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Characters


ACT ONE (1959)


RUSS, white, late forties


BEV, white, married to Russ, forties


FRANCINE, black, thirties


JIM, white, late twenties


ALBERT, black, married to Francine, thirties


KARL, white, thirties


BETSY, married to Karl, late twenties


ACT TWO (2009)


TOM, played by the actor who plays Jim


LINDSEY, played by the actor who plays Betsy


KATHY, played by the actor who plays Bev


STEVE, married to Lindsey, played by the actor who plays Karl


LENA, played by the actor who plays Francine


KEVIN, married to Lena, played by the actor who plays Albert


DAN, played by the actor who plays Russ


KENNETH


The set is the interior of a modest three-bedroom bungalow, 406 Clybourne Street, in the near north-west of central Chicago. There is a sitting room with front-door access, a fireplace with an oak mantelpiece, and a separate dining area with built-in cupboards. At the rear of the dining area, a swinging door leads to a kitchen. A staircase leads up to a second floor, and beneath it, another door leads down to a basement. There is a hallway and a bathroom door as well.










ACT ONE


September, 1959. Three o’clock, Saturday afternoon. The house is in disarray. Cardboard boxes are stacked in corners. Some furniture has been removed, shelves emptied. Pictures have been removed from the walls, and carpets have been rolled and stood on end. Not far from the fireplace, RUSS sits alone reading a copy of National Geographic. He is dressed in pyjama top and chinos, socks, no shoes. On a table next to him sits a carton of ice cream into which, from time to time, he dips a spoon. Music plays softly on his transistor radio.


After a moment, BEV descends the stairs carrying linens which she will add to a cardboard box. As she does she stops to look at RUSS.


BEV. You’re not going to eat all of that, are you?


He turns down the radio.


RUSS (with his mouth full). Whaddya say?


BEV. What ice cream is that?


RUSS. Um. (Looks at the carton.) Neapolitan.


BEV. Well, don’t feel compelled to eat that.


RUSS (shrugs, barely audible). Going to waste.


He turns the radio back up and BEV crosses to the dining room. FRANCINE enters from the kitchen, wearing a maid’s uniform. RUSS remains in the foreground as we overhear:


FRANCINE (to BEV). So, if it’s all right, I’m just going to put these candlesticks here in the big box with the utensils.


BEV. That is what I would do, yes, but you do mean to wrap them first?


FRANCINE. Oh, yes, ma’am.


BEV. Oh. Now, Francine: I was wondering about this chafing dish, which we have practically never used.




FRANCINE. Yes, ma’am.


BEV. Do you own one of these yourself?


FRANCINE. No, I sure don’t.


BEV. Because I do love to entertain, though for the life of me I can’t remember the last time we did. But still, it does seem a shame to give it away because it’s just such a nice thing, isn’t it?


FRANCINE. Oh, yes it is.


BEV. And it just looks so lonely sitting there in the cupboard so: I was wondering if this might be the sort of thing that would be useful to you?


FRANCINE. Ohhhh, thank you, I couldn’t take that.


BEV (re: chafing dish). See how sad he looks?


FRANCINE. You don’t want to be giving that to me.


BEV. Well, nonetheless, I’m offering.


FRANCINE. No, I don’t think I should.


BEV. Well, you think about it.


FRANCINE. But thank you for offering.


BEV. You think about it and let me know.


FRANCINE. Yes, ma’am.


BEV. And do put some paper around those.


FRANCINE. Yes, ma’am.


FRANCINE goes into the kitchen. BEV continues to pack, passing RUSS.


BEV. That’s a funny word, isn’t it? Neapolitan.


RUSS (turns off radio). Funny what way?


BEV. What do you suppose is the origin of that?


RUSS. Uhhh… Naples, I imagine.


BEV. Naples?


RUSS. City of Naples?




BEV. Noooo.


RUSS. Of or pertaining to.


BEV. That would not be my first guess.


RUSS. Yup.


BEV. I would think it had something to do with neo, as in something new, and then there’s the -politan part which to me would suggest a city, like metropolitan.


RUSS. Could be.


BEV. Meaning new city or something to that effect.


RUSS (shrugs). Told you what I think.


BEV. Because a person from Naples, I mean they wouldn’t be called, well, not Napoleon, obviously. I guess that was already taken! (Laughs, then serious.) On the other hand, you do say Italian. But cities, though, and specifically ones that end in S, because there must be a rule of some sort, don’t you think? Help me think of a city other than Naples that also ends in S?


Pause.


RUSS. Uhhh –


BEV. Oh fiddle. Um.


RUSS. Des Moines.


BEV. Not a silent S.


RUSS. Brussels.


BEV. All right. There you go. And how do we refer to them?


RUSS. Belgians.


BEV. But, the people from the city.


RUSS. Never met anyone from Brussels.


BEV. But there has to be a word.


RUSS. Look it up.


BEV. Where?


RUSS. Dictionary?




BEV. But it’s not going to say this is the capital of Belgium and by the way the people who live there are called –


RUSS. Give Sally a call.


BEV. She won’t know that.


RUSS. She and Ray went to Paris.


BEV. So?


RUSS. Close to Brussels.


BEV. Sally never knows those sort of things.


RUSS. Oh. Oh.


BEV. What?


RUSS. Parisians.


BEV. What about them?


FRANCINE returns with more packing.


RUSS. Paris ends in S.


BEV. But – It’s not Brusselsians.


RUSS. Or Nice.


BEV. I’m serious.


RUSS. Got the S sound.


BEV. But not Nicians. Like Grecians.


RUSS. No, no. Niçoise.


BEV. I know that, but –


RUSS. Know that salad your sister makes?


BEV. But that’s French –


RUSS. It’s a French city.


BEV. I understand, but, I’m saying how would we say, in Eng – ? Well, now I don’t remember the original question.


RUSS. Brussels.


BEV. No no.


RUSS. Des Moines?




BEV. No.


RUSS. Naples.


BEV. Naples. And I don’t think Neapolitan. How would that become Neapolitan?


RUSS. Muscovites.


BEV. What?


RUSS. People from Moscow.


BEV. Well, I give up, because that’s just peculiar.


RUSS (chuckles at the word). Muscovites.


BEV (the same). I wonder if they’re musky.


RUSS (savouring the sound). Musss-covites.


BEV (coming up with one). Cairenes!


RUSS. That is a strange one.


BEV. I’m telling you, that’s what they’re called!


RUSS. I’m not disputing.


BEV. But why Cairenes?


RUSS (shrugs). Dated a girl named Irene.


FRANCINE exits again.


BEV. Or Congolese?


RUSS. That, too, is correct.


BEV. So why don’t we say Tongalese?


RUSS. Or Mongolese.


BEV. No, Mongol-oid.


RUSS. No no, that’s different.


BEV (aghast at her own faux pas). Oh, you’re right.


RUSS. That’s uhhh, you know, that’s –


BEV. No, I know.


RUSS (gestures toward his brain). The thing with the –




BEV. Like the Wheeler boy.


RUSS. Right. The one who –


BEV. Bags the groceries.


RUSS. Right.


Beat, then:


BEV. But that’s nice, isn’t it, in a way? To know we all have our place.


RUSS. There but for the grace of God.


BEV. Exactly.


Pause. RUSS breaks it with:


RUSS (pronouncing grandly, with a sweep of his hand). Ulan Bator!


BEV. What?


RUSS (an exact repeat). Ulan Bator!


BEV. What are you doing?


RUSS (once again). Ulan – !


BEV. Stop it. Tell me what you’re doing.


RUSS. Capital of Mongolia.


BEV. Well, why would I know that?


RUSS (shrugs). National Geographic.


BEV. Oh oh. Did you change the address like I asked you?


RUSS. What do you mean?


BEV. For the National Geographic.


RUSS. The address?


BEV. Oh, Russ!


RUSS. Me?


BEV. I asked you.


RUSS. You did?


BEV. I asked you fifteen times.




RUSS. When?


BEV. I said don’t forget the change of address for the magazine and you promised me that you would, you promised me specifically – (Continues.)


RUSS (overlapping). I did it last week.


BEV. – that you would see to it so I – Oh.


RUSS. Pulling your leg.


BEV. I see.


RUSS (a gentle imitation). Oh Russ!!


BEV. Maybe people don’t like having their leg pulled.


RUSS. I was just – I was – Okay.


Pause.


BEV. And are you going to bring that trunk down from upstairs?


RUSS. Yup.


BEV. Thought you said after lunch.


RUSS. Sort of a two-person job.


BEV. And you really want to wear those clothes all day?


RUSS. Hadn’t really thought about it.


A silence passes between them. RUSS scratches his elbow.


BEV. But you know, you are a funny person. I was telling Francine – I ran into Barbara Buckley at Lewis and Coker’s and Barbara said that Newland told her a funny joke that you told at Rotary last year.


RUSS. That I told?


BEV. About a man with a talking dog?


RUSS (shakes his head). Thinking of Don Lassiter.


BEV. No, it was you.


RUSS. Don’s the one with the jokes.


BEV. You know jokes. You tell jokes.


RUSS. A talking dog?




BEV. And Barbara said does Russ not go to Rotary any more? Apparently they all keep saying where’s Russ? (A beat, then:) Not that I care one way or the other but it does seem that you used to enjoy going and I don’t see why that, of all things, should have to change –


RUSS shifts in his chair.


(Quickly.) – and please don’t say what’s the point, Russ. I hate it when you say that. Because for that matter – (Continues.)


RUSS (overlapping). I wasn’t going to say –


BEV. – what’s the point of anything enjoyable, really? –


Phone rings. FRANCINE enters.


Why not just sit in a chair all day and wait for the end of the world but I don’t intend to live the remainder of my life like that and I think you could take notice of the fact that talking that way frightens me.


FRANCINE (answering phone). Stoller residence?


RUSS (quietly, to BEV). Not trying to frighten you.


FRANCINE (on phone). Who may I say is calling, please?


RUSS (to BEV, quietly). Ulan Bator.


FRANCINE. Excuse me, Miz Stoller?


BEV. Who is it?


FRANCINE. Mr Lindner wanting to talk to you.


RUSS (with a groan). Ohh for the love of –


BEV (to FRANCINE). Tell him I’ll call him back.


RUSS. Not one thing it’s another.
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RUSS (overlapping). Well, what’s the nature of the concern?




BEV. – and I don’t see the point of spurning their good intentions.


RUSS. Gee whiz, I’m just reading a magazine.


FRANCINE (to BEV). Says he’s calling from a payphone.


RUSS (to FRANCINE). Just say we’re occupied.


BEV. No, I’ll take it, thank you, Francine. (To RUSS, as she crosses.) I’m just repeating what Barbara said. (On phone.) Hello?


RUSS (to himself). Barely know the woman.


BEV (on phone). No no no, it’s just, we’re in a state of disarray, Karl.


RUSS. Somehow I spurned her.


As FRANCINE returns to the kitchen, the front door opens and JIM sticks his head in. He is a youthful minister – wears a clerical collar under his jacket.


JIM. Ding dong?


RUSS (seeing JIM, not rising). Oh. Uh, hey, Bev?


JIM. May one intrude, he politely asked?


RUSS (to BEV). Jim’s at the door.


BEV (seeing JIM, she mouths silently to him). Oh, oh, oh! Come in!! Come in!! (On phone.) Karl, I can’t hear what you’re saying.


JIM. Russ, my friend, I am crossing the threshold!


RUSS. Hey, Jim.


JIM (looking around). Holy Toledo Jiminy Christmas.


RUSS. Bev’s on the phone.


JIM. Hate to be the one to break it to ya, buddy, but somebody made off with yer stuff!


RUSS. Kinda discombobulated.


BEV (on phone). Oh, Karl, I don’t think so, not today.


JIM (to RUSS). S’not the big day, is it?




RUSS (to JIM). No no. Monday.


BEV (on phone). No, it’s just, Russ is a little under the weather.


JIM. Piece of advice. Watch out when you start lifting things. Learned that the hard way last month.


RUSS (preoccupied with BEV). Izzat right?


JIM (to RUSS). Ohhhh yeah. Judy says Jim, I gotta have me this spinet piano, a task which naturally falls to me – (Continues.)


BEV (on phone, overlapping). Well, if it’s absolutely necessary.


JIM. – and there I am with this thing halfway up the front steps and me underneath. And, of course, it’s not the weight, you know. It’s the angle – (Continues.)


BEV. All right, Karl. (Hangs up.)


JIM. – which is why they tell ya to bend the knees.


BEV (re: JIM). Well, will you look what the cat dragged in?


RUSS (to BEV, re: the phone call). What was that about?


JIM. Bev, I am trying to bestow the pearls of my wisdom upon this man.


RUSS (to JIM). No no, I was listening.


BEV. Oh, isn’t it just a jumble in here, all of this?


JIM. S’what I was saying to Russ, said somebody cleaned ya out!


RUSS. Not coming here, is he?


BEV. Oh, I don’t know. You know Karl.


JIM. Karl Lindner?


RUSS. Bev?


JIM. Ohmigosh. Ya got a look at Betsy lately?


BEV (eyes wide). Oh, I know.


JIM. Give that girl a wide berth.


BEV. Jim, can I get you some iced tea?


RUSS (to BEV). Maybe call back and ask him to come later.




BEV. It was a payphone. (To JIM.) Oh oh oh oh oh! I know! Now wait. Now Jim: I am going to ask you a question:


JIM. Huh-oh!


BEV (to RUSS). And don’t help him. (To JIM.) Now: I want you to tell Russ what you think the word Neapolitan means.


RUSS (to JIM). She thought –


BEV. Shhhhhhh!!! You’re not allowed to say.


JIM. Well, that’d be your basic vanilla, strawb –


BEV. No no. The derivation.


RUSS. I told her what I th –


BEV (to RUSS). Shhhhh!!!


JIM. Uh, think it’s Naples, isn’t it?


BEV. Ohhhhh, phooey.


JIM. Or Napoli, as we like to say.


FRANCINE enters.


BEV. You two are cheating. And then – well, Russ’s in a funny mood… he keeps going – (Trying to do what RUSS did.) Oo-lan Ba-tor!


JIM. Whatzat, capital of Nepal?


RUSS. Mongolia.


JIM. Mongolia. So then what’s the Nepalese – Do ya say Nepalese?


BEV (chuckles, slaps RUSS’s arm). I hope it’s not Ne-politan!


RUSS. Kathmandu.


JIM. Kathmandu!


BEV. Oh, well, I don’t even know why you two know these things.


FRANCINE. Miz Stoller?


JIM. Knowledge is power, Bev.




BEV. Then I choose to remain powerless. (To RUSS.) Do it again.


RUSS. Do what?


BEV. How you said it.


RUSS. No.


BEV. Do it, Russ.


RUSS. No.


BEV. Do it for Jim.


RUSS. Bev?


BEV. Why not?


RUSS. Sorry, Jim.


BEV. Why for me but not for him?


RUSS. Well, for one thing, cuz it’s not funny.


FRANCINE. Excuse me, I’m fixing to go, so if you need something else?


BEV. Oh. Yes. One thing. Francine, you remember that big trunk that’s upstairs?


RUSS. No no no no. Bev?


BEV. She doesn’t mind.


RUSS. Just told you I’m doing it.


BEV. You said it’s a two-person job, and here’s two of you right here.


RUSS. Well, what’s the emergency?


JIM (to BEV). I would offer my services – (Continues.)


BEV (overlapping). Oh no no no no no.


JIM. – but I am under doctor’s orders, believe it or not.


FRANCINE. Well, I’m just needing to leave by three thirty.


BEV (resigned). All right.


RUSS. Francine? I am going to move the gol-darned trunk.




FRANCINE. Yes, sir.


BEV (to JIM, mock-privately). That’s what I get for trying.


FRANCINE exits. Discomfort.


JIM (to RUSS). Soooo –


BEV. Did you get any lunch, Jim? Do you want some – ?


JIM. No no no no no.


BEV. Since I guess we’re cleaning out the larder and Russ seems to be eating every last thing in the icebox, so you’ll have to fight him for the ice cream.


JIM. Not for me.


RUSS. Well, ya know. (Shrugs.) Can’t pack ice cream in a suitcase.


BEV finds this hilarious.


BEV (beside herself). In a suitc – (To JIM.) Did you hear what he just said?


JIM (chuckling as well). Man’s got a point!


BEV (slaps RUSS’s shoulder). How do you think of those things? Ice cream in a –


JIM. Not unless you’re moving to the North Pole!
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