figured out. It's not Pill.

JOE: How can you believe Willow's having an affair with
anyone?

BILL: I live with her. I know.

JOE: So if it's not our renowned drama critic, who is it?
BILL: I have a very clear idea about that.

JOE: The suspense is killing me.

BILL: Think about it. Joe.

JOE: This is all your active imagination inspired by
alcohol.

BILL: Really think about it. It's so goddamn obvious. It hit
me when I was telling Olson the plot of my script. It's like I
knew subconsciously all the time and was writing it down,
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while consciously I suspected Pill.

JOE: So who is it?

BILL: As soon as you hear the name, you'll know I'm right.
JOE: Did you drag me out here to tell me or not?

BILL: I want to be sure I'm right. I'm going to confront her
with it.

JOE: And when does this little soap opera take place?
BILL: Soon.

JOE: Not here, I hope.

BILL: The culprit's here.

JOE: This is still my castle, buddy, and a little scene like
that is something I can very well do without. I'm telling
you, she's not having an affair. I'd give odds.

BILL: She is, but it ain't with Dean Pill.
JOE: I don't want a scene. I mean it.
BILL: Don't worry about it.

(He starts off.)

JOE: Where are you going?
BILL: To find Willow.

(ANN and CYNTHIA meet BILL at the sliding door.)

BILL: Help yourself, I was just leaving.
JOE: (following Bill) Great party!

(The men are gone.)
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CYNTHIA: Well?
ANN: I can't do this any more.

CYNTHIA: Good. Then stop. What did all that marching
around really accomplish tonight? Nothing. You lost as
many votes as you may've gained.

ANN: I don't mean that. The opposite, in fact. I feel like
Mary in the play. I can't avoid looking in the mirror any
longer.

CYNTHIA: So what is it you feel like doing?

ANN: Being who I am. Telling everybody here who I am.
Telling everybody here who we are together.

CYNTHIA: Looking in the mirror means you have to play
show-and-tell?

ANN: I think it does, yes. Otherwise I'm living a lie.

CYNTHIA: Everybody makes compromises. Suddenly you
tell everybody here and . . .

ANN: And what?

CYNTHIA: I can't believe we're talking about this. Ever
since Todd got here, I feel like I'm in a soap opera.

ANN: (hamming it up) "I can't be discrete a minute longer.
I have to drop the mask. I have to show the world who I
really am: Ann Barton, Diesel Dyke!"

CYNTHIA: That's not funny.
ANN: We've become very different, haven't we?

CYNTHIA: Perhaps so. I thought we'd resolved this in San
Francisco.

ANN: To your satisfaction, not mine.
CYNTHIA: You chose to come to Portland with me.

ANN: Because I love you. I'm just not sure how much I love
myself any more. There are people out there who want to
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burn us at the stake, Cynthia — how can you just let that
happen?

CYNTHIA: I think that's political paranoia. No one wants
to burn anyone at the stake.

ANN: It starts with something like this, a harmless
sounding law, a little restriction here and there, no gays in
public office, no this, no that, the next thing you know—

CYNTHIA: Ann, somebody can come out here any minute.
ANN: What are you afraid of?

CYNTHIA: What about our livelihood? The business world
is a very conservative environment.

ANN: We've been through this a hundred times. Who
needs clients who are bigots?

(OLSON enters.)

OLSON: Ta da!
CYNTHIA: You look polluted.

OLSON: Scorn rolls off my back — because, for a brief
moment, I've been in love with Willow. Unfortunately, her
husband has just claimed squatter's rights. Robert Olson is
crushed. But don't worry, my ex! I feel a second wind
coming. For one quick private moment, Todd Westlake
breathes deeply . . . and I'm quickly back into my disguise.
CYNTHIA: Please stay in it this time.

OLSON: Are you two spatting again?

ANN: We were, as a matter of fact.

CYNTHIA: Jesus Christ . . .

OLSON: We share heroes! To J.C. Cheers.

ANN: I think the play went very well. Don't you?
OLSON: Except for those idiotic questions at the end.
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ANN: You made it clear enough you didn't like them.
OLSON: I was hoping I did.

CYNTHIA: Joe tells me you're leaving tomorrow.
OLSON: "Heart Song" calls.

ANN: When does your plane leave? I was hoping you'd
speak at the rally.

CYNTHIA: By all means, speak at the rally. I'm sure you
and Ann have much in common.

(She starts away.)

OLSON: Fetch the cast! I want to toast the cast.
ANN: A splendid idea. I'll get them.

(She exits. OLSON and CYNTHIA are alone.)

OLSON: Don't say it. You think I'm drunk. But I'm not! I'm
the guest of honor. I'm the author of "Half-Life." And I am
merely — high.

CYNTHIA: I hope you—

OLSON: Sshh! Mum's the word. You thought I forgot.
Mum's the word! From now till the end . . .

CYNTHIA: And what's the end?
OLSON: Sleep.
CYNTHIA: Passing out.

OLSON: Same difference. The end justifies the means.
(saluting, singing) “Oh, say can you see? By the dawn's
early light...”

CYNTHIA: I'm sincerely sorry to see you like this. You have
a talent that deserves better. "Half-Life" is a thought-
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provoking play. I'm glad we did it. Too bad you had to
make such an ass of yourself afterwards.

OLSON: (toasting) The Seventeenth Habit: Hubby Is An
Asshole.

(The others come out onto the deck: ANN, BILL,
WILLOW, JOE.)

OLSON: The invasion of the body snatchers! I fabricate
from the swills of my insomnia a family of friends to whom
you, and you alone, give flesh and bone. A toast to my cast!
To actors! To body snatchers everywhere!

BILL: Hear-hear!

(They all drink.)

OLSON: (mock seriousness) I suppose you all wonder why
I asked you here tonight.

BILL: It's morning, Bobby.

OLSON: To play a game! We all love games, don't we? Why
else are we in theater but to play games? Well, this is the
"Heart Song" game. This is one of the games we play in
Hollywood. I don't play it, the actors play it. I watch it. All
the writers watch it. The actors play it and then we steal
their best lines and rush to the office and plagiarize.

ANN: It's a theater game?

OLSON: It's the "Heart Song" game. It's a game for soap
operas. What is soap opera? A drama of deceit. Therefore,
it is the purest form of drama in our time. This is a game
about deceit, and at the studio we call it, "The Truth, the
Whole Truth and Nothing But." I think it would be fun to
play it. Anybody too chickenshit?

CYNTHIA: Perhaps some of us have had too much to
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drink.

OLSON: Don't be a gopddamn mother hen. You're going to
play, and they're going to play, and even I'm going to play.
I've never played it before. I only watch and steal lines.

JOE: So what are the rules?

OLSON: Let me illustrate. I am "it" and I pick someone.
Eenie meenie miney moe. Willow!

WILLOW: What do I do?

OLSON: I'm trying to explain. I'm "it" and I pick you. I
then make up a sentence that begins with "If ..." I put in
everything before the comma and you complete the rest of
the sentence. You can do so truthfully or falsefully. We try
to figure out which. That's the point of the game.

JOE: We'd better have a dry run.

OLSON: I am "it." Willow: "If I were to commit adultery . .
"By "I", I mean you. "If I were to commit adultery . .." You
finish the sentence.

ANN: This could get pretty heavy.

OLSON: A game of deceit. "The Truth, the Whole Truth
and Nothing But."

WILLOW: I can complete the sentence any way I want?
OLSON: The human imagination is limitless.
WILLOW: Okay. "I'd commit adultery with—"

OLSON: Repeat the whole sentence.

WILLOW: "If I were to commit adultery, I'd commit it with
Tom Cruise."

OLSON: Do any of you body snatchers want to challenge
that?

BILL: Yeah. What if Cruise isn't willing to go along?
WILLOW: I was stating a preference.
OLSON: Anyone else? Then we believe her? It's Willow's
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turn to be "it."

CYNTHIA: This is very exciting, isn't it?
OLSON: It depends.

ANN: On how honest we're willing to be.
OLSON: Thank you. Willow?

WILLOW: I can ask anyone?

OLSON: Anyone.

WILLOW: Ann: "If I were to play Mary again in another
production of 'Half-Life'. . ."

ANN: That's easy. If I were to play Mary again, I'd play her
the same way — as a woman embracing her true self for the
first time.

BILL: I have a question. If everyone tells the truth, how
does anything happen?

OLSON: It doesn't. Interest in this game is based on deceit.
ANN: I'm "it." Cynthia.

CYNTHIA: Since we're all going to tell the truth, and
nothing happens when we do, why don't we play something
else?

ANN: I need a second to phrase it right.

CYNTHIA: I think we should be mixing with the others.
They'll think we're hogging the guest of honor to ourselves.

ANN: Cynthia: "If I were to marry . . ."

CYNTHIA: If I were to marry . . .?

ANN: Right.

CYNTHIA: If I were to marry, I wouldn't marry you.
BILL: That's great! You're it.

ANN: I challenge that.

BILL: How the hell can you challenge? She'd have to be
queer.
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OLSON: Ann challenges you.

CYNTHIA: So how am I supposed to defend myself?
Whom I marry is my business and if you don't believe me,
what can I possibly say that would change anyone's mind?

JOE: (to Ann) She has a point. She'd have to be gay to
marry you.

CYNTHIA: And even if I was gay, I certainly wouldn't
marry my business partner. You know what they say about
business and pleasure.

OLSON: Nicely done! Ann?

ANN: I guess that answers my challenge. Nice job.
OLSON: Cynthia is "it."

CYNTHIA: Robert: "If you were to rewrite 'Half-Life' . . ."

OLSON: If I was to rewrite "Half-Life" . . . that's heavier
than it sounds.

BILL: I'd set it in Los Angeles! Sorry.

OLSON: If I were to rewrite "Half-Life," I'd try to think of
an ending that was less of a self-fulfilling prophecy. I'd try
to think of something so he wouldn't blow them away. I
don't know if I could find anything I could believe but at
least I'd look harder for it.

CYNTHIA: Challenges?
OLSON: Then I'm "it." Ann.
ANN: Yes?

OLSON: "If I were gay . .."
BILL: Oh boy.

OLSON: You'd be surprised at the insights into their
characters that the actors come up with. After we play the
game, we improv situations and they come to that with
more depth, more dimension, as a result of the game.
Makes for a goddamn tidy script.

ANN: And you like tidy scripts.
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OLSON: The tidier the better.

ANN: If I were gay . . .?

BILL: You wouldn't marry Cynthia either!
CYNTHIA: I'm going to get a drink.

(She exits.)

ANN: It's really not fair to pass in this game, is it?
OLSON: There's no need to pass. When in doubt, lie.
ANN: I see. Okay: "If I were gay, then I'd be who I already

am.

(A pause.)

BILL: Well, I challenge.
OLSON: Ann?

ANN: Don't challenge, Bill.
BILL: "When in doubt, lie."
ANN: But it's the truth. I'm gay.
JOE: You're not serious?

ANN: I am very serious. Hey, lighten up, it's okay, I don't
bite. I've been gay for as long as I can remember. 'Bout
time I 'fessed up, don't you think? Why are you all looking
at me like that?

BILL: I think you're pulling our leg.
ANN: Fine. Think whatever you want.
OLSON: I believe you.

ANN: Thank you, Robert. It's nice to be accepted for who I
am.
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WILLOW: I believe you, too.
BILL: Come on!

(CYNTHIA returns. An awkward pause.)

CYNTHIA: Did I miss something?

ANN: Robert Olson's little game has inspired me to admit
that I'm gay. I hope this won't jeopardize our business
relationship.

CYNTHIA: No, of course not.
BILL: I still think you're putting us on.

WILLOW: That's because you're homophobic. I'm getting a
drink.

(She exits.)

BILL: (after her) Hey, I have a couple friends who are
queer!

ANN: I think I can use a drink myself.
OLSON: Let me escort you.
ANN: I'd like that.

(OLSON and ANN exit.)

CYNTHIA: (nervous) Why should it affect our business
relationship? But what a surprise! Aren't you surprised?

BILL: I still think she's putting us on. She's always had a
weird sense of humor.

CYNTHIA: Who can say? If you'll excuse me. ...
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(She exits.)

BILL: No way. I've acted with her for two or three years
now. She flirts with me.

JOE: I think I believe her.

BILL: I acted with her in I Do, I Do. I kept wishing I did, I
did. If she's queer, what a waste.

JOE: Ready for a drink?

BILL: In a minute. I have an apology to make.

JOE: Oh?

BILL: It's Pill, after all. I mean, it was. Willow confessed
everything.

JOE: She did?

BILL: She and Pill have been doing their little number for
about three months but she broke it off last week. She's
been trying to get the courage to tell me.

JOE: But you were so sure it wasn't Pill.

BILL: I guess because I'd been sure it was him from the
beginning and couldn't stand living with it any longer. The
truth is, I'd decided it was you.

JOE: You've got to be kidding.

BILL: In my script, it's the guy's best friend. Maybe I
started confusing art and reality. Sorry about that.

JOE: Well, forget it. Did you tell Willow you thought it was
me?

BILL: Didn't get a chance to. I told her I knew she was
having an affair, and that for a long time I thought it was
with Pill, and she just came out and confessed everything.
Anyway, it's out and it's over. We can pick up the pieces.

JOE: I'm happy for you.
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BILL: How about that drink?

(They exit. A pause. ANN and OLSON enter.)

ANN: You don't like any rough edges, do you?

OLSON: "The truth shall set us free." Which is probably a
crock.

ANN: I feel relieved. Free, if you will.
OLSON: I feel sorry for Cynthia.
ANN: Yes.

OLSON: Discretion has its place.
ANN: So does honesty.

OLSON: There's a book that's a favorite of mine. Pygmies
and Dream Giants by Kilton Stewart. Stewart lived with a
tribe on some island, in the South Pacific as I recall, and
the tribe had never experienced war in their society.
Besides being an anthropologist, Stewart was something of
an amateur shrink, so he tried to find out just what it was
about their society that negated war. To make a long story
short, he discovered that these pygmies believed their
dreams.

ANN: I'm not sure I follow.

OLSON: Literally. If they dreamed it, it happened. It
literally happened. Dreams were just as real as action.
Dreams were an action. For example, if one pygmy
dreamed of seducing another pygmy's wife, it was as real as
committing adultery. It was adultery. So he'd wake up
feeling guilty as hell, and get his ass over to the other
pygmy's hut and say, Look, man, last night I made it with
your old lady, and I'm sorry as hell about that, so here's my
fattest pig and three chickens and a couple gallons of home
brew, so let's call it even, okay? In their dreams they did
any damn thing they wanted but always woke up guilty as
hell, so instead of war you had all these pigs and
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possessions being passed around all over hell, and nobody
blew anybody away.

ANN: When women had dreams like that, did they also
give away family property?

OLSON: I don't remember if Stewart recorded any dreams
by women.

ANN: We do dream.
OLSON: As I recall, he concentrated on male dreams.
ANN: Same old patriarchy.

OLSON: It's interesting reading, all the same. I've always
wanted to mention that book in a play.

ANN: Why haven't you?

OLSON: The critics would kill me. They'd say, "Book
reviews are not dramatic. Book reviews are boring." Ideas
aren't supposed to be interesting in their own right. Least
of all, to a playwright.

ANN: I take it the critics aren't kind to you.

OLSON: They used to love me, when I wrote fluff like
"Roses for the Road." A columnist once called me "one of
L.A.'s most precious natural resources." Three years later I
didn't even make his list of the 200 most interesting
writers in town.

ANN: What does it matter what the critics think?

OLSON: Spoken like a woman who just came out of the
closet.

ANN: Thanks for inspiring me to do that.

OLSON: Maybe I can thank you for something some day.
ANN: You already can.

OLSON: Then, thanks.

ANN: "Half-Life" didn't win the contest.

OLSON: Against my better judgment, I'll say, "go on."
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ANN: There's no way a community theater would take a
chance with material like that. After Cynthia vetoed "Roses
for the Road," the committee wanted to do another piece of
mush. So I took it upon myself to write you that you'd won
— and then all T had to do was convince Cynthia to
convince the committee.

OLSON: You made the decision alone?

ANN: The theater was in a rut. I thought your play had
something important to say about masculinity.
Fortunately, you wrote back so enthusiastically about
winning that no one had the heart to take the prize away.
So here you are.

OLSON: And Cynthia went along with you?

ANN: She made all the difference in the world. For a while,
it looked like the committee was going to disown both of
us. She really got behind the play in the end. Of course, she
didn't know you were Robert Olson.

OLSON: Hubby Plays Guinea Pig . . . I wish you hadn't told
me.

ANN: "The truth shall set us free."
OLSON: "Don't take any wooden nickels." Or something.
ANN: Let's go inside and dance.

OLSON: You expect to find a partner?
ANN: I want to dance with you.

OLSON: You do?

ANN: That's why I asked you.

OLSON: Won't Cynthia be jealous?

ANN: She has to live her own life.
OLSON: I'm a lousy dancer.

ANN: You really do wish I hadn't told you.

OLSON: Delusions of grandeur are so invigorating.
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ANN: You're still a hero to everybody else. Only Cynthia
and I know the truth.

OLSON: And, alas, myself.

ANN: Consider it grist for the mill. You can write a play
about all this.

OLSON: I wouldn't know where to begin.

ANN: A playwright wins a contest . . . he comes to a strange
city to see the premiere only to discover that his play is
directed by his ex-wife . . . who left him for a San Francisco
dyke...

OLSON: No, for a most interesting woman indeed. But
later to discover that actually he didn't win the contest at
all.

ANN: See? Sounds like Hitchcock already.
OLSON: I don't like it.

ANN: I'm serious, I think this material has real
possibilities.

OLSON: There's no accounting for taste.

(They exit to BLACKOUT.)

2/ Fallout (3:30 a.m.)

(JOE and CYNTHIA are alone on the deck. The
background noise of the party is gone now. We hear a car
driving away below.)

CYNTHIA: I hope Bill's not driving.
JOE: Willow, I think.
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CYNTHIA: They should be fine then.
JOE: Yes, they'll be fine.

(A pause.)

JOE: We were having an affair.

CYNTHIA: I know. You said "were."

JOE: We ended it tonight.

CYNTHIA: I'm sorry. Or is that condoning adultery?
JOE: You know how these little theater flings go.
CYNTHIA: You still care for her.

JOE: Yes.

CYNTHIA: Then I am sorry.

JOE: I guess you have your own problems. Ann.
CYNTHIA: Ann? Well, that's hardly my problem.
JOE: A thing like that can hurt your business.
CYNTHIA: Then we'll have to find more tolerant clients.

JOE: I was surprised but then when I thought about it, it
made perfect sense. I don't recall ever seeing her with a
man. In a dating situation, I mean.

(A pause.)

JOE: Nor you.

CYNTHIA: I'm a workaholic. You've been directed by me
enough to know that.

JOE: You never suspected, sharing a house with her and
all?
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CYNTHIA: Never. I don't see much of her other than at
work. We each have our own floor.

JOE: That's good.

CYNTHIA: Actually I've been thinking of moving closer in.
The drive is getting to me.

JOE: I don't blame you. I've never liked the suburbs.

(A pause.)

JOE: May I ask you a personal question?
CYNTHIA: The answer is no, I'm not gay.
JOE: Wouldn't matter if you were.

CYNTHIA: The real answer, of course, is that it's none of
your damn business. And I do date men, as a matter of fact.

JOE: Anyone in particular?

CYNTHIA: A pilot for United. Given both of our schedules,
we don't get to see one another more than once or twice a
month. But then I've always believed in quality in a
relationship, not quantity. Anything else you want to
know?

JOE: Sorry, I was curious.

CYNTHIA: Being in business with Ann, I'm sure I'll be
asked that question quite often now that she's come out of
the closet, so to speak. People are so damn nosy.

(ANN enters.)
ANN: Cynthia, can I speak to you a minute?

JOE: I was just leaving. Where's Olson?
ANN: Stretched out on the floor in front of the stereo. He
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found your dixieland tapes.
JOE: Pretty drunk out tonight.

(He exits.)

ANN: I'll move out right away.

CYNTHIA: No, I'm moving out. I want to live closer in.
ANN: I don't mind if—

CYNTHIA: I mind.

ANN: Whatever you want.

CYNTHIA: I want that you take the car home. I'll get Joe to
give me a lift later.

ANN: You're spending the night here?

CYNTHIA: Please don't say you fear for my safety. Alone
with a man and all that.

ANN: I don't feel like I owe you an apology, Cynthia. I did
what I had to do.

(A pause.)

ANN: Can we still be in business together?
CYNTHIA: I hope so.

ANN: I could take my vacation.

CYNTHIA: Perhaps you should.

ANN: We ought to be able to work together.
CYNTHIA: I should think so.

ANN: I still care for you.
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(A pause.)

ANN: I'm really not an extremist, you know. I won't do
anything to embarrass the business.

CYNTHIA: I hope not.

ANN: I think you're quite safe. There may be a few
suspicions at first, since we live together and all, but you're
very good at creating whatever impression you want.
CYNTHIA: It's a present nuisance but, yes, I'm sure I'm
safe.

ANN: You're a very good actress.

CYNTHIA: The keys are in my purse. In the livingroom.
ANN: Thanks.

CYNTHIA: You'll have to step over Todd.

ANN: Perhaps.

CYNTHIA: You two seem to have hit it off.

ANN: Better than I would have thought.

CYNTHIA: I didn't know you could dance so well.
ANN: I haven't danced in years. I like dancing again.
CYNTHIA: Will you be taking a vacation then?
ANN: To San Francisco, I think.

CYNTHIA: Of course.

ANN: Sure you can handle the load alone?
CYNTHIA: Summer's our slow time.

ANN: Then I'll leave Monday.

CYNTHIA: Fine.

ANN: I understand you a little better now, I think.
CYNTHIA: Then something's been accomplished.

ANN: Being who I am, I understand better who you are.
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Can't you say the same?

(A pause.)

ANN: Cynthia? Can't you say the same?

(They embrace. They are still embraced when OLSON
enters.)

OLSON: Hubby needs a lobotomy.

(The women move apart.)

OLSON: What is it about marriage that fights become the
excuse for making up? I mean, you two might as well be
married, right?

CYNTHIA: (to Ann) The keys are in my purse. If you see
anyone in San Francisco . . .

ANN: I'll give them your best. See you back at the office.
OLSON: You're leaving?
ANN: Keep writing plays. Bye.

(She exits.)

OLSON: Where's she going?
CYNTHIA: Home.

OLSON: Alone?

CYNTHIA: I think I'll go lie down.
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OLSON: Wait a minute. Listen, I know I turn into some
kind of a halfass loudmouth when I'm drinking but,
seriously, is there anything I can do?

CYNTHIA: I don't think so.

OLSON: You're breaking up, aren't you? Well, I have prior
service. A real vet at breaking up. Not only you, I've lived
with three ladies since us and broke up with every one of
them. I've got experience. Know what I learned?

CYNTHIA: What did you learn?

OLSON: If you're the one being left, it's best to leave town.
If you're the one moving out, it's best to throw the whole
damn mess, I mean the actual labor of moving, into the lap
of a good friend. Which are you?

CYNTHIA: I've been wanting to move closer in for some
time now.

OLSON: How much furniture do you have? I'll help you
move out.

CYNTHIA: Be serious.

OLSON: I am serious. I'll rent a damn truck and move you
wherever you want to go. Into storage if you have no place
to stay.

CYNTHIA: I thought you were flying right back.

OLSON: I'll get a later flight. Two hours sleep and I'm
raring to go. What do you say? I'm one hell of a truck
driver.

CYNTHIA: Why do you want to get involved?

OLSON: We used to be married, for Christ's sake. We had
some good times.

CYNTHIA: Yes, there were some good times.

(A car drives away below, ANN going home alone.
CYNTHIA is about to lose it..)



Deemer Reader: 164

OLSON: Don't worry about it. Ann has to live her life. You
have to live yours. Discretion has its place.

CYNTHIA: (bittersweet) Discretion . . .

OLSON: It's the best I can do on such short notice. I also
think it's the truth.

CYNTHIA: I hated it in San Francisco. Every time we went
into a gay bar, I sat in terror, worrying that one of our
clients would walk in. Then one night one did — a woman
whose PR we handled. The way she looked at me, so . . . so
knowingly. I didn't want her to know anything about me. I
didn't want to make a statement about my sexuality. Why
does sexuality have to be political? It's so — personal.
Maybe sex belongs in the closet, like a special part of the
wardrobe saved for special occasions.

(A pause.)

OLSON: Ann told me about how "Half-Life" got done. I
appreciate your support when it counted.

CYNTHIA: I'm sorry you had to find out.

OLSON: "The truth shall set us free" and so on. So what do
you say? Let me rent a truck. I love driving truck! It's so
goddamn macho I can't stand it. I'll turn up some country
music on the radio and haul your furniture all goddamn
day.

CYNTHIA: Let's talk about it when I can think straight.

OLSON: I'm staying at the hotel, the what's-it's-name. Joe
knows. Give me a buzz when you're ready.

CYNTHIA: I'm going to lie down.
OLSON: I have to get a taxi.

CYNTHIA: I'll call one. Let's have a late breakfast and talk
about moving me out.
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OLSON: I'm one hell of a macho truck driver, lady.
CYNTHIA: I'm sure you are. Goodnight, Todd.
OLSON: Sshh! Mum's the word.

CYNTHIA: Mum's the word.

(She exits. OLSON stares out at the skyline. Then he looks
higher, to the stars in a clear sky.)

OLSON: Twinkle, twinkle,
Little star,
How I wonder,

What you are ...

(JOE enters.)

JOE: Taxi shouldn't be long.
OLSON: You goddamn stud.
JOE: Pardon me?

OLSON: I heard about the number you're doing with
Willow.

JOE: Oh that. That ended a while back.
OLSON: How so?

JOE: You know — variety's the spice of life. Time to move
on to better things.

OLSON: Better than Willow?

JOE: Surely you're not a one-woman man. Not in
Hollywood.

OLSON: For me to know and you to find out.
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JOE: Or maybe you're gay. Every time you turn around
these days, somebody you know turns out to be gay.

OLSON: If I was a woman, I'd be gay.
JOE: That's a little convoluted . . .
OLSON: You and Willow. I think I'm jealous.

JOE: We got together when we played the leads in
"Barefoot in the Park." You know how those things happen.
The play ended and, well, frankly she bores me now.

OLSON: You played the newscaster, you can always fuck
the radio.

JOE: I'm doing quite well, thank you.

OLSON: A real stud.

JOE: No complaints.

OLSON: View like this ought to get them in the mood.
JOE: It doesn't hurt.

OLSON: You ever make it with Willow out here on the
deck?

JOE: For me to know and you to find out. Will I be seeing
you again before you leave?

OLSON: I'm having breakfast with Cynthia. Then I think
I'm going to drive truck.

JOE: Drive truck?
OLSON: What the hell's wrong with driving truck?

(OLSON begins to make the sounds of driving truck — the
engine roaring, shifting gears.)

JOE: You'll be able to see the taxi from here. Goodnight.

(OLSON still plays driving truck. JOE exits. OLSON
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suddenly gestures toward the stars, his voice trailing off
as if he's sending his truck out into the universe.)

OLSON: Twinkle, twinkle,
Little star,

How I wonder. ..

(OLSON stares out at the skyline.)

OLSON: How I wonder-. ..

(Suddenly OLSON makes the noise of a great explosion
and his arms reach forward, then trace the rising outline
of a mushroom cloud. The gesture is almost sensuous, as
if he were tracing a woman's figure. When the cloud has
risen, OLSON is looking up at the stars.)

OLSON: And it came to pass that all the stars in the
firmament had ceased to shine. But how was anyone to
know?

(OLSON looks up at the stars. Slow fade to BLACKOUT.
THE PLAY IS OVER.)
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CHRISTMAS AT THE JUNIPER TAVERN
a play in two acts

First performed at the Wilson Center for the Performing Arts in
Portland, Oregon, on January 5, 1984. Directed by Steve Smith.

Produced for public television, winner of ACE award.

THE CAST (4M, 5W):

Stella, owner of the Juniper Tavern, a no-nonsense
woman.

Frank, an unemployed mill worker, a Korean vet, a little
lost.

Rex, an unemployed log truck driver, imaginative, a little
crazy.

Margie, his wife, not too smart.

Sheriff Billy of Juniper County, more heart than brain.
Ann, a young woman, searching.

Joy, her mother, a college professor, bright and cynical.
Swami Kree, guru of the Kree cult.

Ma Prama Rama Kree, his personal secretary, protective,
suspicious.

THE TIME:
Christmas, 1979.
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THE SET:

The Juniper tavern. A bar, tables. A jukebox. A Christmas
tree with presents under it. Stage right to restrooms. A
telephone on the wall. A door behind the bar leads to a
storage area.

Two other areas must be defined: a neutral playing area;
area for car interiors.

“Song of the Swami” by Lynne Fuqua.

Logging poems by Fred Ross.

ACT ONE

Scene One

(AT RISE: Frank and Stella are waltzing to an
instrumental version of "Silent Night" on the jukebox. The
mood is romantic; it could be Saturday night, they could
be dancing to "Waltz Across Texas." The music stops.)

FRANK: Want me to put in some more quarters?
STELLA: Sit down a minute. You look antsy.

(Frank sits down at the bar. Stella goes behind it.)
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FRANK: Not enough sleep.

STELLA: You look antsy and you dance antsy. What's on
your mind, Frank?

FRANK: (to change the subject) You mad I woke you?

STELLA: I thought maybe you had something important to
talk about.

FRANK: I'm hardly awake. You pouring yet?

(She pours him a beer.)

FRANK: Seems like I sleep less when I'm laid off than
when I'm working.

STELLA: I wonder why.
FRANK: Maybe I am antsy.

STELLA: So it’s just being out of work that's bothering
you?

FRANK: Hell, I don't know. What do you mean, I dance
antsy?

STELLA: All stiff, like you don't want to be here.
FRANK: Why'd I wake you if I don't want to be here?
STELLA: That's what I'm asking, Frank.

(He doesn't reply. A pause.)

FRANK: You want to exchange gifts before you open?

STELLA: You oughtn't've gotten me anything, being out of
work.

FRANK: Hell, it's nothing like I wanted to get.

STELLA: You want to exchange presents or you want to tell
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me what's bothering you?

FRANK: You sure are persistent this morning.

STELLA: Whichever you want, Frank.

FRANK: I came by, Stella because — hell, it's Christmas.
STELLA: Let's open presents.

(As Stella starts for the tree, there's a loud banging on the
front door of the tavern.)

REX: (off stage) Stella! Merry Christmas in there! Hey,
open up, will you?

(Frank tips his baseball cap knowingly to Stella, then goes
to answer the door. Stella comes downstage, the lights
change to a spotlight on her and she speaks to the
audience.)

STELLA: Some folks say it's a sin to open up on Christmas
Day. Whoever thinks that can take a flying you-know-what
at the moon.

You see, we got people here in Juniper, the tavern's the
only home they know. Or it's the only place they can really
relax and have a little fun. This is especially true with the
mill closed like it is. Half the men in Juniper work at the
mill, or depend on the mill being open, which means most
ain't been working for almost a year now, and there's
nothing to do at home but stare at the bills piling up.

I lowered my beer prices when the mill closed down. It's
the least I could do. Just like that sign I put up outside.
There's folks who think I did that for the publicity but I
didn't ask no reporter to come snooping around about it. I
put up that sign because it was needed. Ever since that
religious cult took over the old Thompson spread, 15 miles
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out on Old Ranch Road, tourists speed by here like
Juniper's as worthless as a eunuch in a whorehouse. They
just want to hurry out to the ranch so they can stare at all
the blue shirts and at that Swami's 26 Rolls-Royces. The
only reason I put up that sign was to protect my customers:

SLOW DOWN, GODDAMN IT! DRUNKS CROSS HERE!

(LIGHTS UP on tavern, with Rex and Margie entering.)

REX: This a private party?

STELLA: Not any more. What's your poison?
MARGIE: Beer and tomato juice for me. Rex?
REX: Frank and I will be right back.

MARGIE: Don't you go running out on me on Christmas
morning!

REX: I gotta get your present. Be back in a jiff.

(Frank and Rex start out.)

MARGIE: (after them) What're you talking about, present?
Rex!

(They exit.)

MARGIE: We can't afford no presents. The Sage Tavern
isn't open this early, is it?

STELLA: We got the only drink in town today.

(Stella gives Margie her beer and tomato juice.)
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MARGIE: Bet he's got a bottle hid in the pickup. He's been
drinking for three days. Didn't get in till five this morning.

(A pause.)

MARGIE: Frank spend the night upstairs?
STELLA: No, he woke me a couple hours ago.
MARGIE: Did he ask you?

STELLA: Even if he was fixing to, I don't think he'd pop the
question this early in the morning.

MARGIE: Rex gets romantic after drinking all night. I'll bet
they was together last night.

STELLA: May be.

MARGIE: He's gonna ask you one of these days. You know
you got your bags packed.

STELLA: I think Frank's too set in his ways to marry.

MARGIE: The engagement can't last forever, Stella. You
either get hitched or break up. Something's gotta break the
monotony.

STELLA: We're not engaged.

MARGIE: Time he spends upstairs, it's the same
difference.

STELLA: We have a nice arrangement.
MARGIE: For him.
STELLA: For me, too. We both need a little room.

MARGIE: That's what Rex says. Then he stays out drinking
all night.

STELLA: You know how men get when the mill's closed.
Happens every recession. But the mill's gotta open up
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sooner or later. It always does.

MARGIE: I don't know how much longer I can stand it.
Our benefits end next month. We're already dipping into
savings.

STELLA: Don't fret about it on Christmas. Have one on
me.

(She turns a glass upside down in front of Margie,
marking her for another drink.)

MARGIE: I wonder if he really got me a present. We made
a deal not to exchange gifts this year. That son-of-a-bitch.

STELLA: If he got you something, you tell him he has
fifteen dollars on credit right here — a gift certificate.

MARGIE: You don't have to do that.

STELLA: 1 know. Come on, cheer up. I'm feeling
Christmasy. Look here, a card from Fred Ross came
yesterday.

(She hands Margie a Christmas card.)

MARGIE: Didn't he go to the valley looking for work? Rex
heard he ended up in Junction City.

STELLA: The postmark don't show through too good.

MARGIE: Postmark doesn't mean a thing any more. My
sister in Rock Springs? I got a card from her, the postmark
said Gopher.

STELLA: Maybe she mailed it in Gopher.

MARGIE: She can't stand Gopher. If she needs a bigger
store than Rock Springs, she drives to one of the malls in
Eugene. The post office just took away Rock Springs'
postmark and gave them Gopher. Post office don't give a
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damn if folks don't want a Gopher postmark on their
letters. Criminy.

STELLA: If it's more efficient that way, maybe the price of
stamps won't go up.

MARGIE: My sister hates Gopher!

STELLA: Fred sent a poem with the card.
MARGIE: That's Fred.

STELLA: It was published in Logger's World.
MARGIE: Fred Ross got published in a magazine?

(SHERIFF BILLY enters. He is in uniform.)

BILLY: Merry Christmas, all.

STELLA: Merry Christmas, Billy.
MARGIE: Fred Ross published a poem.
BILLY: So?

MARGIE: So whoever expected Fred Ross to publish a
poem in a magazine?

STELLA: Right here in Logger's World.
BILLY: Let me see that.

(Stella gives Billy the poem.)

BILLY: I'll be damned.
MARGIE: Think he got paid?

BILLY: Respectable magazine like Logger's World? He's a
damn fool if he let them have it for nothing.

STELLA: Read it out loud.
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BILLY: There here is one of my favorites:

(reading) There's an empty seat on the crummy,
Where used to sit Hook Jack.
In a little bungalow in the suburbs,

There's a new widow dressed in black.

It happened last Thursday afternoon;
There was nothing anyone could do.
The puncher ran into a hang-up

And jerked the mainline in two.

So Old Jack is in Logger's Heaven,

And many stories have been told

About the cold brooks that trickle by the wayside,
And the streets are paved with gold.

We know when at last we join him,
He'll have the layout made,

And with his coffee jug beside him,
He'll be sitting in the shade.

Then Old Jack will rise,

This logger big and strong;

“I been through a whole pot of coffee!
What took you guys so long?
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Up here they only fly one choker
And there's four men on the crew.
You don't have to wear your hard cats,

And your cork boots are shiny and new.

The crummies are all air-conditioned,
The side rods never come round.
The yarders all have mufflers

And never make a sound.

There's no such thing as Monday
And you'll all get paid every day.
The cookshack door is always open

To feed each and every stray.

Sometimes I think it's almost too easy
For a high-ball logging man,
Who gave all those years of his life

In pursuit of the silver strands.”

(A pause.)

BILLY: I can almost hear Fred reciting it himself.
STELLA: Fred must be doing good enough.
MARGIE: Bet he didn't get paid enough to get drunk on.

BILLY: (reciting from memory) His hickory shirt was
glazed with dirt
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As he stepped up to the bar.
“Gimme a shot of your rotgut whiskey
And the butt of an old cigar.

I'm in from the cold where the vine maples grow
And the dogwoods bloom in the spring.
I've been in the woods for thirty years

And I haven't accomplished a thing.”

Jesus, Fred Ross can write! (He raises his glass to make s
toast.) Merry Christmas, Fred, wherever you are.

STELLA: It was a nice present, seeing Fred get a poem
published. I miss him around here.

BILLY: I got a present for you myself.

(He hands her his ticket book.)

STELLA: I know it's easy to get your quota of speeders
these days.

BILLY: This ain't just another speeder. Look at the car
make.

STELLA: A Rolls-Royce. You mean ... ?
BILLY: Nailed the Swami himself!
STELLA: You mean he was driving?

BILLY: He's such a con-man, he don't have to do diddly-
squat. One of his blue shirts was driving. They was pushing

eighty.
MARGIE: You can't touch the Swami if he wasn't driving.
BILLY: I still nailed him with a fat fine.
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MARGIE: Big deal. If he can afford twenty-two Rolls-
Royces —

STELLA: Twenty-six. He got four for his birthday last
month.

MARGIE: He can damn well afford a speeding ticket.

BILLY: Twenty-five Rolls-Royces. That's why he was
speeding, trying to catch a car thief.

STELLA: Somebody stole one of his cars?
BILLY: Ain't that something? (Toasting) Merry Christmas!
STELLA: Merry Christmas!

BILLY: I stopped by to enjoy it while I can. I'm the poor
son-of-a-bitch who's supposed to find it. Hell of a deal.

MARGIE: Since when it is your job to chase car thieves?

BILLY: This county is my jurisdiction and if it happens in
Juniper County, then yours truly is on the case. I chased
rustlers, I can damn well chase car thieves.

MARGIE: Rustlers, hell.

BILLY: You take a man's goat, that's rustling, same as a
cow — makes no difference if Rex was drunk or sober.

MARGIE: Rex won that damn goat at cards.
BILLY: That's not what Luke said.

MARGIE: One man's word against another. You can't
question the damn goat.

BILLY: If he won it at cards, why'd he give it back so easy?

MARGIE: Because I don't need no goat chewing up my
lawn!

BILLY: Anyway, I imagine they're halfway to Portland by
now. You can't hide a Rolls-Royce around here. I'll check
out the countryside and that ought to take care of it as far
as I'm concerned. I got to play Santa Claus at the hospital
later anyway.
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MARGIE: Don't you get tired of doing that every year?
BILLY: I like it. Hell, I can play Santa with my eyes shut.

STELLA: Billy being Santa Claus is practically an
institution.

(Frank enters.)

MARGIE: (quickly) Where's Rex?

FRANK: (avoiding the question) Billy ... thought they'd
give you the day off.

BILLY: I get off pretty quick now. Gotta put on my Santa
suit.

MARGIE: Where the hell is he, Frank?
FRANK: Stella, I'm buying the house a Christmas drink.

BILLY: I'll take a rain check. Frank, would you believe I
have to look for a Rolls-Royce? That poor damn Swami,
somebody took one of his Rollses and now the poor son-of-
a-bitch is down to twenty-five. Some folks carry bad luck in
their pocket.

(He exits.)

MARGIE: Where's Rex, Frank? I don't like the look on your
face.

FRANK: He's ... outside.

MARGIE: Why don't he come in? He got a present for me
out there?

FRANK: Sort of.
MARGIE: That son-of-a-bitch. We made a deal.
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(Billy returns and makes a slow cross to the bar. All eyes
are on him. He leans on the end of the bar.)

BILLY: You think that Swami plays cards? I hope so. Rex is
out front, relieving himself on the front fender of a Rolls-
Royce. Now, Frank, if you know anything about this, I'd be
obliged to listen.

FRANK: Don't know what to tell you, Billy.

BILLY: The way I figure it, you were playing poker over in
that ashram. And the Swami, being a foreigner, it was duck
soup, right? Ain't that what happened, Billy?

FRANK: Sure, Billy, you got it exactly.
BILLY: That's what I figured.

(BLACKOUT.)

Scene Two

(LIGHTS RISE on MA in the neutral area. She wears the
blue clothing of the Kree cult and speaks to the audience.
Her accent is from India.)

MA: You Americans are full of contradictions. I was
educated in your country and know something about you.
On the one hand, you represent the ideal of freedom in the
Western world. And then you come in droves to stare at the
Kree because we are different from you.

What has happened to this country? The United States is
the land of religious freedom. This is what I was taught at
your great University, UCLA. America was founded by men
who fled religious persecution in England. Then why are
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the Kree being persecuted?

There are so many rumors about us. No, we are not
fanatics out to take over the world. We wear blue for
religious reasons, not military or political ones. Blue is the
color of the holy sky and the immortal ocean.

No, we do not have sex orgies on the ranch. We are
building an ashram, which means we work hard for twelve
and fifteen hours a day. Who has energy left over for a sex
orgy?

As the Swami's personal secretary and PR officer for the
Kree, I have to deal with questions like this all the time.
For example, I'm often asked, Why does the Swami have so
many Rolls-Royces? What kind of a question is this? Why
did your Hollywood star Joan Crawford have so many pairs
of shoes? And why did Elizabeth Taylor have so many
husbands?

Let me explain about the Rolls-Royces once and for all. The
Kree do not dismiss the material world. It's not the
ultimate reality but it is something we pass through
according to our karma. So we believe in having a good
time while visiting in this incarnation.

We have a great need for vehicles on the ashram and so
what better investment can we make than a Rolls-Royce?
You Americans, who gave the world capitalism, should
understand this. We bought Swami four new cars for his
birthday, to celebrate the end of his one-year vow of
silence.

(LIGHTS RISE on Rex in a Rolls-Royce.)

FRANK: (voice off) Rex? We'd better get while the gettin's
good.

REX: Hang on, partner!
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(Frank enters.)

REX: You're not gonna believe this. Which hand?
FRANK: You counted the cars. Let's get out of here.

REX: He's got twenty-six of them Rollses, Frank. And look
here — each one has the keys in it. Ain't that a Christian for
you?

(The focus returns to Ma.)

MA: Oh yes, I saw them steal the car. They were too drunk
to be very careful. As it happens, I was working on the
books upstairs. We had bought two more Rolls-Royces for
Swami for Christmas. Of course, Christmas is not a
religious holiday for the Kree. We celebrate Swami's
birthday, not Christ's, but we realize that Christmas is the
most important American holiday, the time when you give
the most expensive gifts, so we wanted to be good
neighbors by recognizing Christmas ourselves. We knew
we could surprise Swami with two more cars. He wouldn't
even be celebrating Christmas, except maybe to eat
fruitcake. Swami loves fruitcake.

(Focus on Frank and Rex.)

FRANK: Twenty-six Rolls-Royces. Why do you suppose he
has so many?

REX: Pussy. He can't drive but one himself, can he? I hear
it's a regular sex orgy out here. It ain't nothing but twenty-
five ladies he's trying to keep happy with them cars, Frank.
Goddamn, if I knew religion was like this, I'd've gone to
Sunday school.

FRANK: You counted the cars. Let's get the hell out of
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here.
REX: You take the pickup. I'll be right behind you.
FRANK: What do you mean, you'll be right behind me?

REX: Look at them — twenty-six Rolls-Royces! It's better
than harps and angels, Frank. I may never get this close to
heaven again.

FRANK: Now don't do something crazy, Rex. You're in
enough trouble at home as it is.

REX: This is going to get me out of trouble at home, good
buddy.

FRANK: What is?
REX: When I drive up in one of these here Rolls-Royces.
FRANK: That's car theft.

REX: I'm not stealing it. I'm borrowing it. I'm going to let
Margie take a ride in it. That'll be her Christmas present.

FRANK: She don't want to ride in a stolen car.

REX: Listen, I know Margie. Hell, the day I drove up in my
pickup — when it was new, I mean — Margie can turn into
quite a woman when she wants to. We did it in the drive-in
in that new pickup not ten hours after I put down the
payment.

FRANK: That was a long time ago.

REX: That's what I'm saying. Margie ain't done nothing
crazy since then.

FRANK: You wake up Margie at this time of the morning,
she ain't gonna be interested in no car ride.

REX: We'll hide the sum-bitch in the garage at Steve's
Texaco. I still got the keys from when I was working on
Margie's Chevy. Then when Stella opens at seven, we'll
drive it over to the tavern and give everybody a ride.

FRANK: I don't think this is gonna help you with Margie,
Rex. It's gonna make things worse, is what it's gonna do.
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REX: You don't know what a new car does to that woman.
And a Rolls-Royce — goddamn!

(LIGHTS FADE on them and RISE on Ma.)

MA: When I saw they were taking the car, I phoned Swami.
"We'll give them a head start,” he said. "This is only
sporting. Then we'll catch them. It'll be like the Grand
Prix."

(BLACKOUT.)

Scene Three

(LIGHTS RISE in the tavern. Stella is behind the bar.
Frank and Margie sit on stools, Rex standing near
Margie. Billy sits at a table.)

REX: At least go out there and sit in the goddamn thing.
MARGIE: I have no desire to sit in a "hot car."
REX: It's Christmas, for Christ's sake.

MARGIE: I don't see what Christmas has to do with it. I
hope you're not implying that's my present.

REX: Come on, Margie — it's the season to be merry. When
else are you gonna have a chance to ride in a Rolls-Royce?

BILLY: Whatever you two plan to do, ride or sit, I can't get
off duty till I wrap this little deal up.

REX: She'll ride in it, just give me a minute.
MARGIE: I'm not gonna take a ride.
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REX: You're getting old, Margie.
MARGIE: You're a fine one to talk — Mr. Limp.
REX: Now you just shut up about that!

MARGIE: There is nothing in this world that's gonna get
me into that car.

(Ann enters. She is a young woman, hesitant, perhaps
shy.)

ANN: Excuse me. Isn't that Swami Kree's car outside? The
license plate says BLUE 7 ... blue for the Kree.

REX: You a friend of his?
ANN: I came to join the ashram.

BILLY: (getting up) I'll phone and see if they can get
somebody over here for the car.

(He goes to the phone and will call.)

STELLA: You want something to drink?
ANN: Then Swami Kree isn't here?

STELLA: No, honey. One of his cars broke down outside
and Billy's trying to get a blue shirt to come for it now. If
you hang around, maybe you can follow them back to the
ranch.

ANN: I'll have a seven-up.

(Ann sits at a table. Rex joins her.)

REX: So you're gonna join the Kree ...
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ANN: If they'll take me.
REX: Why wouldn't they take you?

ANN: To live on the ashram, I mean. It's pretty
competitive. Especially now, when they're still building.

REX: So you have to get on the Swami's good side to live
on the ranch or what?

ANN: You have to demonstrate your faith.
REX: How do you do that?
ANN: (reluctantly) Lots of ways.

REX: Hey, Swami hangs around here all the time. That's
why his car's outside. You're among friends.

ANN: I wrote him a song. "The Ballad of the Swami."

(Stella brings the seven-up to the table.)

STELLA: That's fifty cents, honey.

(Ann pays. Rex notices that she has an impressive
bankroll of cash.)

REX: I thought you might be a songwriter. I'm a songwriter
myself. One can always spot another, you know?

ANN: It's the only song I've ever written. I'm not even sure
I wrote it — I sort of found it in my head and put it down
on paper.

REX: No kidding?

ANN: Is the ladies' room through there?

STELLA: That's why it says restrooms on the door.
ANN: Excuse me.
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(She goes to the ladies room.)

REX: You catch her roll of bills?
STELLA: Sure did.
REX: A little weird to boot.

MARGIE: If she wants to join the Kree, why isn't she
wearing blue?

STELLA: I think you have to be accepted first.

MARGIE: I haven't worn jeans since they took over the
ranch.

STELLA: That's going a little too far, don't you think?
MARGIE: I don't want no tourists thinking I'm a Kree.

BILLY: (returning from phone) The Swami's still looking
for his car. If he ain't here in an hour, they'll send a blue
shirt over.

STELLA: He's coming here?

BILLY: They think he drove over to Madras. He'll see the
car outside if he comes back this way.

REX: Maybe he'll buy the house a round. After all, we
found his car. Right, Frank?

FRANK: Say what?

REX: We were out cruising, enjoying a little whiskey, when
we ran into those kids joy-riding in his Rolls. We sent them
home to Redmond where they belong. Hell, I'd be grateful
as hell if I was the Swami. I'd give us a reward, is what I'd
do.

FRANK: I don't think he's interested in giving us no
reward.

REX: Why not? We returned the car and reported it to Billy
first thing, just like the law says we should do. Right, Billy?
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BILLY: I agree with Frank. You take a rich man, he's twice
as stingy as you or me who ain't got shit.

REX: Hey, what's a little reward to the Swami? His
followers are giving him money all the time. That girl has a
bankroll on her that won't quit. Stella saw it.

STELLA: She's not poor.

REX: All you have to do, Billy, is say Frank and me
reported the stolen car to you. Maybe you can add that in
Juniper County a reward is usually appropriate under the
circumstances.

MARGIE: What circumstances? That you're flat-ass broke
because you've been on a three-day binge? And the house
payment's due in a week. And you ain't working.

REX: Hey, did I close down the mill? Am I volunteering to
go off benefits next month?

BILLY: I don't know, Rex.
REX: It'd be like the Swami giving us a Christmas present.
MARGIE: More like you getting one.

REX: Giving, getting, what's the difference? It's still
Christmas.

(A pause.)

REX: Ain't it still Christmas?

(BLACKOUT.)
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Scene Four

(LIGHTS RISE on Swami Kree in the neutral area. He is
wearing a blue robe and a blue cowboy hat. He clears his
throat.)

SWAMI: (to audience, with accent from India) Excuse me.
Speaking still feels strange to me. It's not easy to talk after
a full year of silence. Not the least problem is — what to
say?

How do you like my hat? It was a special gift for my
birthday. To tell the truth, I prefer it to the four Rolls-
Royces I received. If you've ridden in one Rolls, you've
ridden in them all.

This is my first cowboy hat. Where we are building the new
ashram, this was once a big ranch, full of horses and cattle
and working cowboys. So naturally it is appropriate for me
to wear a cowboy hat myself. When in Oregon, do as the
Oregonians do.

I want to be a good neighbor. For the past year I had
nothing to say, I didn't speak a single syllable to anyone.
What a good neighbor I was then! Now it's more difficult.
Speech is so complicated.

I realize there are many questions in your mind about me.
Who am I to have attracted so many thousands of followers
around the world? Why am I building my new ashram in
Oregon? Why do I let my students buy me so many new
Rolls-Royces? Why did I take a vow of silence for an entire
year? Who do I like in the Super Bowl?

Perhaps some of these questions can be addressed in time.
For now, I must rest my voice. I wanted to show you my
new cowboy hat. It makes me feel very good, wearing it. I
feel like an Oregonian. I feel like a good neighbor.
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(BLACKOUT.)

Scene Five

(LIGHTS RISE in tavern. Ann returns from the ladies
room and takes a table. Rex joins her.)

REX: Like I told you, I write songs myself.

ANN: I'm really not a songwriter. "The Ballad of the
Swami" just happened.

REX: You must've been inspired.
ANN: What kind of songs do you write?

REX: (on the spot) Oh, you name it ... country songs, love
songs ...

MARGIE: (to trap him) Why don't you sing us one?
REX: I don't think the lady is interested in no —
ANN: I'd love to hear one.

MARGIE: The lady would love to hear one.

REX: Course, I usually have my band behind me ...
ANN: You play guitar?

REX: Oh, sure.

MARGIE: You still have that old clunker upstairs, don't
you, Stella? Maybe he'll play the guitar for us.

STELLA: Sure do. You want it, Rex?
REX: If I'm gonna sing, I'll sing acapeller.

MARGIE: I can't wait to hear one. You know, we've been
married eight years and he's never sung to me once.

REX: Not without the band, she means.
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ANN: Will you sing one of your songs?
REX: Sure. Let's see ...

(Stella comes over to serve the table and slips Rex the
published poem by Fred Ross.)

BILLY: Hard to get inspired this early in the morning.
REX: Actually, I'm the songwriter, not the lead singer.
MARGIE: We'll make allowances.

(Rex looks at the poem.)

REX: This one here got published. (He starts singing,
making up a country tune as he goes, a sad, maudlin
ballad.)

There's an empty seat on the crummy,
Where used to sit Hooker Jack.
In a little bungalow in the suburbs,

There's a new widow dressed in black.

(He stops.) Hell, that's too sad for Christmas. I'd rather
hear your song about the Swami.

ANN: I'd be embarrassed ...

REX: Hey, you're among friends. Really. The Swami has
lunch here all the time. He loves Stella's chili.

ANN: I thought people around here resented the Kree.
REX: Who told you that?
ANN: That's the impression I got from the TV.
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REX: You know how they exaggerate. Doesn't make a good
story unless it's negative. We'd love to hear your song
about the Swami. (To the others) Well, wouldn't we?

BILLY: I'm all ears.

STELLA: You don't have to sing unless you feel like it,
honey.

REX: Frank'll even play piano. (Looking around) Where's
the piano?

STELLA: I sold it last summer.

REX: I didn't know that. You know that, Frank?
FRANK: She sold it on June 17th.

STELLA: Are you still mad at me about that?
FRANK: I'm the only one ever played it.

REX: (to Ann) Guess you have to sing acapeller. Unless you
want Stella's guitar.

ANN: No. Only place I've ever sung it is in the shower.
REX: Any time you're ready ...

ANN: It's just about how I feel about the Swami. I think I
must've written it in a previous incarnation.

REX: Never wrote one like that myself.
ANN: Well ... (closing her eyes, singing)

Blue is the sky
Blue is the sea
Blue is the color
Of eternity

Deep blue the night

Pale blue the morn
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Clothed in this hue
I'll be reborn

(Chorus:) Swami, please hear my plea
I know my path

Lies with the Kree

Swami, I'll give all I own

To live in your light

Never alone

(New verse:) You come from a land—

(Rex interrupts with applause.)

REX: That was great! Wasn't that great? He'll love it.

ANN: I hope so. I'm pretty nervous about singing it to him,
actually.

REX: For a song like that, you should get a whole suite in
that ashram.

ANN: I just want a room like anybody else.
BILLY: Sort of like a dormitory, is it?

ANN: It was in India. My sister lived in Swami's ashram in
Bombay. I visited her just before she passed into her other
life.

REX: Her other life?

ANN: Her incarnation in Bombay ended when she was hit
by a car.

(A pause.)
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MARGIE: How many people are fixing to live on that
ashram out there?

ANN: Lots, eventually. Maybe five thousand.

STELLA: Five thousand! The population of Juniper ain't
but fifteen hundred.

BILLY: If they all drank, you'd do a hell of a business.

ANN: Oh, the Kree can drink. It's not against Swami's
teachings.

REX: Then how about a beer on me?

(Margie, disgusted with Rex's flirting, storms to the ladies
room.)

ANN: When do you think Swami'll be here?

REX: You said in about an hour, didn't you, Billy?

BILLY: That or a blue shirt will come by to pick up the car.
REX: You got time for a beer then.

ANN: I prefer white wine.

REX: You got it. On my tab, Stella.

STELLA: ("What tab?") Merry Christmas.

REX: I'm Rex.

ANN: I'm Ann. I don't have my Kree name yet.

REX: I noticed you all had funny names. Well, I don't
mean funny. Just different.

ANN: When we embrace Swami's teachings, we get a new
name and a new birthday. It's starting a whole new life,
actually.
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(Frank starts slowly toward the men's room.)

STELLA: How long was your sister in India?

ANN: Almost a year. She loved it there but I think she'd've
liked it here better. It's exciting to be at the beginning of
something. If they accept me ...

REX: I think the Swami will love your song.
FRANK: (singing)Swami!

How I love ya!

How I love ya!

My dear old Swami!

(He exits to men's room.)

REX: Great sense of humor.
ANN: Humor is very central in Swami's teachings.

BILLY: Twenty-six Rolls-Royces shows one hell of a sense
of humor.

(Ann's mother, JOY, enters the tavern. She looks weary.)

JOY: Hello, Annie.

ANN: Oh, God ...

JOY: I'd like a beer, please.
STELLA: Henry's?

JOY: Fine.

(A pause.)
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JOY: I saw your car outside.

ANN: Mother, there's nothing to talk about. I know what
I'm doing.

JOY: We can still visit, can't we? When I looked at the
calendar this morning, it said Christmas.

(A pause.)

JOY: Merry Christmas.

(BLACKOUT.)

Scene Six

(LIGHTS RISE on Swami and Ma in the back seat of the
Rolls-Royce.)

MA: They must've lost us.
SWAMI: I'm not lost, Ma.
MA: Shall I tell Shrivaroma to turn back?

SWAMI: We're almost to Madras. I like that truck stop
with the vegetarian omelet.

MA: (to the "driver") We're continuing to Madras,
Shrivaroma! (To Swami) I should've called security as soon
as I saw them.

SWAMI: No matter. Everything flushes through the toilet.
MA: Which reminds me: the plumbing in the main hall
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should be operative next week.
SWAMI: And the printing presses?

MA: This has been the greatest challenge, getting water for
the printing presses.

SWAMI: Dig wells.
MA: We are.

SWAMI: Where there's a well, there's a way. (He chuckles.)
I'll have to remember that for my lecture tonight.

(We hear SIRENS, a police car behind them. The cars stop
and Billy walks up.)

BILLY: (to imaginary driver) Your license ...

(He sees who is in the back seat.)

BILLY: Well, looky here. A little early for joy riding, ain't it,
Swami?

MA: It is never too early to be joyous.

BILLY: That may be so, ma'am, but the fact of the matter
is, this here stretch of road is posted at fifty-five and I
clocked you doing almost eighty. That means I'm gonna
have to write your driver here up with a ticket. I know it's
early and there ain't no more traffic than jobs in a lumber
mill, but the law's the law.

MA: Give me the ticket.

(Swami puts on a blue nose plug.)

BILLY: Swami, I hope that there nose plug ain't supposed
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to imply how you feel about an officer of the law doing his
duty.

MA: Swami is very sensitive to scent. He has several
allergies. Nothing personal, but it's your after-shave. Please
write the ticket.

(Billy begins to do so.)

BILLY: He don’t talk for himself?
MA: He's resting his voice.

BILLY: Maybe it's none of my business, ma'am, but when I
found the Swami here stuck in a ditch last month, sitting in
the back seat all by himself, and I asked him if he needed
any help, it would only have been neighborly to reply.

MA: I don't know the incident you mean.

SWAMI: We did get stuck in a ditch, Ma. The others went
for help.

BILLY: You remember me coming by?

SWAMI: Of course. But I was on a vow of silence at the
time.

BILLY: You remember me banging on your window, trying
to get your attention?

SWAMI: Of course.

BILLY: Waving my arms around?

SWAMI: Yes.

MA: A vow of silence is very strict.

BILLY: You made a face at me. You stuck out your tongue.

SWAMI: I wanted you to leave. It was embarrassing, the
way you were carrying on.

MA: Officer, all this is beside the point. We were speeding
because we were chasing a car thief. Someone stole one of
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Swami's Rolls-Royces.
BILLY: Why didn't you speak up?

MA: It was taken about thirty minutes ago. The license
number is BLUE-7.

BILLY: They probably headed for Portland, ma'am, but I'll
see what I can do. Here's your ticket.

MA: Can I write you a check?

BILLY: You have to mail it to the courthouse. I'll do my
best to find your car, Swami. Well, Merry Christmas.

(He leaves.)

MA: Still to Madras?

SWAMI: Of course. I want to wear my new cowboy hat into
the truck stop.

MA: On to Madras, Shrivaroma! And watch your speed!

(BLACKOUT.)

Scene Seven

(LIGHTS RISE in tavern. Frank has returned from the
rest room.)

ANN: Can I use your ladies' room to change clothes?

STELLA: You can use it for anything your little heart
desires, as long as you clean up after yourself.
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(Ann starts for the exit.)

JOY: Annie?

ANN: There's nothing to talk about.
JOY: I'm not here to change your mind.
ANN: You tried to change Cindy's.

JOY: I thought we could spend some time together on
Christmas.

ANN: Swami is coming here to pick up his car. I have to
change clothes.

JOY: They're going to let you live on the ashram?
ANN: I don't know.

(She exits to fetch a suitcase from her car outside.)

JOY: You have another Henry's?
STELLA: Kegs and cases.

(Margie returns from the rest room.)

MARGIE: Your girlfriend leave?

REX: (to Joy) My wife has a great sense of humor. Margie,
this is Ann's mother.

MARGIE: You joining the blue shirts, too?

JOY: No. Just came to say goodbye.

MARGIE: That bad, huh?

JOY: That bad.

STELLA: I can sympathize with you, lady. Must be tough.
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JOY: I lost Cindy and now I lose Annie. There's nobody
else to lose ...

FRANK: Maybe she'll be happy.

JOY: I think the word is ecstatic. You walk around grinning
like an idiot all day. You've been saved!

FRANK: I had a cousin converted to a Catholic. Didn't
change a hair on his head that I could tell.

JOY: This is different. They even give you a new name, a
new birthday. My first daughter, Cindy, lived in an ashram
in India run by this same Swami Kree. This guru. Swami
Cretin. She died over there.

STELLA: I'm sorry.

JOY: You have your own problems. They'll control the
town before they're through. They'll move in until they
outnumber you. They'll take over city hall. They'll make it
so you're glad to sell out and leave.

FRANK: Ain't much worth saving, with the mill closed
down.

JOY: They'll buy the mill and manufacture small statuettes
of the Swami, suitable for attaching to the dashboard of a
Rolls-Royce.

(Ann enters with her suitcase and crosses to the rest room
as the others silently watch.)

JOY: The Swami is really coming here?

REX: Within the hour. Right, Billy?

BILLY: Him or one of his blue shirts, to pick up the Rolls.
JOY: What's it doing out there?

REX: I stole it, ma'am.

JOY: You're kidding.
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REX: Nope. I was a little under the influence.
JOY: You just went out there and drove off with it?

REX: We're gonna tell the Swami some kids took it. Maybe
we'll get a reward out of the deal.

JOY: I love it.
REX: You ever been in a Rolls-Royce?
JOY: Never.

REX: Billy, I'm gonna take the lady for a spin around the
block. If you want to ...

JOY: I'd love to.

BILLY: I don't know, Rex.

REX: I won't be but five minutes.

BILLY: I don't want to have to come looking for you.
MARGIE: Is this an open invitation?

REX: I didn't think you wanted a ride.

MARGIE: Well, I have changed my mind.

REX: Anybody else?

BILLY: Five minutes, I mean it.

REX: Word of honor, buddy.

(Rex, Joy and Margie exit. A pause.)

FRANK: I don't think I ever asked you. How much did you
get for the piano?

STELLA: You ask me once a month, Frank. If I'd've known
you liked it so much, I wouldn't have sold it. You should've
spoke up.

FRANK: I hardly ever played it.
BILLY: I remember one night you got drunk and played
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boogie woogie. I liked it.
STELLA: Frank, you should've spoke up.
FRANK: No big deal.

BILLY: You played nice piano that night. You remember,
don't you, Stella?

STELLA: Frank, goddamn it!

(BLACKOUT.)

Scene Eight

(LIGHTS RISE on Ann in the neutral area, now wearing
her blue clothing.)

ANN: Blue is the color of life. Life came out of the ocean,
which is blue. The air we breathe comes from the sky,
which is blue. Blue attracts more good vibrations than any
other color. Blue is the root color of existence.

You can't explain any of this to your mother. It's
impossible.

Cindy tried. She's five years older than me and in another
incarnation now. It was just an accident in India, getting
hit by a car, but I lost my best friend.

I didn't know very much about the Kree when I went to
India, I just wanted to visit with Cindy. But when I saw
how happy she was and when Cindy started telling me
about her life there, and what she believed in, I was really
impressed. I wanted to meet Swami Kree myself but, of
course, he's so sensitive to odor and everything else, I
couldn't get past his guards. I still smelled like an
American.
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The song was an inspiration. I think I must have dreamed
it, or maybe I wrote it in a previous incarnation, because
the words and melody just came to me all at once and it
was like being a medium for this spiritual essence that was
outside me somehow. I wrote down the song in a single
afternoon.

For months I kept the song to myself, singing it in the
shower, when suddenly I realized that the song wasn't
mine at all, it was his, and somehow I had been chosen to
receive it and write it down and now I must find Swami
Kree and sing it to him.

That was really scary to think about. It still is.

(LIGHTS RISE FULL in tavern.)

Scene Nine

(CONTINUOUS: Ann joins Stella, Frank and Billy in the
tavern, coming from the rest room. Frank and Billy are
into some serious drinking.)

STELLA: Well, don't you look nice.
ANN: Did my mother leave?

STELLA: Her, Rex and Margie went for a ride. She'll be
right back. Another white wine?

ANN: I'd better switch to seven-up.

STELLA: I noticed you and your mother don't see eye-to-
eye.

ANN: Which is totally ridiculous. There's supposed to be
religious freedom in this country.

STELLA: I got the impression she wasn't really criticizing
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your beliefs, just sort of, you know, missing you moving
away from home.

ANN: People think we're brainwashed. It's so ridiculous. I
have two years of college. I worked as a bookkeeper after
that. I'm not some drugged-out weirdo or something.

(Stella serves her the seven-up.)

STELLA: Lot of misunderstanding in the world, I'll grant
you that.

ANN: I think people are jealous because the Kree are so
happy. People are so miserable with all their extra-marital
affairs and divorces and careers and taxes and doctor bills,
they go into a rage whenever they meet someone who is
perfectly happy and content.

STELLA: Are you perfectly happy and content? You look a
little nervous, to be honest.

ANN: I'm nervous about singing the song. What if Swami
doesn't like it?

STELLA: You must want into that ashram pretty bad.
Couldn't you rent an apartment and still go worship there?

ANN: It's the honor of living so close to him. His love is so
powerful. They're building a new ashram from the ground
up, and people will be coming from all over the world to
live there. It's just incredible to think that I could be part of
something like that.

STELLA: You must've left Portland pretty early in the
morning to get here when you did.

ANN: We had a fight last night. I can't believe she followed
me.

STELLA: I'm not choosing sides, understand, but I think
your mother's more tolerant than you give her credit for.
She just doesn't want to lose you.
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ANN: She's not losing me. That's another stupid thing
people are always bringing up, that the ashram is a prison
or something. The Kree spend lots of time outside the
ashram. There's tea to sell, books and bread to sell, lots of
things.

STELLA: You need to raise money in any religion. I read
where the Kree even opened a nightclub in Portland. That
surprised me, to be honest.

ANN: We like to have a good time, just like anybody else.

STELLA: Nightclub seemed a little wild for a religious
group.

ANN: It's just a place to have fun. We dance to the Kree
rock band — the Blue Bliss.

STELLA: Why not? The Salvation Army does it.
ANN: We're not like the Salvation Army.

STELLA: Drumming up business with music, I mean.

(BLACKOUT.)

Scene Ten

(LIGHTS RISE on Frank in neutral area.)

FRANK: Nobody in my family was musical at all. Only
music in the house was Hank Williams and such on the
radio. But they had a piano in the little school I went to.
That wasn't here in Juniper but out in the desert, past
Fossil. It was one of them little school houses that teach all
the grades in there together, and they had a piano. The
teacher would play it when we sung hymns.

I learned about honky-tonk in the Army, in Korea, from a
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fellow named B.J. He was a colored man and he played
honky-tonk piano himself. Right away I liked that ol' music
better than just about anything I'd ever heard before. B.J.
kept teaching me little bits and pieces of it but, of course,
pianos were hard to come by in Korea, about the only place
to find one was in the NCO Club and it wasn't very often
that it was empty enough for a beginner like myself to sit
down and practice. B.J. taught me a couple of nice licks,
though. Then he found himself on the wrong end of a
commie mortar and that was the end of my honky-tonk
lessons.

I used to play Stella's piano every once in a while when I
was drinking but, to tell the truth, I never did remember
too well how it turned out. But people seemed to like it.
Then when the mill shut down, I figured I might start
practicing regular and surprise myself. There was nothing
else to do. Flirting with Stella, that's about it. Then I got
the idea she was taking me more serious than I intended
and even flirting stopped being fun.

So, I told myself, why not take up the piano again? I was
just about to get off my butt, too. Then Stella went and sold
it out from under me. It was June 17th.

(BLACKOUT.)

Scene Eleven

(LIGHTS RISE on the Rolls-Royce. Rex is driving, the two
women in the back seat.)

MARGIE: Don't you go getting us no speeding ticket we
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can't afford.

REX: Who's going to stop us? Billy's getting himself into
some serious drinking. Damn, would I love to own one of
these. Rides as smooth as silk, don't she?

(A pause.)

MARGIE: You live around here?
JOY: Portland.

MARGIE: Too bad about your daughter joining them blue
shirts. I don't see why anybody would do that, personally.
They say he has twenty-six of these cars. How can you feel
religious about somebody with so many expensive cars?

REX: I feel like I'm in heaven!
JOY: It's called brainwashing.

MARGIE: You think they hypnotized your daughter or
something?

JOY: It's more subtle than that. Some very talented con-
men take advantage of young people who are searching for
answers.

MARGIE: (sincerely) Answers to what?

(A pause.)

REX: What do you do in Portland?

JOY: I teach.

MARGIE: I got a cousin who teaches kindergarten.
JOY: I teach at the University.

REX: A professor?

JOY: Yes.
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REX: Your daughter must have a pretty good job herself.
When she bought her seven-up, she flashed a bankroll that
wouldn't quit.

JOY: She just received an inheritance from my late
husband. I take it she plans to give it all to Swami Cretin.

REX: She's pretty interested in him, alright. Even wrote a
song about him.

JOY: A song?
REX: About how much she needs him and all.

JOY: The Kree practice a sophisticated form of
brainwashing, I swear they do. What I should have done
with Cindy is hire a deprogrammer before she left the
country. Maybe that's what I should do with Annie.

REX: She ain't a kid.
JOY: Her mind is somewhere in the sixth grade.

MARGIE: I saw something on TV about how they do that. I
think if I was in your shoes, I'd've done it.

(A pause.)

REX: Want me to kidnap your daughter for you?
MARGIE: Rex!

REX: Me and Frank could do it easy. We'd drive her back
to Portland and you could hire yourself a deprogrammer.

MARGIE: Don't listen to him, he gets crazy ideas all the
time.

REX: Be easy to do.

MARGIE: He's just bored from not working.
REX: What do you say?

JOY: What would you charge?
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MARGIE: Rex! Criminy!

REX: To be honest, I'm not sure what the going rates are.
I'd trust you to be fair.

JOY: All I'd ask you to do is drive her to Portland. I could
handle it from there. Two hundred dollars?

REX: Sounds fair to me. Do we have a deal?
MARGIE: You two are talking about a crime here.
JOY: You said it's what you would've done.

MARGIE: But when Rex gets involved, nothing turns out
right.

REX: Thanks a hell of a lot for the vote of confidence.

MARGIE: You'll wind up behind bars and then where will
you be?

REX: In jail, Margie! Hang on, I'm gonna see how fast this
ol' Rolls will go ...

(BLACKOUT.)

Scene Twelve

(LIGHTS RISE on the tavern. Billy heads for the men's
room.)

BILLY: I was afraid this would happen. Rex is dangerous
when he's not working.

STELLA: He'll be back.

(When Billy is gone, Ma enters.)
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MA: Pardon me. Do you have a phone I can use?
STELLA: Right through there.
MA: Thank you.

(She goes to the phone and will make a call.)

ANN: That's Ma Prama Rama Kree! She's the Swami's
personal secretary.

STELLA: I've seen her on television.

ANN: But the car isn't here. She must've come for the car.

(Swami enters. He wears his cowboy hat and nose plug.
He surveys the tavern, saying nothing. Finally he chooses
a table and sits down.)

(Frank enters from the men's room. He passes Ma on the
phone. When he spots Swami, he stops. He then heads
straight for the exit and is out of there.)

(Ma returns and goes to Swami.)

MA: They found the car. It's at the Juniper Tavern.

STELLA: This is the place. We got a man out road-testing it
right now.

MA: What happened to the car?

STELLA: Nothing Rex can't fix. He'll have it in better shape
than when you lost it. Can I get you folks anything while
you're waiting?

MA: Do you have herb tea?
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STELLA: No, but I think I've got some Lipton around here
somewhere. Used to be a mill worker who drank tea. What
the hell was his name? Must've been three or four years
ago.

MA: I'll have a glass of water.
STELLA: And you ... sir?

MA: Swami will have water as well.

(Billy enters from the men's room and goes to Swami.)

BILLY: Found your car.
MA: We know.
BILLY: Should be back any minute.

(No reply. Billy hesitates, then heads for the exit.)

STELLA: You leaving?

BILLY: Think I better see what Rex is up to before I put on
my Santa suit.

(He exits. Ma takes out her knitting, something blue. Ann
makes a slow approach to Swami.)

MA: Yes?
ANN: I believe.
MA: You wear blue. But no medallion.

ANN: I haven't been accepted yet. But I want to belong. 1
really do.

MA: And you want to live on the new ashram.
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ANN: Oh, I do very much!

MA: You and thousands of our followers around the world.

(Disappointed, Ann turns to go.)

SWAMI: Please sit down. Please ...

(Ann sits.)

SWAMI: What is it you want to tell me? I can feel the
energy of your question but I don't know what it is.

ANN: I wrote a song. Or maybe it was just given to me. It's
about the Kree, about you.

SWAMI: Then sing it.

(Ann closes her eyes and begins to sing.)

ANN: (singing) You came from a land
So far away

To teach us the Truth

And show us the Way

You've always possessed
What we hope to find
The secrets of life

True peace of mine

(Chorus) Swami, please hear my plea
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I know my path

Lies with the Kree
Swami, I'll give all I own
To live in your light

Never alone

(Joy has entered and approaches the table.)

JOY: (to Swami, interrupting) We met briefly in Bombay.

(Ann stops singing.)

JOY: I said, we've met before. My daughter was in your
ashram in Bombay. Her name was Cindy. She got hit by a
car over there. She died. I'd come over to get her body but
she was cremated before I arrived. Her ashes were thrown
in the river. I made an appointment to see you but could
never pass your odor test. Apparently I stunk, no matter
how many showers I took. Finally I saw you walking across
the ashram grounds. I ran up to you and our eyes met
before your guards pulled me away. Do you remember
that? I'm sure we made eye contact.

(A pause. Swami doesn't reply. The moment is tense. No
one moves.)

JOY: I'M TALKING TO YOU!

(BLACKOUT. End of Act One.)
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ACTTWO

Scene One

(LIGHTS RISE on Rex in the neutral area.)

REX: The bottom line is, You gotta eat. I don't know what
Margie expects me to do. You won't find a harder working
sumbitch than yours truly but I can't open up the mill if the
company don't want it open. If the mill ain't open, I can't
haul logs. It's that simple.

There was a time when I'd've hit the road by now. But,
damn it, I love this part of the country. I love Central
Oregon. I love Juniper, the home I'm buying, my
neighbors, the kind of life we share. I wake up in the
morning, look out my kitchen window, and see nothing but
snow-capped mountains. A rich man can't see anything
prettier.

But you gotta eat, is what I was saying. And if there ain't
work in the woods, that means you gotta find something
else. You gotta use your imagination.

Like winning Luke's goat at poker. Hell, he didn't have the
cash to match my raise and that means I could've raked in
the pot right then. But he said, Can I put up my goat?
Everybody thought that was funnier'n hell but I started
thinking, Well, why not? I read in the paper that them blue
shirts are health nuts, so maybe I could sell them a little
goat's milk on the side. Course, this was too good an idea to
share with the rest, so I joked about needing a new lawn
mower anyway and let Luke put up his goat — which I won.

Then Margie wouldn't have a damn thing to do with that
goat anyway, so I just gave it back to Luke. The point is, I
was thinking, I was using my imagination, always looking
for a way to make a buck on the side.
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This is why I thought maybe the Swami would give us a
reward for his car. This is why I offered to kidnap that
lady's daughter. The jobs that come down the pike may not
be the jobs you're used to having. You gotta be flexible.
Because there's no way on God's green earth you're ever
gonna change the bottom line — you gotta eat. You don't
eat, you deal yourself right out of the ball game.

(BLACKOUT.)

Scene Two

(LIGHTS RISE in the tavern. It's the moment immediately
after the end of Act One.)

JOY: I said, I'm talking to you. I know what you're about. I
know what's going on in that ashram of yours. And you
know I know.

(No reply. Ma knits. Ann sits frozen. Swami sits
benevolently. A pause. Joy turns and goes to the bar.
Frank, Rex and Margie enter.)

ANN: I'm sorry.

SWAMI: Don't worry. Everything will be fine.
ANN: She doesn't understand anything.
SWAMI: She's not alone.

REX: Excuse me, Swami. I'm happy to report that I found
your Rolls-Royce.

MA: He and the other are the ones who stole it. I'm sure of
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it.
REX: No, ma'am, that's not true.
MA: I was working upstairs and saw you in the parking lot.

REX: Well, you must not've been there an hour earlier or
you would've seen those kids from Redmond tampering
with the engine. Christ, when me and Frank saw them
doing that, I didn't know what to expect. I thought maybe
they were rigging it with a bomb or something. The more I
considered that possibility, the more pissed off I got.
Pardon my language, ma'am, but I was damn mad. We like
to be good neighbors here in Juniper, and the last thing we
need is some punks from Redmond coming up here to
assassinate the Swami. I mean, that's what went through
my mind. So that's why I took the car, to give it a road test
and make sure it was safe to drive. They could've pulled a
pin somewhere, any damn thing. I wanted to make sure it
was safe for the Swami to drive. That's the truth, ma'am.
I'm a Christian like yourself.

MA: I'm not a Christian, I'm a Kree.

REX: Well, I'm sure neither religion permits lying.
SWAMI: Thank you for road testing the car.

REX: We just try to be good neighbors.

(A pause. Rex is waiting for his reward.)

REX: Well, Merry Christmas to you.

(A pause. Rex finally moves to the bar.)

MA: Shall we go?

SWAMI: Not yet, Ma. (To Ann) You really wrote that song
yourself?
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ANN: It just came to me.

SWAMI: I think it's beautiful.

ANN: You do?

SWAMI: Very much so. What's your name?

(Joy, unable to take any more, exits into the ladies' room.
Rex follows, waiting for her near the door.)

SWAMI: Don't worry. What's your name?
ANN: Ann. My sister Cindy was in your ashram in Bombay.

SWAMI: I remember Cindy very well. She told me about
you. I'm sorry we didn't have a chance to meet in Bombay.

ANN: I heard you speak several times. I was so impressed.

SWAMI: And now you want to live on the ashram, don't
you?

ANN: Very much!
SWAMI: Why?
ANN: To seek the truth.

SWAMI: You think you have to come to the ashram to seek
truth?

ANN: I have so much to learn. Please teach me.
SWAMI: I have only one message: the truth is inside you.

ANN: I want to meditate with you. I want to belong to the
Kree.

SWAMI: I am not the truth. You are the truth.
ANN: Yes, I want to learn that.
SWAMI: Then look inside yourself!

ANN: I want to learn everything you have to teach me. I'd
do anything to live on the ashram.
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SWAMI: I must meditate on this, Ma.

(Ma reaches into her blue knitting bag and brings out a
roll of blue toilet paper, which she hands to Swami.
Swami carries it to the men's room.)

(Joy exits the ladies' room, meeting Rex.)

REX: You still want your daughter kidnapped to Portland?
JOY: I'm not sure ...

REX: With him in the bathroom, it may be now or never.
Frank and I can do it. It's up to you.

JOY: Oh Christ ...

REX: She's your daughter.

JOY: If you think you can ...

REX: Wait here for Swami and keep him occupied.

(Rex returns to the tavern proper.)

REX: (To Ma) Want me to drive the other Rolls back to
your ashram, ma'am? I could give Ann a lift.

MA: Our driver is outside, and Swami can drive the other
one himself.

REX: Just trying to be neighborly.

(A pause.)

REX: (To Ann) That's not your VW bug outside, is it?
ANN: Yes. Why?
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REX: I told you it was hers, Frank. You got a flat and it's
locked. I was going to change it for you but couldn't get the
spare.

ANN: I'm sure it's not locked.
REX: I tried both doors.
ANN: I don't understand.

(Ann heads for the door. Rex follows, gesturing to Frank
to come along.)

REX: I'll be glad to change it for you. Won't we, Frank?
MARGIE: Rex ...

REX: She has a flat, for Christ's sake.

(Ann exits with Rex hustling Frank out behind her.)
MARGIE: Rex!

(Joy, impatient, now comes back into the tavern.)

MARGIE: (To Joy) They're going through with that crazy
plan, aren't they?

JOY: I don't know what you're talking about.

(Margie exits to see what is going on.)

STELLA: (To Ma) Why's he wear a nose plug?
JOY: He thinks we stink.
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(Margie returns.)

MARGIE: Theyre going through with it! They're
kidnapping her back to Portland!

(Joy exits.)

MARGIE: Stella, they're kidnapping that girl.

STELLA: Come on, Margie. Frank and Rex ain't
kidnappers.

MARGIE: They're going to take her to a deprogrammer.
MA: And they accuse us of brainwashing ...

STELLA: If they ain't back in thirty minutes, I'll phone
Billy myself.

(Swami returns from the men's room. Before he arrives,
Stella fetches a clothespin from behind the bar and puts it
on her nose. She faces Swami, one nose plug against the
other.)

SWAMI: I like your sense of humor!

STELLA: Nothing personal, understand, but I'm allergic to
the smell of curry powder.

(Swami removes his nose plug.)

SWAMI: Of course I understand!
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(BLACKOUT.)

Scene Three

(LIGHTS RISE on Rex, Frank and Ann in the pickup. Rex
drives, Ann is wedged between the men.)

REX: She ain't behind us, Frank. She should be right
behind us.

ANN: My mother drinks too much. She'll stay in there till
they kick her out.

REX: I don't know why she ain't behind us. What do you
think, Frank?

FRANK: She ain't behind us?
REX: I don't see her.

FRANK: Then maybe she ain't coming. This is a crazy idea
anyway.

REX: She's got to come. How do we know where to go in
Portland?

ANN: Is that where we're going? I'll just leave and come
right back. This is all so stupid.

REX: Maybe I'd better pull into the station and call the
tavern. What do you think?

FRANK: No point in going to Portland if we don't know
where to go.

REX: I'll call the tavern.
ANN: She's paying you to do this, isn't she?

(The truck stops. Rex gets out.)
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REX: Keep an eye on her, good buddy.

(He exits.)

ANN: They can put you in jail for doing this. She's not
going to help you. You'll be left holding the bag alone. She's
going to stay at the tavern and drink herself into a stupor.

(A pause.)

ANN: I have to go to the bathroom.

FRANK: Better wait till Rex gets back.

ANN: I have to go now. Want me to wet my pants?
FRANK: It dries out.

ANN: I don't believe you guys. She must be paying you
pretty good. She's going to hire a deprogrammer, isn't she?
It won't work. I know what I'm doing. I know what I
believe in!

(A pause.)

ANN: How much is she paying you?

(A pause.)

ANN: I'll pay what she did, plus a hundred dollars — if you
drive me to the ashram.

FRANK: This is Rex's deal. You have to talk to him.
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ANN: What do you do, go along with everything he says?
FRANK: Rex is my guru, you might say.

(A pause. Ann makes a move to scoot out Rex's side but
Frank grabs her.)

ANN: You're hurting me!
FRANK: You gonna behave?
ANN: Yes.

FRANK: I don't like this any more than you do. Just go
along with it.

(He lets go.)

ANN: This is so stupid. No one can deprogram me.

FRANK: Look, I'm just looking out for Rex. If it was me, I'd
move you out to the ashram myself. For nothing.

ANN: They can still put you in jail. You're a co-conspirator.

(Joy enters, standing beside the truck.)

JOY: Hello, Annie.

ANN: Mother, this won't work! You're just getting yourself
in trouble!

JOY: (To Frank) I want to be alone with her for a minute.
FRANK: I'll tell Rex you're here.
JOY: Tell him we're not going through with it.
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(Frank nods and exits. Joy gets into the pickup beside
Ann. A pause.)

JOY: Can we talk?
ANN: There's nothing to say.

JOY: I realize that. You're a very strong-minded young
woman. So was Cindy. I don't think a deprogrammer
would've had luck with either of you.

ANN: Thank you.
JOY: You both take after your mother.

ANN: If we have anything at all in common, you know you
can't change my mind.

JOY: Is Swami Cretin that important to you?
ANN: His name is Swami Kree!

JOY: What happened to you in India?

ANN: I become enlightened.

JOY: I hardly recognized you when you got back.
ANN: Mother, there's no point in this ...

JOY: India's so patheticc. How can anyone find
enlightenment in a country with so many problems?

ANN: I think India's beautiful.

JOY: Beautiful! With the streets packed with beggars? You
did see the maimed children begging in the streets, didn't
you?

ANN: I saw people in their karma.

JOY: In their karma ...

ANN: I saw Being.

JOY: Then perhaps we don't have anything to talk about.
ANN: I'm sure we don't. Goodbye, mother.
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JOY: Annie!
ANN: (leaving) You can't change my mind!

JOY: (after her) When you change it yourself ... you always
have a home ...

(Ann is gone. Joy exits.)

(Rex and Frank return and get into the pickup. Rex
fetches a bottle from under the seat, which they'll share.)

REX: No guts. No imagination.
FRANK: Lady has a right to change her mind.
REX: Two hundred dollars! For a round-trip to Portland ...

FRANK: I don't think a deprogrammer would've had much
luck. This probably saves everyone a lot of trouble.

REX: Shit, Frank, I sure miss driving my truck, I'll tell you
that.

FRANK: I hear you.

REX: I don't know if logging will ever be the same. Maybe
Fred Ross had the right idea — chuck the whole deal and
start over.

FRANK: Hard to say.

REX: Sometimes I get so damn frustrated. I'm a working
man, for Christ's sake. If I'm not working, I go crazy. I
drink too damn much.

(They drink.)

REX: I'm not big on patience, you know?
FRANK: I hear you. Neither was your dad.
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REX: I guess not.

FRANK: In the old days, when your dad and I got laid off,
the town wasn't safe. I was a little crazy then myself.

REX: You still do pretty good.

FRANK: You should've seen me in the old days.
REX: Dad raise more hell than I do?

FRANK: I'd call it even. Like father, like son.
REX: Shit ...

FRANK: You want to head back?

REX: I want to scream.

FRANK: So scream.

(A pause.)

REX: Shit, Frank. Where's it all end?
FRANK: Your guess is as good as mine.
REX: Goddamn it to hell anyway!

FRANK: I hear you, buddy. Hear you loud and clear.

(They drink. BLACKOUT.)

Scene Four

(LIGHTS RISE on Joy in the neutral area.)

JOY: When Annie told me she was going to visit Cindy in
India, I thought, Yes, maybe Annie can talk sense to her in
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a way that I can't. Cindy was her father's daughter but
Annie was more like me — more deliberate and practical in
her view of the world. If anyone could talk sense to Cindy,
it would be Annie.

Needless to say, I was wrong. The power those people have
over young minds! When Annie returned, I saw in an
instant that something had happened to her over there.
She had this look in her eye, a look divorced from
intelligence and self-awareness. She looked like a blissful
zombie. She couldn't be talked to, a conversation was quite
beyond her power. All she could speak were platitudes
about Swami Cretin.

Then Cindy was hit by a car. I went to India immediately.

India was a nightmare. The heat and humidity were
insufferable, the streets of Bombay were filthy and the air
stank with smoke from the crematorium. It was like going
to another planet. Everywhere you turned there were
beggars, old men and women and even children, some of
them maimed, all of them pathetic and filthy, pleading for
handouts with shrill cries of "Ma, Ma!"

The weeks and months after returning were the worst in
my life. I was drinking too much, my teaching suffered.
And then Swami Cretin came to Oregon. Well, there's
karma for you.

I knew we'd have our confrontation. I didn't know when or
how, but I knew it was going to happen.

(LIGHTS RISE full on tavern, as Swami approaches Joy.
Ma is knitting. Stella is behind the bar. Margie sits.)

SWAMI: At last we can talk.
JOY: I've tried talking to you.

SWAMI: There is a time for silence. And a time for
language.
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JOY: There's a time for exposing what you're really about.

SWAMI: I know how you feel. T used to feel that way
myself.

JOY: You know nothing about how I feel.

SWAMI: 1 was not always a guru. I used to teach at
University, like you do.

JOY: How do you know that?

SWAMI: Cindy told me. She was very fond of you. She
wanted you to understand her.

JOY: What I understand is that you brainwashed her.
SWAMI: You think I did that?
JOY: It's not an opinion. It's a fact.

SWAMI: When I taught at University, I also looked at the
gurus in my country as fakes, as tricksters out to prey on
the gullible lost souls who are everywhere. I was a blind
skeptic like yourself. But then a marvelous thing happened.
I woke up one morning with eyesight! I quit University the
same day.

JOY: I know what you're about, Swami Cretin.
SWAMI: You feel so much anger.

JOY: Of course I'm angry! I lost both my daughters to your
lies.

SWAMI: You think you feel anger because your daughters
are gone. But no one is gone. The form of life changes only.
The reality is immortal.

JOY: Your mystical mumbo-jumbo won't work with me.
Cindy is dead.

SWAMI: Cindy's karma took her on many journeys, as it
continues to do now and in the future, and in one of those
journeys you were blessed to play the role of her mother.
You should celebrate your good fortune, not grieve for
what was inevitable.
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JOY: Don't mock my grief! Cindy would be alive today
except for you.

SWAMI: You don't feel grief for Cindy.
JOY: Cindy is dead! Of course I feel grief.

SWAMI: The grief you feel is for yourself. And why should
you grieve for yourself? Because you didn't love your
daughter fully when it was possible to. If you'd loved her
fully, unconditionally, during the accident of your role as
mother, then all your energies would have been dissipated
in that great total love.

JOY: You know nothing about love. Y