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23 characters – some of which may be played by the same actors

James – student

Mike – middle aged mayor of the small town and barkeep
John – retired farmer

Doug –  middle aged restaurant owner and council member
Laurie – Doug’s wife and waitress in restaurant
Gary – mechanic and council member
Howard –retired farmer and council member 
Curtis – retired farmer and council member
Bud – retired farmer 

Sister Rosella – nun

Tillie – wife of Howard
Gert – widow of farmer
Mable – wife of John 
Susan – wife of Bud

Lillian – Wife of Curtis

Bert – middle aged farmer

Mr. Olson - banker

Auctioneer –

Jose – Mexican town person

Professor –

Three other students –

Saint Mathis

A small Midwestern rural town

Props 


Door movable on wheels and can be placed at different places on stage


Counter – serves as both bar and lunch counter 


Three sets of table and chairs –lunch tables - bar tables – table for poker game


Six chairs loose


Rotating wall – cooler on one side – bar back on the other


Bay Window on rollers that will seat four 

Podium

Playing cards

Checker board

Bible


Pitchers and glasses for beer 
Act one

Scene one

(College classroom – students in a few chairs – the professor standing – 
door behind the professor )
James 

Automobiles give them mobility; who wants to shop in a small hick town store when you can drive a few miles and stop at a Wal-Mart.

Second student –
And you think a Wal-Mart is better than a small town store?

James
Better merchandise, better selection, better prices; what can make the small store better?

Third student
Service.

Second student
And what about the senior citizen who doesn’t have the ability to travel?
James
There are senior citizen centers…

Second student
Oh come on…
James
Right here in the county seat that can provide significantly better care for them than they can get alone in a small town.

Second student
There is history; a way of life…
Third student
Tradition…
James
Oh come on; Time has passed most of those old towns by, it’s time to close them up, save the taxpayers some money and just let them die.

Second student
But…

Professor
(Looking at his watch)

Excuse me – I have some business before class ends…I am going to be gone for two weeks…
Students 
(Simultaneously)

Hey – wonderful – no class
Professor
But you are not off the hook.  Your assignment for the next week

Students 
(Disappointed grunts and groans)

Professor
Your assignment for the next two weeks is to use classroom time to visit one these small towns. Write a paper about your observations, your discussions with the locals, your opinions – People have different opinions about these towns, some believe they are dying and it is a natural and worthwhile progression and some see their demise as a major loss – I really want you to go and spend some time; see what is really happening there and we can continue this discussion with first hand information.  I have chosen a town within a few miles for each of you (bell rings) take your town as you leave.

Students
(Begin to leave - all are muttering –  
James is first and take there slip of paper from the professor 
and look at it as they continue to the door)
James
(Returning from the door)

Oh no..no..no..no...no

Professor

(He continue to hand out slips to other students as they leave via the door)

What is it James?

James
(He holds up the paper)

Westridge; are you kidding.  There’s nothing there.  You could write the paper in three words, ‘close it down’. This is unfair.  There can’t be more than a hundred people there.  

Professor
(He pulls the sheet back from the student behind him)
OK James; you can have Kevin’s. 
(Professor gives Kevin the sheet for Westridge)

James
(Takes the new sheet and heads for the door and looks at it) 
(He comes back to face the professor)
Oh no..no..no..no..no. Saint Matthias is smaller yet and further away.  I’ve been there.  There is only a bar and a restaurant.  Some of the kids from the college like to drink there Fridays and Saturdays because there is no cop, but there is no other reason for its existence. It is nothing but a wide place in the road. Hell it is not even a wide place. 
(Other students take the slips of paper and leave the room)

Professor
Sorry Kidd-o, but that is the last one”. 
(James looks around and sees he is the only one left) –
(The professor gives him a pat on the back)
Do a good job now.
Scene Two
(Stage goes black – James goes to a door on the side of the stage where a group of retired farmers in blue jeans work shirts and some in coveralls, congregate at a door.  A sign by the door says ‘open at 1:00’ a man comes through the crowd to unlock the door.)
Howard
You’re late
Mike
I own the bar and I open it when I …

Howard 
(Insistent – but good naturedly)
The sign says 1:00

Mike  
(Unlocking the door)
That’s an approximation
Howard
(Men begin to file into the bar)

(The stage is set as the bar with tables and a bar – 

The men take tables laid out with cards and checkerboards) 

Howard

Advertised opening time is 1:00 says nothing about approximation – false advertising.

Mike

I got held up – Hoffman’s shade was down.
John 
(Concerned and all men turn to hear as they all chow concern)
They’re OK?
Mike
Just forgot
Howard
The sign still says 1:00
Mike
(Draws pitchers of beer for each table with some glasses. 
James just stands and watches, as Mike passes him the second time)

I take it you’re not here for the social hour; what can I get you?
James
What…oh no…what’s going on?

Mike 
 (Continuing his work)
Well most of these guys are retired farmers.  Doug at the corner café has them after the early breakfast trade and after they go home for lunch they come here for the afternoon to play cards or checkers and visit over a beer or two
James
Wait they spend mid-morning at the restaurant and go home for lunch?

Mike
Ya, Doug allows them as long as they buy a cup of coffee.  Space is there and it is not being used.

James
And then after lunch they come here?

Mike
Ya, guess they would rather have beer than coffee in the afternoons.
James
The two of you act like a senior citizen center

Mike
Kinda, I guess
(Holding up a beer)
but with beer

James
And you are the mayor?”

Mike
Ya.
James
And bartender?

Mike
Well I kinda own the place

James
Kinda?

Mike
It’s kind of a long story.

James
I got the time.

Mike 
(Back behind the bar)
And just who are you and do you want a beer?

James
A student from the University down at the county seat.  I have been assigned to write a paper about you.

Mike
I’m flattered, I think.

James
No, not you specifically but I have been assigned the town…

Mike
Well you probably want to talk to John, here, he is our historian. 
(He comes around the bar and claps John on the shoulder)
Boy wants to learn about our town 

John
Sure

James
Ya, I will want to talk to you in time;
(He follows Mike as he serves beer)

Right now I want to know how you became mayor?
John
Anytime you want to talk…I got the time.

Mike 
(Back behind the bar)
I have the time too, and if you buy a beer I can give you my life story

John
Oh sure a beer would be great – and I will buy you one.

Mike
Actually I don’t touch the stuff myself - see I am a recovering alcoholic.
James
A bartender and an alcoholic?

Mike
For me it is almost a therapeutic career for a recovering alcoholic. I hit bottom when my wife left with the kids after I had lost my weeks pay in a poker game and came home both broke and boozed up once too often.  I went to AA meetings and such for a while, but found that the best way to stay off the booze is to make it completely accessible and watch others deal with it. I kind of inherited the bar in town.  My uncle had owned it and had no relatives, and when he died I moved here because I was the executor of the estate. Since there was no one looking for money, I just kept the bar open and run it. I’m in my fifties; my wife assumes that I am still a drunk because I own a bar. I got no attachments and no financial worries.  Some people might think living this way would be unfulfilling but I am absolutely content. In the bar, I do not allow abuse, alcoholic or otherwise, I don’t allow people to drive drunk and I am willing to talk to anyone who comes in about their problems, if they have any. It doesn’t make lots of money, but I have always been a night owl and the hours fit my physical needs.  I can get up late and except for a few rowdies on a Friday or Saturday night, the place is frequented only by locals who are generally very sedate.  I have to get the bar open sometime about one o’clock…

Howard 
(Breaks in)

The sign still says one o’clock, not about one. 
Mike
Yes Howard, I’ll change the sign if you like.  Well,
(Returning his attending to James)

that is when these guys come in for their beer, talk, and cards or checkers. 
James
And you became mayor?

Mike
And I am the mayor of this town.  I never had great political ambitions and being mayor here merely proves that I never had any great political ambitions.  As a matter of fact, the election was something of a farce.  There was no one running and my name was written in more often than others. My political fortune is assured only because I am their friendly bar keep.

Curtis
Hey friendly barkeep – we could use another pitcher here. – you might tell him why we all voted for you.
Mike 
(Gets the pitcher)
You see, I live in my uncle’s house just behind the bar. I actually drive to the café for lunch each day, but I take a round about route. I look after the older folks in town. I cover the eight blocks that make up the town and observe the shades in the old folk’s windows.  
James
Shades, I don’t understand?

Mike
Well let me tell you - one day Tillie came into the bar 
Scene Three

(Lights go down and an older lady comes into the bar – 
James stays in with Mike as he approaches Tillie 

under a spot in the corner of the stage)

Well Tillie, I never expected to see you in here except for meeting nights, what can I get you?
Tillie
Nothing – I am just worried
Mike
About what?

Tillie
Well we have not seen Gert for a few days now.  She missed confession on Wednesday…

Mike 
(Making an aside to James)
You see there is not enough business for a Catholic Priest to be assigned to Saint Matthias, but one of the priests, from down at the county seat, does say mass on Sunday and give Confession on Wednesday.  Most of these ladies don’t need to give confessions, but it does become a social outing, so that is serious.” 
(He returns his attention to Tillie)

Tillie
Well she also missed the Thursday 
(Some hesitation)
…ah women’s bible study 
(She gets back into stride)
and I checked with Doug and he hasn’t been in for a meal at the Corner Café – and Gert just doesn’t cook for herself anymore – so you see I am worried about her.
Mike
Have you tried her place?

Tillie
Of course…knocked and knocked and there is no answer.

Mike
Maybe she is out of town.

Tillie
Her car is in her garage.
Mike
Well maybe.
Tillie 
(Grabs his arm)
No more maybes…I want you to come and check. 

Mike
  (As he is dragged out to the door at the side of the stage)
John, watch the place, OK?

John 
 (Stage goes dark and out of the dark)
Sure, no problem.
(Another door has been pulled out onto the stage and 
Mike with James nearby observing what had taken place and Tillie approach the door) 
(Mike knocks and 
there is no answer and he knocks again…)
Mike
Maybe…
Tillie
I am worried she might be hurt or dead in there.

Mike
(He is looking around, checks the door still)

Do you have a key or do you know where she hides one 
Tillie
Oh it’s not locked.

(She opens the door) 

Another way I know she is not out of town

Mike
If it is open why didn’t you just check?

Tillie
Because she might be dead in there
(As if that was obvious)

Mike
Sure ya,
(Sticking his head in the door)
Gert …Gert

Tillie
(Giving him a push)
Go check.
(Tillie and Gerts door leave the stage)
Mike
(to James)

With no answer, I slowly made it thought her house, and found her in bed, not dead thankfully, but very sick.  I asked Tillie to call the emergency medical unit from the county seat, but she told me Gert didn’t have a phone.  I left her with Gert and went across to the bar to call.  They came some half hour latter, took Gert to the hospital. She was dehydrated and obviously hadn’t eaten for a few days, but got well and within the week she was back home.
James
Close call, but how did that get you elected.
Mike
Well I remembered Tillie talked about the women meeting for bible study on Thursday so I went to their next meeting 

Scene Three
(Stage has changed to a living room one table and group of women around it and a door. 
Mike with James at his side, knocked at the door. 
The women seemed to be playing cards.)
Tillie
Who could that be? 
(As she surveyed the women at the table and all were there – 
She opens the door and it is Mike with James by his side observing) 
Well hello – ah – 
(She looks back at the group of women at the table) 
What can I do for you?” 
(The women quickly put their cards inside their bibles,
but some cards are still on the table)
Mike
Well you could invite me in. 

Tillie
This is the day of the women……..

Mike
Bible study I know, but I want to talk to them.
Tillie
Well, I, 
(As Mike comes past her. 
One of the ladies picks up her Bible and the cards fall out of it)
Mike 
(Seeing the cards and the embarrassed women)
Bible Study?
Tillie 
Well no,
(There is a long pause) 
it’s Poker
Mike
Poker? 

Tillie
Yes, 
(As she became a bit defensive), 
poker.

Mike
You girls,
(Tillie liked me calling them girls),
Play poker every week? 

Tillie
Yes, 
(She giggled)
It’s just a friendly game. The men think we are quilting, gossiping, and we do do a bit of gossiping I guess, but mostly we drink tea and…play poker. The men are all at your bar in the afternoon, so we can do just about anything we want. 

Mable
We used to meet every week to discuss books, flowers, sewing or the Bible, but many of us can’t hear or see well enough anymore to know what is being said or for intricate sewing, so Tillie got these bigger print cards
(She shows the big print playing cards)

and there was this instruction card 
(Tillie holds up the card)
that tells us what hands beat what hands so we started playing poker for pennies and nickels and keep ourselves busy while our husbands think we’re are discussion books, flowers or the Bible. (She holds up a Bible).
Tillie
It’s small enough stakes that no one losses enough to drastically affect our meager incomes. 
Mike
I really want to talk to you to see if we can’t work out a way to insure that we don’t have a repeat of the scare we had with Gert.

Tillie
Will, I suppose you can sit in and we can talk and play at the same time. 

Mable
(The women get out their cards)
Where were we?

Tillie
How many cards? 
(Mike sits down as they complete the hand)

Gert
Five

Tillie
We talked about that, Gert.  We are not going to start with completely new hands. Now, how many cards?

Gert
 (Looks at her cards carefully)
O. K. then…one.

Tillie
All right, everyone got the cards they want. Bids?
Gert
A dime

Mable
Wow you must really have something

Gert
I have two pair.

Mable
Well I can beat that – I have three threes. 
(And she reaches for the pot)

Tillie 
 (Looking at Gert’s hand) 
Wait a minute Mable.  Gert has two pair; a pair of black eights and a pair of red eights.

(Gets all the cards and gives them to Gert)
Your deal, dear.
(To Mike)
Seems wrong some how to let you in and not our husbands and besides that we are not very good at this.  You’re not a professional or anything?
(She picks up her cards and to Gert) 
One more, dear.

Gert
No it wasn’t far.

Tillie
(Speaking louder)
Five cards…We need one more.

Mike
What do you think we can do?

Gert
About what?

Mike
About knowing if…

Tillie 
 (She puts a hand on Mike’s arm)
We know.

Mable
 (As people put money in the pot)
We all have window shades we could use window shades as a signal.  Everyone has window shades.

Tillie 
(To Gert) 
The pot is not right, Gert put in a nickel.

Gert 
 (Begins to get up)
I don’t think I have any pickles but I can look

Tillie 
(Holding her down) 
No dear you owe a nickel 
(She reaches over and 
makes the pot right with a nickel in front of Gert.)

Mike
So what do we do?

Mable
Oh…you mean with the shades, Oh I don’t exactly know, but it doesn’t matter, we can work out any signal system we want.  Everyone has shades.  And everyone puts them down at night.
Gert
Everyone ought to, but don’t have to. We got no exhibitionist in this town.  Everyone puts down their shades at night.

Mable
So by eight o’clock in the morning when you make your rounds.

Mike
Hold the phone, when I make the rounds…

Mable
Well we need someone young like you to drive around and look to see if everything is O. K.  I thought you were volunteering.  One card.

Mike 
 (Points to himself)
Me!  Two cards. But if it is eight o’clock that is just too early for me.

Tillie 
 (Helping Gert get the right number of cards to everyone)
Eight O’clock is too early for most of us.
Mike
So maybe eleven o’clock.

Mable
Sure that’s probably better.  Eleven o’clock and if the people have their shades up then you know they are up and O.K.

Mike
How about if they are out of town?

Tillie
And if they are not home they leave their shades half way up. But if they are home by eleven o’clock all the shades should be all the way up for others. Three cents

Mable
If the shades are still down at eleven o’clock…I bet a nickel…then you investigate.

Mike
Does that sound reasonable to everyone? I bet a dime.
Gert
How much?

Tillie
A dime dear
(She looks at her cards)  
You don’t want to bet dear

Gert 
(Looks cross at Tillie and she pushes it in

A dime
Mable
I think that will work. I have a pair of eights

Tillie
Ah ha, I have a pair of aces. I think that sounds good

Mike
Straight.

(Everyone looks at him strangely

Tillie
 (Pulls out a card to look)
A straight is…Oh yes it does beat three of a kind.  I don’t know why, but it does.

Gert
I have
(She shows her hand to Tillie)
What the hell do I have.
Tillie
Nothing dear.

Gert
Shouldn’t you look at the card to see for sure?
Tillie
I am sure, you got nothing

Gert
Who won then?

Tillie
Mike did.

Gert
When did we begin allowing men to play in our game – 
(She turns to Mike)
You should be ashamed bilking money from old ladies.  We just shouldn’t allow no professional card players in our game.

Mike 
 (Getting up but leaving the money on the table)
I think we have a system that will work.
Tillie 
(Gets up and follows him to the door)
You have to promise not to tell our husbands that we play poker.

Mike
Cross my heart and hope to die, but you will pass the word to everyone. Shades up if they are up and OK, half way up if they are out of town and I will look in anywhere where the shades are still down at 11:00 am.
Tillie
Sounds like a plan.

Mike to James
(As the lights go down)

So every morning after my shave and shower and before I go to the corner café for breakfast I get in my car and drive around the eight blocks and observe the shades in the old folk’s windows.  I have investigated mostly false alarms.  They just forget often or get up even later than I do.  But I have discovered one death and a couple of illnesses.  The system seems to work and because I do this, Well….they elected me mayor.”

Scene Four
(The stage is the bar again and the lights come back up)
Mike
So John, want to talk to this young man about our town?

John
Oh, Sure 
(John gets up and they go stage front as the stage goes dark again
Spot on John and James)
Let’s go sit outside

(John and James sit on two chairs under a spot as the rest of the stage goes dark,

but people stay in place)
So where are you from?

James
Twin Cities, but I want to know about you 

John
So how did you end up out at this college?

James
It has a good English program, but ….

John
So, ever spend anytime on the farm or in a small town like this

James
I guess nearly everyone came from rural roots.  My grandfather was a farmer. I always liked spending some time on the farm, but… I mean small farmers can’t make it anymore; he had to sell out to a conglomerate. I suppose that is progress and we shouldn’t stand in the way.
John

I guess you are right. Mable and I have lived in town ever since we sold the farm six years ago.  Six children were raised there, not one of them wanted to farm, and I can’t entirely blame them. But we sold to a young couple who tried to make it farming, but couldn’t. It is too bad, but I guess that is progress. 
We have a nice modest house here in town.  It used to belong to the Vice President of the bank.  He left town when the bank decided they didn’t need a Vice President anymore.  When the banks cut back, you realize that, well things aren’t good.
Mabel, she’s the wife, has her garden, church circle, and the Thursday… bible study. A group of us retired farmers meet at the corner café in the late morning and we come to the bar in the afternoon for checkers, cards and cribbage and a beer or two.  We talk about how bad things are.  We all sold our farms when land prices were relatively high, so most of us have money enough.  We can do anything, go anywhere, but what would we do, where would we go. Of course our wives expect a southern vacation each winter and we do it if we can.
James
My paper is on the town. Saint Matthias, maybe we could start with how did it get that name?

John
Well it is called Saint Matthias because both August Beck and Michael Nosbush each had older brothers back in Germany by the name of Matthias.  They were the two biggest farmers around.  Michael brought money with him from Germany and August was just a good farmer and businessman.  August married one of Michael’s daughters; I believe it was a Margaret. Well, they started the church and got to name it and they named it after their brothers. You know that Saint Matthias was the Apostle chosen by the remaining eleven apostles to replace Judas Iscariot, you know, the one that betrayed Jesus. 
James
And the town was named after the church?
John
Not unusual.  Michael and August have their names on a plaque on the church, along with a few other founding fathers.  The church is huge, with a priest house and a small elementary school and a nun’s house, all of it run by one nun and a priest that visits twice a week.  Those big building are just sitting empty and slowly decaying away. August and Michael were also chairman and treasurer for the school district.  For a long time the public school sat on August’s land.
James
So why did these specific people come here?
John
Most of the people who came here are German Catholics; we do have a few Poles and one Icelandic family and one or two Scandinavians, The bank president is an Olson, but by in large Germans.  People seemed to congregate in towns that had people that were similar, more often than not that came from the same area in the old country.  St. Olaf is Norwegian and Gopher Prairie is Icelandic. We have a few Mexican families, now living in the newer homes that were built in the fifties, well I guess they aren’t so new anymore, up by the old school, but they work down at the county seat, don’t socialize much and only live here because it is cheaper.  Well I guess that’s why we all live here. (He thinks about that and continues) No, no, it’s more than that I guess, we also know each other, have for decades and we seem to all get along.  It’s kinda like an extended family.
James
What do you think - why didn’t the town become successful? 
John
Have you ever hear of a fellow named Frederick Jackson Turner?

James
Sounds familiar, but can’t place him.

John
Well. He was a historian back in the last century, Will I mean the Nineteenth Century.  He was the guy who declared that the frontier was closed.  And he had an accepted statistics to back him up.  The Census Bureau says that the frontier was closed when there were more than six people per square mile and in the 1890 census we went past that.

James
And?

John
So in 1893 when the census came out he declared the frontier closed, but….in 1993, 100 year later over 200 counties in the Great Plains have seen population fall below the frontier threshold - 200 counties.

James
And?   
John
And the Great Plains is now under-populated. We have a great emptying out of rural America. Lots of the farms are gone, well consolidated into bigger and bigger operations.  The town is disappearing before our very eyes.  Main Street, right here in Saint Mathias used to have fifteen – twenty businesses, now there are just four.  Well, six if you count the bank and the post office.  Other buildings, good buildings, like the grocery and the hardware store (he points out toward the audience where the stores would be on the street) stand vacant: It’s a real shame. They’re going to try to auction off a few of them tomorrow, you might want to come. The biggest loss was the grocery store, we used to have two, but the last one closed; Otto Beck the owner claimed he couldn’t make a living. We normally let each other know if we are going down to the county seat, and we pick up things for each other.  It is not organized or anything, but it seems to work. 
Our population is not growing nor shrinking, but the businesses don’t have enough people to prosper and we are all getting older. Money is tight, mostly social security and savings that will just have to last until we die. Transportation improvements have made the businesses obsolete, but we’ll stick around until that last of us dies and hopefully someone will turn off the lights when it is all over. 

James
So you think the town will eventually die?

John
Nothing last forever.  What do they say? After all the cars are gone and the buildings are empty; the prairie will reestablish itself.  Nature always wins.  Man is the transitory one.  

James
I assume the people who started the town had high hopes.  They built the big church and the big main street because they must have expected the town to become a major city?  Never saw a main street in a small town so wide. They must have had big ideas.
John
The railroad came through and they built the big grain elevator.  Only two buildings in town taller than two stories are the church and the grain elevator. 
(He is pointing them out)
They did hope it would become major, but the street is big for a totally different reason.  You see Main Street T’s at where the railroad tracks used to be, like lots of railroad tracks these were pulled out a few years back; more economical to haul corn and beans by truck.   Well, the street was made this wide so that the freight wagons could make a complete turn without having to have the horses back up.  

James
Oh now that is disappointing.  I was hoping, well I don’t know what I was hoping.
John
Ya, well things often look different than one would assume.  If you want to say the street was made that wide because the founders thought the town would grow big, you do that.  Remember history is determined by those who write things down.  I am glad you will be doing that…Come to think of it maybe it would be better to have the truth be written; too much history already is lies.  Well I suppose if you want more I am willing to talk with you again, but I should get back to the games. 
(James and John rise and go back into the bar 
and the lights come back up on the bar) 
Mike
So you got the low down on history?

James
Well a good start anyway.
John
If you have time you should go over and see Sister Rosella at the church, she might have some ideas for you. You might even get one of her famous chocolate chip cookies.
Mike
Well, and come to the village council meeting tomorrow.  It is really quite dull, but it might give you a bit more insight.”

John
And breakfast tomorrow and you can stay for the auction.  Make a day of it.

Mike
Ya the bank is gonna try to auction off a few houses, but more importantly the old grocery and hardware store building here on Main Street. We really need some more businesses and with them in the bank’s hand, I think they could go cheaply. 
Howard
Assuming anyone bids on anything. The next day they are going to do a few farms – one of them once belonged to one of August Beck’s sons. – You might want to see that too.
James
Where is the council meeting anyway?
Mike
Here.

James
In the bar?

Mike
Ya, at 7:00pm.  The council meets every month, if we have any business or not. Since I’m mayor and own the bar, which is the biggest open space in town, we just meet here. Once a month we have the formal meeting but actually we meet nearly every day at the café, in the bar, at the service station or just out in the street.  Everyone discusses whatever needs to be discussed and the council is just the official stamp.  

James
Isn’t there something called the open meeting law.  I don’t believe you are supposed to conduct business outside of the official meeting.

Mike
We worried once about the open meeting laws, you know they say that elected officials can’t meet or conduct official business without proper notice.  Well, in a small town we meet everyday, we can hardly avoid it; nor would we want to.
(A big man walks in)
As a matter of fact here is a councilmember now.  James, this is Gary.  
(Gary nods and moves to the back of the bar.)
Gary kinda quiet. He worked as a mechanic over at the service station down on the highway. He could be at the whole meeting, never say a word, and people could very likely forget he had even been there.
(To Gary)
Beer 
(He just nods – 
Mike goes about the business of getting Gary a beer. 
Gary has a journal that he opens.)
What ya got there Gary?

Gary
It’s my Uncle Ronald’s journal. I found it in Gert’s attic and I am going to read it, ya know he was in the Army.
Mike
Ya we know, well 
(He sands over Gary for a few moments, 
but Gary opens the journal to page one and ignores Mike)
(To James)

We are unsure why he ran, but he’s a good mechanic and everyone uses him at one time or another.  We had never seen anyone really campaign for a village council seat before but he actually put up a sign in the window of the station.  In a small town normally anyone who wants to serve is allowed to.  More often than not it is a write in campaign and those who don’t necessarily want to serve end up serving. Ain’t that right John?
John
That’s how Howard and I got on. 

Howard
I still don’t know why the hell they wanted me.
John
They thought they needed one conservative curmudgeon to balance my free wheeling liberalism.

Howard
You got that right.

John
Howard you got it confused, you’re right and I’m left.

Howard
No, you are generally wrong
(The argument continues as mumbles)
Mike 
 (Delvers a beer to Gary and return to James)
Last week, when our pump broke down on the well that feeds water to Main Street businesses and most importantly for the fire department. Of course we have not had a fire, since… when was the last fire?’

Howard
When what?

Mike
The last fire.

Howard
Last fire was the one at the dump, three years ago. Before we had to line it, bury it and put in the ethanol recovery pipes.  That was a big liberal expense.  

John
So we no longer have a city dump. Another piece of history gone.
Howard
Amazing.  You see history, I see a dump.  I see a big expense and you see progress.  It was just wrong-headed.  Nothing wrong with an open dump.

John
It was a health hazard and there were mice.

Howard
But it was history, John.
Mike
Well anyway with nary a word, Gray brought the right tools to fix the pump and within an hour we were up and running again. He saved us that day. The other councilperson is Doug, he and his wife run the corner café.

Howard
This bar and the cafe are the only places that make money.  Doug’s got a gold mine over there.”

Mike 
 (To James)
We’re open but that about all one can say.  I don’t see no gold mine anywhere in Saint Mathias.
James
Well I do know I have to go, if I am going to talk to the nun…ah?
(Flipping through his notes)
John
Sister Rosella.
James
Of course, 
(Speaking to John)
And I will take you up on that auction. Can I meet you tomorrow?  What time do you get to the café in the morning?”

John
Not till after the breakfast crowd.  No reason to get up too early, about 10:00, maybe.

Scene six

(Stage goes dark and James walks to a door on the side of the stage which is lighted –
He knocks)
Sister Rosella 
(Opens the door)
Can I help you? 
James
I am from the college down at the county seat and I have been assigned…

Sister Rosella
Oh yes…I have heard
(James gives her a quizzical look)
It is a very small town boy, everyone knows everything very quickly.  As Well Roger’s said to live here you have to live your life as if your parrot regularly talks with the town gossip…or something like that. 
(She considers for a bit)
I think it was Will Rogers…Well it doesn’t matter does it?
James
Some people thought I could get more information here.

Sister Rosella
There is no priest here, only on Sundays for mass and Wednesday nights for confession.  He would be the only one who could open up records for you.  Oh wait, I remember they had written a church history a number of years back, however. I am sure I can find one of those. Just wait a moment.
(She goes behind the door in a moment is back with a small book in her hand 
and a small plate with a cookie on it)

It’s about an earlier time than now, but most of the families now are the same families. As far as I know this is the only one we have left; so I will need it back. Cookie?
James
(Paging though the book quickly- 
and he takes the cookie) 
Thank you; and you? How did you end up in Saint Matthias?
Sister Rosella
Well, I am actually from New Ulm. They very seldom station nuns in towns they are from.  I just keep the place up as best I can, making it ready for the priest.  It’s just too large for one nun, but the orders are short of new people, so we do as well as we can.  I used to be at St. Benedicts, but I like it here, it is peaceful and I don’t have to worry about how things are done; it’s only me, so who is to say I don’t do them right.  I meet with the choir once a week and we have a circle meeting.  The circle keeps the church up and has flowers there each Sunday and if there is a death, they make the lunch or dinner after in the church basement.  We have a very nice area for that in the church basement.  Otherwise I can garden and read and pray and no one is going to bother me much.  My biggest problem is getting servers.  We would like to have altar boys, but this town isn’t producing a lot of young folk, except for the new Mexican families.  I finally got one of those boys; ten or eleven to serve last Sunday; went very well I must say.  I assume John or someone already told you about how the church got started and named and the town was just named after the church.  Mostly good German Catholics here; a few Protestants, but they actually closed their little church down totally and if they don’t go down to the county seat, they just come here on Sunday.
James
Very good cookie.
Sister Rosella
Well I have a theory.  I think anything could be fixed with a cookie.  I mean if people who are mad at each other would only bake their foe up a batch of chocolate chip cookies.  Who can stay mad at someone who gives them a good cookie?  Imagine if the Israelis and the Palestinians would just give each other a batch of cookies.  Or the Irish Catholics and Protestants.  I mean peace may just brake out all over.

James  
(Looking at the book)

That is a very interesting idea.”

Sister Rosella
Well, I’m not sure what else to tell you.
James
I am not sure what else to ask.  Thank you for the book…and the cookie…I’ll read it and get it back to you.
Scene Five
(The restaurant represented by a lunch counter and a few tables with checkered table clothes and a cooler to one side. One middle aged farmer sits on a stool at the counter and a few older farmers sit at one table and James sits alone at another.)
Laurie 
(The waitress to the man on the stool)
Well Bert Grimly, how are things?
Bert
Could be better, if I have a fine looking women like you,
(He leers are her as she comes around to clean a table)
How about it?
(He lays his hands on her behind)

Laurie
(She slaps at him)

God Dam it Bert, keep your hands to yourself.  
(To James)

How is your meal?  Oh I know I know; bacon and eggs are a bit greasy, but everything my husband cooks is a bit greasy.

James
So do you have a minute? I am writing a paper for school on this town and I just want to ask a question or two.

Laurie 
(Look around the restaurant and sees that everyone is good and sits)
Shoot.

James
Do well here?

Laurie
Do well?
(She laughs)
Well, my husband and I have owned the café on the corner for thirteen years.  You hear people say, as they sit over their hamburgers and fries, ‘They got a gold mine here’, and they never leave a tip. 
Main street merchants, what there ever was of them, used to spend a dollar or two here, but they closed one by one.  Main Street is now the bank, the post office, the bar, the gas station and us.  It’s eighteen miles for groceries; that’s why we put in the cooler for milk and eggs and such.  A few extra bucks really help.

Our big day is Sunday after church.  It is the best time, with families and all.  Friday and Saturday nights we are invaded by kids from the college down at the county seat; Oh, I assume that is where you go then. They come to our town to party.  We get the business after they are tanked up at the bar.  It’s a good party town for them; we haven’t had a cop in years. Have I seen you here?

James
I have to admit I have been here a time or two. 

Laurie
But you never…well to hell with it.  There are regulars.  You can tell how good a farmer is.  The good ones come in on Sunday after church, with their families.  Others are here nearly every day.  Their rears overlapping the stools at the counter.
(She motions to Bert Grimly) 
As they reach for cream, 
(Bert reaches for the cream 
and his shirt rides up showing a bit of a butt crack) 
for their coffee.  That rear-end cleave is not a sexy sight.

But I smile; everyone thinks I am happy.  Except my husband, he knows.  We’re trapped here.  We get by, barely, by working ungodly hours, under ungodly conditions.  We can’t sell.  If anyone would see our books, they wouldn’t invest money in this.  We could close, but then live on what?  It’s still fourteen years to social security.  My husband says, ‘Things aren’t so bad.’  But then he has made a life’s work out of being happy with what he has, by every day expecting less and less.  And we are getting exactly what he expects.

James
So you are really unhappy?”

Laurie
(Gert comes in and Laurie is up)
Hi Gert, how are things?” 

Gert
Yes, there was a lot of noise Saturday night, kept me awake. We got to get a cop in this town.

Laurie
Regular?

Gert
 (Sitting on a stool)
No just toast and coffee
Laurie 
(Turns to James)
That is her regular. She refuses to get a hearing aid and understands little that people say.
(Laurie goes to get Gert her toast and coffee)
I have no idea what she thinks I said.
(Light go down.  

Farmers at a table in the restaurant and Wives at a table far side of stage

Spotlight on four wives)
Lillian
You go on vacation every year

Other wives in unison
Ya.

Mable
We spend eleven months in this weather we deserve one month in the sun somewhere.

Lillian
But how do you afford it

Tillie
I think we can’t afford not to go.

Lillian
But Curtis says that we don’t have the money

Tillie
You must have nearly as much as we do. 

Lillian
But Curtis says we have to save it for our old age.


Mable
I hate to tell you Lillian, but you are already in your old age

(Spotlight off the wives and on the husbands)
John
So Howard where did your wife take you on vacation this year? 

Howard
Went to Hawaii

Bud

Wife made me go the Florida and I understand you went to Texas.

John
Ya – saw lots of cotton.  The crop, I was told, was doing well.  They are going to make lots of underwear this year.

Bud
We saw oranges and grapefruit galore.  Do you know that they water down the fruit if the temperature gets too low?  If the water freezes on the fruit the fruit itself doesn’t freeze.

John
Do tell; never heard of such a thing.

Bud

It the truth; God awful truth.”

Howard
We were told that the pineapple crop just isn’t doing as well.  Pineapples are going to cost more, not that I ever bought one, but Tillie does like Pineapple juice in the morning.  You know the unsweetened kind.  Makes you pucker up for an hour.  And than she puts the pineapple and those little oranges…
(He struggles to come up with the name)
John
Ya, I know what you mean…Mandarin.

Howard
Ya, them mandarin oranges and pineapples; she likes to put them in jell-o.  Not bad I guess.

John
You realize what we’re talking about?

Bud
Sure those vacations our wives make us take each year.

John
No; No; we’re talking about farming.  Oranges, cotton, pineapple, they’re all crops, hell we might as well be talking about corn, soybeans or oats.  I think it is all we know.

Howard
And have you seen the crops.  I went out by the old place last week; they planted corn in the old pasture.  Hated to see corn in a well developed pasture; but you know that corn was the best looking corn in the section.  

Bud
Of course it would be…best fertilized land they got.  You had cattle there for over twenty years and your father before you.

Howard
Hell that land was pasture for neigh on to…
(Figuring on his fingers)
Seventy years now.

John
Farming; shit we got nothing else to talk about.
Curtis
I don’t know how you can afford to go on vacation each year.
Howard

Curtis, you and Lillian have at least as much saved up as we do, of course you can go if you want.
Curtis
I figure we got to keep those savings for our old age.

Howard
 Hate to tell you Curtis, but we are already in our old age.

Curtis
So you think we ought to go

Howard
It is up to you, but I think it is worthwhile to get out of town for a few weeks or so especially in the heart of the winter.

Curtis
 But you all go to different places

John
Ya, Listen we spend eleven months together nearly every day, it’s good to get away for the town, but also from each other.

Curtis 
(Turning to Howard)
 I was thinking maybe if we do go somewhere, maybe we could save some money by going together.

Howard
Curtis, I love you like a brother but from time to time I got to get away from you too.

Curtis 
(Thinks for a moment)
Wait I am your brother. 

(Spotlight off the men and back on the wives)
Lillian
So how do I get Curtis to agree to a vacation?
Susan
Let him know you are unhappy.
Lillian

Unhappy about what.
Susan
Doesn’t matter just let him know you are unhappy and don’t tell him why, let him swing for a bit and then when he asks, tell him you want to go on a vacation like everyone else.

Lillian 
(Turning to Tillie)

Maybe I could get Curtis to agree if we went somewhere together

Tillie 
(To Lillian)

I love you like a Sister, Lillian, but from time to time I got to get away from you too.

Lillian 
 (Thinks for a moment)
Wait I am your sister. 

(Lights go off the wives and Mike walks into the dinner and 

The whole dinner scene is back)

Curtis
(He looks at his watch)
Will you look at the time?  
John
Guys; we’re getting’ boring.  We got nothing to talk about but farming.

Howard
We could talk about them ‘wet backs’ moving into town. 
(He squishes a bug with his thumb)
Dammed Box elder bugs

John
Them Mexicans have lowered the average age of this town by a decade and for once we had an altar boy on Sunday and them bugs don’t hurt nothing.  They don’t carry any disease, they don’t eat nothing, they just are around and in the spring you just have to get the husks out of your lamp shades and window sills, but they don’t hurt nothing. 
(John notices that James is listening and turns and as aside to him)
You understand that when our folks come here there were less trees here than there is now.  I mean this was prairie.  Only trees were along the streams and rivers and mostly box elder and cottonwood.”
Howard
And neither of them is worth a dam.  Can’t build with them, can’t even get a hot fire but we do get sap and cotton off them dam cottonwoods all over the place and these damdable bugs of those box elders.

John
But they was here before us.
Howard
You’re talking about them tree and bugs right, not them ‘wet back’.
Curtis
 (Getting up)
I don’t want to hear the old argument about trees, or bugs or 
(He stammered a bit)
or anything. It’s time to go home for lunch. See you back here for the auction.

Howard
Might as well meet at the old grocery store – that’s going be the first place they are going to sell.

Curtis
You buying; Howard?

Howard
Just watchin’ same as you, I understand they are trying to sell some homes this morning.
(To John)
Understand they are doing the old Stutter place next to your place John.

Laurie  
(As they head for the door)
You know you could buy a lunch here once in a while.”
Howard
Sure, sure, 
(He laughs as the three of them leave the café)

Laurie 
(Picking up their cups)
Well you could.
(She looks around and they are already gone)
Scene Six
(Stage goes dark and
a door appears with two men standing near it 
as John walks toward them)

Auctioneer
Want to buy a house, John? 

John
(To Mr. Olson the banker)
So the bank is trying to sell the old Stutter place, ah Mr. Olson.

Olson
Abuts your property John; could be a nice addition to your property.
John
No, Got no need.  Obviously from the big crowd I see there is not a lot of interest.  Let’s see it set empty here for how long…three years I think.  


Auctioneer
Want to look around?
John
You mean I can just go in and look around? I must admit I am curious, but it seems funny to poke around in somebody else’s place. 

Auctioneer
Sure, 
(He guides John to the back door.
After John goes through the door. 

The auctioneer turns to the banker, 
he points toward the house).

What is the story?

Olson
The widow Stutter died about a year or two before John moved to town. Must be eight nine years now. Only heir was a daughter, so she got the house.  But she lived in the cities, right, and didn’t have much need of it.  She rented it for a while; not always to the best tenants, I might add, but it hasn’t been rented out for a long time. It is in really bad shape. My problem is that there are taxes on it.  The bank foreclosed, so now we have to pay the taxes.
Auctioneer
So you are willing to probably give it away.

Olson
I wouldn’t need much incentive to get it off our books.

John 
(Coming back though the door after only a few seconds)
I’m surprised that I am surprised, but the place is in really bad shape - actually in worse shape than I imagined.
Auctioneer

Want to buy it? 

John
I am not interested but it seems impolite not to make conversation but what would a body use it for? 

Auctioneer
Would make a good hunting shack.  I’ve stayed in worse when I’ve been hunting.  Bet you have too.  You’d be able to make taxes just renting it out to hunters by the day now and than.  
John
When you got nothing to sell, you have to reach, but that is really reaching.

Olson
Taxes are paid up.
John
I wouldn’t give you more than a buck.
Auctioneer
Sold.  

Olson
Meet you tomorrow John

(The Auctioneer and banker move off stage quickly with smiles on their fasces)
John 

(All alone)

Now wait 
(But the banker and the auctioneer are already gone)
I’ve been to auctions before and I know that a bid is a bid, but selling a house for a buck, that fast, has got to be a joke.
Light out end of act I

Act II

Scene one

(Stage is set with a bay window in the middle and 
John joins three other retired farmers sitting near the window. 
The auctioneer is in front of a small portable podium with the banker to his side, 
the auctioneer is talking but you don’t hear him you are listening to the retired farmer)
Curtis
So I was on my way here and the wife asked where I was going.  Well I told her here the meet with you boys and she says, ‘Well if you have to go.”  And I says, ‘If you want me here to do something just tell me what it is.’ And she says, ‘no you just go, don’t worry about it.’ And I ask her what the ‘it’ is I ought not be worried about and she says, ‘don’t you worry you just go meet with your boys.’  I have not idea what she wanted.  I mean this is what I do nearly every day.  If she wanted me to do something else I would have.  Now what do you think.  Do you think I am in trouble?”

Bud and Howard both answer
Yes.

Curtis
But for what?

Howard
Doesn’t matter.

John
I’ve been to auctions before and I know that a bid is a bid, but selling a house for a buck, that fast, has got to be a joke.

Howard
No John, I think you bought that house.

John
What am I going to tell Mabel?

Bud

Understand it’s got a good well and I’ve heard Mabel complain about your water. You could always tell her you bought it for the well.
John
But I didn’t really buy it.  They were just shawin’ me.

Howard
No John, I think you bought that house. Might be the only thing he sells today, however. There was nobody at the Grocery Store and the same ones are here now.  Do you see anyone here who is going to buy this building?

John
Well just one warning this auctioneer is fast so don’t make any move that looks like you’re bidding.

Auctioneer
Well you heard now, fine building, taxes are paid, in the county seat I sold a building like this for a hundred thousands of dollars just last week, but here we will open to any bid at all, So what am I bid.
(The four farmers turn in unison to look out the window at some distraction in the street 
that isn’t there – they look back)
I will only ask three times – any bids
(The retired farmers repeat their performance – look back)
Last chance any bids
(And the retired farmers look at that same thing again.)
Alright folks it is your loss.  This auction is closed.
(Stage goes dark and John goes up to Mr. Olson the banker in a spot light at stage front)
John

Mr. Olson, now you know me and I know you and you know…well look did I really buy that house this morning?

Mr. Olson
Yes, I believe you did.
John
Holy cow, what am I going to tell Mabel? 

Scene two

(Stage the bar returns –
the old farmers and the council are there and James sits in the back)

John
(Into Mike’s ear)
Now I know you gotta talk about the auction today, but I would just as well not have it in the record that I bought the Shutter place, OK?

Mike
So that means you still haven’t told Mabel.

John
Just don’t bring it up.

Mike
Well let’s call this meeting to order.  The only business is – well Gary helped get the well working since the last meeting, we thank him for that. We had an auction and except for one …. 
(He looks to John)
Well it wasn’t successful and we still have vacant building on Main Street, so if anyone has any ideas we would love to hear them.  Otherwise, I don’t know of any business, so we might be able to cut this short.
Gary
We ought to develop a veteran’s memorial.   
(There are several minutes of silence as everyone looked shocked)

John 
(Aside to James) 
We are surprised not so much at the proposal but that Gary spoke at all.
Gary
 (Noticing that people were looking at him)
Lots of towns have memorials to those who served in the military. I think we could do something to recognize them and their efforts. The county seat’s got one, even Luther and St. Olaf have one and they are not that much bigger than us.  I don’t mean anything flashy but just something.
Mike
Ya, we understand, but we are a bit surprised at the idea.  It just never occurred to me before.  What brought it up?

Gary 
 (He holds up a journal)
Lot’s of you knew my Uncle Ronald; he served in the War.  He kept a journal.  I found it up in Aunt Gert’s attic and I just starting to read it, only a page or two so far but it just dawned on me that we ought to give some recognition to those that served.  

Howard
How would be pay for it?

John
More important who would be on it?

Gary
That’s obvious; them that served.

Mike

This is kinda out of the blue here; we might have to spend some time investigating this.
John
 (Turning to James)
You’re from the college – do you think they might help us design something; determine a cost and help us write a grant or something?
James
I have no idea.

Mike
Now that might not be fair, he is just a student and doesn’t even live here.  But it is for sure we are not ready to vote on anything tonight, so maybe we can put this off and discuss it again at our next meeting.

Councilman together
Ya
(Stage goes dark as John, Mike, Doug, Gary come up stage under a spot)

John
Most memorials are only to the war dead, and that would only be Gert’s son Leroy.  He’s the only one I know of who actually died in a war. Of course” 
(Speaking to Gary)
your uncle would not have been included anyway, because he didn’t die in the war 

Gary
My motion was for veterans not just war dead.

Mike
I think that was the wording.

(Gary and Doug walk off)

John
Mike with that as the criteria we could account for a few more.  But would it be for anyone who served or only those who served in a war, or just those who served overseas?  How about the National Guard and the Reserves?  How long did they have to live here to be considered?  People moved around a bit, as families moved to the cities, would their children who had once lived here be considered.

Mike
I don’t know John; we’ll just have to think on it.

Scene three

(The stage lights come up in the restaurant again.  
Only Laurie and Doug with James unnoticed at a table to the side)
Laurie 
(She is cleaning the counter)
You got to do something about Bert Grimly.”

Doug
(He is cleaning behind her in the kitchen)
What about him?
Laurie
He grabbed my butt.

Doug
He is a good customer; He didn’t mean nothin’.

Laurie 
(She begins to mop)
I read a story in ‘True Love’ that’s about a couple just like us.
Doug
I wish you wouldn’t read those trashy magazines. 

Laurie
They own a little county café, just like us. One day, about closing, a drifter, with a gun, comes in to hold the place up.

Doug
Thirteen years, and never been held up. 

Laurie 
(More to herself)
And he thinks somehow he is responsible; I guess he doesn’t consider we was robbed just buying the place. 
(Now louder and to Doug)
Well it still could happen, this town with no cop.  Anyway; they didn’t have much in the till, just like us.  So the drifter took the wife and had his way with her, right there in front of the husband, and you know what the husband did?

Doug
Probably saved the day.
Laurie
No, he done nothing.

Doug
 (Just continues to clean and is nonchalant through this whole conversation)
That’s what you’re supposed to do when a robber's got a gun
Laurie 
(Working, but with the tempo of her work increases as she becomes more upset) 
But…well, she, the girl in the story, she gets really upset with her husband, you know, for just standing there and not doing nothin’, and you know what she does?

Doug 
 (Instantly and without giving it any thought)
She probably runs off with the drifter.

Laurie
No she runs off with the… 
(Stopping short and looking at him in disbelief)
How did you know that? 

Doug
Those stories are all kind of predictable, even if they don’t make any sense. Now, what woman, in her right mind, would run off with a drifter, a criminal, who just robbed and raped her and leave a business, that might not provide real good, but provides just the same.

Laurie
(Leans heavily on my mop handle and takes a deep breath,)
You mean this is it?
Doug
The life you end up with never meets the expectations of your dreams. But then nobody’s ever does, and the grass really is never greener, 
(He turns to look at Laurie for the first time in the conversation)
But it never is too bad when you got someone who loves you. 

Laurie 
(Smiles, but walk over toward him so he can hear her protest; her demand)
You just tell Bert Grimly to keep his hands off my ass.”

James
(He gets up, leaves and the stage goes dark)

Scene Four 

(The same restaurant with the lunch counter and a few tables with checkered table clothes and a cooler to one side. The older farmers sit at one table and James sits alone at another. There is a coffee can on the counter that says ‘donations for the veteran’s memorial’)

Howard
You could rent it out, fix it up a bit, I bet someone from over at the county seat would need a rental.

John
Cost too much to fix up.  I don’t think you realize what kind of shape it is in.

Curtis
How about the well?  Mabel wants new water.  
John
Had it checked out, cost too much to hook up. Hell I understand it’s a deep well, maybe the city could use it.
Howard
Sure there you go just like a liberal, wanting to pass things off to the government.  No city money in that place John – none
John
I was just pulling your chain.

Howard
Hunting shack? 
(After John give him a sour look)
You and I both have slept in worse when we are out hunting.  You rent it out by the day to hunters and you could make taxes anyway.

John
I am surprised that any of you actually think that’s a good idea.

Curtis
Take the eyesore down.

John
Mabel would know I bought it.

Howard
How long do you think you can keep it from her?
John
Don’t know.
Howard
So what are you going to do?  You are the owner and you are liable.  You got to think of that.  What if someone goes in there and breaks an arm or a leg or something; they are going to sue you.

Curtis
I suppose if you don’t pay the taxes sooner or later the county will take it.

Howard
Oh no, then it will come back to the town to get rid of it and you will raid our taxes again

John
What do you mean?

Howard
Oh you Democrats are always finding ways to spend the taxpayer’s dollars.
Curtis
Now listen I got a real problem.  The wife has been acting funny.  Asking me where I am going when she knows exactly where I am going.  I ask her if she wants me to do something and I am perfectly willing to do anything she wants…well within reason anyway…but she just says that I ought to just go, but I can tell that she is unhappy about it.  What do you think, do you think….

Howard and John in unison
Yes you are still in trouble. 
John
OK, OK, What do you hear about the veteran’s memorial?
(Lights darken and Howard stands under a spot and Gert come up to him)

Gert
Most memorials are for the war dead, and that would only be my sons Leroy and Ronald.

Howard
Now I know Leroy died in the war, but Ronald didn’t; he came home and farmed for a number of year; five kids worth anyway.

Gert
He was wounded and his cancer was caused by his war wounds, I know that sure enough.
(Lights come back up as Gert leaves)

John
But the motion was for Veterans not just war dead – so they would both be included.

Howard
I tried to explain that to her, but she didn’t understand and just got mad at me.

(Lights go down again and spot on John and people line up to talk to him)
Tillie
I remembered a cousin who died in World War I, but the family had moved away while he was still a child, so would he count or not?
Bud
If this is for those from town, then the question is how many miles from the town would still be considered part of the town.  Would it be half way to the next town? Would it be where they took their trade? And how much trade would it need to be and when did it have to be done; since our main street has less and less and the automobile and good roads allowed people to go further to shop.  Besides there was a Wal-Mart in the county seat. 

Lillian

I don’t want my cousin Tyrone on any memorial.  He was in the Navy OK, but he spent most of his time in the brig and when he was discharged, dishonorably I might add, he disappeared and his Momma has not heard from him since.  Some people just aren’t deserving.
Mr. Olson
Go ahead with this, but we don’t want one cent of tax dollars used; no assessments or anything.
(The lights come back up)

John
(To Doug)

I see you put one of them cans on the counter so has Mike down at the bar, are you collecting anything?

Doug
Surprisingly a few bucks

(Mike comes in)

Curtis
Is it that late?  Look at the time. time to go home for lunch.

Laurie 
(As the older farmers file out)
You could buy lunch here.

Doug (to Mike)
Regular?

Mike
Sure
(The older farmers laugh as they leave the restaurant)

Laurie
 (calling after them)
Well you could buy lunch here once in a while.

Doug
So what do you think about Gary’s memorial?

Mike
I contacted the school and they thought it would be a worthy project for their art class, but I couldn’t come up with anyone who was interested in helping us apply for a grant.  I asked Mr. Olson, over at the bank, and he referred me to a local initiative fund who assured me they were the wrong place. There were some foundations around who thought it might be a worthwhile project, but we would have to find someone to do the writing. And I have no idea who that would be.  Everyone has ideas about who should be on it or not on it.  I have heard how patriotic it was and how the country needed patriotic symbols today.  I have also heard how pathetic it was since we had no idea who should be included, and according to some would never be able to decide and had no idea where the money was coming from.
Doug
So what do we do tonight at the town council meeting? 
Mike
I guess someone has to make a motion to keep working on it and I assume that will pass and then we hear from lots of people who will have lots to say. 
Scene Three

(The set goes dark –

James and John and Howard are sitting under a spot on the street)
James
Ya know I went out to that auction at the farm – How do they decide how much the land is worth?

John
First the glaciers had it.
Howard
Oh my God John, you don’t have to give an ancient history lesson, the boy just wants to know how they price the land.
John 
(Just goes on)
They had it for thousands of years.  It was free as they changed it, scoured it, and deposited the fine soil on it. The Buffalo had it for a thousand years, before they had to share it with the Dakota Indians.
In 1886 Henry Preager got it from the homestead office for five years labor and because of Tomas Jefferson’s northwest territories act, the land got a name and number that the glaciers and the buffalo never thought of.  It was the southeast quarter of section eight in Burton Township, Yellow Medicine County, State of Minnesota, United States of America. Quite a name for 160 areas. 
I don’t know what happened to Mr. Preager, but I know that all that was left of his dream was an aging decaying barn, set in a grove of tress, which pheasants used for nesting and where we could always bag a few.  Mr. Preager never even saw a pheasant of course, they were an import from China in the early 1900’s, but those birds truly loved this land and multiplied on it.
Howard
Just like farmers did originally.
John
August Beck bought the land from Mr. Preager’s widow for one thousand dollars in 1897. A large amount for the time, but she was a widow and he felt an obligation. He was collecting farms.  An immigrant from German, he built the first 160 acres he got from his father-in-law, into holdings that included eleven 320 acre farms.  That was over 3,500 acres, some of it contiguous and some not. This was considered a very large holding in his day. But than a family could subsist on 160 acres
Howard
Today they would have a hard time subsisting on the thousands that August ended up with.
John
August was a good devote Catholic and had far too many offspring and he believed that each should get their own farm that they could use as a means to create their own holdings.  None of them were as lucky or a shrewd as he, however, so for most of his family that size holding is only history.

Jacob, August’s first born, married the beautiful Anna from Iowa and they were given this piece of land for one dollar in about 1901.  They built a house and planted roses and had a child.  But Anna died from complications of that birth.

Jacob became depressed, turned to drink and ended up marrying a Lutheran, neither of which raised his stock in his father’s eyes.
Howard
August may have been able to abide the drinking, but there were limits.
John
Jacob and his new wife had many more children, but he never won his battle with the bottle and the roses turned to brambles.  He lost the piece of land to the county for taxes.

August had to buy it back. August allowed his children the privilege of failing once on his money.  The land ended up going to Jacob’s youngest brother Martin.

Martin needed to augment his income and he opened a hardware store here in town and rented out the land, but lived in the house.  The depression indebted the land to the Bank, which would have gotten the land, had Hitler not invaded Poland, which caused interest rates to rise and prices to go up.  
Howard
We kind of hate to give Hitler any credit for anything, but his actions did keep a number of families on their farms.

John
A stroke got Martin, and a son-in-law got the land from a grieving wife, but it was not enough land to prosper on and he sold it.  

James
So how do we put a value on it and any other of the farms, stores, houses?

John
Well, the land was only worth ice ten thousand years ago.  The buffalo paid for the grass with fertilizer now and then.  It was worth five year’s labor in 1886.  Worth nothing in the depression and now- I don’t know, whatever somebody is willing to pay.
With all those fluctuations, it is hard for the clerks at the county courthouse to keep it up to date.  There is a lot of American history in those dusty books in the county recorders office.  It was worth smart money for August who always bought low.  For longevity, I go with the buffalo pies.
Howard
I personally like the five-year’s labor, even though I have no idea who Mr. Preager is.

John
Well, it has been worth nothing and everything, depending upon who owned it at the time and what their dreams were.
(John walks off as Howard confides to James)

Howard
John bought that farm from Martin’s son-in-law and farmed it for 27 years.  He sold it 6 years ago and the new people couldn’t make a go of it.  John knows that land very, very well.  That’s part of the reason you didn’t see him out at the auction.  Think it hurt the old cot a bit.
Scene five
(Stage opens to the bar the sign at the door says ‘opens at 1:00 approximately’ – 
the town council takes chair up front and everyone in the cast is on stage in the audience.)

Mike
Bar is closed.  And I call this meeting of the town council to order.  The only order of business that I know of is if we are going to check into the veteran’s memorial some more, so I will make a motion to direct some of us to keep investigating it.
John
I will second the motion.
Howard
Just like the flaming liberals; always willing to spend our money.

Mike
Ok, we got a motion on the floor.
Jose
When may I speak?

Howard
You can’t

John
What do you mean he can’t?   

Howard
He don’t belong here; he’s got no right.

John
Howard I never say this.  I believe there are no absolutes and I try to see the other man’s point a view. Why does he have no right? What? He is not German; the banker here Mr. Olson is not German, hell he is not even Catholic. What? Is he an immigrant: remember your grandfather was an immigrant – hell your grandfather couldn’t even speak English.  What? Is it the color of his skin: While you farmed, by September your skin would be darker than his. What? Because he is not old like the rest of us: For the first time in years the priest had an alter boy – him and his family bring youth to this town, they might be the only future we have. This man works, has a family, pays his taxes, and in this county he has all the rights that I do or you do.  Howard, you are just wrong.

Sister Rosella 
 (There is a gasp from the cast and a long quiet)
I have chocolate chip cookies for everyone. 
(She begins to hand them out.)
I firmly believe that people can get along if you just share a chocolate chip cookie
(Howard and John each take one look at each other and take big bites of the cookies)
Mike –
Jose, it is OK, say what it is you were going to say.
Jose
I do not want to speak out of turn.

Mike
It’s OK

Jose
I only wanted to say that it is patriotic thing to do.  None of the people would be my people, but they are heroes and deserve to be treated as such, by those who knew them and even for those of us who did not.
Mike
Thank you Jose and Guys – lets vote on this first and when we pass it than we can discuss it until the cows come home.  So we are voting now…I am voting, ‘yes’. Doug?

Doug
Yes

Mike
Howard?

Howard
Waste of time and money…

Mike
Howard- a vote?
Howard
I don’t mind being the only dissenter – no.

Mike
John?

John 
(There is a long pause)

Well Howard; I think you are right.  It doesn’t seem like a workable thing for us and it is causes dissention in the…..family….community…you know what I mean.  I vote, no.
Howard
Well I’ll be damned.
Mike
Gary?

Gary
No.
(The cast gave another gasp)

Mike
Gary, you realize you voted, ‘no’?
Gary
Yes.
Mike
Do you mean, ‘yes’ or ‘yes’ you know you voted ‘no’?

Gary
My vote is no.

Mike
But Gary, this was your idea? 

Gary
Yes, I know. 
(There is a long pause)
Mike
Gary, I think we need to have some explanation to your motivation here.  

Gary
Yes, I suppose you do,
(He opens the journal)
This is my great Uncle Ronald’s journal; the very journal that began all this. I hadn’t read much of it when I suggested this, but now I have read more.  Well let me just read from it for you, ‘I killed men, no, they were just boys.  They were caught in the v of the sights of my rifle and I killed them.  Now it was war and that gives people the right to kill, but it has been a vexation to my soul ever since. I will not go to hell, because I have lived in hell.  Not the war itself, but the windows in my mind of the dead and dying that I, very personally I, was responsible for. They gave me medals for what I did, I have thrown them away. I write this account, in hopes that it will purge the guilt from my mind, my heart and my soul.  They make monuments to the war dead.  I am glad they do it only for the dead, because their name on a memorial will not conjure any memory for them.  They are already at their peace. It is us who have killed and still live that must face our personal anguish every day.’ 
(Everyone was quiet, as Gary slowly closed the journal.  Gray rises) 
I guess the meetings over.  
 (The stage goes dark
A spot on John and Howard at stage front)
Howard
Spendthrift, tree-hugging liberal.

John
Tight-fisted, bigoted conservative.”

(They walk off in opposite directions)

Howard 
(over his shoulder) –

See you after breakfast?

John
Of course.


Scene Six 

(Stage opens back in the restaurant – 
Laurie is there as is Doug and the old farmers come in and take their tables –
 James already has one.)

Laurie
 (She is light, seems happy, is smiling. She talks to James)
How is your meal?  Oh I know I know; bacon and eggs are a bit greasy, but everything my husband cooks is a bit greasy.
James
You seem in high spirits 

Laurie 
 (Looks around and sits)
Well I got to admit there isn’t much to smile about here.  I told Doug to talk to Bert Grimley and he thought we might lose a customer and I told him I didn’t give a fig and you know what he did – he talked to him and we don’t lose a customer.  It’s no big thing, but when things are ungodly, you take what you can get, just to maintain that smile.
Curtis
 (Mike walked in)
Will you look at the time? 
(He looks at his watch)
It’s time to go home for lunch.

Laurie
You know you could….”

Howard
Let’s eat here;
(He looks to John)
And I’m buying.
Laurie
What? Is Tillie not home?
John
(to the group of retired farmers)

We are eating here.

Laurie
Did the world just stop turning on its axis…I mean…well holy cow…

Doug 
(to Mike)
You’re late.
Mike
The Hoffman’s had their shade down again

John
Everything O.K.

Mike
Ya, they just forgot again

Curtis
That’s a pretty good system you worked out with the women. By the way did they invite you to play poker?

Mike
What?
Howard
Oh we know they play poker, but don’t tell them we know; they’ll want us to play with them and they are so bad at it.
Curtis

Lillian and I are having a vacation this winter but I understand that we have to go somewhere where you don’t so who is going where and how does all that get worked out.

Howard

Women probably have it all worked out already, Lillian will let you know where you are going don’t worry about it
(James goes over to Mike)

James
Any fallout from the town council meeting? 

Mike
No nary a word.  We got Gert a metal marker that said “Died in Service to his country” from some Veteran’s group, and had it pounded into the ground next to Leroy’s headstone in the cemetery, but other than that discussion of the memorial hasn’t come up.
(James pats him on the back as he moves back to his table and John joins him)

John
Well learned anything?

James
Does Mabel know about the property yet?

John
She probably knew the first day.

James
So was it worth the buck?

John
Ya, as a matter of fact it was.  It gives us something new to talk about.
James
Everything OK between you and Howard?
John
Oh sure.  We grew up on farms next to each other.  He has been a Republican all his life and I have been a Democrat.  I don’t know how he came to his opinions, probably some genetic flaw I suppose.  But we have been friends for as long as we have lived.  We argue about just about everything, but in the end we are….well not family….but as close as we can be and not be.  I’d never tell him, but I love that old bastard and we will never allow a row to interfere with our friendship.  My God, if we did one of us would have to move I guess, and of course the only way we are going to leave Saint Mathias is…well in coffins.

Howard

(Squishing a bug)
Damned box elder bugs
John
You do realize that when all the men; all their tucks and tractors, when all their towns and farms are gone, it is the box elders, the cottonwoods and the prairie that will reclaim the land. Everything we do is only temporary; nature that is permanent.”

Howard
Dam democratic bugs.

John
 (Getting up and going back to their table)
Now wait just a minute.
(As the lights go out and James comes stage front)

Sister Rosella in a spot 

(meets him there)
So young man what have you learned?

James
I am not absolutely sure.
Sister Rosella
Well everyone has to be somewhere.  God has a plan.  It may not be clear to us, but I firmly believe that in the end; all will be right with the world.
(She reaches into her habit and comes out with a cookie.)
Cookie?
James
Yes, Thank you.
(He reflects for a moment)
And when everyone dies – what happens to the town then?

Sister Rosella
I don’t know, and I don’t care; you see I will be one of them.  I suspect that it’ll be of use to someone for a while and after that well…..I don’t know…I guess no one knows and ain’t that a good thing.
Scene seven
(Stage is once again the classroom and the students are in place and
 the teacher is in place and 
James stands near his chair as if he is continuing speaking)

James
Saint Mathis is similar to all these little towns.  There were just too many of them built, but they made sense at the time when transportation was slower and people needed goods to be closer to home.  They still provide home and comfort to some and an alternative to the nursing homes for many.  The founders build churches as the bedrock of the community and were essentially practical in their planning. The size of the street may not have been as forward thinking as I assumed, but it made good sense at the time.

The decisions as to which towns grow and which are diminishing in importance was mostly out of the hands of the people who were there.  The decisions were made by the highway engineers and the railroads and politicians.  Regional centers are still important and these smaller towns are not
(Long pause)
…accept of course to the precious few who still call them home. 
Finis
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