
    
      
        
          
        
      

    



    
        
          One Good Life - The Play

        

        
        
          RED WHITE AND BLUE LAND, Volume 8

        

        
        
          richard warburg

        

        
          Published by THE THORN PRESS, 2026.

        

    



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      ONE GOOD LIFE - THE PLAY

    

    
      First edition. April 14, 2026.

      Copyright © 2026 richard warburg.

    

    
    
      Written by richard warburg.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  


RED WHITE AND BLUE LAND

ONE GOOD LIFE

THE PLAY

RICHARD WARBURG

2026

[image: Thorn Press Logo]

The Thorn Press

[image: Thorn Press Logo]

The Thorn Press

Published by The Thorn Press

Lansdowne House, Castle Lane, Southampton, SO14 2BU, UK


Copyright © 2026 by Richard Warburg

www.warburg.me



All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, including photocopying, recording, or other electronic or mechanical methods, without the prior written permission of the publisher, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical reviews and certain other noncommercial uses permitted by copyright law.

This is a work of fiction. While this novel was inspired by events that have been reported in the news and issues of significant public concern, all characters, names, dialogue, thoughts, motivations, relationships, backstories, and specific events depicted in this book are entirely products of the author's imagination. The characters in this novel are fictional creations and are not intended to represent or portray any actual persons, living or dead.

No aspect of this work should be understood as a factual account or as an assertion of fact about any real individual. The internal thoughts, psychological states, motivations, intentions, and private conduct attributed to characters in this novel are wholly imagined and do not represent, or purport to represent, the actual thoughts, psychology, motivations, intentions, or private conduct of any real person. The dialogue attributed to characters—including any statements, admissions, or utterances—is fictional and should not be understood as a representation of words actually spoken by any real individual.

The narrative includes fictional extrapolations such as legal proceedings, verdicts, family relationships, marital circumstances, and other events that are entirely imaginary. These fictional scenarios are not intended to suggest or imply that any similar events have occurred or will occur involving any real person.

This novel represents the author's opinions, perspectives, and artistic expression concerning matters of public interest. The author's purpose is to explore complex social and political issues through the medium of fiction and to encourage readers to reflect on these issues from multiple viewpoints. Nothing in this work should be construed as a factual assertion about any possible identifiable individual.

Any perceived resemblance between fictional characters and real persons arises from the novel's engagement with matters of public concern and is not intended to suggest that the fictional events, dialogue, thoughts, or conduct depicted herein actually occurred or are attributable to any real individual.



First Edition: 2026



ISBN: 9798246972274 (paperback)

ISBN: 9798248651412 (hardback)

Book design and formatting by Richard Warburg

Cover design by Richard Warburg

For Chris, Melissa, Ethan and Ella

​​



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]
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This novel is a work of fiction inspired by events of public concern. All characters, their thoughts, dialogue, motivations, relationships, and actions are products of the author's imagination. No aspect of this work should be understood as a factual account of any real person's conduct, statements, or private life. The author's intent is to offer commentary and artistic expression on issues facing our society, not to make factual assertions about any individual.
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THE GHOSTS:


- GRACE — The Sunshine, a writer-mother, dead before the play begins

- COLE — The Box-Builder, a soldier-agent, dead in spirit



THE LIVING:


- MAYA — Grace's wife, a teacher, the one who remains

- ELI — Grace's son, six years old, innocent of all

- LENA — Cole's wife, a Thai immigrant

- MIA — Cole's daughter, ten years old

- LUCAS — Cole's son, eight years old

- DANA — Cole's sister, the truth-teller

- JAKE — Grace's second husband, Eli's father, an Air Force veteran



MENTIONED BUT NOT STAGED:


- NATHAN — Grace's first husband, father of Emma and Sam

- EMMA — Grace's daughter (15), lives with Nathan

- SAM — Grace's son (12), lives with Nathan



THE MACHINERY:


- SERGEANT WILLIS — A recruiting officer

- PETERSON — An ICE agent, a cog in the wheel

- KYLE — A young agent, eight weeks trained, a witness

- THE PROSECUTOR — Voice of the state

- THE DEFENDER — Voice of the accused



THE CHORUS:


- FIRST GHOST — Speaks for Grace

- SECOND GHOST — Speaks for Cole

- (The same actors may play both, trading masks)



THE PRINCE — The President — Never seen, always felt

Scene: Ashford, Minnesota
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Time: January and all the years that made it​
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PROLOGUE

Two Ghosts at the Crossroads


[Darkness. Then two spotlights, side by side. GRACE stands in one, COLE in the other. They do not see each other. They speak to the audience.]



GRACE:

Upon a Tuesday did I meet my death—

The heavens wept in gray, the streets ran ice,

And I, who kissed my son at morning's gate,

Did not yet know what fate awaited me.

I dropped him at the schoolhouse door and watched

His small form disappear through painted halls,

And spoke the words we'd spoken every morn:

"I love thee to the moon and back again."

He turned and smiled—oh, that immortal smile!—

And answered as he always answered me:

"And back again, Mama! And back again!"

Those were the last words that I heard him speak.

The last of all the thousand tender words

That passed between us in his six short years.


[She touches her chest, where the bullet entered]



They say I smiled at him—the man who killed me.

They say my final words before the shots

Were these: "We're good, dude. I've no hard feelings."

And then—


[She stops. Cannot continue. After a moment, she masters herself.]



What grace lives in the name that I was given!

My mother chose it, knowing not what weight

That single syllable would come to bear.

Grace: the unmerited gift. The blessing free.

The love that asks for nothing in return.

I tried to be the vessel of that word,

To pour it out on everyone I met,

To be the sunshine in a world of shadow.

And in the end, I poured it on my killer.

I gave him grace. He gave me three cold bullets.


[She turns slightly, as if sensing COLE's presence]



But I will not begin with bitterness.

For bitterness is just another wall,

And I have spent my life as one who builds

Not walls but bridges, doors, and open windows.

So let me tell you who I was before

The frozen street, the gun, the shattering glass.

Let me tell you of the light I carried

Before the darkness swallowed it forever.

COLE:

Upon a Tuesday did I kill a woman.

The heavens wept in gray, the streets ran ice,

And I, who kissed my children at the dawn,

Did not yet know what monster I would prove.

What beast lies coiled within the soldier's heart

That, woken, strikes at shadows? I did see

Her face—a face of kindness, not of war—

And yet my hand, unbidden, found the gun.


[He looks at his hands]



They say I followed training. Perceived a threat.

Defended self and brothers under arms.

They say that I am hero, patriot,

A man who did his duty, nothing more.

They say these things on television screens,

In press releases, statements to the court.

They say I acted as a good man would

When danger reared its head upon the street.


[Beat]



They lie. And I, who built my life on lies,

Who learned in Ramadi to wall off truth,

Who buried every horror in a box

And told myself the box would hold forever—

I know the taste of falsehood on my tongue.

I know how easy 'tis to speak the words

That make the nightmare into something noble.

I know, because I've spoken them for years.


[He turns to the audience]



But here, upon this stage, before you all,

I'll speak a different language. I'll confess

Not what the lawyers want, nor what the press

Would have me say to save my tattered name.

I'll tell you what I am: a man who broke.

A soldier who came home but left his soul

In desert sands six thousand miles away.

A father who could not protect his children

From the very monster he'd become.

GRACE:

Who tells our story now that we are gone?

Who speaks for those the grinding wheels destroy?

COLE:

I am not dead—and yet I am not living.

I walk through days as one who walks through water,

Each step an effort, every breath a labor,

My lungs grown full with all I would not feel

Through twenty years of service to the state.

GRACE:

Then let us tell it, thou and I together—

The sunshine and the shadow, hand in hand,

The light and that dark box which swallowed it.

Let us unfold for these good witnesses

How two lives, running separate and alone,

Converged upon a frozen Ashford street

And how the great machine that brought us there

Did grind us both to nothing but this tale.

COLE:

I was but eighteen when the towers fell.

I joined the Guard because I thought it right,

Because my country called and I believed

In simple things: good men and evil men,

The flag, the law, the bright line in between.

I thought that I could make a difference,

That one young man with courage in his heart

Could stand against the darkness and prevail.

GRACE:

And I was six when first I learned to sit

With those whose worlds were crumbling around them.

A woman weeping in a church's bathroom,

Her marriage ending, all her hopes in ashes—

I sat beside her, silent, holding space.

That was my gift, my calling, my vocation:

To be the presence in another's pain,

To plant myself beside them like a tree

And let them lean upon me till they healed.

COLE:

I built a box within my mind's dark country

After Ramadi, after what I saw,

After the man who wore the soccer jersey,

After the woman crawling toward her children

Upon a shattered leg through blood and dust.

I took those images, those screaming faces,

And locked them in a room without a window.

I threw away the key and walked away.

I told myself that I was strong, was whole,

That I had done what any soldier would.

I told myself the box would hold forever.

GRACE:

I let my light burn brighter than was safe.

I gave to everyone who came in need—

The refugees, the grieving, the afraid—

I poured myself like water from a cup

Until the cup ran dry, and still I poured.

I thought this was the meaning of my name,

That grace must be exhausted to be real,

That I must empty out to fill the world.

I did not know that light, too, can destroy—

That burning bright enough will burn to nothing.

BOTH:


[Together, for the first time]



We told ourselves these stories to survive.

We did not know that they were leading us

Toward the same street, the same predestined moment,

The same machine that needed both of us

To prove that it was still, forever, grinding.


[The lights shift. The ghosts turn toward each other for the first time.]



GRACE:

I see thee now—the man who was my ending.

COLE:

I see thee now—the woman I destroyed.

GRACE:

And shall we now begin this mournful play?

COLE:

We have no choice. The tragedy is set.

The audience awaits with bated breath,

And we, the dead and living-dead, must speak.

For silence serves the machine that made us,

And only speech can break its iron grip.

GRACE:

Then speak we shall, from now until the end.

COLE:

And let the truth fall where the truth must fall.

BOTH:

Bear witness, all who hear us. Mark us well.

For we have much to tell, and time grows short,

And every moment that we hold the stage

Is borrowed from eternity's great store.

Begin we now. The tragedy unfolds.
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ACT ONE: THE BOX AND THE LIGHT
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Scene 1: Carver, Illinois, September 2001


[A high school classroom. A television on a wheeled cart. Students sit in plastic desks, their faces lit by the flickering screen. YOUNG COLE, 18, sits near the back, watching. The sound of the broadcast is muffled, distant, unreal.]



YOUNG COLE:


[To audience]



Before this moment I was invisible—

A ghost who walked these halls and cast no shadow,

The bankruptcy kid from Florida's flat swamps,

Transplanted here among the corn and silence.

Five years I'd lived in Carver's cold embrace

And still I was the stranger, the outsider,

The boy whose father's shame hung on his shoulders

Like a coat he could not shrug off, could not burn.


[The TV flickers with images of smoke, of towers]



But watching this—these pillars of our pride

Transform to columns of ascending ash,

These monuments of commerce and of power

Brought low by men with box-cutters and faith—

I felt a shifting deep within my chest.

A tectonic plate of selfhood, grinding,

Remaking the geography of my soul.


[He stands slowly, as if in a trance]



Someone had done this thing. Someone would pay.

And someone—some young man with fire inside—

Must rise to meet this moment, must become

The instrument of justice, the bright sword

That cuts through evil's darkness to the bone.


[He looks around at his classmates, frozen in their grief]



Why not myself? Why should I remain

A shadow in the hallway, unremarked,

When history was calling out for heroes,

When the republic needed sons to serve?

My father was a failure, but his failure

Need not become my own. I could redeem

The name of Brant, could wash away the shame

In service, sacrifice, and soldier's honor.


[He turns to the audience]



This was the story that I told myself

As smoke rose over Manhattan's wounded skyline.

I did not know—how could I know?—the cost.

I did not know that boys who march to war

Come home as strangers to themselves and all.

I did not know that I would build a box

To hold the things I'd see, the things I'd do,

And that the box would one day crack and spill

Its poisoned contents on a frozen street.


[Lights shift to a recruiting office. SERGEANT WILLIS sits behind a metal desk covered in pamphlets and paperwork. An American flag stands in the corner. YOUNG COLE enters.]



WILLIS:


[Looking up from his papers]



Another one. They come in waves today,

These boys whose blood runs hot with righteous anger.

Sit down, young man. What brings you to my door?

YOUNG COLE:

I saw the towers fall this morning, sir.

I watched them on the television screen,

Those monuments of glass and steel and pride

Transform to tombs for thousands of the innocent.

And as I watched, a voice spoke in my heart—

A voice that said: "Someone must answer this.

Someone must rise and say, 'Not on my watch.

Not while I breathe, not while I still can serve.'"

WILLIS:

A noble sentiment. I've heard it twenty times

Since first the news broke at the morning hour.

But sentiment and service are not one.

The Guard asks more than passion, more than rage—

It asks for years, for discipline, for sacrifice.

It asks you to surrender who you are

And let the Army forge you into something new.

Are you prepared for such a transformation?

YOUNG COLE:

I am prepared for anything, sir.

My life before this day was nothing, shadow,

A marking time until some purpose found me.

I have no prospects here, no future bright

With promise of advancement or of joy.

But this—this calling that I feel within—

This is a purpose worthy of my years,

A cause that makes my small existence matter.

WILLIS:


[A knowing smile, tinged with something darker]



The National Guard it is, then. One weekend monthly,
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