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Acclaim for
Sam Shepard


“With the exception of David Mamet, no American playwright of his generation matches Mr. Shepard in the creation of characters that are immediately so accessible and so mysterious.”

—The New York Times




“One of our best and most challenging playwrights.… His plays are a form of exorcism: magical, sometimes surreal rituals that grapple with the demonic forces in the American landscape.”

—Newsweek




“One of the most original, prolific and gifted dramatists at work today.”

—The New Yorker




“Sam Shepard fulfills the role of professional playwright as a good ballet dancer or acrobat fulfills his role in performance.… He always delivers, he executes feats of dexterity and technical difficulty that an untrained person could not, and makes them seem easy.”

—The Village Voice




“The major talent of his generation.… An original, a major force.… [Shepard] is a poet of the theater, shaping a new language out of broken words: an emotional seismograph registering the tremors which shake the substratum of human life.”

—The Times (London)
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Sam Shepard is the Pulitzer Prize–winning author of more than forty-five plays. As an actor, he has appeared in more than thirty films, and he received an Oscar nomination in 1984 for The Right Stuff. He was a finalist for the W. H. Smith Literary Award for his story collection Great Dream of Heaven. He lives in New York and Kentucky.
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INTRODUCTION

While the one-act play is perhaps becoming a forgotten art—often considered neither profitable nor practical to produce in the commercial sphere—it would be a huge mistake to regard the plays in this collection as lesser than Sam Shepard’s more famous full-length plays. Indeed, simply because the action isn’t broken by an interval, it is perhaps a misnomer to call plays like Ages of the Moon or The Unseen Hand “one-act” plays at all. Many of the plays here will make as fulfilling an evening of theater as any may wish, for even within the shortest time span Mr. Shepard’s work, unlike that of any other writer, pulls you deep into its struggle. And we get caught inside it because it’s our struggle: the pointless, endless, grimly fascinating struggle of a man wrestling his blanket in a bad dream on a ship long ago sunk beneath the dark water.

He wrestles with himself and his unknowable forebears and his unfulfillable obligations just as God wrestles with the devil, and the great conundrum rumbles: Where is the peace? And whereas every student learns that conflict is the heart of drama, and most of us regard this as conflict between different characters, Mr. Shepard presents us with characters eternally conflicted before they even step into the ring.

His characters struggle alone; they struggle with others who are mirror images of themselves, or with others who appear to be their exact opposite only to switch places halfway through, become each other, and then continue to struggle. And the more you try to separate them, his plays suggest, the more tissue gets torn. Even as his most peaceful or contemplative characters list their reasons for being happy we sense their confusion, their active delusion, their flight from the unsayable injustice of living and all its attendant responsibilities. Always drawn with great compassion, this is the profound moving image Shepard sucks us down into again and again. Yet, as befits a truly great dramatist, he never takes us the same way around twice—which is just one of the startling aspects of what makes this collection such a particular pleasure.

Just as the first European settlers fled to America only to find all their sins anew, it’s arguable that Mr. Shepard’s plays bear the scorch marks of European drama more than those of any of the other great American playwrights. For me, colossal European playwrights of the modernist era spring to mind when one considers his work: an iron drive like Beckett’s; the restlessness of Strindberg; a dream world as disconcerting as Pinter’s. His plays never seem to present anything as prosaic as the usual staples of much “serious” drama: i.e., common morality or politics. His sinners are real in this striking regard: they have no concept of sin—only failure. Thus Shepard is set apart from Eugene O’Neill whose characters’ hyperawareness of their sins means they pick at them like running sores; set apart from Arthur Miller whose John Milton–esque organ blasts of moral outrage shake the theater to the ground; set apart from Tennessee Williams whose characters enter beaten from the wings their battles for principle already fought and lost; set apart from David Mamet who peels back the bare surface of human veneer to reveal the meaningless roar of the jungle. And Mr. Shepard stands apart mainly because he is as much a poet as a playwright.

By this I mean that his logic is not the logic of academic wrangling or emotional equilibrium. His is the logic of music. Every human being, from the baby in the womb to the dying patient responds to the mystery of music. It chimes precisely with human emotion immeasurably more than language ever could. It is instant and undeniable. Likewise the singular experience of many of Mr. Shepard’s plays is as indescribable as music, and often just as potent, pleasing, and unsettling.

I remember once asking a jazz musician to describe what he meant by “jazz.” He said that the only way he could express it in words was to imagine his music like a butterfly that was always flying free of the net. I think this description can be applied to Mr. Shepard’s plays. His work is so delightful because it is supremely unpredictable. This can be said of very few writers.

And I might contend that this most European-seeming of American playwrights, ironically, elevates the myth of the American West to its theatrical zenith precisely because his existentialism feels so European. Yes, his plays are set in the cinematically beautiful American prairie, but his West is so barren a man might die of loneliness. The European settlers’ God has died, a god in whose name they sought to destroy the paganism of the nomadic Native American, which might have actually saved them.

Yet it is never just what Mr. Shepard’s plays say in any literal fashion that make them so compelling, it is also how they go about it. A fundamental twisting of form is what gives poetry its power. And when a real poet works in the theater, combining his musical longing with the pain of a man who has broken his leg, lain in a ditch for a week, dragged himself to a quack to have it broken again, then walked on it for years until the pain can no longer be expressed—just borne with the intimacy of an absence in the marrow of the soul—you are approaching the quintessential power of Mr. Shepard’s work.

Beneath his plays, I always feel history waiting to roll us all into its silent tomb. There is no echo in there. You can shout as much as you like. Nothing comes back. His plays haunt you because these are the death songs of the American pioneers who went into a wilderness and built a world and destroyed a world and nobody stopped them and now they’re left scrambling for meaning.

For instance, there is a beautiful play here called Short Life of Trouble in which Sam Shepard and Bob Dylan are talking and taping their conversation while they work on an undisclosed project. (This may reflect a real conversation: Dylan and Shepard have co-written songs, and also collaborated on the 1978 movie Renaldo and Clara.) Whether or not Mr. Shepard wants to present it as such, we are watching a conversation between two religious icons in the pantheon of American culture. One is a folk hero who went electric, broke the dam between the personal and the political, woke the Beatles up to a new horizon of freedom in songwriting and shook up the Western world. The other is the playwright under consideration; a writer moreover who has the film star looks and acting talent that have propelled him all the way to the Academy Awards in classic movies like Days of Heaven and The Right Stuff. And who are they discussing? Their American icons: James Dean, Hank Williams, and Woody Guthrie. Yet all are discussed within the shadow of the circumstances of their deaths.

Their heroes are lost to history and unknowable. And now that they are mythic, neither Sam nor Bob can locate precisely where their greatness lay. What was it that touched these men, they wonder? Were they angels? Is there a God? While Bob takes a break, Sam tries to play the conversation back on his tape recorder but all he can hear is music. Already, even their conversation is lost, just as future conversations will fail to assail the greatness of these present icons. No mirror may reflect another. All that appears is a vague infinity. And old photos only reveal the blank stares of ghosts.

But let me stress I can only suggest what a play such as Short Life of Trouble, or what any of the plays in this volume “mean.” Like all of Sam Shepard’s work these plays sing to the soul rather than speak to the mind. This takes a rare, rare, gift and perhaps rarer tenacity to endure it, especially when one considers the deliciously dark vein of humor always wryly present.

Speaking as a playwright, I can’t write one-act plays or even short plays. I am too literal and conservative. I need a beginning, middle, and end, otherwise I have no idea where I am. The idea of writing plays which just start, do exactly what they do, and stop when they are finished—meaning they may be just a few pages long, or just half an hour long, terrifies me. I suppose writing any play must terrify Mr. Shepard on some level, because it terrifies every playwright I know—especially as one gets older. But whereas I avoid that pain as much as I can, only tackling the bigger beasts in the hope that bigger game might sustain me, luckily for us Sam Shepard just faces the terror head on.

He has the fortitude to write a play no matter where it leads, even if, on the surface, it seems just a short way along the road. And I assume he does it because he has to. And I assume he has to because he was made that way. And the stunning writing in this collection only proves he bears that responsibility with grace and courage. So all I can do is salute Mr. Shepard and wave you travelers along on your way with him. As with all great art, it’s a road to another world.

—CONOR MCPHERSON
MAY 2012


Ages of the Moon

Ages of the Moon was first performed at the Abbey Theatre, Dublin, on March 3, 2009, with the following cast:



	BYRON:
	  
	Sean McGinley



	AMES:
	  
	Stephen Rea




It premiered in the United States on January 27, 2010, at the Linda Gross Theater in New York City with the same cast, and was presented by the Atlantic Theater Company.

The production was directed by Jimmy Fay.


I am the womb of every holt,
I am the blaze on every hill,
I am the queen of every hive,
I am the shield for every head,
I am the tomb of every hope.

Who foretells the ages of the moon?

—“SONG OF AMERGIN,” 1268 BC



SCENE

Early 1800s whitewashed brick county house (Kentucky style), a story and a half high. Dark-green or black trim around door frame and windows; kitchen door stage left wall of house, letting out to plank wood porch facing audience directly. Porch is set about three feet above stage floor; plank stairs letting off to stage right with railing. Porch has a raised-seam metal roof, dark green. Large black fan hangs down from center of porch roof with thin chain dangling down. Fan is already in motion when play begins. Two raw cedar Adirondack chairs, well aged with weather stains, broad armrests, set on porch stage right and left, slightly angled toward each other with a small round wooden table between them. Solid kitchen door is wide open with an exterior screen door closed, revealing warm orange interior light of kitchen but no details like appliances, furniture, etc., just space. Each time screen door is opened by AMES it snaps shut behind him with an emphatic pop. Window in stage right wall of house with interior blinds half closed; yellow glow of light within. Two dormer windows set high above porch roof, right and left; no light from either. Roof of house disappears up into flies. Light surrounds house at all sides with no attempt at literal background, i.e., trees, hills, etc. House should appear to be hovering in space.

Play begins in bright noon sunlight of late summer, and light gradually falls off into dusk and then into black night with full moon effect occurring slowly like a stripe of white light, gradually narrowing to a knife-edge by end of play.

Lights down to black as audience settles. Ernest Tubb singing “Have You Ever Been Lonely” begins in dark. Lights slowly rise as song continues, revealing AMES, seated in stage left chair; BYRON in stage right—each staring straight out over the audience and nursing a glass of bourbon on ice. They are both in their midsixties. AMES wears well-worn pointed dress shoes, old-fashioned white wing tips, laces untied and no socks; khaki work pants too short, no cuffs, revealing his skinny ankles; slightly stained white T-shirt, black suspenders over, no hat. BYRON wears a pair of black work boots stained with red clay, faded brown Carhartt pants, black Western shirt with synthetic pearl snaps—no design on shirt, sleeves worn long, snapped at the wrists; a plain blue baseball cap with no insignia of any kind. A gray vest.

When song reaches its first instrumental break the lights are up and the instrumental slowly fades away to silence. Pause as the two of them stare out and casually sip their bourbon.

NOTES: All stage directions are from the POV of the actor, facing the audience.

Although the setting hints at being Appalachian, the actors should not attempt a corresponding accent. A flat middle-of-the-road sound is best.


AMES: Okay, okay, okay. (Sips from glass and sets it down) Here we go—here’s the really sour part of the whole deal. She discovers this note—this note from this girl, which to this day I cannot for the life of me remember. I mean—all right, maybe vaguely—very dimly—somewhere in the long ago. Some parking lot—middle of some rainy night. Bozeman or Billings, could’ve been. Fishing. I don’t know. I truly—but I swear, some girl I would never in a million years have ever returned to for even a minor blow job.

BYRON: Minor?

AMES: Well, you know—

BYRON: No, I don’t know. They’re all major, as far as I’m concerned. At this point.

AMES: Not something lasting—memorable.

BYRON: Aha! Quickly forgotten.

AMES: Exactly.

BYRON: But not in her mind.

AMES: What?

BYRON: In her imagination.

AMES: Whose?

BYRON: Your wife’s.

AMES: No—well, that’s the thing.

BYRON: That’s why I’m here, I guess.

AMES: That’s why I called you, yes.

BYRON: Some kind of moral support or something.

AMES: Well, I wouldn’t go that far.

BYRON: Good. Just so we’re clear.




(Pause. They both sip bourbon and stare out.)




    So, long story short, looks like you’ve got yourself into Big Doggy Doo-doo, “Mr. Frisky.”

AMES: I don’t know where it came from, I swear.

BYRON: What?

AMES: The note.

BYRON: Just appeared outta nowhere, huh? I bet that went over big.

AMES: Never saw her write it.

BYRON: Too busy with your zipper?

AMES: She wrote it on the border of my fishing map when I wasn’t looking. Can you believe it?

BYRON: Quaint.

AMES: Just scribbled her name and phone number. Right parallel with the Yellowstone River. As though I’d actually call her.

BYRON: What was her name?

AMES: Can’t remember. I’m telling you—

BYRON: But young—

AMES: Twenty-two, twenty-three, maybe.

BYRON: You should be ashamed.

AMES: I know.

BYRON: But are you?

AMES: I’m—

BYRON: Banished.

AMES: Yeah.

BYRON: Exiled. Never to return no more, no more.

AMES: Well—

BYRON: She’ll forgive you. Maybe. Down the road.

AMES: I don’t know. It’s not a good feeling, being despised.

BYRON: No. Meanwhile, this is not a bad place to lay low. Birds. Stars at night, I bet. Deer furtively grazing.

AMES: Yeah.

BYRON: Trees. Peaceful.

AMES: I guess. Yeah.

BYRON: When you’re not in turmoil.

AMES: Right.

BYRON: Torture.

AMES: Yeah.




(Pause.)




BYRON: How’d you find it, anyway? This place.

AMES: Fishing. You know—down here fishing. Had to get out of the city. Needed a escape, I guess.

BYRON: Now it’s turned into your little refuge, huh?

AMES: Yeah.

BYRON: “Made in the shade if the tree don’t fall.”

AMES: What?

BYRON: The tree.

AMES: What tree?

BYRON: Not these trees, it’s metaphorical. Sort of. Just—

AMES: Oh—

BYRON: You know—the tree. Providing the shade. If it falls, then—

AMES: Well, it’s not the tree that’s metaphorical, then. It’s the shade. Isn’t it.

BYRON: Whatever.

AMES: I’m not used to that.

BYRON: What?

AMES: Something meaning something else.

BYRON: Well, it’s not, really—

AMES: Maybe I’ve been out here on my own too much.

BYRON: That’s quite possible.

AMES: Out of touch.

BYRON: Could be.

AMES: It’s not good.

BYRON: What.

AMES: Being so … remote, like this.

BYRON: No—

AMES: I’m used to things being what they are. You know—

BYRON: Right.

AMES: I mean a tree is a tree.

BYRON: I never said it wasn’t.




(Long pause. They sit and sip.)




AMES: (Staring out) Is there anything sexier than women on bikes?

BYRON: What?

AMES: Women on bikes.

BYRON: Where’d this come from now? Out of the blue.

AMES: I’m just saying—

BYRON: What?

AMES: I was just thinking—

BYRON: Women on bikes?

AMES: Yeah. What’s sexier than that?

BYRON: I don’t know.




(Long pause. They sip.)




    Horseback, maybe.

AMES: Women horseback?

BYRON: Maybe.

AMES: (Thinks) Nah.

BYRON: Why not?

AMES: Too—

BYRON: What?

AMES: Buff. You know—

BYRON: Buff?

AMES: Butch.

BYRON: Oh, stop.

AMES: On the muscle. You know what I’m talking about.

BYRON: Oh—yeah, I suppose.

AMES: Upper arms. Sunburnt. Sweat pouring down their necks.

BYRON: Thighs, maybe, too.

AMES: Exactly.

BYRON: That’s all good, though, isn’t it? Thighs.

AMES: Well, in moderation.

BYRON: All that power—between the legs.

AMES: Power?

BYRON: Standing in the stirrups. Feet on the dashboard.

AMES: No, but see, that’s what I’m saying—about the bikes. Women on bikes.

BYRON: What about it?

AMES: The legs—closer together. More delicate. More—

BYRON: Oh, I see. Yeah. You mean on the bikes?

AMES: Exactly. Skirts flouncing against the pedals.

BYRON: Flouncing?

AMES: Constant pumping.

BYRON: Jesus, Ames—

AMES: (Sighs) Aaah—

BYRON: You’re hopeless.




(Long pause. They sip.)




AMES: Supposed to be a total eclipse of the full moon at five a.m.

BYRON: Is that right?

AMES: According to the book.

BYRON: I didn’t realize you’d become a moon-gazer.

AMES: I’ve been studying it.

BYRON: You’ve always been full of boundless curiosity.

AMES: I’ll get the book. (Stands)

BYRON: Book?

AMES: Field Guide to the Night Sky. Fascinating stuff. Standing out here in the hay fields at night with a flashlight, you know—trying to figure out where everything is. Where we are in relation—constellations, you know. Makes my neck ache. (Picks up glasses) Another drink?

BYRON: Why not? It’s only noon. Isn’t it?




(AMES exits into the house. Screen door slams behind him. Pause. BYRON stares at fan. He calls out to Ames but there is no answer.)

Isn’t it noon, Ames? Roundabout?

(Pause. The fan slows and stops. BYRON stares at it, then gets up and pulls on chain, but fan does not start up again. Sounds of AMES fixing drinks inside. BYRON sits back down, pulls out slim cigar. Lights it.)




AMES’S VOICE: (From inside the kitchen while BYRON smokes on porch) I do appreciate you coming all the way out here, Byron. On such short notice.

BYRON: What are friends for?

AMES’S VOICE: Got myself into kind of a panic, I guess.

BYRON: Yeah, well—Days were getting pretty long. You know, how they say out there, “Another boring day in Paradise.”

AMES’S VOICE: Yeah. Well, at least you’ve got good company. Lacey. Someone to snuggle up with, nights. Hootchy-kootchy. How long have you two been together, anyhow?

BYRON: Oh … good long while.




(AMES returns with drinks and Field Guide tucked under his arm. Screen door slams shut behind him. AMES sets drinks down on the table; sits, thumbs through book. They both sip their bourbon.)




AMES: Here we go. Here we go. A little courage for the day.

BYRON: (After pause) You’re not actually getting up for it, are you?

AMES: What’s that?

BYRON: Total eclipse. At that hour. What was it?

AMES: (Studying guide) Five a.m.

BYRON: You’re not rolling out at that hour just to stare at a black moon. Somehow, I can’t see you doing that. You’re not milking cows.

AMES: Might be one of those “once-in-a-lifetime” deals.

BYRON: Naah. They happen all the time. At ungodly hours. That’s why we never see them.

AMES: (Referring to Field Guide; puts glasses on, reads from book) Here’s the chart. Look at this: “Two thousand five, October seventeenth, seven oh four, Eastern Standard Time. Partial eclipse. Length of eclipse, fifty-six minutes.” That was two thousand five.

BYRON: October?

AMES: Right. Here’s another one. (Reads) “Two thousand six, September seventh. Partial. Length of eclipse, one hour thirty minutes.”

BYRON: Longer.

AMES: Yeah. But look—there hasn’t been a total eclipse of the full moon since March third, two thousand seven. (Reads) “Duration of totality, one hour fourteen minutes. Length of eclipse, three hours and forty minutes.”

BYRON: That was just in March.

AMES: I know.

BYRON: Of this year.

AMES: I know. Now, we’re in August of this year.

BYRON: So, that’s not so long ago. March. You were making it sound like it was centuries or something. Eons ago.

AMES: How much time have you got left?

BYRON: Me?

AMES: Yeah.

BYRON: On earth, you mean?

AMES: Where else are you going?

BYRON: Well, no—I wasn’t—It’s not about my demise, for Christ’s sake.

AMES: No, but what I’m trying to say is, we haven’t got all that much time left. Here. The two of us. That’s all I’m saying. It’s not so complicated.

BYRON: Have you got a terminal illness or something? Is that what this is all about?

AMES: Never mind.

BYRON: Well, do you?

AMES: No!

BYRON: You’re not holding something out on me, are you, Ames? Silently suffering?

AMES: No, I’m not. Of course not.

BYRON: What?

AMES: I don’t.

BYRON: What?

AMES: Have a terminal fucking illness!

BYRON: All right, all right. Let’s not fly off the handle here. We’ve just been reunited after all this time.

AMES: I’m just saying—we’re not exactly spring colts anymore.

BYRON: No, but evidently you can still get it up.

AMES: Jesus—

BYRON: I’m not all that handy anymore, myself. I mean—

AMES: I don’t want to hear about it!

BYRON: I mean I’m still good for the old “five-on-one” now and then, but—

AMES: What makes you think I’d be interested in the alacrity of your dick?

BYRON: Alacrity?

AMES: This is—

BYRON: What?

AMES: Pathetic.

BYRON: You brought it up.

AMES: I was talking about the moon! The total eclipse of the full moon, and you go veering off into … pornography or something. It’s very sad.




(Pause. They sip.)




BYRON: Used to be we could talk about anything. The two of us. Years ago. There wasn’t all this … judgment.

AMES: There’s no judgment.

BYRON: There’s judgment.

AMES: There’s no judgment! What judgment?

BYRON: “Alacrity of your dick”?

AMES: Oh, stop it.

BYRON: What’s that if it isn’t judgment?

AMES: I’m not going on with this.




(Pause.)




BYRON: You’re just brimming with guilt and remorse, I guess. Is that it? Flooded with regret?

AMES: That must be it.




(Pause. They sip and stare out. AMES notices that the fan is dead. He gets up, pulls chain, and fan starts up again. AMES sits back down. Pause. From this point the lights have begun an imperceptible fade to dusk and, by the end of the play, dark.)




BYRON: (Staring at fan) Didn’t work when I tried that.

AMES: It’s finicky.

BYRON: (At fan) Doesn’t give off a whole lot of breeze, does it?

AMES: Nah, it’s a piece of shit when you get right down to it. At night it sometimes helps.

BYRON: But you don’t need it at night, do you?

AMES: Be surprised how sultry it stays down here. Right up through midnight.

BYRON: You sit out here all night ’til midnight?

AMES: Sometimes.

BYRON: By yourself?

AMES: Yeah.

BYRON: Drinking local bourbon?

AMES: Mostly.

BYRON: What’s become of you, Ames?

AMES: What?

BYRON: This … solitude.

AMES: I don’t mind it.




(Pause.)




BYRON: She doesn’t like you drinking, I suppose.

AMES: Why do you say that?

BYRON: Just a sneaking suspicion.

AMES: No. She doesn’t.

BYRON: Drinking and chasing young snatch. At your age.

AMES: You talk about judgment—

BYRON: I was just remarking—that’s all. (Pause.) What kind of bourbon is this, anyhow?

AMES: Woodford. What else?

BYRON: Aah. Sweet.

AMES: You ever tried it on vanilla ice cream?

BYRON: Not supposed to be a damn sauce, is it?

AMES: You don’t know what’s good.




(Pause. They sip.)




BYRON: Went to the Derby one time and they were selling thousand-dollar shots of this stuff in gold-plated mint julep cups. Flowery engraving all around the rim. Remnants of the aristocracy.

AMES: I remember that.

BYRON: I don’t remember you there.

AMES: Chances are, we both could’ve been there at the same time and not known it. You think?

BYRON: Possible.

AMES: We weren’t joined at the hip or anything. Far as I can remember.

BYRON: No. But I do remember those cups. The ice. The heat. The way they’d sweat in your hand. Felt good going down.

AMES: You had a thousand bucks to throw at a mint julep, back then?

BYRON: No. Some lady.

AMES: Aah.

BYRON: Pink hat.

AMES: Derby Day.

BYRON: She let me sip on it.

AMES: Nice.

BYRON: I sniffed it first.

AMES: I’ll bet.

BYRON: I remember sniffing it. Sprigs of mint imported from Cork. Limes and brown sugar flown in from Jamaica.

AMES: Which Derby was that?

BYRON: Can’t remember exactly.

AMES: Thunder Gulch?

BYRON: Could’ve been.

AMES: Silver Charm?

BYRON: I was three sheets to the wind.

AMES: I’ll bet it was Silver Charm.

BYRON: Baffert was one lucky son-bitch, wasn’t he? Back in the day.

AMES: They all have their rise and fall.

BYRON: Depending on their veterinarian.

AMES: There you go. Look at Lukas. Hardly ever hear from him anymore.

BYRON: Whittingham.

AMES: Well, he’s dead.

BYRON: Oh—

AMES: You knew that. Been dead for ten years on now.

BYRON: That’s right.

AMES: Maybe more.

BYRON: Bit before my time.

AMES: Whittingham? No. What’re you talking about? You’re no younger than me. Don’t pretend that.

BYRON: No, I know.

AMES: He was training at Santa Anita right through the fifties.

BYRON: I know that.

AMES: You think you’re younger than me but you’re not.

BYRON: I don’t. I don’t at all.

AMES: We were both there back then. Santa Anita.

BYRON: All right. That’s fine.

AMES: Working. Hot-walking. Mucking stalls.

BYRON: I know!

AMES: You don’t even remember, do you?

BYRON: Of course I do.

AMES: You don’t. You’re pretending you do but you don’t.

BYRON: Pretending? Why would I do that?

AMES: Just to give me the impression you’re still in the game.

BYRON: Don’t be obscure.




(Pause.)




AMES: Whittingham. “The Bald Eagle,” they used to call him.

BYRON: Ex-marine, wasn’t he?

AMES: “Halls of Montezuma.”

BYRON: What?

AMES: “Shores of Tripoli.”

BYRON: You’re not going to suddenly gush nostalgic now, are you?

AMES: (Sings) “We will fight our country’s battles in the air, on land, and sea”!

BYRON: Oh brother. You don’t behave like this when you’re sitting out here all by yourself, do you? I hope. Solo in the moonlight. Frightening to think of.

AMES: Depends.

BYRON: On what?

AMES: States of desperation.

BYRON: Oh. Those.




(Pause. They sip and stare out.)




AMES: Remember Roger Miller?

BYRON: What?

AMES: Roger Miller. I met Roger Miller once.

BYRON: Where did Roger Miller come from?

AMES: Oklahoma. I think it was Sayre. Sayre, Oklahoma. I’m almost positive.

BYRON: No, I don’t mean where did Roger Miller actually come from. I meant, where did the idea of Roger Miller come from? How did it sail into your tiny skull?

AMES: (Sings) “Trailers for sale or rent—”

BYRON: You’re just a regular canary these days, aren’t you?

AMES: (Sings) “Rooms to let, fifty cents. No phone, no pool, no pets—”

BYRON: (Sings, finishing verse) “I ain’t got no cigarettes.”




(Long pause. They just sit there, looking out; sipping their bourbon. The fan stops again. They both stare at it.)




AMES: (Staring at fan) Why don’t you try yanking on it this time?

BYRON: Didn’t work for me.




(AMES gets up, pulls chain, but fan doesn’t start up. He pulls it again with no results.)




AMES: Piece of shit.




(AMES sits back down. Pause.)




BYRON: Where was this exactly you met Roger Miller? I never knew you met Roger Miller. You’ve been holding out on me. All these years.

AMES: It’s no big secret.

BYRON: Where was it?

AMES: New Mexico. Eighty-two.

BYRON: Aah—“Land of Enchantment.”

AMES: Honeymoon.

BYRON: With the wife?




(Pause. AMES just stares at him.)




All right, so you met Roger Miller in New Mexico on your honeymoon. Big deal.




AMES: With the wife.

BYRON: Of course.

AMES: She was stunning.

BYRON: I remember.

AMES: You remember nothing.

BYRON: I do. Of course I do.

AMES: She was wearing a black-and-white polka-dot dress with matching high heels.

BYRON: How could you forget something like that.

AMES: I didn’t.

BYRON: No, I’m just saying.

AMES: You were never there.

BYRON: I might’ve been.

AMES: You were never there! Believe me. This is something that happened to me that was entirely independent of your presence. Separate. An experience of my own.

BYRON: All right. You don’t have to be so precious about it.

AMES: What the hell was I thinking, inviting you out here?

BYRON: You were at your wit’s end. I’ve never heard you so strung out.

AMES: I must’ve been.

BYRON: Ready to cash in all your chips.

AMES: Where was I?

BYRON: Here, weren’t you? You called me from here.

AMES: No, I mean just now.

BYRON: When?

AMES: Just now! With the story—the Roger Miller story.

BYRON: Oh. She was wearing a polka-dot dress.

AMES: Right. She was.

BYRON: With matching high heels?

AMES: That’s right.

BYRON: Does that mean that the high heels were also polka-dot?

AMES: That’s what that means. Yes.

BYRON: Wow.

AMES: And Roger Miller called her “Baby Doll.”

BYRON: You’re kidding.

AMES: I’m not.

BYRON: “Baby Doll”? Like that?

AMES: That’s right.

BYRON: Were you jealous?

AMES: No. Flattered. Roger Miller—come on.

BYRON: I’d have been.

AMES: What?

BYRON: Jealous.

AMES: No—we were all drunk and stoned.

BYRON: Those were the days!

AMES: You weren’t even there, for Christ’s sake!

BYRON: No, but the era—I’m talking about the era! The whole … time. The … milieu.

AMES: I’m trying to tell you this story, here! I’m trying to tell you this story about Roger Miller and you keep—

BYRON: Sorry.

AMES: What is the matter with you?

BYRON: Me?

AMES: “Milieu.”

BYRON: What?

AMES: Why do you keep trying to insinuate yourself into my past?

BYRON: What?

AMES: Now, where was I?

BYRON: We were all drunk and stoned.

AMES: You weren’t! I was.

BYRON: Okay. Okay.




(Pause.)




AMES: Jesus—

BYRON: Can’t you just continue?

AMES: Hardly seems worth it now.

BYRON: I’m not going to start begging.

AMES: (Pauses. Stares at BYRON) All right. All right. All right. All right. Then my wife, in the black-and-white polka-dot dress, with the matching high heels, ordered a big pot of fresh coffee, thinking, I guess, we should sober up a little for the long drive home.

BYRON: Oh, so you were way out in the country somewhere?

AMES: Chimayo.

BYRON: Chimayo?

AMES: Way out.

BYRON: I know Chimayo.

AMES: (Stands abruptly, slamming his glass down on the table) You don’t fucking know Chimayo! Don’t tell me you know Chimayo when you don’t.

BYRON: I do. I know Chimayo.

AMES: You were never even there!

BYRON: I was there the same time you were.

AMES: You were never even there!

BYRON: I was there the same time you were. You invited me out there.

AMES: On my honeymoon?

BYRON: No, it was after that.

AMES: What’s it known for?

BYRON: What?

AMES: What’s Chimayo known for, if you were there.

BYRON: Is this some kind of test?

AMES: What’s it famous for?

BYRON: Famous?

AMES: Infamous, then. What’s it infamous for?

BYRON: Bandits?

AMES: No!

BYRON: Banditos. Yes. Out there. Ask any of the locals. Highway robbers. Just like in the Days of Old. They come galloping down out of the dusty hills, bandanas masking their noses.

AMES: “Days of Old”?

BYRON: I’m not kidding. Can’t you sit down? You’re making me nervous.

AMES: (Sits back down slowly) It’s known for its Sanctuary. That’s what it’s famous for. Its Santuario de Chimayó.

BYRON: Oh, so now we speak Spanish, do we? Hablamos español?

AMES: Its Penetentes also. It’s known for that, not banditos.

BYRON: Penetentes? I never heard of that one.

AMES: Flagulations as well.

BYRON: Jesus. Get out of here.

AMES: Peasants come straggling in from miles around.

BYRON: Peasants?

AMES: Still. Crawling on their hands and knees through the prickly ocotillo. Bleeding. Beating themselves with sticks and shoes. Weeping for their sins. You can hear them all moaning, miles away. Waves of grief and mourning. Oceans of sin.

BYRON: There’s no such thing as a peasant anymore. What age do you think we’re living in?

AMES: Somebody had a vision of some kind. A revelation. Way back when.

BYRON: Where’s this now?

AMES: In the Santuario de Chimayó! In the little chapel there. Try to stick with me. The Virgin Mary appeared to them in the eye of a dead chicken.

BYRON: What?

AMES: A decapitated chicken.

BYRON: Now you’ve really gone over the top, Ames.

AMES: It’s true. A sacrifice was made. Some sort of sacrifice.

BYRON: The bourbon has gone to your fucking head.

AMES: Somebody saw in the eye of a chicken the face of the Virgin Mary flickering in the yellow candlelight. That’s the legend that’s been handed down over all this time.

BYRON: And you’re falling for that shit?

AMES: I’m just relating what took place.

BYRON: According to who? According to whom?




(The fan starts up again on its own. Pause. They stare at it; sip their bourbon.)




AMES: (To fan) Finicky.

BYRON: I wouldn’t mind getting back to Roger Miller and the pot of coffee. That was something I could grab aholt of. Something plausible. Picturesque. Polka dots. I could see it in my mind. All the people at the table. Very warm and cozy. I’m not a big fan of flagulation.




(Pause. They stare out.)




AMES: I was never so much in love.

BYRON: I remember. I remember you were head over heels.

AMES: I was. I thought it would never end.

BYRON: Miserable, though—weren’t you?

AMES: Miserable? No. Not that I can remember.

BYRON: You were miserable. Always pining away.

AMES: Why would I pine? She was right there with me.

BYRON: Maybe you were always miserable.

AMES: What’s that supposed to mean?

BYRON: I mean maybe that’s just your nature. Misery. Has nothing to do with women at all.

AMES: Oh. Well, thanks for that little summation.

BYRON: Just an observation. Over time.

AMES: You haven’t known me that long.

BYRON: Fifty years, is it? Forty-five?

AMES: No. Couldn’t be. Fifty years?

BYRON: Nineteen sixty-three. Needles, California. You were changing tires on the state line.

AMES: Sixty-three?

BYRON: Or two. Could’ve been sixty-two.

AMES: What was I doing out there?

BYRON: Changing tires.

AMES: No, but how did I get out there?

BYRON: Beats me.

AMES: Must’ve been in a state of flux.

BYRON: Must’ve.

AMES: Around the time of my original banishment.

BYRON: Oh, with the old man, you mean?

AMES: Must’ve been.

BYRON: On the run.




(Pause.)




AMES: You’d think—you’d think love would change all that, wouldn’t you?

BYRON: All what?

AMES: All that … wandering. Desolation. Motels. Love.

BYRON: Well, maybe it does. For a time. For just a little spell.

AMES: But—you’d think—it might be more permanent than that. Wouldn’t you?

BYRON: You hope.

AMES: Like you and Lacey. How long have you two been together?

BYRON: Can’t we just—get back to the story? Back to the hot pot of coffee?

AMES: Oh—

BYRON: She ordered a big fresh pot of black coffee for the long drive home. Isn’t that where you left off?

AMES: Yes. And then she knocked over the whole pot in Roger Miller’s lap.

BYRON: No! Get out of here!

AMES: She did. That’s what happened.

BYRON: I didn’t see this coming.

AMES: Right slap in his lap.

BYRON: So what did Roger Miller do?

AMES: He stood up very fast, like this—




(AMES leaps suddenly to his feet and freezes in a posture of agony, holding his crotch with both hands. Pause.)




BYRON: Didn’t he scream and curse?




(AMES holds posture for a while.)




AMES: Roger Miller? No. He was very stoic. He was an artist. A songwriter. Not a screamer.

BYRON: I know who he was.

AMES: He was from Sayre or maybe Chikasha. I don’t know.

BYRON: Who cares where he was from?




(AMES breaks pose.)




AMES: See, that’s the problem right there. Nobody cares anymore.

BYRON: I care. I just don’t need to be reminded who he was.

AMES: Nobody cares.

BYRON: Oh, stop it with that. You’re such a whiner.

AMES: He seemed to feel no pain.

BYRON: He was probably in shock.

AMES: We all were. Everyone at the table. We just sat there, stunned.

BYRON: And what about her? Gushing apologies, I suppose?

AMES: She started giggling, for some reason.

BYRON: Giggling?

AMES: She always giggled in moments of crisis. It was very disturbing. And she was so beautiful that no one could ever blame her.

BYRON: Well, it was an accident, wasn’t it?

AMES: Yes. Of course.

BYRON: There’s no blame in an accident.

AMES: I’m aware of that.

BYRON: Pure chance. Happenstance. Could’ve happened to anyone.

AMES: I’m in agreement with you! Can we move on?

BYRON: I just want to be clear about this.

AMES: (To himself, disgusted) “Happenstance.”




(Long pause. They sip.)




(Sighs) I can’t get her out of my mind.

BYRON: This isn’t going to be another song opportunity, is it?




(Pause.)




You’re hopeless.




AMES: I can’t ever go back now.

BYRON: You don’t know that for sure.

AMES: I know. I can see it. The writing’s on the wall.

BYRON: You can’t predict something like that. The heart.

AMES: I can feel it.

BYRON: Well, maybe you should’ve considered the consequences.




(Pause. AMES slowly turns toward BYRON and stares hard at him.)




AMES: What?

BYRON: You should’ve had a little foresight, maybe.

AMES: Who are you to be telling me something like that? About “foresight.”

BYRON: I’m your friend that you called at three in the morning like a howling dog.

AMES: I don’t need to hear something like that. What good does that do me?

BYRON: I’m just saying—




(Gradually the fan begins to pick up speed through this.)




AMES: You’re saying nothing! You’re just making up shit with no regard whatsoever for my sense of loss!

BYRON: Loss?

AMES: (Stands abruptly) Get off my porch!

BYRON: (Stays seated) What?

AMES: You heard me!

BYRON: You’ve lost your mind is what you’ve lost.

AMES: Get off my porch!

BYRON: You’re kicking me out now? Is that it? I just arrived and you’re kicking me out?

AMES: Get off my porch!

BYRON: (Stands slowly, slightly tipsy) Where am I supposed to go?

AMES: I don’t care where you go.

BYRON: You invited me out here.

AMES: I’ve changed my mind.

BYRON: You can’t just—I dropped everything to come out here.

AMES: You’ve got nothing to drop.

BYRON: Oh, insults now?




(Suddenly AMES leaps toward BYRON and shoves him in the chest. BYRON stumbles backward down the steps and off the porch.)




AMES: (Shoving BYRON) Get off my porch!




(Long pause as they stand opposite each other, BYRON downstage right of steps on flat, AMES on porch. The fan is spinning wildly by now. AMES returns to his chair, sits, sips his bourbon. BYRON stays where he is, weaving slightly.)




BYRON: Well, that’s the last time I’m going to fall for your sad story. Weeping and moaning. Threatening suicide. “Life is over and done for. Wished I’d never been born. Sometimes I feel like a motherless child. Woe is me, woe is me, woe is me.”

AMES: Your welcome is overextended.

BYRON: Welcome? I was doing you a favor.




(Pause. The fan is going crazy. AMES suddenly stands in a rage.)




AMES: Fucking fan!




(AMES runs into the house, screen door slapping shut behind him. BYRON watches fan as it reaches a frenzied pitch. AMES returns with a side-by-side twelve-gauge shotgun. Screen door slams again. BYRON runs off stage, down right, in a panic. AMES shoots the fan, unloading both barrels. The fan quivers, pouring black smoke; stops dead, then crashes to the floor of the porch. AMES walks slowly over to it and kicks the smoking blades, then cracks both barrels of the shotgun, ejecting empty shells. Fan keeps pouring black smoke. AMES returns to his chair, sits, places shotgun across his lap, then picks up glass of bourbon and sips. Lights have become noticeably dimmer. Pause. AMES stands with shotgun, walks to the edge of porch and looks off in direction of BYRON’s exit. He calls out.)

Byron? (Pause; no answer) Byron, I apologize. Lost my head. (Pause; no answer) Byron!

(Pause; no answer. AMES returns to his chair, sits, places shotgun on his lap, and sips bourbon. Pause. BYRON appears, very tentatively, downstage right. AMES stands when he sees BYRON. BYRON runs off again.)

No, Byron—wait! Look, just come back. I apologize. I really do. Byron!

(Pause. AMES returns to the chair and sits again. Pause. BYRON appears again. AMES stays seated. BYRON slowly returns to porch; climbs steps, having a little trouble keeping his balance; sits back down in his chair. They both stare out. Fan has stopped smoking now. Long pause.)




BYRON: Fan wasn’t much good to begin with, was it?

AMES: Piece of shit.

BYRON: Finicky, that’s for sure. You were right about that.




(Pause.)




AMES: How’s the cocktail?

BYRON: (Picks up glass) Could use a little “freshen up.”




(AMES shuts shotgun and leans it against the wall, picks up glasses, and goes back into house. Screen door slams shut behind him. BYRON stares at shotgun, then at busted, smoking fan. He leans forward and examines fan. AMES returns with a new bottle of Woodford Reserve, glasses with fresh ice; sets them down.)




AMES: Here we go. Hair of the dog.




(AMES tosses the bottle cork over his shoulder. Pours drinks and clinks the glass on the table.)




BYRON: How many bottles you got back there, anyhow?

AMES: Enough.




(AMES sits. They both sip. Pause.)




BYRON: Shouldn’t ought to let her get to you like that, Ames.

AMES: Who?

BYRON: Who were we talking about? The girl in the polka-dot dress.

AMES: It’s not that.

BYRON: The other one, then.

AMES: Not that either.

BYRON: What then?




(Pause. AMES stares out.)




AMES: Don’t know.

BYRON: Moon, maybe?

AMES: You don’t believe in that shit, do you?

BYRON: What?

AMES: About the moon.

BYRON: Nah.




(Pause.)




AMES: Women do.

BYRON: Yeah. I guess.

AMES: They do. All of them. Ask them.

BYRON: I know they do. That’s what I’m saying.

AMES: Every woman I ever met.

BYRON: Down through the ages.




(Pause.)




AMES: Yeah.

BYRON: What?

AMES: I’m agreeing with you. About the women and the moon.

BYRON: Right. (Pause.) Well, they’re actually hooked up to it, I guess. I mean—the cycles. You know—

AMES: Yep. No question.

BYRON: So they have a different—

AMES: Yep.

BYRON: A whole different … outlook.

AMES: Absolutely.

BYRON: Can’t really blame them, I guess.

AMES: No.




(Pause.)




BYRON: Glad it’s not me, though.

AMES: What’s that?

BYRON: I mean, I’m glad I’m on the other side of the fence. You know, being—

AMES: Oh—

BYRON: Male and all—

AMES: Right.

BYRON: More … rooted—

AMES: Right.

BYRON: To the ground, I mean.

AMES: Right.

BYRON: Not so … vulnerable to—

AMES: No.

BYRON: To all the … shifting and—

AMES: That’s right.

BYRON: Otherwise—

AMES: What?

BYRON: Well, you could go right off the deep end, couldn’t you?

AMES: I imagine.




(BYRON looks at fan.)




BYRON: Part of the statistics.

AMES: Which ones?

BYRON: Crimes, murders.

AMES: Rapes.

BYRON: Births, deaths.

AMES: Right.

BYRON: I mean all that continual flowing. Back and forth. Back and forth.

AMES: Right.

BYRON: The tides.

AMES: Ebb and flow.

BYRON: Waxing and waning.

AMES: Endless. Four point six thousand million years.

BYRON: What?

AMES: That’s how old they reckon the moon is. According to the book. Four point six thousand million years.

BYRON: Jesus.

AMES: I can’t even picture it.

BYRON: No.

AMES: I can’t even picture yesterday, tell you the truth. Can you?




(Pause.)




BYRON: When did I get here? When did I arrive?

AMES: This morning, wasn’t it?

BYRON: That’s right. Seems longer.

AMES: I picked you up, down at the station.

BYRON: That’s right. I remember. I remember the look of shock on your face when you saw me get off the bus.

AMES: Shock?

BYRON: How old I was.

AMES: Oh.

BYRON: How old I’ve become.

AMES: Well—

BYRON: You, too.

AMES: Me?

BYRON: I mean me seeing you in the same light. After all this time.

AMES: Sure. Both of us.

BYRON: The gray. Shoulders stooped. Eyes buried way back inside the sagging fleshy mask. Hard to even recognize you as the same person.

AMES: Me?

BYRON: The two of us.

AMES: Same person as when?

BYRON: Back when—you know—burning the candle—

AMES: Oh—yeah. Sure.

BYRON: Back then.




(Long pause. They sip and stare out. Lights much dimmer now.)




You’re not actually waiting up for it, are you? The moon.

AMES: May as well.

BYRON: Right through the whole night?

AMES: You got something better to do?

BYRON: Hasn’t hardly even turned dark yet.

AMES: Closing in on it. (Pause.) You’re welcome to cash it in if you want to, Byron. Couch folds down.

BYRON: Nah. I’ll stick it out with you. Hell—

AMES: Not necessary.

BYRON: You called me.

AMES: Appreciate that.

BYRON: You’d do the same for me.

AMES: I would.

BYRON: I know you would.

AMES: I would, for sure.




(Pause.)




BYRON: ’Course I’d never get myself into a jam like that.

AMES: What?

BYRON: I’d never be that careless.

AMES: Oh, is that right?

BYRON: I’d never run the risk.

AMES: Of what?

BYRON: Losing her.




(Pause. AMES stares hard at him.)




AMES: You don’t have her.

BYRON: No, I know.

AMES: So, you have no idea.

BYRON: I can imagine, though.

AMES: Oh, so now you’re imagining about my wife?

BYRON: Not now, no. Not right now. As we speak.

AMES: Sometime in the past, was it?

BYRON: No. Well—

AMES: Sometime in the long ago?

BYRON: No—

AMES: When was it, then?

BYRON: What? When was what?

AMES: This time when you were imagining about her.

BYRON: I wasn’t.

AMES: Putting yourself in my place.

BYRON: No, no, no. Before that. Long before.

AMES: Before?

BYRON: Before you even knew her.

AMES: Oh, so now it comes out.

BYRON: No. Look—

AMES: A longtime longing. Some secret you’ve been brooding over?

BYRON: There’s no brooding.

AMES: Watching her from a distance.

BYRON: We all were.

AMES: Who all?

BYRON: Everyone. Every man who ever laid eyes on her.

AMES: (Stands abruptly) Get off my porch!

BYRON: (Stays seated) We’ve already been through this, haven’t we?

AMES: Get off my porch now!

BYRON: I don’t think I can go through this again. I can’t take it.




(AMES throws the table out of the way and grabs BYRON by the shirt and hauls him up out of the chair. BYRON makes little resistance.)




AMES: (Pulling BYRON close to him) You were there, weren’t you? At first I thought you were making it all up, but you were there.

BYRON: Where?

AMES: Chimayo. That night.

BYRON: Oh, look now, this is ridiculous!

AMES: You were sitting right there. You were at the table!

BYRON: Take your hands off me!

AMES: You were sitting right beside her. I can see it now. I remember.

BYRON: You’ve really gone off the deep end, Ames. You need some professional help.

AMES: You were right next to her.

BYRON: Unhand me!

AMES: And she made that sudden leap up and knocked over the coffeepot!

BYRON: Let go of my throat!

AMES: You had your hand in her lap, didn’t you?

BYRON: What?

AMES: Didn’t you? Right in her lap! That’s why she jumped like that!

BYRON: That’s enough!!




(BYRON breaks away, runs off porch to down-center stage, breathless, panting for air, stops; turns to face AMES, who remains on porch.)

You’re crazier than a goddamn box of squirrels, Ames! You’re a sick man! Seriously, seriously sick!

(They both just stand there, facing each other, breathing hard from the encounter. BYRON down center, AMES on porch. Long pause.)




AMES: Byron! What’s the matter?

BYRON: (Feeling his chest) I think—I think there’s been some damage done.

AMES: What? Where?

BYRON: My chest. Something’s out of whack.

AMES: It’s not your heart, is it?

BYRON: I don’t know. Something’s clanking around in there.

AMES: Clanking?

BYRON: Something funny.

AMES: Should I call you a doctor?

BYRON: No! Just take me back down to the bus station.

AMES: No! I think you should see a doctor, Byron.

BYRON: Just take me back to the bus station!

AMES: I’m not going to just put you on a bus and let you have a heart attack.

BYRON: Oh, so now you’re concerned for my health?

AMES: I’m sorry, Byron.

BYRON: Sorry?

AMES: I am.

BYRON: You call me—middle of some gloomy night—sobbing away—

AMES: I know.

BYRON: You drag my sorry ass all the way out here—all the way across the country—for what? To get accused of the most demented—I don’t need this abuse!

AMES: No, I know. I—

BYRON: I don’t need it!

AMES: I know. I don’t know what came over me.

BYRON: You need help. You really do.

AMES: I just saw it in my mind.

BYRON: What mind?

AMES: I suddenly saw the whole thing—happening. Clear as a bell. In my mind.

BYRON: What whole thing?

AMES: That night. With the coffee. Chimayo.

BYRON: I’m having a hard time believing that this event even took place. This Roger Miller horseshit.

AMES: I’m not making it up, if that’s what you think. Why would I make it up?

BYRON: I’m not curious about that either.

AMES: Why would I make it up? Something like that.

BYRON: Take me down to the bus station now or I’m going to start hiking.

AMES: No! You can’t—




(AMES suddenly runs off porch and down toward BYRON, then stops short before he meets him.)




BYRON: Don’t come near me! Don’t you come anywhere near me. You’re a maniac!

AMES: I’m sorry.

BYRON: You said that before.

AMES: I am—for the whole thing.

BYRON: Keep your distance!

AMES: Don’t go anywhere, Byron. Stay here. I want you to stay right here with me.

BYRON: Why should I hang around here to be maligned and attacked? Physically and mentally assaulted. Why would I do that?

AMES: I’m sorry.

BYRON: Stop saying that!

AMES: I am. I truly am.

BYRON: It makes no difference to me! The damage has already been done.

AMES: What damage? There’s no damage.

BYRON: There’s nothing but damage! It’s a total disaster!

AMES: What? Something clanking around in your chest? That could be anything.

BYRON: It’s not anything, it’s something!

AMES: Let me see.




(AMES moves toward him. BYRON jumps back.)




BYRON: Keep away! Go back up on your stupid porch.

AMES: You can’t just leave me here!

BYRON: I can and I will! I’m under no obligation.




(BYRON makes a move to exit, stage right. AMES stops him by putting both hands on his shoulders and holding him there.)

Take your hands off me!




AMES: Byron!




(AMES backs off, dropping his hands. BYRON gasps deeply for air, then clutches his own chest with both hands.)




BYRON: You’ve destroyed me, Ames.

AMES: No.

BYRON: You have. I’ll never come back from this.




(BYRON sinks to his knees, still clutching his chest with both hands. The posture is reminiscent of prayer. AMES makes a move to rush back toward the house.)




AMES: (On the move) I’ll get a doctor.

BYRON: No! It’s gone too far. Something’s come apart in there. I can feel it. It’s floating around now.




(AMES stops. Turns back.)




AMES: What? All I did was grab aholt of you. I didn’t bludgeon you or—stab you or—do anything—

BYRON: Something’s come apart!

AMES: How can that be? You’re not that fragile. We were just having a little disagreement. A little scuffle. In the old days we used to beat the shit out of each other and nothing—

BYRON: Old days?

AMES: You know what I’m talking about. You know goddamn good and well what I’m talking about.




(Pause. They remain.)




BYRON: (Still on knees) Funny, isn’t it? I never could’ve imagined I’d be out here like this. Some strange state. How’d you wind up out here anyway? Middle of some night—some moon—Where the hell are we supposed to be? The East? The South? East of the Mississippi? Woods. Creeks. Frogs. Where is this? Doesn’t feel like home to me.

AMES: No.

BYRON: Doesn’t feel anything like home to me.

AMES: No.

BYRON: ’Course, nothing does anymore since Lacey died.




(Pause.)




AMES: What?

BYRON: Stopped being home to me after that. Anywhere—

AMES: Lacey? What’re you saying? Lacey’s not gone. She’s—

BYRON: Lying there beside her. Watching her breathless face for hours. Right beside her.

AMES: Lacey’s not dead! What’re you talking about? She’s—Let me get you a blanket. You’re hallucinating. You’re talking out of your head, Byron. Just hold on there. Just hold on, I’ll fold the couch down for you. Stay right there.




(AMES runs up onto porch, grabs bottle of bourbon off table, and goes into house. Screen door slams. BYRON is left alone in same position, on knees, hands clutching chest.)




BYRON: (To himself) All day. Watching her like that. All through the night. No breath. Her skin. Eyes glazed over. Nothing. Gone. I could never have imagined something like that. After all those years. Just—dead. In the morning like that. And the birds—going on outside like nothing ever happened.

AMES’S VOICE: (Inside house) Just hang on out there, Byron! You’re going to be all right! Just dandy. Maybe a little too much booze! Maybe that’s it. I’m going to lighten up on the shot here. Maybe half a jigger. That’s all you’re going to get!

BYRON: (Still on knees) I think—the knees—cave in—




(BYRON topples straight forward on his face, almost in slow motion. He remains motionless on floor, facedown. AMES is heard inside, fixing drink; then noises of folding down the couch during the speech.)




AMES’S VOICE: (Inside house) You know what it probably is, Byron? Overexertion. Simple as that. Travel. That’s all. How long’s it been since you’ve traveled by Greyhound, clear across the damn country? How long does that take, anyway? A good three days, isn’t it? That can take the starch right out of you. Especially at our age. I remember that trip. Tucumcari, Abilene—squeezed in like that. People breathing all over you. Snoring. Fast food. Smells. People farting and belching. Who knows what else they’re doing in that confined space. No air. Concealed weapons. Drugs. Needles. Secret sex. It’s a nightmare. You don’t realize the pressure it puts on you. The stress. No wonder you’re coming apart like this. You just need a little downtime, Byron. (Comes out screen door with blanket from couch and drink, sees BYRON) A little— (Stops)
Byron!




(AMES runs down to BYRON, sets drink, blankets, and pillow down, puts his hands on BYRON’s shoulders.)




AMES: Byron! What’s happened! Byron!

BYRON: Turn me over.

AMES: What?

BYRON: Turn me on my back.

AMES: I don’t know if it’s a good idea to move someone when they’re— Don’t they say—

BYRON: Turn me on my back, goddammit!

AMES: All right, all right. Take it easy. Here we go—just try to relax now. Easy does it. Easy does it.

BYRON: Oh, shut up.




(AMES struggles to roll BYRON over on his back. BYRON lies flat out on his back looking straight at the moon.)




AMES: Here, I brought you a blanket and a fresh drink.

BYRON: I don’t want any blanket. Help me up here. Sit me up—can you? Up here on the porch. I want to see this thing.




(AMES clears away debris of fan, then clumsily helps BYRON up on porch and positions him facing out.)




AMES: What?

BYRON: This … moon. This miracle here. Sit me up.

AMES: I’m trying.

BYRON: Trying’s no good. Just get me up here.

AMES: I am. I am.

BYRON: You’re no help at all.

AMES: You shouldn’t be moving around like this if it’s your heart, you know.

BYRON: It’s not my heart!

AMES: Well, what is it, then?

BYRON: It’s not my fucking heart! I’d know it if it was my heart, wouldn’t I?

AMES: All right, all right. You’re gonna be just fine.




(AMES finally gets BYRON propped up and seated on edge of porch facing out toward audience. BYRON stares up toward moon. AMES, standing beside him, puts the blanket over his shoulders and hands him his drink.)




There you go.




BYRON: Is that what’s left of it? (Puts drink aside)

AMES: What?

BYRON: The moon.

AMES: (Looking at moon) Oh, yeah. Starting to get covered up, isn’t it?

BYRON: (Pointing at the moon) That’s us.

AMES: What?

BYRON: Us—up there. Throwing a shadow. Isn’t that us?

AMES: Oh—the earth, you mean? Yeah.

BYRON: Us. Right smack in the middle. Between … the sun and—

AMES: Right.

BYRON: Funny place to be, isn’t it? Out here. Funny place to wind up.

AMES: Yeah—I guess.

BYRON: I never imagined it. Any of it.

AMES: You want to try and come up into the house, Byron? Lay down on the couch?

BYRON: Nah. This is good. Right here is good.

AMES: (Moving in front of BYRON and kneeling on ground level, facing audience, so that BYRON is seen behind him, also facing out.) Here—I’ve got an idea. Get up on my back and I’ll carry you out to the truck.

BYRON: Truck?

AMES: Just put your arms around my neck and I’ll carry you out there.

BYRON: You’re going to throw me in the truck now? I’m not dead yet!

AMES: I’ll take you down into town and we’ll find a doctor.

BYRON: I don’t need a goddamn doctor! I’m fine right here.

AMES: Just grab ahold of my neck, Byron.

BYRON: What, do you think you’re twenty years old or something? You couldn’t carry me two steps.

AMES: Just try it! We gotta try it!




(BYRON puts his arms around AMES’s neck.)

All right. All right. Here we go.

(AMES makes a great effort to stand with BYRON on his back but he can’t make it to a standing position. He tries a second time but fails again.)




BYRON: You see! You dumb-ass! Full of brilliant ideas. Can’t even stand up.




(They remain there with BYRON’s arms around AMES’s neck; both facing out to audience.)




AMES: (Kneeling in front of BYRON) We gotta do something, Byron. We can’t just— We gotta do something. What are we gonna do, Byron?

BYRON: There’s nothing to do.




(They remain like that, facing out.)




AMES: Has the clacking stopped?

BYRON: Clacking?

AMES: Clanking. Inside the chest?

BYRON: Oh—that.

AMES: Has it stopped?

BYRON: It’s … abated.

AMES: It’s probably nothing, Byron. Just functional—you know. Functional pain. At our age. All the wear and tear. Miles.

BYRON: She was so extraordinary, Ames. You should’ve seen her.

AMES: She’s not actually—passed—has she, Byron? Lacey? You never told me— You never called—

BYRON: I carried her around with me. The next day. Carried her around on my back. Just like this. Just like we are now. Once I saw—once I knew—she was completely dead. I carried her all over town.

AMES: Why didn’t you tell me, Byron? I’m your best friend. You could’ve—you could’ve sent me a postcard, at least.

BYRON: I bundled her all up. There was some snow left—patches of ice on the roads. I bundled her all up in sweaters and her blue terry cloth robe. Knit cap pulled down over her ears. I closed her eyelids and wrapped her arms around me so it looked like she was just riding on my back. Hugging me. Piggyback. Like this. Like when we were kids—you know. When we were— I stuffed her icy hands in my pockets and held them there and we walked all over town like that. I took her to all the places we walked to every day. Every day for months and months. Years. All the time we lived together. Out there. The truckstop for coffee. The iron bench in the park, by the fountain. Nobody knew she was dead, Ames. Nobody asked. I told them she was exhausted from walking and they’d just smile or pat her softly on the shoulder, then go right on about their business. I walked her down to the river by the bridge and we stood there for a long time watching the snowmelt cutting down around the boulders. Magpies were squawking in the cottonwoods and a little black-haired boy was throwing rocks at an oil can. I carried her out by the highway and we watched the cars and trucks sailing by—heading out to El Paso, or south to Mexico, or limping into town with red dust from somewhere covering their windshields. We just stood there while they all floated by in every direction. One old man in a stake truck stopped—asked if we needed a ride. I told him no—we lived there. This was our homeplace. Then I carried her all the way back and I put her to bed and shut the curtains. Left the door open though. Just in case—you know—just in case she might make some … little sound.




(Pause.)




AMES: How long ago, Byron? When did it happen?

BYRON: Must’ve been winter. Must’ve been.




(Long pause. AMES stands up, moves away.)




    Where you going? Where are you going now?

AMES: (Stops) I don’t know—I—

BYRON: Stay here.




(AMES turns back toward BYRON.)

There’s nowhere to go. Just stay right here. This is good. This is perfect.

(AMES returns to BYRON, stands beside him. Pause.)




AMES: I don’t even know who she was, Byron. Some girl. I can’t even remember her face. Just some girl I picked up in a bar. Probably never see her again my whole life.

BYRON: Sit down here beside me. We’ll watch this thing together. This might be a once-in-a-lifetime deal.




(AMES considers, then sits down beside BYRON. BYRON offers blanket.)

Here, take some blanket.

(AMES pulls some of the blanket over his shoulders. Pause as they stare at the moon.)




AMES: (Staring at moon) Almost there, isn’t it?

BYRON: (Staring at moon) Yep. Won’t be long now.




(Ernest Tubb singing “Waltz Across Texas” is heard. Sliver of moonlight fades to black. Song continues through curtain call.)






End of sample
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