Fire on the River (preview) Jeanne Beckwith

FIRE ON THE RIVER

SCENE: Theinterior of atruck stop café somewhere
along route 40in the Midwest around 1955 It is
ealy inthe morning. Thereisan entrance. A large
window looking out on the parking lot. Thereisa
long counter, stage right. Behind it isa doa that
leads to the kitchen and rooms in the badk. Stage
center and |eft are scatered tables and chairs. There
has been an almost successful effort to make the
placelook homey.

CAROLINE enters from the badk. Sheisapretty girl of 18. Asshe
startsto put out sugar bowls, etc, a sound from outside draws her
attention. Shelooks out the window, draws badk and ducks behind the
counter. The doa opensand JAKE SERGIS enters. Heislarge and
unkempt. He goesto the counter and begins beding on the table top
with anapkin holder. DORIS appeas from the back. She slams down
the tray sheiscarrying.

DORIS
What the hell i s your problem? Put that damn thing down and act like ahuman being!

JAKE
Where's Caroline? | want to talk to my daughter, goddammit! | know she's here.

DORIS
You dornit know anything o the sort. She ain't here, and even if she was, she’d be working for
me andwouldn't have time to listen to you. Now git!

JAKE
Whereis iethen? Sheain't over at the boarding house.

DORIS
| told youl don't know. Now, youclear on aut of here.

JAKE
(Leans over the courter and shouts toward back room.)
Caroline! You get your asson out herel Caraline!

DORIS

Jake, the girl won't talk to you onthe street unless she hasto. What makes you think she's gonra
come when you cdl her like that?

JAKE
It ain't right agirl treaing her Daddy this way.
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DORIS
All you ever done was bring that poor girl shame and grief since the day she wasborn. Just leave
her the hell alone, why don't you?

JAKE
Itain't for me. It's her mother. Her mother wantsto seeher.

DORIS
Helen’stoofar goneto know what time of day it is, Jake. Don't try pulling that on me. Caroline
said the last time she went out there, Helen wouldn’t come out of the woods to talk to her. Why
don't youjust get onout of here. | got more than enough troubde without listening to you and
your norsense.

JAKE
Will youtell her | been here?

DORIS
The sméll in here donewill tell her that.

JAKE

Tell her | donit like her staying on her own in that boarding house. Folks will talk about her.

DORIS
Sincewhen did you give adamn what folks would talk about ?

JAKE
Thisis my goddamn daughter we' re talking about. There ain't nobody gonmatak about her
whilel’malive. Now youtell her what | said—about her ma and all.

DORIS
Well, I'll tell her. Whatever goodthat will do, kut you get the hell out of my restaurant now.

JAKE
All right. I'mgoing. I'll be bac though. Youtell her I'll be back.
(Heturnsto leave, then stops.)
| never meant to dothat girl any harm. You know that? | never meant nothing bad shoud
happen to her or her mother.

DORIS
Well, Jake. We were dl born with the best of intentions.

JAKE
Youredkonso? Hell. Don't matter much dcesit? (He exits.)

DORIS
He'sgone. You can come out now.
(CAROLINE edges out of her hiding place)
Clea that end of the counter off, will you, haey?

CAROLINE
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I’'m sorry, Doris. | would have never taken thisjobif | had thought he’d come in here like—

DORIS
Hand me that stack of menus, will you?
CAROLINE
Doris! | amtrying to apologize to you!
DORIS

Abou Jake? Forget it. Theday | can’'t handle that man, I’ll up and sell this place and moveto
Florida. Stop making yourself miserable over thingswhat ain’'t your fault. | like aussing
someone ot first thing in the morning. It cheasme up. AndI’ve known Jake Sergisall my life.
If I can cusshim out—all the better!

CAROLINE
I wish | could be more like you, Doris.

DORIS
Bite your tongue, child. The last thing youwant isto be like me.

CAROLINE
| wonder what he meant about my mother. | wonder if she's sick again?

DORIS
Then we'll call someone who can help. Don't go taking yourself into going out there. We'll
hea soonenough if anything swrong. Oh, lookeehere! Wha'sthat pulling up aut front?
Shortman’s alittle exrly today, or I'malittlelate. | got to get his coffeeready. Hejust lovesit
that | always got him ahot cup d coffee waiting.

(DORIS bustles off. The door opens and a short, weatherworn
man enters. Heis accompanied by atall, thin, ill-looking manin
overals)

SHORTMAN
Itwasin’43,Jmmy. Just after Billy Joe and youwas home onleave dter boot camp.

JMMY
It weren't no such thing. The Japs hadn’t even bambed Peal Harbor yet, and you were going out
with that Chapman girl.

DORIS
(Delivering SHORTMAN's coffee.)
Don't youtwo start no big quarrel in here thisealy.

SHORTMAN
Theman’'slosing his ense, Doris. He an’'t remember a damn thing past last week if he can
remember that.

JMMY
| ought to remember the day | got my own goddamned nose broke.
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DORIS
Youmean that ain’t your natural nose, Jimmy?

JMMY
Don't you start in onme too, woman. Where' s my coffee? Y ou aways got his coff ee ready, bu
not mine.

SHORTMAN
That's‘ cause you re so damn ugly, Jimmy. The women dan't take to you the way they doto me.

JMMY
Andsomeraisin toast. Y ou got any of that raisin toast?

SHORTMAN
Hey, Caroline. | sedd that boyfriend of your'n headed thisway. Y ouwant Jimmy and me to run
him off?

CAROLINE
Youknow | dorit have any boyfriend, Mr. Kline.

SHORTMAN
You ketter tell him that, girl. | seed that look in a man’s eyes before, and when it’s there &ore 8
0’ clock in the morning, you just better watch out. That’swhat | say.

CAROLINE
You stoptalking like that, Mr. Kline. It's not very nice.

JMMY
Youtell the old gopher, honey. Hell, he wouldn't know courtin’ from digging awell. Been too

long.

SHORTMAN
That's al youknow about anything.
(The restaurant door opens and VERNON enters. Heisagoodlooking,
good-humored yourng man arourd 20 yeas old.)
Hey Vernon How’sthat old hound dag of yours?

VERNON
He' sdoing real good, Shortman. Mom was grateful for that medicine you sent up.

SHORTMAN
| thowght that stuff would do thetrick. Had me an dd coon day. Took sick the very same way.
Eatin’ weeds what doesit. Now, why a goddamned smart bird dag like your'n would take to
eding weeds, |—

VERNON
Yes. Thanks.
(He sits at one of thetables. CAROLINE waitsto seeif DORISis going
to take his order. Dorisdoesn’t, so she goes over to doit.)
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CAROLINE
Would you like some ooffee?

VERNON
Yes. Please.

CAROLINE
Isthat all?

VERNON
Uhhh. No. | guesscoffee’sall.

CAROLINE

(Pouring it.)
How have you been?

VERNON
Fine. (Pause.) My dog's been sick.

CAROLINE
| head.

VERNON
You dd? Oh, youmean just now.

CAROLINE
Yeah. Hope he'sal right.

VERNON
Oh, hewill be. Youever seen him?

CAROLINE
Yes, Vernon. | have seen your dog. .

VERNON
Oh. (Pause) He'sbeensick.

CAROLINE

(Sitting.)

Youre an awful idiot, Vernon. Youknow that?

VERNON
Well. . yeeh. | do.

CAROLINE
But | guessyou're harmless

VERNON

Yedh. | guessl am.
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CAROLINE
How come you haven’t been around to see how my room’ s working out?
VERNON
Well, | didn't know as how that would be—you know, proper and all.
CAROLINE
Well, it's not like | was going to take you upstairs or anything. Does that disappoint you?
VERNON
Caroline, keep your voice down.
CAROLINE

You're dso an dd maid sometimes, Vernon. Y ou know that too?

VERNON
Well, if | didn't, I'm sure someone would point it out to me.

CAROLINE
Don't get testy. I'm only teasing. Anyhow, my room isworking out just fine. Thank youfor
asking Maidaif | could stay there. | got aroom all to myself. It'sgot awindow and | can see
Miller’s pondfromit. | haven't seen any ducks though. | guessit’'stoo ealy for the ducksto
come.

VERNON
| dorit know if they stop there anymore.

CAROLINE
| hope they do—if I'm still there, I'd like to see them.

VERNON
Areyougonmabe al right there on your own? Are you heppy?

CAROLINE
| am very happy. | am happy to be at Maida's. I'm happy | can seethe pond, and I’ m happier
than happy that | don't haveto listen to Clara Windell first thing when | wake up and the last
thing before | go to bed. | am for sure happy about that.

VERNON
Was e mad when youtold her you were moving out?

CAROLINE.
| didn't tell her. | was going to, bu she was 9 upset over what the carpenters were doing to the
hallway and about whether the new wallpaper really matched the new carpet that | just tiptoed out
the badk doa andwasonmy way. Youknow, | bet she hasn't even ndiced that I'm gone yet.

VERNON
Y ou know that’s not true. Y ou should have told her.

CAROLINE
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| left anote.

VERNON
A noteain't no good.

CAROLINE
Maybe nat, but that’swhat | did. | don't owe her anything, and | dor't care what anybody thinks.
| didn't take anything with me that wasn’t mine. Anything she ever gave me, | just left there.

VERNON
Y ou hete her that much?

CAROLINE
What doyou know about hate, Vernon? | bet you rever hated anything in your life. (Pause.)
Look, | am just sick to deah of Clara Winddll! | never asked her to stick her nosein my family’s
business

VERNON
I’m just worried that you re gonra be al right.

CAROLINE
Weéll, stopworrying. | don’t want youto. What difference doesit make anyway?

VERNON
None & dl, | guess Nothing I'd dowould make any difference to you.

CAROLINE
Oh, Vernon,| didn't mean it that way. I’m sorry.

(The door opensagain. RALPH enters. Heiswearing adeputy’s
uniform. He heads directly for Vernon’stable.)

RALPH
Hey, Vernon. Morning, Caroline. Doris! Yougot my eggs dorne?

DORIS
| ain’t fixing you eggs this morning or any morning till you get that goddamned crossing filled in.

RALPH
| keep telling you, Doris. | am nat the Illi nois Central Railroad Company.

DORIS
Y ou are supposed to be protecting the rights of us citizens which you serve, and | lost a perfectly
goodtire and bent my axle dl to hell going over it two weeks ago, and | ain’'t heard ore word
since.

RALPH

| sent in an accident report, Doris.

DORIS
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Damn lot of goodthat dore. Y ouwant’em scrambled or fried?

RALPH
| want ‘em over easy like | have been having them every morning of my life since you opened
this place

DORIS
(Exiting to kitchen.,)
Goddamned railroad thinks they can do anything they want!

RALPH
| wish the hell I'd been afarmer like my Daddy.
VERNON
You can quit.
RALPH
Toolate. Daddy sold the farm.
VERNON
Buy anather one. You got the money.
RALPH

Shit. Can | have some of that coffeg Caroline? (As shefillshiscup) What'sthis| hea you
moved ou from ClaraWindell’shouse?

CAROLINE
Maybe | shoud have just put a noticein the newspaper! What is wrong with my getting a place
of my own? | am eighteen yeas old and a high schod graduate. | can dowhat | want.

RALPH
Weéll, naw, it'sjust that Clara—
CAROLINE
Clarawhat? Put out a missing person’sreport?
RALPH
She came by the officeand got Herb in an awful state. Y ouknow how his stomadis.
CAROLINE
| dorit doalot of worrying abou Herb’s ssomadh, Ralph.
RALPH
What’ s your old man say abou al this?
CAROLINE
| have nat seen or spoken to him lately.
RALPH

Wish | could say the same.
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CAROLINE
| shoud think that if you don't want to seeso much o him, you shoud just stop arresting him. It
doesn’'t do any goodanyway.

RALPH
| rekonthat’s 5. How's your mamadoing?

CAROLINE
Why all the questions, Ralph? Has Clara posted areward?

RALPH
It ain't me, Caroline. It'sHerb. There sthe dedion coming up,and he depends on the goodwill
of the voting public.

CAROLINE
And|’m nat old enough to vote—well, | won't be here much longer to worry about, Ralph. Get
old Herb some Milk of Magnesia and leave me done.

RALPH
All right. All right. Just remember where | am if you reed anything.

CAROLINE
All | need isto be left donefor awhile, and | sure won't be left alone over at Clara Windell’s.

RALPH
Nope, probably not. Lot of work going on over there. She seemsto be fixing things up right nice
since thefire. | hea as how Mr. Frank’s coming home soon. Isthat right?

CAROLINE
| got to go help Dorisl (exits.)

RALPH
She'sas ornery as that old man of hers. You better look elsewhere for awife if you' re aounting
onapeaceful old age, Vernon.

VERNON
| rekon I’ve had al the peacel can stand for one life, Vernon.

RALPH
Hal Anyway, wish you d marry up with this one quick, so’sI’ll have one lessthing to think
abou.

VERNON
She wouldn’t have me.
RALPH
Y ou asked her?
VERNON
Not exactly.
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RALPH
Jesus H. Christ! | believe | am the only man for thirty miles around kere who's gat alick of sense
to begin with.

VERNON
That must be agreat responsibility, Ralph.
(Thereisanoise out front. SHORTMAN gets up and pees out the window.)

SHORTMAN
Jumpin’ Jehosephat. Youain't gonra believe what’s going on ou there.
JMMY
(Joining him.)
What isit?
SHORTMAN
There’' stwo men puled uponmotorbikes—Oh, my Lord in Heaven!
JMMY
Get the hell over, so aman can sed
SHORTMAN

It'sagoddamned nigger. Ralph. Look out here. There'sagoddamned nigger getting off one of
them motorbikes.

JMMY
What inthe hell isanigger doin’ onamotorbike? Heain’'t comingin hereishe?

SHORTMAN
Get back! They're both looking thisway. Ralph—I tell youthere' s anigger and awhite man
walking this way together.

VERNON
For God's ske, Raph. Can't you make them sit down and shut up?

RALPH
Maybe if the clored fellah’s big enowgh. | won't have to.
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