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For the two who stood behind me,
Tennessee Williams
John Uecker


Introduction

Brice (1992)

The Paradise Circus (1991)

Where Quentin Goes (2001)

Ruthanna Elder (1989)


Two Visionaries

JOHN UECKER

While it is well known that James Purdy’s work has been met with “vehement condemnation as well as lavish praise”—even Purdy himself stated that it “is like an underground river flowing often undetected through the American landscape”—the fact that he began as a dramatist is unknown.

Writing plays for his brother from the age of ten, Purdy performed these dramatic works on his own stage and with representational figures, playing all the parts himself and writing all the dialogue. This production of dramatic works continued through his twenties when he began writing short stories. He had to learn to write exposition.

Dame Edith Sitwell, in her review of Children Is All, surprisingly compared Purdy to Federico García Lorca as “an abstractor of the quintessence.” She had not known that Purdy had begun writing plays as a child in the same way Lorca had. Nor did she know that the “marrow of form” and the “highly muscled technique” she had attributed to his stories had come directly from these early dramatic works. Toward the end of her life, Dame Edith lamented the fact that the theater never took up Purdy’s Children Is All, which she had hailed “as a sublime work of pity and tenderness.”

Gordon Lish had also discovered this “marrow of form.” His editing of the Raymond Carver stories was based on the form of the early stories of Purdy (which had in turn been derived from Purdy’s early work in drama).

When a dialogue-driven short story for Lee Strasberg’s master class was presented, Strasberg said, “Who wrote this? It is the best modern dialogue I ever heard!” It was “Don’t Call Me by My Right Name” by James Purdy. Strasberg was not alone in this assessment of Purdy’s dialogue and his theatrical viability—both Herbert Berghof and Sanford Meisner had already become fascinated by the possibilities of Purdy’s tightly distilled dramatic dialogue.

I had done some adaptations of Purdy’s short stories along with one of his short plays in a workshop that Tennessee Williams had come to see. Williams hired me as his assistant the next day. Tennessee immediately wrote the Chalky White Substance, which he dedicated to Purdy. After Williams’s death, Lady Maria St. Just determined the apocalyptic work to have major vision and depth, despite being only nine pages long.

Tennessee Williams had long been an admirer of Purdy’s “mighty fine dialogue.” It was thought that Williams’s novel, Moise and the World of Reason, was inspired by Purdy’s I Am Elijah Thrush. While in Key West I had found three copies of this book in Williams’s workroom. I told Tennessee that Kim Stanley thought Children Is All was a great work. I also told him that Sanford Meisner had thought it was great (but he also said, “No known director can direct it.”) Williams only listened but didn’t respond.

But when Tennessee heard that Dame Edith Sitwell had praised the work so highly, calling it “a masterpiece in every aspect” and a “sublime work,” he asked to see Children Is All as soon as possible. Dame Edith, as Tennessee observed, was “the champion of the lost cause.” She had given Camino Real a rave review and appeared to be the only critic who valued and understood the work.

By this time Tennessee had already been to see the adaptations of his short stories and Purdy’s newer short plays Off Off Broadway. He had done readings in small gatherings of friends of some of Purdy’s short plays. He took James to dinner and practically begged him to consider writing larger works for the stage. He said all Purdy had “to do to write a play is to want to write one.”

Purdy was nervous about writing plays because he felt a play had always to be on the subject or the audience would become restless. He admired—as did I, and as did Tennessee—the hypnotic structures of Christopher Marlowe’s plays, where the play rests on a singular driving force throughout. Purdy considered the structure of the novel looser: “one can breathe a little while writing them.”

Tennessee became fascinated by Purdy’s tight dialogue. He had begun in his later one-act plays to work from this model. He had already noted in his introduction to his distilled adaptation of The Seagull (The Notebook of Trigorin—probably the best adaptation of a Chekhov work ever done in our language) that our theater, the modern theater, “had to scream to be heard.”

At one point Tennessee turned to me and said, “I think I’m in my James Purdy period.”

Tennessee carried Children Is All (the New Directions edition with the short stories and two plays) around with him in his manuscript case for four years. It was the only thing in there that wasn’t Tennessee’s own work. He studied both the plays, reading them over and over. And then he began to explore a “final” work, In Masks Outrageous and Austere.

Tennessee asked to see James Purdy’s short story “Some of These Days” in the days before his demise. Purdy had inscribed the words of Thomas Chatterton on the title page, which had some years earlier been the inspiration for the story:

“Water witches crowned with reeds,
Bear me to your lethal tides.”

Williams, whose body and health had been “breaking down,” was discovered on the floor as if he had expired from sheer exhaustion. His head was resting right next to those words.

Years after Williams died, Purdy said, “I would like to write a play, but I don’t know what it would be.” I recommended a story that had fascinated him, but it was too complicated. Then I remembered how Tennessee had taken short stories and turned them into plays. I suggested “The Story of Ruthanna Elder,” a parallel story from Purdy’s novel Narrow Rooms. To my great surprise, he agreed. I had never known him to work like this. But in twelve days the play was completed. Purdy felt he had written it for Tennessee.

Encouraged by the outcome of Ruthanna Elder, I pulled out other plays in various stages of completion from Purdy’s filing cabinets. The Paradise Circus and Brice both had been begun but then dropped less than halfway through, and now Purdy finished them. After it was completed, I gave Brice to a psychotherapist, a member of the Actors Studio, who commented, “Oh, it’s his family play.” I had worked on it with Purdy for months and did not realize that this is exactly what it is.

Purdy had always been fascinated that Brahms as a young composer played piano in brothels. I had introduced Purdy to Terence Sellers, who was in awe of his work, and also to Angel Stern, a writer who for years in the great city ran what he called the “Asphodel Parlours.” This all revolved in his mind when he wrote Where Quentin Goes.

Several days after I put this down, Purdy succumbed to complications in the hospital. His body was cremated, and his ashes are to be scattered over Dame Edith Sitwell’s grave as was his wish.
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CHARACTERS and their ages

WILLIAM HAWKINS, 41

BRICE HAWKINS, 15

MELISSA, 75

HARRIET, 74

DEREK JOHNS, 39

EDGARS, 20

BARNEY COMSTOCK, 42

DELLA HAWKINS, 39

ELMO, 42

SIMEON, 80

LILA REECE, 39

A small town in the farm country of the Midwest, 1927.



ACT I

Scene 1

WILLIAM and BRICE are seated in the living room. WILLIAM, BRICE’S father, is 41, BRICE 15.

WILLIAM: I feel she will eventually come to her senses.

BRICE: (looking up from his studies shakes his head) Once she makes up her mind . . . I don’t think so.

WILLIAM: She can’t just walk out on us like this. . . . What have I done? (said to himself) I haven’t done anything that bad.

BRICE: Well, she’s fierce about it all.

WILLIAM: Fierce? Do you see that in her?

BRICE: She don’t even act like my mother when I plead your case for you in front of her.

WILLIAM: (offended) Plead my case. You don’t do that. She must know you don’t do that when you visit her.

BRICE: Well what am I doing then when I go there.

WILLIAM: You’re her son ain’t you? And until there is a reconciliation the judge said you must visit her.

BRICE: But, Dad, you know as well as I that when I go there I only go for one reason. To plead your case!

WILLIAM: (said with humor) Then you’re a damned poor attorney.

BRICE: He’s turning you against me, she always says.

WILLIAM: (in a wild high voice) Does she have another man? Tell me, Brice.

BRICE: She keeps roomers. . . . That is a big house now we’ve moved out . . .

WILLIAM: That don’t answer my question. I don’t know how to put it to you since she’s your mother. . . . Does she have . . . fellows? (BRICE stares at him) You know . . . lovers. . . . Do men make love to her?

BRICE: I don’t watch . . . her.

WILLIAM: (anger coming) What!

BRICE: I’m sorry. I only meant I try not to think what she might do . . . when it’s nightfall.

WILLIAM: She wouldn’t have to wait for nightfall, Brice.

BRICE: (getting beside himself) Oh Dad. Stop it. I want to forget her. . . . Why can’t you forget her. We could go on without her.

WILLIAM: I am going to see Melissa. Your grandmother has always liked me. . . . She still calls me her boy.

BRICE: Yes, Grandma likes you.

WILLIAM: She knows the separation is not good for us.

BRICE: But she listens to her daughter. To my mother . . . to your . . . wife.

WILLIAM: I will go to see Melissa one more time. . . . Maybe this time she can bring all the threads together.

BRICE: I tried to explain how you feel, Dad, but it only makes Mama scream and rave. She seems to want to be . . . all alone.

WILLIAM: In a house full of roomers!

BRICE: Oh but that’s all they are to her . . . She must get awful lonesome.

WILLIAM: Yes, I would think she would need a man in the house. (goes toward the hall-tree to get his hat)

BRICE: She told me once she was sick and tired of the whole human race.

WILLIAM: Well I could say that with more justice than her! But I go on. I don’t give up.

BRICE: (imploring) If you could forget about her, Dad.

WILLIAM: (puts on his hat, and begins to leave) One can’t forget injustice, Brice. (exits)

BRICE: (rising and looking after his father) But why can’t you get it through your head she don’t love you. She don’t want you! You’re poison to her. . . . Why can’t you accept facts, huh. You never could, you never would. You want the impossible. (begins to sob, then angrily hits his fist in his palm) We’ve had enough boo-hooin’ in this family. I won’t be like either of them. I won’t . . .

Scene 2

HARRIET and MELISSA are seated in a large parlor. They are both sewing. MELISSA is sewing a woman’s dress, HARRIET a large expensive tablecloth.

MELISSA: Yes, it’s true. . . . They all come to me with their troubles! But did you ever think, Harriet, if nobody came to me at all, if nobody wanted me to sew! What would I do? I would turn to dust.

HARRIET: But, Melissa, they come too often. They burden you with their sorrows, with their piteous pleas for help!

MELISSA: Oh, Harriet. . . . If I couldn’t help my family . . . (bites a thread) . . . True they have more than their share of trouble. . . . I don’t like a broken home! I wish Della had somehow made her peace with William! Why couldn’t they have made a go of their marriage? Other people have. You did. . . . You were with your husband until the end, a happy happy pair if there ever was.

HARRIET: Oh that was so long ago. . . . Yes, I suppose I was happy.

MELISSA: Suppose. You know you were. Marriage should last till death, as the Good Book says.

HARRIET: (in a kind of reverie) But if one is not happy with the spouse one is married to Melissa . . . Must we suffer until death because we cannot be happy.

MELISSA: Now you sound like my daughter. She wanted freedom. Look at what she has. She runs a rooming house. Some of her roomers are the offscourings of humanity, yet she puts up with them. She was a lady, brought up as a lady. Now see how she lives. Runs a house where anybody can demand admittance. She smokes one cigarette after another. You look like the terrible woman Carmen, I once said to her, a cigarette always hanging from your mouth. If you must smoke, sit down and do so, don’t go about your work with the thing hanging from your lower lip. She won’t listen to me, but she always comes to me for advice, and . . . (sadly) money. As if money grew on trees. And there is William, wanting his wife to come home. . . .

HARRIET: But you yourself, dear, have always said what a poor provider he was. . . . How he was always traveling, never at home. How he failed in all his undertakings. . . . How money ran through his fingers like water. You called him once a ne’er-do-well!

MELISSA: That was Della’s word for him. I must have picked it up.

HARRIET: I’ve heard you critical of him.

MELISSA: True, but she put most of those ideas into my head. . . . I’ve been thinking about William lately. He wasn’t as bad as Della said. And he is the father of her son! Della won’t keep him because she says he takes his father’s part! But a boy that young needs both mother and father. And together, not separately. Parents cannot be parents if they live away from one another. They fight for the loyalty of the child, as they have done in Brice’s case.

HARRIET: Brice will come through all right.

MELISSA: Let’s hope he will. . . . I’m sure his dad loves him. But I don’t know what Brice thinks of his dad. One day in the garden in summer I was walking with Brice between the peony beds and the apple orchard, and I said, Do you respect your dad, Brice? . . . He looked at me dumbfounded. I repeated my question. Do you respect your dad, dear? Is that the right word, Grandma, he said. But you love him, don’t you, I exclaimed. Don’t tell me now you don’t love him. . . . I’m coming to that, he replied. . . . Coming to it, oh Brice, I cried. . . . I was so terribly upset by his answers. . . . And I felt suddenly he had nobody. I pressed him to my breast, and we both wept bitterly.

HARRIET: Isn’t he too young to know whether he loves anybody, Melissa?

MELISSA: Oh, Harriet, how can you speak so. One is never too young to acknowledge one’s love. Never! (the front doorbell rings) Good heavens. Who can that be at this hour? (HARRIET rises to go to the front entrance.) Just stay, a moment. . . . Let us be quiet. . . . Maybe whoever it is will go away.

(Enter WILLIAM, holding his straw hat in his hand.)

WILLIAM: Mother! (in a kind of prayerful way) Mother! You’re always at work. Don’t your busy fingers ever stop. (He moves over to MELISSA and kisses her, takes up her hand and kisses it.)

MELISSA: (moved) William. You will always be my boy, Will. Sit down. Take that comfortable chair over there.

WILLIAM: (turning to HARRIET) Evening, Miss Harriet.

HARRIET: Good evening, William. . . . Supposin’ I leave now, Melissa.

MELISSA: William and I are not going to say anything you can’t share, Harriet. Are we, William.

WILLIAM: Indeed not. We’re old friends, and old friends have had their say out.

HARRIET: Just the same, I believe I will turn in. I’m a bit tired, to tell the truth.

MELISSA: Tired! Hear her, Will. She can outwork me, and she’s even older than I am. No, Harriet, you are never tired. But go upstairs if you wish. A person has to have time to their own thoughts. We can’t be talking and working twenty-four hours a day.

HARRIET: Goodnight, William. . . . Goodnight, my dearest. (She bends down and kisses MELISSA, then exits stage left.)

MELISSA: I awoke the other afternoon, I was stealing a nap, never took naps a few years ago but I felt the need of slumber. . . . And I awoke suddenly with a start. I thought, In four or five or at the most six years, I will be no more! I will cease to exist! I will be like that dust that is supposed to move aimlessly about the stars. . . . I will be no more. (comes out of her reverie)

WILLIAM: Nonsense, Mother. . . . You will live a long time yet. (holds his hat tightly) You have an indomitable will. . . . And everything to live for.

MELISSA: True, I have many loved ones . . . who depend on me . . .

WILLIAM: Mother, must you work so hard . . . I mean . . .

MELISSA: To me, truly, it’s not work. If my fingers can’t move, Will, I am at a great loss . . . I hope I die sewing. What would pass the long hours without my needlework. No, take away my sewing, I wouldn’t last the winter.

WILLIAM: You are the best woman I ever knew.

MELISSA: Oh, Will . . . I do love you so much. . . . And my heart is broken that you and Della have parted. . . . It is my . . . great disappointment.

WILLIAM: And mine! I can think of nothing else.

MELISSA: You still love her, dear boy.

WILLIAM: Yes. Yes. Yes. (Each yes is said with deeper despair.)

MELISSA: I have talked to her till I’m black in the face. . . . She is so changed. She is so . . . heedless of anything but her own . . . desires.

WILLIAM: (bitterly) What are her . . . desires do you suppose?

MELISSA: Freedom . . . Freedom. I said to her, Perhaps you want to be the wind and not a woman, to go wherever and whenever you list. . . . What good is freedom, if when you are old, you are alone, I said to her. Your boy will leave you, and go about his life, and what will you have then but freedom. . . . You will find out it is only a word, only the wind. . . . And oh how she retorted. You have always been easily satisfied, she said. Easily made happy. No, no, I responded. . . . But there is only true happiness doing for others. Oh she laughed me then to scorn. And what do others do for you. Here you sit, ignored by all your rich sons, and must sew for a living . . . like a gypsy.

WILLIAM: (shocked) Gypsy! She said gypsy.

MELISSA: (sews a little) Said in anger, you know. . . . She feels my sons, her brothers, should keep me in a palace. Doing nothing. . . . Taking tea with other wealthy women. I would not last the winter living like that! (sews on)

WILLIAM: (in admiration) Mother, mother.

MELISSA: I have done all I can do to make her see the right path. (She touches WILLIAM.) I can do no more. Her heart . . . is hardened against you.

WILLIAM: Sometimes I wonder why I cannot give her up, why I hold on so, like a man grasping at a rope from a high cliff he knows he must fall from. . . . I cannot let go my grasp.

MELISSA: I will see her one more time. . . . I will plead for you.

WILLIAM: (suddenly taking out something from his pocket) I have something here of great price. . . . It was my mother’s. I know you keep a strongbox, Mother . . . In case something happened to me, I want you to have it. . . . If my boy should need help sometime . . . perhaps it could be sold. (He gives her the diamond.)

MELISSA: Oh, Will . . . What a dazzling stone it is . . . It must be worth . . . a fortune. . . . But shouldn’t you keep it in the bank vault.

WILLIAM: (energetically) No! No. If something should happen to me

MELISSA: (frightened) But it won’t, Will.

WILLIAM: If it should . . . it is yours. . . . You have my perfect trust . . .

MELISSA: I will put it in my strongbox . . . with a notarized statement that it is yours, Will . . . and how is Brice?

WILLIAM: Brice, yes . . . He has such a wild streak in him, Mother. . . . I wonder if he will ever grow up. . . . He seems like a wild young deer of some kind, or sometimes like a young lynx that one knows will never be anything but wild, no matter what is done for him. . . . Had he a mother, I daresay he would be different. . . . (seeing her look of pain) I mean a mother who lived under the same roof . . .

MELISSA: Yes, a boy needs both parents to grow right. . . . (then, said as if to herself) A wild lynx.

WILLIAM: (almost kneeling down before her) You will plead with her one more time. For Brice’s sake, Mother. . . . For his sake.

MELISSA: Is anything wrong . . . I mean has Brice done anything he shouldn’t?

WILLIAM: Oh no. Nothing. . . . Only he is so wild. And he’s always outdoors.

MELISSA: Like the lynxes and the deer.

WILLIAM: (rising) Thank you, Mother. You will never know how I appreciate your many kindnesses. Don’t you see, I could not go on without your encouragement and kindheartedness.

MELISSA: (rising) I have done nothing. . . . Nothing for anybody. . . .

WILLIAM: You do not even know what you are worth! That is a true sign of your greatness. (He goes out.)

Scene 3

WILLIAM stands disconsolate, almost paralyzed under the street lamp of the town, as if he had lost his direction. DEREK comes on stage left, stares at him.

DEREK: Will, you look like you’d received bad news. (He is obviously a bit drunk.) Put her there. (tries to shake hands, but WILLIAM is still in a haze and barely notices him) Will! Remember me.

WILLIAM: Derek, how are you? (shakes hands)

DEREK: You haven’t changed much since we went to country high school together.

WILLIAM: Well, things have changed, Derek.

DEREK: (pulling out a bottle) Have a nip for old time’s sake.

WILLIAM: No, no. I don’t touch it, Derek, you know that.

DEREK: You need a swig to judge by your face, Will. Come on now. And what’s your bad news?

WILLIAM: I thought everybody knew my bad news, Derek.

DEREK: I travel you know a lot. . . . Often gone months at a time.

WILLIAM: You’re still selling farm machinery.

DEREK: And anything else I can make a dollar on. (drinks)

WILLIAM: (annoyed by DEREK’S drunkenness) You’ve said I look like the recipient of bad news. What’s yours?

DEREK: What’s what?

WILLIAM: What’s your bad news?

DEREK: Bein’ alive, Will. That’s the bad news for everybody.

WILLIAM: Oh come now.

DEREK: I hear Della has left you.

WILLIAM: That’s stale news, Derek. . . . Yes, she left over a year ago.

DEREK: Come on now, Will, don’t be a sourpuss just cause you know how. Have a drink.

WILLIAM: I’ve never liked the stuff, Derek. You know that. . . . I’m sorry. (seeing he has offended him) I don’t like what it does to you.

DEREK: She’s not worth it, Will.

WILLIAM: Who are you talking about now?

DEREK: Who, he asks. Your one and only. Della. She’s not worth pinin’ over, cryin’ over, achin’ for like you’ve been doing this past year and more! Della! (makes sound of disgust and drinks)

WILLIAM: Mind your speech now. (offers to go off)

DEREK: Come back here, you. . . . What do you mean mind my speech! (He pulls WILLIAM toward him.)

WILLIAM: You’re too drunk to talk to. (pulls away from him)

DEREK: You’ve got somethin’ worse than my habit, Will, oh yes you have. Think you’re better than me, don’t you. Better than anybody, don’t you. That’s why Della left you.

WILLIAM: I’m warning you. You watch that lip of yours. It’s got you into plenty of trouble before.

DEREK: But my wife never left me, trouble or no trouble.

WILLIAM: Derek! You—

DEREK: Because I’m human, that’s why. Like Della is. . . . You were too sober for her.

WILLIAM: A lot you know.

DEREK: She was starved for the love of a real man. . . . Now she’s getting what you didn’t give her. In that place she calls a rooming house!

WILLIAM: Derek Johns!

DEREK: That’s what they call me, true enough. (drinks) I answer to that name.

WILLIAM: Oh. (goes off hut DEREK follows him)

DEREK: I’m glad for her, though sorry for you.

WILLIAM: I don’t need anybody to be sorry for me.

DEREK: Then why are you so sorry for yourself!

WILLIAM: Goodnight, Derek.

DEREK: And when your head hits the pillow tonight, you can think that Della is in bed with a different man each night to make up for all the nights she spent with an icicle like you! Think of that.

WILLIAM: (WILLIAM retums, hits DEREK. DEREK half falls, then comes up to his full posture, spits in WILLIAM’S face. WILLIAM hits him, knocks him down. DEREK feels his face and jaw.) Derek! Let me help you up.

DEREK: Leave me alone. I’ll get up by and by.

WILLIAM: You’re not hurt, are you.

DEREK: I deserved it, Will. . . . I deserved it.

WILLIAM: When a man hears such a thing, he’s not himself.

DEREK: (getting up slowly) I’m drunk, Will. Forget what I may have said.

WILLIAM: Forget! I’m not likely to forget what you said if I live to be a hundred.

DEREK: Incompatibility is no man’s fault.

WILLIAM: No? (DEREK throws away the bottle, goes off stage left.) If you’d let me drink a whole gallon of that and every drop was poison I’d be better off than having heard what you said. . . . I could have killed you when I hit you. . . . I should have. (He shakes his fist in the direction of where DEREK has exited.)

Scene 4

WILLIAM’S house. BRICE and EDGARS are seated at a small card table playing two-handed hearts. A phonograph is playing not too loudly near them. EDGARS is a handsome but rough appearing youth of about 20.

EDGARS: (throwing down a card) All mine! (laughs gleefully)

BRICE: You always win. Well, they say your grandpa was a river gambler.

EDGARS: They say! They know! He was lucky he wasn’t sent to be hanged. . . . I don’t pretend my folks was born with a gold spoon in their mouth.

BRICE: (cautiously) Meaning?

EDGARS: (relents of causing unpleasantness and dealing) Meanin’ nothin’. But I ain’t ashamed of my folks anyhow.

BRICE: I didn’t say that to make you.

EDGARS: At least my folks stayed together. They may have missed jail by an inch, but they stayed close-knit, kept their vows.

BRICE: (almost horrified) Vows?

EDGARS: They may have been nothing to look up to, but they stayed together my Mom and Dad and their Mom and Dad before them. . . . They kept their marriage vow and their duty to us kids.

BRICE: All right, all right. So your folks stuck together. So what.

EDGARS: (after a long, ominous silence) You know I wandered off past the Ketsley estate the other day.

BRICE: (trying to get over the hurt EDGARS’ words have caused) Yes.

EDGARS: Brice, you don’t have to act that interested in what I’m goin’ to tell you.

BRICE: But Edgars, I am interested. You’re my best friend.

EDGARS: (looks at him searchingly) As a matter of fact I got lost.

BRICE: (looks up from his cards) Yeah.

EDGARS: I could have been in China. I come after a while to the ruins of the old Star-Lite Stables. Remember them?

BRICE: I sure do. Remember the owner too.

EDGARS: Cliff Derringer, yes, he died in the fire too. . . . But, Brice, listen. . . . Not all of them horses perished in the fire.

BRICE: (very intent on every word) God.

EDGARS: They run wild in the pasture and the woods around there.

BRICE: You saw them?

EDGARS: You’re darn tootin’. They are as wild as the wind. Snortin’ and rushin’ around like they had fire in their bellies.

BRICE: (dreamily) Did you go up to them?

EDGARS: Do you think I want them to kill me.

BRICE: They’re that wild.

EDGARS: And vicious.

BRICE: Why don’t the sheriff do something about them if they’re dangerous.

EDGARS: Who cares what happens there. It might as well be on the mountains of the moon. Who’d pay for them being caught and hobbled and took into custody. (puts down a card and yells at another victory)

BRICE: Edgars, I can’t win with you.

EDGARS: Would you like to go there some time with me?

BRICE: Would I like to! You know what my answer is.

EDGARS: We’ll go then when your old man is out of town or laid up with a fever.

BRICE: He’s never laid up with anything. Do you know my Dad has never been sick in his whole life. Never had a cold or a headache or nothin’.

EDGARS: (said sarcastically) You mean he’s perfect.

BRICE: (moonily) I sometimes wonder all right. . . . He’s too . . .

(Enter WILLIAM, stage right. He holds his straw hat over his injured right hand.)

WILLIAM: The sound of that damned phonograph music turns my stomach. (BRICE jumps up and begins to make a motion to turn off the phonograph.) No, let it go. Evenin’, Edgars.

EDGARS: (sheepish, afraid) Evenin’ Mr. Hawkins.

(BRICE looks at his father’s hat covering his hand. WILLIAM shifts in the seat he has just taken.)

WILLIAM: Why don’t you go on with your card playin’.

EDGARS: Matter of fact Mr. Hawkins, I was just plannin’ to shove off.

WILLIAM: Sorry if I broke up you boys’ card game. (rises and turns his back to them, as he pretends to fiddle with an account ledger but actually is looking at his injured hand)

EDGARS: (to BRICE) I’ll be sayin’ goodnight now. . . . See you later. . . . If you want to go to the old Star-Lite Stables sometime . . .

BRICE: Sure, Edgars, I would. . . . You know that.

WILLIAM: (turning around) Did you mention the Star-Lite Stables?

EDGARS: Yes sir.

WILLIAM: I was about to help the owner sell that, when lo and behold the whole place burned down mysteriously. We presume Cliff Derringer died in the blaze, but they never really identified his body.

EDGARS: The horses that escaped, I was tellin’ Brice here, are runnin’ wild in the old pasture and woods.

WILLIAM: (musing) You don’t say! (comes close to the boys, his hat is allowed to fall from his injured hand, so both young men see he has hurt his hand, for it is bleeding)

EDGARS: (shocked at the sight) Mr. Hawkins!

WILLIAM: Yes.

EDGARS: I must be goin’. My dad will give me . . . (he goes out hurriedly)

WILLIAM: (after a long pause) I wonder if he is the right company for you, Brice.

BRICE: (nettled) Not everybody wants to come see me, Dad.

WILLIAM: (in a kind of expressionless sleepy voice) What is that supposed to mean?

BRICE: (also as if talking in his sleep) They feel, the others . . .

WILLIAM: The others?

BRICE: My schoolmates.

WILLIAM: Yes.

BRICE: Without a woman at the head of the house here, (frightened by his father’s terrible appearance) with our family not united. . . . Dad, what is wrong with your hand! (He is frightened for it is bleeding and drops of blood are falling to the floor.)

WILLIAM: I hit it against something.

BRICE: (goes over to WILLIAM and carefully takes hold of his hand) It ain’t broke is it?

WILLIAM: I can move it.

BRICE: Shouldn’t you see the Doc?

WILLIAM: Oh no.

BRICE: You say you hit it against . . .

WILLIAM: Against a man . . . It hit a man and knocked him down.

BRICE: Oh.

WILLIAM: I suppose that makes you ashamed of me too. Maybe even the Edgars snot won’t visit you now when people find out I have knocked down Derek Johns.

BRICE: Dad, I ain’t ashamed of you. I ain’t . . .

WILLIAM: Shut up. . . . Go to bed!

BRICE: If you hit him I’m sure he needed it.

WILLIAM: Thank you. (sits down)

BRICE: Dad, let me bathe your hand in warm water.

WILLIAM: Oh well, suit yourself.

BRICE: Why don’t you take off your jacket Dad? (He hurries out stage left. WILLIAM removes his jacket and looks disgustedly at his hand then looks away.)

WILLIAM: (to himself) I never liked the looks of that Edgars. (BRICE brings back a basin of warm water and some cloths. He rolls up his father’s sleeve and washes his hurt hand.) So your friends don’t come here because we are a broken family.

BRICE: That’s not exactly the whole reason . . .

WILLIAM: Well what is the whole reason?

BRICE: I don’t think my classmates look up to me too much . . . on my own. . . . With Edgars . . .

WILLIAM: (said with anger) Edgars!

BRICE: Edgars accepts me. . . . I mean . . .

WILLIAM: Don’t say any more . . . You’ve said enough for one evening.

BRICE: (dries WILLIAM’S hand with a towel) I’m glad you hit him, Dad . . .

WILLIAM: All right, all right, go to bed.

BRICE: (picks up the basin and begins to go out stage left) You didn’t . . . kill him did you, Dad?

WILLIAM: (laughing) I’m afraid not, Brice. Goodnight. . . . I’ll be up in a little while.

BRICE: You don’t need anything?

WILLIAM: Just time, I guess. . . . They say it cures all things . . .

BRICE: You know where I am if you need me, Dad.

WILLIAM: (as if asleep himself) Pleasant dreams. . . . And thanks for the . . . ministrations, Brice. . . . You’re a good boy, say what they will.

(BRICE studies his Dad, then sighs, and leaves the room.)

Scene 5

DELIA’S house. A phonograph is playing an old-fashioned waltz. DELLA dances with ELMO, a middle-aged man who fancies himself a ladykiller and general roustabout. Stage right BARNEY is seated. He is obviously a man who has done lots of hard manual labor but has in his middle age come into some money and effects expensive clothes, rings, and watch chain, etc. He smokes a cigar as he watches DELLA and ELMO.

BARNEY: (rises and goes over to the pair, pulls ELMO away from DELLA) Let me have my turn now! (makes a threatening gesture to ELMO)

DELLA: Lower your voice, if you please.

BARNEY: (mimicking her angrily) If you please! I’ve been sitting in that corner for a good half hour.

DELLA: If you’re going to treat me to one of your bawlings out you can leave. I won’t be bawled out anymore. I’ve had my fill of that.

BARNEY: Then supposin’ you dance with me. After all, I’m the one who brings you the gifts.

DELLA: Are you going to throw that up to me also! I declare.

ELMO: Oh go on dance with him, Della. I don’t mind.

BARNEY: I don’t need permission to dance with her from you. Get that straight.

ELMO: The trouble with you, Barney, is all you know is to shout orders. You weren’t sergeant in the army for nothing were you.

BARNEY: (takes DELLA roughly in his arms) You have poor taste in men, Della.

DELLA: Then why am I dancing with you, will you tell me.

BARNEY: You’ve been teasing me all evening. You’re a tease. Like every other woman. You don’t like to dance with Elmo and you know it.

DELLA: I’d advise you to learn to keep your place.

BARNEY: I know my place. And I know my girl. (He kisses her.)

DELLA: Your kind of freshness turns me off. (BARNEY kisses her again. She tries to break away.) Will you behave!

BARNEY: Della, you know you go for me! Why do you have someone else here on the one evening I am free. What’s your game?

DELLA: I don’t ever want to belong to one man again. I had that once.

BARNEY: You call William then a man? (laughs)

DELLA: I wish you would learn to keep your mouth shut. Your mouth and your fists. You ought to learn to control them.

BARNEY: There’s something else I suppose I should learn to control. (He attempts to kiss her again; then they begin to dance rather furiously.)

DELLA: (stopping but obviously pleased at the whirl he has given her) I’m quite out of breath. Help me to the chair, Barney. (She laughs. ELMO stares at the pair with ill-concealed jealousy.)

DELLA: You are a wonderful dancer for such a heavy brute!

BARNEY: (seats himself beside her and holds her hand) Why don’t you get wise to yourself. Why don’t you take the one man that was meant for you, huh?

DELLA: (said with coquetry) One man is too many! I had my fill of one man, let me tell you.

BARNEY: You’ve never had a real man, that’s your trouble. You’re untouched. . . . That’s why . . . I want you to be . . .

ELMO: (picking up his hat) I think I’ll leave you sweethearts to yourself.

DELLA: (rising) Don’t go, Elmo, on account of Barney. Please! We’ll dance some more.

ELMO: (noticing the phonograph has stopped) Shall I put on another record?

DELLA: Yes, Elmo, dear, do. . . . (turns distracted to BARNEY who scowls at her) I thought we were having a wonderful time, the three of us. (The doorbell rings but nobody appears to hear it. It rings again. She lights a cigarette.) I would never have believed though that Barney was such a divine dancer. Who taught you? (BRICE has entered at stage left and stares balefully at the party going on; she is startled at the sight of her son.) Brice, what on earth? Is anything wrong? What do you want?

BRICE: (staring with real hatred at the two men) I came to . . . talk with you.

DELLA: At this hour?

BRICE: What hour should a son come to talk with his mother . . . I’ve never known . . .

DELLA: Don’t be impertinent.

BARNEY: Good evening, sonny.

ELMO: Nice to see you Brice. (He and BARNEY go over to BRICE then move away from him, as BRICE remains silent and pays no attention to them.)

BRICE: I would think I was in a dance hall all right.

DELLA: I said you are not to be impertinent. This is my home. I’ll do what I please.

BRICE: That’s all I’ve ever heard you talk about. Doing what you please! And so this is what it is! (stares at the two men again)

BARNEY: That’s no way to talk to your mother, son.

BRICE: (bitterly) Son!

DELLA: Here we were having an innocent evening of dancing and you come in acting just like your father. Lecturing me! Criticizing, condemning without even knowing what is going on!

BARNEY: Brice, go home, for your own sake! It’s not the right time for a talk. Your mother is having herself a little relaxation.

BRICE: Why don’t you and that other jake get out of here so I can talk with my mother.

DELLA: Brice, I will not have this. I will not be interfered with.

BRICE: (suddenly picks up a chair and threatens BARNEY) Will you get out of here, and leave me to talk with this woman . . .

BARNEY: (menacingly) Now see here, sonny. Nobody talks to Barney Comstock like that. Boy or no boy.

BRICE: I’ll break your head! I’m warning you.

ELMO: Brice, don’t do anything rash. . . . Come on, Barney, let’s get out of here and go somewhere less exciting.

BARNEY: If you were a boy of mine I’d pound some sense into you.

BRICE: (offering to strike him with the chair) I’d like to see you try, you cheap whoremaster!

DELLA: See here! See here. (weeping) Barney, Elmo, do as he says. . . . Go, I mean it. Leave the premises. . . . Do you hear me, go both of you.

BARNEY: So you prefer to be alone with your snot, do you. . . . You make me tired. You’re nothing but a tease if you ask me.

DELLA: Nobody asked you. Go out, both of you. Go, or I’ll make real trouble for you.

BARNEY: (addressed to ELMO) Did you ever hear such a bitch.

BRICE: (threatens BARNEY again with the chair) You watch your lip now.

DELLA: (putting herself between BARNEY and BRICE) If you would do as he says, Barney, and leave! For God’s sake! Will you get out of here. (She sits down, as BARNEY and ELMO leave stage left. BRICE, slowly puts the chair down, she is weeping.) Now see what you’ve done.

BRICE: See what I’ve done. . . . How could you . . . how could you know such men when you were married to my father. When you were married to William.

DELLA: A lot you know about being married, don’t you. A boy with the peach fuzz still on his cheeks. (weeps on)

BRICE: When you had a decent man, when you’d come to the time of life you should settle down quietly. . . . You opened a house like this to run wild in . . .

DELLA: Well, what of it? All my years with your father, from long before you were born were like living in a plot in a cemetery!

BRICE: (horrified) Mother!

DELLA: Yes, mother. You can say that. It was all . . . a life sentence.

BRICE: You were never happy . . . ever.

DELLA: A little till after you were born. . . . But he always took you away from me. . . . You were his, not mine. . . . He saw to that. . . . What was I in the house, but a prisoner. There was no happiness, no fun, no . . . dancing.

BRICE: (warning but beginning to feel less sure of his judgment of DELLA) Mother.

DELLA: I was in bondage to him. He was incapable of love. Incapable. No tenderness, no . . . letting go. . . . All duty, dignity, respectability, righteousness. . . . I was suffocating.

BRICE: So you never loved me.

DELLA: (as if aware of his existence for the first time) What?

BRICE: (rising to go) You heard me.

DELLA: Don’t go now. You have ruined the whole evening.

BRICE: (bitterly) You’ll have other evenings for the rest of your life.

DELLA: So you don’t think I ever loved you.

BRICE: I know it!

DELLA: How could I love you when he always stood between us. . . . He corrected every loving look or touch or expression I offered you. He was always between me and my love for you. . . . Even now when I want to hold you to me, it is as if he prohibited it. (approaches him and holds him to her)

BRICE: No, no, it is too late. . . . Especially after what I saw tonight.

DELLA: Kiss me. . . . Kiss your mother, Brice. It’s not too late. (they kiss, then he pushes her away from him)

BRICE: It’s too late, Mother. . . . Yes, I see you belong here.

DELLA: And even if I were to come back which is what you always plead for on these visits of yours. What would I come back to. Your father has even less substance than he had when he was young. . . . The dead would be revisiting the dead!

BRICE: Come back for me . . .

DELLA: Oh, Brice, Brice . . . Yes, if you were alone maybe I would come back.

BRICE: And give up your dance hall.

DELLA: My dance hall. I give one little dance a month and he calls it my dance hall. You are your father’s son.

BRICE: If he were to die, and I was alone there. . . . Would you come back to me . . .

DELLA: (puzzled by such a strange offer) I suppose, Brice, I suppose.

BRICE: You suppose. Don’t you know?

DELLA: You have confused me so terribly. . . . I don’t know what I would do. . . . He won’t die in any case for years. I’m so . . . heartbroken tonight.

BRICE: You’re what he said of you. All emotion, all feeling, all passion and yearning and desiring the impossible.

DELLA: Yes, that is what I am. . . . I could never get enough love, I admit it.

BRICE: Never?

DELLA: Never never. I could never get enough. . . . I’m starved. I’m a starving woman. . . . I could never go back to his rectitude, his justice, his perfection, his level masculine rightness. . . . I’m starved.

BRICE: (taking her in his arms) Oh, Mother, Mother. (They hold one another as the curtain comes down.)

Scene 6

MELISSA’S house. She is seated alone, sewing. It is a different evening, but it might as well be the same evening on which we have first met her. All her evenings are alike. A bell rings from outside,MELISSA does not even stop sewing.

DELLA: (calls from outside) Mother! Can’t you hear me?

MELISSA: What can she want now! All right, all right. (She puts away the dress she has been working on, and goes toward the exit at stage left, DELLA enters with her and comes in and flings herself down.) I can’t imagine what you are doing out at this hour.

DELLA: I can’t imagine what you are doing working through the night.

MELISSA: (sits down and takes up the dress she is working on) I don’t need reasons to do what I do.

DELLA: (angry) Then why do I need reasons for being out at this hour. . . . (MELISSA gives her a terrible look.) I couldn’t sleep, so I thought I would take a walk through the pastureland.

MELISSA: The pastureland of all places! Why didn’t you go sailing on the lake!

DELLA: (remembering her terror) Suddenly out of nowhere these wild horses appeared, and ran straight toward me!

MELISSA: (shocked) Della!

DELLA: But on the last of the horses as they ran past me, I thought I saw my boy and that terrible friend of his, Edgars. I know it was just my imagination. But it was so terribly real just the same.

MELISSA: Your boy! He’s not your boy anymore. You deserted him.

DELLA: Don’t take their part! (They exchange looks.) You don’t love me either.

MELISSA: I loved you too well, that’s why you are the way you are. I gave you everything. Stood by you in your darkest hour. Helped you raise your child. . . . Then you disappointed me. . . . But I still stand with you. Still love you.

DELLA: No, Mother, you do not love me.

MELISSA: (stung) Whom do you love, Della? Tell me who?

DELLA: I will never get over my fright. I will never dare go to the pastureland again, certainly.

MELISSA: I should hope not.

DELLA: Who are you making that dress for, Mother?

MELISSA: (pauses a moment, bites a thread, looks at her daughter) Mrs. Van Nuys.

DELLA: But it’s so out of fashion, so ornate, so . . .

MELISSA: She wants it for some historical ball they are giving.

DELLA: Mother, let me try it on.

MELISSA: Try it on. . . . But you’re different sizes.

DELLA: It’s too good for me, you mean.

MELISSA: Della! The very idea. You are just as you were when you were eighteen. I should never have allowed you to marry, Della. It was my fault. You knew nothing . . . (stops) you weren’t ready for marriage.

DELLA: That was certainly true. But I don’t blame you. You and Papa were so eager to get me out of the house.

MELISSA: Your father may have been.

DELLA: You know he was. He hounded me to get married from the time I was fifteen.

MELISSA: Well he’s dead and gone now and we can’t keep blaming him.

DELLA: I wasn’t ready! I wasn’t.

MELISSA: Come on, dear, you can try on the dress. And we have the finest mirror in the entire county for seeing yourself in.

DELLA: Oh, Mother. . . . All I ever wanted I think was to remain your little girl.

MELISSA: (laughs in spite of herself) Della.

DELLA: (kneels down at MELISSA’S side and clasps her knees) I wanted to stay with you forever.

MELISSA: Take off your own dress, dear, and put this one on.
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