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FOREWORD

The experience of my first production on Broadway was frantic and bewildering. The play was Come Back, Little Sheba, and it was a modest success. I had always hoped for an overwhelming success, but I felt myself very satisfied at the time that Sheba had come off as well as it did. Anticipating success (of any degree), I had always expected to feel hilarious, but I didn’t. Other people kept coming to me saying, “Aren’t you thrilled?” Even my oldest friends, who had known me during the years when I gave myself no peace for lack of success, were baffled by me. There was absolutely no one to understand how I felt, for I didn’t feel anything at all. I was in a funk. Where was the joy I had always imagined? Where were the gloating satisfactions I had always anticipated? I looked everywhere to find them. None were there.

A few weeks after Sheba opened, a newspaper woman from the Midwest came dancing into my apartment to interview me, bringing with her a party spirit that could not counter with my persisting solemnity. “Where’s the celebration?” she wanted to know, looking about the room as though for confetti. “Where’s the champagne?” I knew I was not meeting success in the expected way but I was too tired to fake it. I endured her disappointment in me. I could tell by her twitching features that she was wondering what in the world she would tell her readers. Obviously, she couldn’t tell them the truth, that the man who had written a (modestly) successful play was one of the saddest-looking creatures she had ever seen. But she didn’t let the facts bother her. She returned home and wrote of the play’s success and my reaction to it in a fitting way that wouldn’t let her readers down. At the time I was too depressed to care.

Other people, friends and aquaintances, couldn’t imagine why I had started being psychoanalyzed at this time. “But you’re a success now,” they would assure me. “What do you want to get analyzed for?” As though successful people automatically became happy, and psychoanalysis were only a remedy for professional failure. But if the personal rewards of my success were a disillusionment to others, they also were to me. My plays since Sheba have been more successful, but none of them has brought me the kind of joy, the hilarity, I had craved as a boy, as a young man, living in Kansas and Missouri back in the thirties and forties. Strange and ironic. Once we find the fruits of success, the taste is nothing like what we had anticipated.

Maybe the sleight of hand is performed during the brief interval of rehearsals, out-of-town tryouts, and opening night. A period of six or more weeks that pack a lifetime of growing up. During that period, the playwright comes to realize, maybe with considerable shock, that the play contains something very vital to him, something of the very essence of his own life. If it is rejected, he can only feel that he is rejected, too. Some part of him has been turned down, cast aside, even laughed at or scorned. If it is accepted, all that becomes him to feel is a deep gratefulness, like a man barely escaping a fatal accident, that he has survived.

All my plays have survived on Broadway. All have met with success in varying degrees. And I feel a fitting gratefulness, because they all represent something of me, some view of life that is peculiarly mine that no one else could offer in quite the same style and form. Success, it seems to me, would be somewhat meaningless if the play were not a personal contribution. The author who creates only for audience consumption is only engaged in a financial enterprise. There must always be room for both kinds of theatre, but it is regrettable that they must always compete together in our commercial theatre. For commercial theatre only builds on what has already been created, contributing only theatre back into the theatre. Creative theatre brings something of life itself, which gives the theatre something new to grow on. But when new life comes to us, we don’t always recognize it. New life doesn’t always survive on Broadway. It’s considered risky.

People still come to me sometimes to tell me how much they admired Come Back, Little Sheba, referring to the play as though it had been “a smash hit” (a term which we are too eager to apply to shows). Actually, Sheba made out well with about half of the reviewers, its total run being something less than six months. Some of the reviews showed an almost violent repugnance to the play. We did good business for only a few weeks and then houses began to dwindle to the size of tea parties. At one time, the actors all took salary cuts, and I took a cut in my royalties. The show was cheap to run, and so, with a struggle, we survived. We always held a small audience of people who were most devoted to the play and came to see it many times. It is remembered now as “a smash hit” or “a hit,” probably because the far greater success of the movie shed more glorious reflections on the play.

Now, I don’t see how it could have been otherwise with Sheba. It is probably a bad omen if any author’s first play is “a smash hit.” It takes the slow-moving theatre audience one or two plays by a new author, who brings them something new from life outside the theatre, before they can feel sufficiently comfortable with him to consider fairly what he has to say. A good author insists on being accepted on his own terms, and audiences must bicker awhile before they’re willing to give in. One learns not to be resentful about this condition but to credit it to human nature.

I have a tendency, after a play of mine is produced, to look back on it disparagingly, seeing only its faults (before production, I see only its virtues). But after the hiatus of opening night, after enough time passes for me to regard each play seriously, as something finally distinct from myself, I have felt that each one gave me some feeling of personal success, that each one contributed something to the theatre out of my life’s experience.

I have never sought to write plays that primarily tell a story; nor have I sought deliberately to create new forms. I have been most concerned with dramatizing something of the dynamism I myself find in human motivations and behavior. I regard a play as a composition rather than a story, as a distillation of life rather than a narration of it. It is only in this way that I feel myself a real contemporary. Sheba is the closest thing to a story play that I have written, and it is the only play of mine that could be said to have two central characters. But even this play was a fabric of life, in which the two characters (Doc and Lola) were species of the environment. After Sheba, I sought deliberately to fill a larger canvas, to write plays of an over-all texture that made fuller use of the stage as a medium. I strive to keep the stage bubbling with a restless kind of action that seeks first one outlet and then another before finally resolving itself. I like to keep several stories going at once, and to keep as much of the playing area on stage as alive as possible. I use one piece of action to comment on another, not to distract from it. I don’t suppose that in any of my later plays I found the single dramatic intensity of action that I found in the drunk scene in Sheba, in which Doc threatens Lola’s life. I have deliberately sought breadth instead of depth in my plays since Sheba, and have sought a more forthright humor than Sheba could afford.

In an article I once wrote on Picnic, I compared a play to a journey, in which every moment should be as interesting as the destination. I despair of a play that requires its audience to sit through two hours of plot construction, having no reference outside the immediate setting, just to be rewarded by a big emotional pay-off in the last act. This, I regard as a kind of false stimulation. I think every line and every situation in a play should “pay off,” too, and have its extensions of meaning beyond the immediate setting, into life. I strive to bring meaning to every moment, every action.

I doubt if my plays “pay off” for an audience unless they are watched rather closely. Writing for a big audience, I deal with surfaces in my plays, and let whatever depths there are in my material emerge unexpectedly so that they bring something of the suddenness and shock which accompany the discovery of truths in actuality. I suppose none of my plays means anything much unless seen as a composite, for I seek dramatic values in a relative way. That is, one character in a play of mine might seem quite pointless unless seen in comparison with another character. For instance, in Bus Stop, the cowboy’s eagerness, awkwardness, and naïveté in seeking love were interesting only when seen by comparison, in the same setting, with the amorality of Cherie, the depravity of the professor, the casual earthiness of Grace and Carl, the innocence of the schoolgirl Elma, and the defeat of his buddy Virgil. In themselves, the characters may have been entertaining, but not very meaningful.

Bus Stop, I suppose, has less real story than any play that ever survived on Broadway. I meant it only as a composite picture of varying kinds of love, ranging from the innocent to the depraved. With the play’s success, I felt quite proud of the fact that I had held the audience’s interest long after what would normally be considered the final “pay-off” (when the cowboy and his girl are reunited and go off together). I guess maybe I was trying to prove that a play’s merits can exist, not in the dramatization of one soul-satisfying event, but in the over-all pattern and texture of the play. I insisted that the audience be just as interested in what happened to all the characters as they were in Bo and Cherie.

I was sure enough of my craft by the time I started writing The Dark at the Top of the Stairs to be able to take my craftsmanship more easily for granted. This play was developed out of the first play I ever wrote, called Farther Off From Heaven. Margo Jones produced it in her Dallas Theatre in June, 1947, and I didn’t know what to do with it at the time but felt it contained too much good material to keep on the shelf. I had been working on the play off and on for over six years, then in the winter of 1957, settled down on it for serious. It is formed from pretty nostalgic memories of childhood, without being very autobiographical. I suppose it represents my belated attempt to come to terms with the past, to rearrange its parts and make them balance, to bring a mature understanding to everyday phenomena that mystified me as a boy. Again, the story is very slight. I deliberately divert the audience from the main story in order to bring them back to it at the end of the play with a fresher viewpoint. In the play, I try to explore some of man’s hidden fear in facing life and to show something of the hidden fears that motivate us all. There is a suicide in the play, of a young, homeless, part Jewish boy who has no sure connection with anyone in the world. Some people felt upon reading the play, and others upon first seeing it, that the announcement of the suicide came as too much of a shock; but every suicide I ever heard of came to me in the same way, with no preparation. I have never heard of a suicide that I expected. We always find the reasons for such events after they happen, in re-exploring the character to find motivations we had previously overlooked. It was this kind of dynamism I wanted most to achieve. And I felt also that maybe I was drawing a little on Christian theology to show something of the uniting effect human suffering can bring into our lives.

The success of these four plays, I must share in each case with my director. This is not just a pleasant compliment. I have come to learn how important good direction is to a play, and to realize that good directors are as scarce as good playwrights. I was most fortunate in finding Daniel Mann, unknown at the time, to do Sheba. He sensed all the play’s implied values and projected them superbly. Joshua Logan, with Picnic, was my second director. We had our ups and downs with that play, which I attribute mainly to my second-play nervousness and indecision. An unstable author, who isn’t sure what he wants, is a great liability to a director; so if Picnic did not come off entirely to please me (as rumor had it), it was my own fault. Josh only sensed my indecision and tried to compensate for it. Still, I feel Picnic was a good show. Josh gave it lovely picturesqueness (he is perhaps the most visual of all directors) and feeling of size. I worked on the play with him for a year and a half, during which time he gave of himself very spontaneously. I can never cease being grateful for all that I learned from him.

Harold Clurman is the only real intellectual I know in the theatre. He seems to me a man who has channeled very powerful emotions into a vitally rational life. I was a little dubious about taking Bus Stop to him. I didn’t see how he, the most metropolitan man I know, could bring understanding to the play’s rural types. But he understood them perfectly, I felt, as though by contrast with himself. And he gave me a beautifully felt production.

Working with Elia Kazan sometimes borders on the supernatural, he intuitively senses so quickly all the dim feelings about a play that lie in an author’s subconscious. During production, he is the gentlest, humblest man I’ve ever known. He talks with actors like a ministering angel, infusing them with courage and insight. His range of understanding is from the most delicately sensitive to the most cataclysmically violent. He is a great creative talent.

I also feel very indebted to the superb actors who have taken part in my plays. I would like to list them here, but I truly would not know where to stop in compiling the list. Anyway, I am deeply grateful for the many talented people who have given of their own freshness and vitality to the parts I have written. If there have been poor performances in my plays, I don’t recall them now.

“Success is counted sweetest by those who ne’er succeed,” according to Emily Dickinson, and I realize what she meant when I compare the success I once anticipated with the success I found. They are not the same things, at all. But the four plays in this volume represent almost a decade in my life, a decade that was very intensely lived. Publishing the plays now is like tying those years together to file away, years in which I managed to find some expression for my life and experience, and to find response. Maybe this is all that success means.

WILLIAM INGE
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Come Back, Little Sheba


COME BACK, LITTLE SHEBA was first presented by The Theatre Guild at the Booth Theatre, New York City, on February 15, 1950, with the following cast:



(IN ORDER OF APPEARANCE)



	DOC
	Sidney Blackmer



	MARIE
	Joan Lorring



	LOLA
	Shirley Booth



	TURK
	Lonny Chapman



	POSTMAN
	Daniel Reed



	MRS. COFFMAN
	Olga Fabian



	MILKMAN
	]ohn Randolph



	MESSENGER
	Arnold Schulman



	BRUCE
	Robert Cunningham



	ED ANDERSON
	Wilson Brooks



	ELMO HUSTON
	Paul Krauss






DIRECTED BY Daniel Mann

SETTING AND LIGHTING DESIGNED BY Howard Bay

COSTUMES BY Lucille Little

PRODUCTION UNDER THE SUPERVISION OF Lawrence Langner and Theresa Helburn

ASSOCIATE PRODUCER, Phyllis Anderson






Scenes

An old house in a run-down neighborhood of a Midwestern city.



	
ACT
ONE

	SCENE I.    Morning in late spring.

SCENE II.   The same evening, after supper.








	
ACT
TWO

	SCENE I.    The following morning.

SCENE II.    Late afternoon the same day.

SCENE III.   5:30 the next morning.

SCENE IV.   Morning, a week later.







ACT ONE       Scene One


SCENE: The stage is empty.




It is the downstairs of an old house in one of those semi-respectable neighborhoods in a Midwestern city. The stage is divided into two rooms, the living room at right and the kitchen at left, with a stairway and a door between. At the foot of the stairway is a small table with a telephone on it. The time is about 8:00 A.M., a morning in the late spring.

At rise of curtain the sun hasn’t come out in full force and outside the atmosphere is a little gray. The house is extremely cluttered and even dirty. The living room somehow manages to convey the atmosphere of the twenties, decorated with cheap pretense at niceness and respectability. The general effect is one of fussy awkwardness. The furniture is all heavy and rounded-looking, the chairs and davenport being covered with a shiny mo-hair. The davenport is littered and there are lace antimacassars on all the chairs. In such areas, houses are so close together, they hide each other from the sunlight. What sun could come through the window, at right, is dimmed by the smoky glass curtains. In the kitchen there is a table, center. On it are piled dirty dishes from supper the night before. Woodwork in the kitchen is dark and grimy. No industry whatsoever has been spent in making it one of those white, cheerful rooms that we commonly think kitchens should be. There is no action on stage for several seconds.

DOC comes downstairs to kitchen. His coat is on back of chair, center. He straightens chair, takes roll from bag on drainboard, folds bag and tucks it behind sink. He lights stove and goes to table, fills dishpan there and takes it to sink. Turns on water, tucks towel in vest for apron. He goes to chair and says prayer. Then he crosses to stove, takes frying pan to sink and turns on water.

MARIE, a young girl of eighteen or nineteen who rooms in the house, comes out of her bedroom (next to the living room), skipping airily into the kitchen. Her hair is piled in curls on top of her head and she wears a sheer dainty negligee and smart, feathery mules on her feet. She has the cheerfulness only youth can feel in the morning.




MARIE    (Goes to chair, opens pocketbook there) Hi!

DOC    Well, well, how is our star boarder this morning?

MARIE    Fine.

DOC    Want your breakfast now?

MARIE    Just my fruit juice. I’ll drink it while I dress and have my breakfast later.

DOC    (Places two glasses on table) Up a little early, aren’t you?

MARIE    I have to get to the library and check out some books before anyone else gets them.

DOC    Yes, you want to study hard, Marie, learn to be a fine artist some day. Paint lots of beautiful pictures. I remember a picture my mother had over the mantelpiece at home, a picture of a cathedral in a sunset, one of those big cathedrals in Europe somewhere. Made you feel religious just to look at it.

MARIE    These books aren’t for art, they’re for biology. I have an exam.

DOC    Biology? Why do they make you take biology?

MARIE    (Laughs) It’s required. Didn’t you have to take biology when you were in college?

DOC    Well … yes, but I was preparing to study medicine, so of course I had to take biology and things like that. You see—I was going to be a real doctor then—only I left college my third year.

MARIE    What’s the matter? Didn’t you like the pre-med course?

DOC    Yes, of course … I had to give it up.

MARIE    Why?

DOC    (Goes to stove with roll on plate—evasive) I’ll put your sweet roll in now, Marie, so it will be nice and warm for you when you want it.

MARIE    Dr. Delaney, you’re so nice to your wife, and you’re so nice to me, as a matter of fact, you’re so nice to everyone. I hope my husband is as nice as you are. Most husbands would never think of getting their own breakfast.

DOC    (Very pleased with this) … Uh … you might as well sit down now and … yes, sit here and I’ll serve you your breakfast now, Marie, and we can eat it together, the two of us.

MARIE    (A light little laugh as she starts dancing away from him) No, I like to bathe first and feel that I’m all fresh and clean to start the day. I’m going to hop into the tub now. See you later.

(She goes upstairs)

DOC    (The words appeal to him) Yes, fresh and clean—

      (DOC shows disappointment but goes on in businesslike way setting his breakfast on the table)

MARIE    (Offstage) Mrs. Delaney.

LOLA    (Offstage) ’Mornin’, honey.

     (Then LOLA comes downstairs. She is a contrast to DOC’S    neat cleanliness, and MARIE’S. Over a nightdress she wears a lumpy kimono. Her eyes are dim with a morning expression of disillusionment, as though she had had a beautiful dream during the night and found on waking none of it was true. On her feet are worn dirty comfies)

LOLA    (With some self-pity) I can’t sleep late like I used to. It used to be I could sleep till noon if I wanted to, but I can’t any more. I don’t know why.

DOC    Habits change. Here’s your fruit juice.

LOLA    (Taking it) I oughta be gettin’ your breakfast, Doc, instead of you gettin’ mine.

DOC    I have to get up anyway, Baby.

LOLA    (Sadly) I had another dream last night.

DOC    (Pours coffee) About Little Sheba?

LOLA    (With sudden animation) It was just as real. I dreamt I put her on a leash and we walked downtown—to do some shopping. All the people on the street turned around to admire her, and I felt so proud. Then we started to walk, and the blocks started going by so fast that Little Sheba couldn’t keep up with me. Suddenly, I looked around and Little Sheba was gone. Isn’t that funny? I looked everywhere for her but I couldn’t find her. And I stood there feeling sort of afraid. (Pause) Do you suppose that means anything?

DOC    Dreams are funny.

LOLA    Do you suppose it means Little Sheba is going to come back?

DOC    I don’t know, Baby.

LOLA    (Petulant) I miss her so, Doc. She was such a cute little puppy. Wasn’t she cute?

DOC    (Smiles with the reminiscence) Yes, she was cute.

LOLA    Remember how white and fluffy she used to be after I gave her a bath? And how her little hind-end wagged from side to side when she walked?

DOC    (An appealing memory) I remember.

LOLA    She was such a cute little puppy. I hated to see her grow old, didn’t you, Doc?

DOC    Yah. Little Sheba should have stayed young forever. Some things should never grow old. That’s what it amounts to, I guess.

LOLA    She’s been gone for such a long time. What do you suppose ever happened to her?

DOC    You can’t ever tell.

LOLA    (With anxiety) Do you suppose she got run over by a car? Or do you think that old Mrs. Coffman next door poisoned her? I wouldn’t be a bit surprised.

DOC    No, Baby. She just disappeared. That’s all we know.

LOLA    (Redundantly) Just vanished one day … vanished into thin air.

(As though in a dream)

DOC    I told you I’d find you another one, Baby.

LOLA    (Pessimistically) You couldn’t ever find another puppy as cute as Little Sheba.

DOC    (Back to reality) Want an egg?

LOLA    No. Just this coffee. (He pours coffee and sits down to breakfast. LOLA, suddenly) Have you said your prayer, Doc?

DOC    Yes, Baby.

LOLA    And did you ask God to be with you—all through the day, and keep you strong?

DOC    Yes, Baby.

LOLA    Then God will be with you, Docky. He’s been with you almost a year now and I’m so proud of you.

DOC    (Preening a little) Sometimes I feel sorta proud of myself.

LOLA    Say your prayer, Doc. I like to hear it.

DOC    (Matter-of-factly) God grant me the serenity to accept the things I cannot change, courage to change the things I can, and wisdom always to tell the difference.

LOLA    That’s nice. That’s so pretty. When I think of the way you used to drink, always getting into fights, we had so much trouble. I was so scared! I never knew what was going to happen.

DOC    That was a long time ago, Baby.

LOLA    I know it, Daddy. I know how you’re going to be when you come home now. (She kisses him lightly)

DOC    I don’t know what I would have done without you.

LOLA    And now you’ve been sober almost a year.

DOC    Yep. A year next month.

(He rises and goes to the sink with coffee cup and two glasses, rinsing them)

LOLA    Do you have to go to the meeting tonight?

DOC    No. I can skip the meetings now for a while.

LOLA    Oh, good! Then you can take me to a movie.

DOC    Sorry, Baby. I’m going out on some Twelfth Step work with Ed Anderson.

LOLA    What’s that?

DOC    (Drying the glasses) I showed you that list of twelve steps the Alcoholics Anonymous have to follow. This is the final one. After you learn to stay dry yourself, then you go out and help other guys that need it.

LOLA    Oh!

DOC    (Goes to sink) When we help others, we help ourselves.

LOLA    I know what you mean. Whenever I help Marie in some way, it makes me feel good.

DOC    Yah. (LOLA takes her cup to DOC and he washes it) Yes, but this is a lot different, Baby. When I go out to help some poor drunk, I have to give him courage—to stay sober like I’ve stayed sober. Most alcoholics are disappointed men.… They need courage …

LOLA    You weren’t ever disappointed, were you, Daddy?

DOC    (After another evasive pause) The important thing is to forget the past and live for the present. And stay sober doing it.

LOLA    Who do you have to help tonight?

DOC    Some guy they picked up on Skid Row last night. (Gets his coat from back of chair) They got him at the City Hospital. I kinda dread it.

LOLA    I thought you said it helped you.

DOC    (Puts on coat) It does, if you can stand it. I did some Twelfth Step work down there once before. They put alcoholics right in with the crazy people. It’s horrible—these men all twisted and shaking—eyes all foggy and full of pain. Some guy there with his fists clamped together, so he couldn’t kill anyone. There was a young man, just a young man, had scratched his eyes out.

LOLA    (Cringing) Don’t, Daddy. Seems a shame to take a man there just ’cause he got drunk.

DOC    Well, they’ll sober a man up. That’s the important thing. Let’s not talk about it any more.

LOLA    (With relief) Rita Hayworth’s on tonight, out at the Plaza. Don’t you want to see it?

DOC    Maybe Marie will go with you.

LOLA    Oh, no. She’s probably going out with Turk tonight.

DOC    She’s too nice a girl to be going out with a guy like Turk.

LOLA    I don’t know why, Daddy. Turk’s nice. (Cuts coffee cake)

DOC    A guy like that doesn’t have any respect for nice young girls. You can tell that by looking at him.

LOLA    I never saw Marie object to any of the love-making.

DOC    A big brawny bozo like Turk, he probably forces her to kiss him.

LOLA    Daddy, that’s not so at all. I came in the back way once when they were in the living room, and she was kissing him like he was Rudolph Valentino.

DOC    (An angry denial) Marie is a nice girl.

LOLA    I know she’s nice. I just said she and Turk were doing some tall spooning. It wouldn’t surprise me any if …

DOC    Honey, I don’t want to hear any more about it.

LOLA    You try to make out like every young girl is Jennifer Jones in the Song of Bernadette.

DOC    I do not. I just like to believe that young people like her are clean and decent.… (MARIE comes downstairs)

MARIE    Hi!

(Gets cup and saucer from drainboard)

LOLA    (At stove) There’s an extra sweet roll for you this morning, honey. I didn’t want mine.

MARIE    One’s plenty, thank you.

DOC    How soon do you leave this morning? (LOLA brings coffee)

MARIE    (Eating) As soon as I finish my breakfast.

DOC    Well, I’ll wait and we can walk to the corner together.

MARIE    Oh, I’m sorry, Doc. Turk’s coming by. He has to go to the library, too.

DOC    Oh, well, I’m not going to be competition with a football player. (To LOLA) It’s a nice spring morning. Wanta walk to the office with me?

LOLA    I look too terrible, Daddy. I ain’t even dressed.

DOC    Kiss Daddy good-bye.

LOLA    (Gets up and kisses him softly) ’Bye, ’bye, Daddy. If you get hungry, come home and I’ll have something for you.

MARIE    (Joking) Aren’t you going to kiss me, Dr. Delaney? (LOLA eggs DOC to go ahead)

DOC    (Startled, hesitates, forces himself to realize she is only joking and manages to answer) Can’t spend my time kissing all the girls.

(MARIE laughs. DOC goes into living room while LOLA and MARIE continue talking. MARIE’S scarf is tossed over his hat on chair, so he picks it up, then looks at it fondly, holding it in the air inspecting its delicate gracefulness. He drops it back on chair and goes out)

MARIE    I think Dr. Delaney is so nice.

LOLA    (She is by the closet now, where she keeps a few personal articles. She is getting into a more becoming smock) When did you say Turk was coming by?

MARIE    Said he’d be here about nine-thirty. (DOC exits, hearing the line about TURK) That’s a pretty smock.

LOLA    (Goes to table, sits in chair and changes shoes) It’ll be better to work around the house in.

MARIE    (Not sounding exactly cheerful) Mrs. Delaney, I’m expecting a telegram this morning. Would you leave it on my dresser for me when it comes?

LOLA    Sure, honey. No bad news, I hope.

MARIE    Oh, no! It’s from Bruce.

LOLA    (MARIE’S boy friends are one of her liveliest interests) Oh, your boy friend in Cincinnati. Is he coming to see you?

MARIE    I guess so.

LOLA    I’m just dying to meet him.

MARIE    (Changing the subject) Really, Mrs. Delaney, you and Doc have been so nice to me. I just want you to know I appreciate it.

LOLA    Thanks, honey.

MARIE    You’ve been like a father and mother to me. I appreciate it.

LOLA    Thanks, honey.

MARIE    Turk was saying just the other night what good sports you both are.

LOLA    (Brushing hair) That so?

MARIE    Honest. He said it was just as much fun being with you as with kids our own age.

LOLA    (Couldn’t be more flattered) Oh, I like that Turk. He reminds me of a boy I used to know in high school, Dutch McCoy. Where did you ever meet him?

MARIE    In art class.

LOLA    Turk take art?

MARIE    (Laughs) No. It was in a life class. He was modeling. Lots of the athletes do that. It pays them a dollar an hour.

LOLA    That’s nice.

MARIE    Mrs. Delaney? I’ve got some corrections to make in some of my drawings. Is it all right if I bring Turk home this morning to pose for me? It’ll just take a few minutes.

LOLA    Sure, honey.

MARIE    There’s a contest on now. They’re giving a prize for the best drawing to use for advertising the Spring Relays.

LOLA    And you’re going to do a picture of Turk? That’s nice. (A sudden thought) Doc’s gonna be gone tonight. You and Turk can have the living room if you want to. (A little secretively)

MARIE    (This is a temptation) O.K. Thanks. (Exits to bedroom)

LOLA    Tell me more about Bruce. (Follows her to bedroom door)

MARIE    (Offstage in bedroom. Remembering her affinity) Well, he comes from one of the best families in Cincinnati. And they have a great big house. And they have a maid, too. And he’s got a wonderful personality. He makes three hundred dollars a month.

LOLA    That so?

MARIE    And he stays at the best hotels. His company insists on it. (Enters)

LOLA    Do you like him as well as Turk? (Buttoning up back of MARIE’S blouse)

MARIE    (Evasive) Bruce is so dependable, and … he’s a gentleman, too.

LOLA    Are you goin’ to marry him, honey?

MARIE    Maybe, after I graduate from college and he feels he can support a wife and children. I’m going to have lots and lots of children.

LOLA    I wanted children, too. When I lost my baby and found out I couldn’t have any more, I didn’t know what to do with myself. I wanted to get a job, but Doc wouldn’t hear of it.

MARIE    Bruce is going to come into a lot of money some day. His uncle made a fortune in men’s garters. (Exits into her room)

LOLA    (Leaning on door frame) Doc was a rich boy when I married him. His mother left him twenty-five thousand when she died. (Disillusioned) It took him a lot to get his office started and everything … then, he got sick. (She makes a futile gesture; then on the bright side) But Doc’s always good to me … now.

MARIE    (Re-enters) Oh, Doc’s a peach.

LOLA    I used to be pretty, something like you. (She gets her picture from table) I was Beauty Queen of the senior class in high school. My dad was awful strict, though. Once he caught me holding hands with that good-looking Dutch McCoy. Dad sent Dutch home, and wouldn’t let me go out after supper for a whole month. Daddy would never let me go out with boys much. Just because I was pretty. He was afraid all the boys would get the wrong idea—you know. I never had any fun at all until I met Doc.

MARIE    Sometimes I’m glad I didn’t know my father. Mom always let me do pretty much as I please.

LOLA    Doc was the first boy my dad ever let me go out with. We got married that spring. (Replaces picture. MARIE sits on couch, puts on shoes and socks)

MARIE    What did your father think of that?

LOLA    We came right to the city then. And, well, Doc gave up his pre-med course and went to chiropractor school instead.

MARIE    You must have been married awful young.

LOLA    Oh, yes. Eighteen.

MARIE    That must have made your father really mad.

LOLA    Yes, it did. I never went home after that, but my mother comes down here from Green Valley to visit me sometimes.

TURK    (Bursts into the front room from outside. He is a young, big, husky, good-looking boy, nineteen or twenty. He has the openness, the generosity, vigor and health of youth. He’s had a little time in the service, but he is not what one would call disciplined. He wears faded dungarees and a T-shirt. He always enters unannounced. He hollers for MARIE) Hey, Marie! Ready?

MARIE    (Calling. Runs and exits into bedroom, closing door) Just a minute, Turk.

LOLA    (Confidentially) I’ll entertain him until you’re ready. (She is by nature coy and kittenish with any attractive man. Picks up papers—stuffs them under table) The house is such a mess, Turk! I bet you think I’m an awful housekeeper. Some day I’ll surprise you. But you’re like one of the family now. (Pause) My, you’re an early caller.

TURK    Gotta get to the library. Haven’t cracked a book for a biology exam and Marie’s gotta help me.

LOLA    (Unconsciously admiring his stature and physique and looking him over) My, I’d think you’d be chilly running around in just that thin little shirt.

TURK    Me? I go like this in the middle of winter.

LOLA    Well, you’re a big husky man.

TURK    (Laughs) Oh, I’m a brute, I am.

LOLA    You should be out in Hollywood making those Tarzan movies.

TURK    I had enough of that place when I was in the Navy.

LOLA    That so?

TURK    (Calling) Hey, Marie, hurry up.

MARIE    Oh, be patient, Turk.

TURK    (To LOLA) She doesn’t realize how busy I am. I’ll only have a half hour to study at most. I gotta report to the coach at ten-thirty.

LOLA    What are you in training for now?

TURK    Spring track. They got me throwing the javelin.

LOLA    The javelin? What’s that?

TURK    (Laughs at her ignorance) It’s a big, long lance. (Assumes the magnificent position) You hold it like this, erect—then you let go and it goes singing through the air, and lands yards away, if you’re any good at it, and sticks in the ground, quivering like an arrow. I won the state championship last year.

LOLA    (She has watched as though fascinated) My!

TURK    (Very generous) Get Marie to take you to the track field some afternoon, and you can watch me.

LOLA    That would be thrilling.

MARIE    (Comes dancing in) Hi, Turk.

TURK    Hi, juicy.

LOLA    (As the young couple move to the doorway) Remember, Marie, you and Turk can have the front room tonight. All to yourselves. You can play the radio and dance and make a plate of fudge, or anything you want.

MARIE    (To TURK) O.K.?

TURK    (With eagerness) Sure.

MARIE    Let’s go.



(Exits)


LOLA    ’Bye, kids.

TURK    ’Bye, Mrs. Delaney. (Gives her a chuck under the chin) You’re a swell skirt.

(LOLA couldn’t be more flattered. For a moment she is breathless. They speed out the door and LOLA stands, sadly watching them depart. Then a sad, vacant look comes over her face. Her arms drop in a gesture of futility. Slowly she walks out on the front porch and calls)

LOLA    Little Sheba! Come, Little She-ba. Come back … come back, Little Sheba! (She waits for a few moments, then comes wearily back into the house, closing the door behind her. Now the morning has caught up with her. She goes to the kitchen, kicks off her pumps and gets back into comfies. The sight of the dishes on the drainboard depresses her. Clearly she is bored to death. Then the telephone rings with the promise of relieving her. She answers it) Hello—Oh, no, you’ve got the wrong number—Oh, that’s all right. (Again it looks hopeless. She hears the POSTMAN. Now her spirits are lifted. She runs to the door, opens it and awaits him. When he’s within distance, she lets loose a barrage of welcome) ’Morning, Mr. Postman.

POSTMAN    ’Morning, ma’am.

LOLA    You better have something for me today. Sometimes I think you don’t even know I live here. You haven’t left me anything for two whole weeks. If you can’t do better than that, I’ll just have to get a new postman.

POSTMAN    (On the porch) You’ll have to get someone to write you some letters, lady. Nope, nothing for you.

LOLA    Well, I was only joking. You knew I was joking, didn’t you? I bet you’re thirsty. You come right in here and I’ll bring you a glass of cold water. Come in and sit down for a few minutes and rest your feet awhile.

POSTMAN    I’ll take you up on that, lady. I’ve worked up quite a thirst. (Coming in)

LOLA    You sit down. I’ll be back in just a minute. (Goes to kitchen, gets pitcher out of refrigerator and brings it back)

POSTMAN    Spring is turnin’ into summer awful soon.

LOLA    You feel free to stop here and ask me for a drink of water any time you want to. (Pouring drink) That’s what we’re all here for, isn’t it? To make each other comfortable?

POSTMAN    Thank you, ma’am.

LOLA    (Clinging, not wanting to be left alone so soon; she hurries her conversation to hold him) You haven’t been our postman very long, have you?

POSTMAN    (She gives him the glass of water, stands holding pitcher as he drinks) No.

LOLA    You postmen have things pretty nice, don’t you? I hear you get nice pensions after you been working for the government twenty years. I think that’s dandy. It’s a good job, too. (Pours him a second glass) You may get tired but I think it’s good for a man to be outside and get a lot of exercise. Keeps him strong and healthy. My husband, he’s a doctor, a chiropractor; he has to stay inside his office all day long. The only exercise he gets is rubbin’ people’s backbones. (They laugh. LOLA goes to table, leaves pitcher) It makes his hands strong. He’s got the strongest hands you ever did see. But he’s got a poor digestion. I keep tellin’ him he oughta get some fresh air once in a while and some exercise. (POSTMAN rises as if to go, and this hurries her into a more absorbing monologue) You know what? My husband is an Alcoholics Anonymous. He doesn’t care if I tell you that ’cause he’s proud of it. He hasn’t touched a drop in almost a year. All that time we’ve had a quart of whiskey in the pantry for company and he hasn’t even gone near it. Doesn’t even want to. You know, alcoholics can’t drink like ordinary people; they’re allergic to it. It affects them different. They get started drinking and can’t stop. Liquor transforms them. Sometimes they get mean and violent and wanta fight, but if they let liquor alone, they’re perfectly all right, just like you and me. (POSTMAN tries to leave) You should have seen Doc before he gave it up. He lost all his patients, wouldn’t even go to the office; just wanted to stay drunk all day long and he’d come home at night and … You just wouldn’t believe it if you saw him now. He’s got his patients all back, and he’s just doing fine.

POSTMAN    Sure, I know Dr. Delaney. I deliver his office mail. He’s a fine man.

LOLA    Oh, thanks. You don’t ever drink, do you?

POSTMAN    Oh, a few beers once in a while. (He is ready to go)

LOLA    Well, I guess that stuff doesn’t do any of us any good.

POSTMAN    No. (Crosses down for mail on floor center) Well, good day, ma’am.

LOLA    Say, you got any kids?

POSTMAN    Three grandchildren.

LOLA    (Getting it from console table) We don’t have any kids, and we got this toy in a box of breakfast food. Why don’t you take it home to them?

POSTMAN    Why, that’s very kind of you, ma’am. (He takes it, and goes)

LOLA    Good-bye, Mr. Postman.

POSTMAN    (On porch) I’ll see that you get a letter, if I have to write it myself.

LOLA    Thanks. Good-bye. (Left alone, she turns on radio. Then she goes to kitchen to start dishes, showing her boredom in the half-hearted way she washes them. Takes water back to icebox. Then she spies MRS. COFFMAN hanging baby clothes on lines just outside kitchen door. Goes to door) My, you’re a busy woman this morning, Mrs. Coffman.

MRS. COFFMAN    (German accent. She is outside, but sticks her head in for some of the following) Being busy is being happy.

LOLA    I guess so.

MRS. COFFMAN    I don’t have it as easy as you. When you got seven kids to look after, you got no time to sit around the house, Mrs. Delaney.

LOLA    I s’pose not.

MRS. COFFMAN    But you don’t hear me complain.

LOLA    Oh, no. You never complain. (Pause) I guess my little doggie’s gone for good, Mrs. Coffman. I sure miss her.

MRS. COFFMAN    The only way to keep from missing one dog is to get another.

LOLA    (Goes to sink, turns off water) Oh, I never could find another doggie as cute as Little Sheba.

MRS. COFFMAN    Did you put an ad in the paper?

LOLA    For two whole weeks. No one answered it. It’s just like she vanished—into thin air. (She likes this metaphor) Every day, though, I go out on the porch and call her. You can’t tell; she might be around. Don’t you think?

MRS. COFFMAN    You should get busy and forget her. You should get busy, Mrs. Delaney.

LOLA    Yes, I’m going to. I’m going to start my spring house-cleaning one of these days real soon. Why don’t you come in and have a cup of coffee with me, Mrs. Coffman, and we can chat awhile?

MRS. COFFMAN    I got work to do, Mrs. Delaney. I got work. (LOLA turns from the window, annoyed at her rejection. Is about to start in on the dishes when the MILKMAN arrives. She opens the back door and detains him)

MILKMAN    ’Morning, Mrs. Coffman.

MRS. COFFMAN    ’Morning.

LOLA    Hello there, Mr. Milkman. How are you today?

MILKMAN    ’Morning, lady.

LOLA    I think I’m going to want a few specials today. Can you come in a minute?

    (Goes to icebox)

MILKMAN    (Coming in) What’ll it be?

(He probably is used to her. He is not a handsome man, but is husky and attractive in his uniform)

LOLA    (At icebox) Well, now, let’s see. You got any cottage cheese?

MILKMAN    We always got cottage cheese, lady. (Showing her card) All you gotta do is check the items on the card and we leave ’em. Now I gotta go back to the truck.

LOLA    Now, don’t scold me. I always mean to do that but you’re always here before I think of it. Now, I guess I’ll need some coffee cream, too—half a pint.

MILKMAN    Coffee cream. O.K.

LOLA    Now let me see … Oh, yes, I want a quart of buttermilk. My husband has liked buttermilk ever since he stopped drinking. My husband’s an alcoholic. Had to give it up. Did I ever tell you?

(Starts out. Stops at sink)

MILKMAN    Yes, lady.

(Starts to go. She follows)

LOLA    Now he can’t get enough to eat. Eats six times a day. He comes home in the middle












































































































































































































ACT ONE       Scene Two























































































































































































































































































































































































Scenes

The action of the play takes place in a small Kansas town in the yard shared by Flo Owens and Helen Potts.



	
ACT
ONE

	Early morning, Labor Day.








	
ACT
TWO

	Late the same afternoon.







	
ACT
THREE

	SCENE I.  Very early the following morning.

SCENE II.  A few hours later.







Scenes

The action of the play takes place in a street-corner restaurant in a small town about thirty miles west of Kansas City.



	
ACT
ONE

	A night in early March. 1:00 A.M.








	
ACT
TWO

	A few minutes later.








	
ACT
THREE

	Early morning. About 5:00 A.M.







Scenes

The home of Rubin Flood, his wife and two children, in a small Oklahoma town close to Oklahoma City. The time is the early 1920’s.



	
ACT
ONE

	A Monday afternoon in early spring.







	
ACT
TWO

	After dinner, the following Friday.








	
ACT
THREE

	The next day, late afternoon.
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