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CAST OF CHARACTERS 

(Ethnic diversity in casting is encouraged.) 

ALFRED JUNGLE A retired policeman, he is in 
his 50s or 60s. He wears an 
eye-patch. 

MRS. WIRTH The owner and operator of the 
boarding house. She is in her 
60s. 

SLEDD JONES He works at the local saw mill. 
He is a big and pleasantly 
childlike man in his 30s. 

GENELDA PRINGLE 

CHARLENE NELSON 

EMMETT HALBERG

BERNHARDT LYCOMING 

The middle-aged daily help at 
the boarding house.   

A nurse, she is 32 years of 
age. 

In his 60s, he is a narrow-
minded eccentric with an 
overly-mistrustful nature. 

He is a tall and thin 20-year 
old Korean War veteran who 
relies on a cane. 
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ACT ONE 

Scene 1 

SETTING:   The scene of action takes place on the 
first floor of the two-story Algonquin 
Boarding House.  The set comprises of a 
dining room S.R. and a living room S.L.  
The main entry to the house and the 
lower half of the staircase leading to 
the second floor is visible U.S.C., 
with the boarding house’s front door 
S.L. and the staircase S.R.  Behind the 
staircase is the unseen hallway leading 
to the back of the boarding house. 
There is a dining room table S.R. along 
with six chairs; however, the table is 
set with four placemats.  U.S.R. is a 
large sideboard, with a wastepaper 
basket to the S.C. side. There is a 
swinging door to the kitchen and 
service porch R. of the sideboard. S.L. 
is a couch set against the S.L. flat in 
which there is a window where junipers 
outside block any view of the yard and 
street.  There is a small coffee table 
with a stack of magazines in front of 
it.  An easy chair is at the extreme 
D.S.L. corner of the stage, with a 
floor lamp to the U.S. side of it.  
There is a wing chair to the left of 
the U.S.C. opening from the entry hall 
to the room.  There is a small table 
and table lamp next to the wing chair.  
A large, boxy television sits in the 
U.S.L. corner.  

AT RISE:   It is late afternoon. ALFRED JUNGLE is 
dressed in a worn pair of black slacks, 
socks, untied shoes that have seen 
better days, and a white shirt that is 
graying with ages of washing and 
starching. He has a black patch over 
one eye. He is seated in the easy chair 
D.S.L. and is opening up a newspaper as 
the CURTAIN RISES.  The floor lamp to 
the U.S. side of the armchair is not 
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lit and as he strains to read the 
newspaper, MRS. WIRTH enters through 
the kitchen door S.R. She carries a 
large teapot.  She looks over at ALFRED 
and sees that he has not switched on 
the floor lamp. She places the teapot 
on a trivet dead center on the dining 
table and crosses to S.L., where she 
switches on the floor lamp.  ALFRED 
raises his head as MRS. WIRTH smiles 
down at him. 

  MRS. WIRTH 
You’re not going to have much use of your good eye, Alfred, if 
you don’t put some light on what you read.  

  ALFRED 
I guess I would have discovered that sooner or later. 

      MRS. WIRTH  
Want me to turn on the television? 

      ALFRED 
Nope. It’ll get turned on soon enough when we all sit down to 
eat and Sledd switches to that puppet show. 

      MRS. WIRTH 
You and Emmett should have taken him to the movies with you last 
night. Was it any good? 

      ALFRED 
I liked it but I think it scared ten years’ growth out of 
Emmett. Heaven only knows how Sledd would have reacted. 

      MRS. WIRTH 
Poor Emmett is as faint-hearted as Sledd is childlike. 

(ALFRED gives the newspaper a gentle 
but deliberate shake) 

      ALFRED 
Emmett wrote a review of it in the town’s newspaper. 

      MRS. WIRTH 
He must have been up all night to get it to press for today’s 
issue. 
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      ALFRED 
I found out not so long ago that his Boy Scout buddies used to 
call him Timid Wolf. Don’t know where the wolf came in, unless 
he called wolf a lot on scout outings. 

      MRS. WIRTH 
How do you know that? 

      ALFRED 
Tattletalers never grow up, and most of the town’s snitchers
have breakfast at the Double K Café. 

      MRS. WIRTH 
I don’t like eating there.  

      ALFRED 
Didn’t know you ever ate out. 

      MRS. WIRTH 
Genelda and I meet up there once in a while for an early 
breakfast.  I don’t like going there but Genelda does.  

      ALFRED 
What don’t you like about it?  I know the food isn’t up to your 
splendid cooking – 

      MRS. WIRTH 
Depressing. That’s how I find it. Folks there are always talking 
about their friends who just died or are dying. 

      ALFRED 
Most people make good informants.  As a cop I had my informants, 
no matter how I came by them. 

MRS. WIRTH 
Do you miss being a policeman? 

      ALFRED 
It would have been a piece of cake in this small town but not in 
Baltimore.   

      MRS. WIRTH 
I’ve never asked but after you lost your eye during that 
shootout and retired, what made you move here? 



6

      ALFRED 
You already know that I was born here. But when I graduated from 
high school, I moved to Baltimore where I joined the police 
force. When I started thinking about moving out of Maryland 
after my retirement, I decided to come back here. My folks had 
long since died and I had no other relations. 

      MRS. WIRTH 
There isn’t much work in this town for a private investigator. 

      ALFRED 
I got four-hundred bucks last month doing some work for that law 
firm in Beckley.  Things come along. Things always come along. 

      MRS. WIRTH 
You should talk to Genelda about the cat. 

      ALFRED 
What cat? 

      MRS. WIRTH 
That’s the mystery.  But let her tell you about it.  

      ALFRED 
You ought to read Emmett’s comments on THE DAY THE EARTH STOOD 
STILLi. I got to admit that he’s pretty good with words, even 
though most of his stuff is pretty boring, particularly when he 
gets on local flora and fauna.   

      MRS. WIRTH 
Well, he certainly knows that and the history of this area. His 
folks have been here since the 1790s. That Remington of his 
never seems quiet except when he rushes down to the newspaper or 
to a library . . . 

      ALFRED 
His by-line should be Keeper of Local Lore, not Random Notes by 
Emmett Halberg.  His article in last week’s paper on moles was 
interesting, if you’re into moles.  You’d think he had lived 
with them like he was the Margaret Mead of Scalopus aquaticus.   

      MRS. WIRTH 
There’re plenty in the backyard for him to watch.  Never have 
been able to get rid of them.  Well, it keeps him busy.  Like 
you, he doesn’t have anyone.  This boarding house has always had 
people with no one –- 
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      ALFRED 
It’s what boarding homes are for, aren‘t they?  Or like me, who 
didn’t want to care for the house my folks had.  Sold it to one 
of their neighbors for a fair price – 

      MRS. WIRTH 
People weren’t so alone in the past.   

      ALFRED 
Sure they were, even when they were living within a tribal 
group. 

      MRS. WIRTH 
All this fighting in Korea . . . 

(Pointing to the newspaper that 
ALFRED is holding) 

One war after another since people have been walking on this 
planet.  You’d think we would have learned better by now. 

      ALFRED 
It all comes down to the human species being so full of “tension 
and suspicion”ii that we’re going to blow ourselves to 
smithereens one day.  It’s what THE DAY THE EARTH STOOD STILL is 
about — how we’re a danger not just to ourselves but life 
elsewhere in our Solar System, if not outside of it.  

      MRS. WIRTH 
I was thinking of going to the matinee tomorrow.  

      ALFRED 
It is a whole lot better than some of them science fiction 
movies coming out of Hollywood.   

(She starts toward the kitchen door 
but she stops and turns back to 
ALFRED) 

      MRS. WIRTH 
What was it about the movie that scared Emmett? 

     ALFRED 
You’ll like this.  One of the main characters in the movie, 
Patricia Neal, and her son, Billy Gray, live in a boarding house 
in Washington, D.C.  Everyone in the boarding house is in the 
living room talking about the space ship that has landed on the 
Commons when suddenly this tall stranger, Michael Rennie, 
appears in the entrance hall.  They turn, not really  
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apprehensive but surprised. Emmett let out a loud gasp and
jumped right out of his seat.   

(Snickering) 
You’d think a mouse ran across his lap, or a mole. 

    MRS. WIRTH 
I guess I won’t ask Genelda to go with me.  She’s as 
pusillanimous as Emmett. 

      ALFRED 
Pusillanimous?  That’s a good word.  Where’d you come up with 
it? 

      MRS. WIRTH 
In a book I’m reading. It means cowardly. I looked it up to see 
what it meant. I liked the sound of it.  It kind of rolls off 
the tongue, don’t it( 
   (She puts a finger to her head) 
Never thought there’d be a chance for me to use it though.  Not 
around here anyway. Folks here just don’t use them highfalutin
words unless you’re a politician all puffed up with self-
importance. 

(SLEDD JONES enters through the 
front door, slamming the door and 
tromping into the entrance hall.  
His work clothes are crumbled, with 
a heavy amount of dirt and grime.  
He is a huge man with a perpetually 
apologetic, uncomplicated manner) 

    SLEDD 
What’cha got cookin’ tonight, Mrs. Wirth? 

(He takes off his gloves and shoves 
them into the pockets of the coat he 
is wearing) 

      MRS. WIRTH 
We’re having chicken fried steak, mashed potatoes, succotash, 
corn muffins, and a choice of two pies. 

      SLEDD 
I told my supervisor at the mill the good stuff that you feed us 
all here at the boardin’ house and you know what he said?  He 
said, “Mrs. Wirth is spoilin’ you folks with too much fine 
cookin’.”  He said his wife don’t feed him anythin’ “that 
weren’t burnt and not fit to feed a dog.”  He was angry about 
it.  I don’t know why he should have been so angry. 
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      MRS. WIRTH 
I know your supervisor, Sledd, and even my cooking wouldn’t make 
that man happy.  His poor wife isn’t a bad cook, considering 
what she brings to the church socials.  He wouldn’t find 
satisfaction from one of those professional chefs in Paris.  
He’s a thorny man.  But I thank you for your compliment about 
the food here being so good. 

(Pointing to his clothes and work 
boots) 

Now, haven’t I asked you to come in the back door and up the 
back steps to your room when you’re all filthy dirty like this?  
Genelda cleaned the house from top to bottom this morning.  I 
don’t know how anyone can get so filthy. 

      ALFRED 
(Stifling a giggle) 

Maybe Sledd swims in the saw dust and muck at the mill? 

SLEDD 
(Openly to ALFRED) 

My daddy used to say that “me and dirt was kinfolk.” 
(Apologetically to MRS. WIRTH) 

Sorry, Mrs. Wirth.  I just keep forgettin’.   
(He turns and re-opens the front 
door) 

MRS. WIRTH 
Where are you going? 

      SLEDD 
To come in the back door. 

 (She looks over to ALFRED who quickly 
hides behind his newspaper) 

You’re in now.  Go on up.  But don’t leave your clothes on the 
bathroom floor.  And make sure to put them in your hamper.  You 
stuck them in Emmett’s yesterday afternoon and he was very 
upset. 

      SLEDD 
I didn’t do it on purpose.  Mr. Halberg don’t like me none.  He 
gets mad with me no matter what I do 

      ALFRED 
Emmett has a lot of rules. 
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      SLEDD 
That’s sure right, Mr. Jungle.  And he’s as fussy as they come, 
too.   

      MRS. WIRTH 
You’d have better luck herding cats than pleasing him. 

      SLEDD 
I try to keep out of his way.  So should cats. 

 (SLEDD exits up the stairs, head down 
like a dejected child) 

      ALFRED 
(Pulling down the newspaper from 
his face) 

Herding cats?   

      MRS. WIRTH 
It was a favorite expression of my grandmother‘s.    

(GENELDA PRINGLE enters from the 
kitchen carrying plates with 
silverware piled on top of them) 

Speaking of cats. . . . Genelda, tell Mr. Jungle about the 
mysterious cat you and your sister have. 

      GENELDA 
Mr. Jungle will laugh. 

      ALFRED 
Hey, I’m a former police detective, Genelda.  At least, I’ve 
spent the majority of my life doing it with some success and 
without having to wear a Deer-stalking cap like Sherlock 
Holmes.  

(To MRS. WIRTH) 
I always think Basil Rathbone looks silly in that hat. It is 
almost as ridiculous as the Tibetan hat Emmett wears that he 
found at that estate sale last year in Charleston.   

      MRS. WIRTH 
It makes him feel like he’s been to the Himalayas.  It’s all in 
his reading James Hilton’s LOST HORIZON. 

      ALFRED 
And watching that movie on television whenever it airs.  He 
certainly can’t imagine himself in the Ronald Coleman role?   
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      MRS. WIRTH 
(Over a quiet laugh) 

More like the Edward Everett Horton character.  

      ALFRED 
Emmett has never been out of West Virginia and Virginia his 
entire life.  Did you know that?     

      MRS. WIRTH 
We’re getting away from Genelda’s mysterious cat.  
   (To GENELDA) 
Go ahead, Genelda.  It’s a spooky mystery needing solving. 

(GENELDA hesitates and then she 
starts to lay out the plates and 
silverware on the table; however, 
MRS. WIRTH crosses to her and takes 
over) 

Don’t act so shy.  Mr. Jungle isn’t going to bite. 

       GENELDA 
Well, I just don’t think it’s something I should bother him 
over. 

      MRS. WIRTH 
Don’t act coy. 

      GENELDA 
I’m not acting coy.  I just don’t want to waste his time. 

(ALFRED folds up the newspaper and 
puts it on the coffee table) 

      ALFRED 
I have all the time in the world, Genelda.      

(She crosses to ALFRED) 

      GENELDA 
My momma is bed-ridden.  You know that, and that my sister and 
me take care of her and have since we was in high school.  Our 
papa couldn’t handle momma’s stroke that left her paralyzed in 
the legs, so he ran off. She just turned seventy-eight the 
other day.  We baked her a cake; she loved that. One of us is 
always with her. Momma can’t be left alone. 

      ALFRED 
I understand.  Go on. 
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      GENELDA 
Well, the other night after Milly and me fed momma, given her a 
bath, dressed her in one of her flannel nightgowns, and tucked 
her into bed, we’re leaving her room and about to turn off the 
light when she asks, “Where’s the cat?” 

(She pauses) 

      ALFRED 
And? 

      GENELDA 
We got no cat.  We haven’t had no cat in years.  Milly looked 
at me, as if to say, “she’s getting senile.”  Momma saw the 
look Milly gave me and was a bit curt when she said, “the cat 
sleeps on my bed every night since it showed up a couple of 
weeks ago.”  I kind of went along with her and said, “that’s 
right momma.  Milly and me just forgot.”  I said good-night to 
her, turned off the light and pushed Milly into the hall.  I 
told Milly that it was probably best to go along with momma’s 
fantasy but every night now when we put her to bed, she wants 
to know where the cat is. 

 (She stops, looking over at MRS. 
WIRTH) 

      MRS. WIRTH 
Don’t stop there, Genelda. 

      ALFRED 
What happened? 

      GENELDA 
I was changing momma’s sheets. We do that a lot but not so 
often do we wash the quilt.  When I pulled the quilt off her 
bed, I noticed hairs on one side.  The side near the window.  
It was black fur.  Now, me and Milly peeks into momma’s room 
later in the night to see this cat momma says sleeps with her 
but we saw nothing.   

      ALFRED 
Did you go into the room later and feel around on the window 
side of her bed? 

      GENELDA 
No.   
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      ALFRED 
The cat probably comes in through the window. 

      GENELDA 
We don’t leave her window open.  Me and Milly have gone all 
over the house to see if there is an opening somewhere that 
this cat gets in. But there’s nothing.  The cat’s fur on her 
bed tells me and Milly that there’s a cat but we don’t know how 
it gets in and out of momma’s room or why it ever showed up.  
It’s the strangest thing that has ever happened to us.  Real 
bothersome. 

      ALFRED 
It sounds like a clever stray to me or a neighbor’s cat they 
don’t let in at night. 

      GENELDA 
I’ve asked around the neighborhood but few have cats and none 
are black or even partly black. 

      ALFRED 
Why don’t I come over after supper and see if I can find a 
place where this mysterious cat might be getting into the 
house.  Is that all right with you? 

      GENELDA 
A third set of eyes won’t hurt. 

      ALFRED 
Good.  Settled. 

(CHARLENE NELSON, in her 30s, enters 
through the front door, quickly 
taking off her coat.  In her nurse’s 
uniform but without her nurse’s cap, 
she drops the coat, a large purse, 
and a couple of large paper bags 
into the wing chair to the left of 
the U.S.C.  She steps over to the 
couch S.L. and plops onto it with a 
heavy sigh) 

      CHARLENE 
Tell me you have whiskey in that teapot, Mrs. Wirth.  It has 
been a day from hell at the doctor’s office. 

      MRS. WIRTH 
No, but a strong cup of tea will be better for you. 
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(MRS. WIRTH pulls a cup and saucer 
from the sideboard and fills it from 
the teapot on the dining table.  She 
takes a teaspoon from the silverware 
not yet set out and crosses to 
CHARLENE) 

Genelda, would you get the sugar bowl and milk? 
(GENELDA exits into the kitchen.  In 
the meantime, ALFRED stands and 
crosses to the sideboard where he 
gets a cup but no saucer and helps 
himself to the tea) 

      CHARLENE 
I have never seen so many runny noses — that you’d think a herd 
of red-nosed circus clowns was moving through town.  And there 
was a sprained ankle, and a broken arm from a kid who thought he 
could jump from one tree to another like Tarzan but without a 
vine.  There were three bladder infections; a case of the mumps; 
a 65-year old man claiming he was pregnant; a plugged salvia 
gland; and one migraine with accompanying vomiting. 

      MRS. WIRTH 
Who was the 65-year old man? 

      CHARLENE 
Sorry.  Doctor’s confidentiality. 

(GENELDA enters with a sugar bowl 
and cream pitcher.  She puts the 
latter down on the table and crosses 
to MRS. WIRTH with the sugar bowl.  
MRS. WIRTH teaspoons out one 
spoonful into CHARLENE’S cup and 
hands it to her.  GENELDA heads back 
to the dining table where ALFRED 
waylays her for the sugar bowl.  He 
grabs a spoon from the pile of 
silverware before GENELDA has a 
chance to start placing them out 
around the table.  He puts two 
spoonfuls of sugar in his cup and 
follows it up with a dollop of 
cream.  GENELDA exits into the 
kitchen as he places the sugar bowl 
on the dining table) 
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      MRS. WIRTH 
There was a classmate of mine who was born with male and female 
sex organs.  His parents didn’t know what to do, so they waited 
to see what his tendencies were when he got older, except there 
didn’t seem to be any leaning one way or the other.  I don’t 
think there was ever an operation.   

      ALFRED 
How’d you know about it?  It wasn’t something people usually 
talked about in those days if even now, except to their doctors. 

      MRS. WIRTH 
His mother and mine were good friends. My mom told me but made 
me promise never to say anything to anyone, mainly my school 
mates.  

(To CHARLENE) 
A shame he had no leaning toward masculinity or femininity.  
Awfully nice person.  Never got married, never left town. 

      ALFRED 
It isn’t Emmett, is it? 

      MRS. WIRTH 
No.   

(Congenial laugh) 
What Emmett suffers from is acute nervous misgivings. 

(SLEDD comes down the stairs into 
the entry hall and into the room.  
He is in clean clothes. His hair is 
still wet and combed straight back 
from his forehead.  He goes and 
turns on the television and sits in 
front of it.  The picture is not 
visible to the audience or is the 
audio heard. He starts to laugh at 
what he is watching)  

(EMMETT enters through the front door 
in a state of acute frustration. He 
is wearing under a country gentleman-
styled tweed coat with conspicuous 
patches at the elbows, a flannel 
shirt. He has on Argyle socks, 
loafers, and a Sherpa Tibetan Hatiii

pulled down to his highbrows, almost 
touching the frames of his glasses. 
He crosses to D.S.C.) 
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      ALFRED 
It’s Ronald Coleman back from Shangri La. 

      EMMETT 
(Angry, frustrated) 

A deer hit my car! 
(He takes off his coat and throws 
it on top of CHARLENE’S items) 

      ALFRED 
I thought they had yaks in Tibet? 

      EMMETT 
Oh, really, Alfred.  Sometimes I wonder about you. 

      ALFRED 
Well, obviously you weren’t hurt. 

      EMMETT 
Terribly shaken up though.  And the passenger’s side of my car 
is dented in.  

(To everyone else in the room)  
It was the biggest buck I’ve ever seen, with antlers the size of 
the TV antenna on the roof. 

      MRS. WIRTH 
I hope it isn’t laying out in the front yard? 

      EMMETT 
No.  It went on up the street.  It’s probably in the woods right 
now bragging to a starry-eyed lady deer on how he attacked my 
car. 

      ALFRED 
(Being deliberate in his descrip-
tion) 

Perhaps he mistook your baby-blue 1949 Ford coupe for a doe?  

      EMMETT 
I hardly think a deer would mistake my car for a doe. You do 
come up with the oddest ideas, Alfred. 

(CHARLENE retrieves her items from 
under EMMETT’S coat, which she 
shoves onto the floor.  She makes 
no attempt to replace it on the 
chair) 
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      CHARLENE 
Considering how you imagine this buck bragging to a doe on his 
attacking a car seems rather odd to me, Emmett. 

(With pompous flourish, he recovers 
his coat from the floor and folds 
it across the arm of the chair.  He 
gives CHARLENE a disgruntled side 
glance) 

      EMMETT 
(Turning to MRS. WIRTH) 

Look how the deer eat your morning glories.   
(SLEDD lets out a loud guffaw in 
response to what he is watching on 
television.  Frustrated, EMMETT 
turns on him) 

Oh, really, Sledd. How can a man your age laugh at a bunch of 
puppets, particularly when one is a buck-toothed sea serpent?  

(SLEDD looks from EMMETT to the 
others, obviously hurt by what 
EMMETT has just said, if not 
completely baffled) 

      SLEDD 
What’s wrong with the serpent? 

      MRS. WIRTH 
Nothing, Sledd.  It’s that Emmett sees entertainment in a 
different way. 

      CHARLENE 
Nicely put, Mrs. Wirth. 

      EMMETT 
(Melodramatically) 

It is too much.  Too much.  My fragile nerves can’t handle it. 
It is a curse being so high-strung. 

      CHARLENE 
(A mocking aside to ALFRED) 

Yeah.  The strings have a tendency to break a lot.   

MRS. WIRTH 
Dinner will be put on the table in fifteen minutes.  So anyone 
who needs to clean up should do so now.  

(At this moment, EMMETT turns and 
looks toward the entry hall and 
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lets out a blood-curdling scream. 
He falls to the floor in a dead 
faint) 

(BERNHARDT LYCOMING appears in the 
entry hall.  He is relying on a 
cane with one hand and holding a 
large Army duffle bag with the 
other.  His pants are Army issue, 
as are his shirt, shoes, and socks. 
However, he is wearing a light-
weight jacket, with a non-military 
necktie, and a 1940s dark brown 
felt hat.  He is a tall, thin 20-
year old) 

   (BLACKOUT) 

END OF ACT ONE 
Scene 1  
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ACT ONE 

Scene 2 

SETTING:    The same.  Immediately afterward. 

AT RISE: SLEDD is standing by the couch where 
EMMETT is being attended to by 
CHARLENE. She is slapping his cheeks 
and then the top of his hands, doing so 
a trifle too gingerly. He comes around 
as GENELDA enters from the kitchen with 
a glass of water, which she takes to 
CHARLENE.  CHARLENE puts the glass to 
EMMETT’S mouth and he takes a couple of 
sips, choking with the first sip.  At 
the same time, she pulls off his 
Tibetan hat and tosses it to ALFRED who 
drops it on top of EMMETT’S coat) 

      SLEDD 
(To BERNIE, who is confused by 
EMMETT’S reaction to his appearance) 

Who are you? 
      MRS. WIRTH 

(Stepping forward) 
Can I help you young man? 

       BERNIE  
I’m sorry.  I didn’t mean to frighten anyone. The front door was 
unlocked – 

      CHARLENE 
I wouldn‘t worry about it.   

      ALFRED 
He probably thought you were an alien from outer space.  We saw 
THE DAY THE EARTH STOOD STILL last night and it up set him quite 
a bit. 

(BERNIE puts down the duffle bag 
and steps D.S.C., noticeably leery 
of EMMETT’S dramatics) 

      BERNIE  
(To ALFRED) 

I saw it in New York.   
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(To the others in the room) 
I am here about the room.   

      MRS. WIRTH 
I am Mrs. Wirth, the owner and manager of this boarding house. 
It is thirty-five dollars a month and that includes dinner.  
There’s coffee or tea in the mornings, with cereal and toast.  
Lunch is on your own.  Laundry is an additional dollar if you 
don’t do it yourself.  Can I ask who sent you here? 

      BERNIE 
I’ve been given a job in your town, at the Shawnee Street 
Hardware Store. I start to work there Monday.  My name is 
Bernhardt Lycoming.  I was recently medically discharged from 
the Army.   

(He taps his left leg with the cane) 
My Korean memento. 

      ALFRED 
I suspect a Purple Heart went with that. 

(BERNIE does not answer) 
Alfred Jungle.   

(Tapping his eye patch with his 
right forefinger) 

My memento after thirty-four years as a police officer in 
Baltimore. 

(ALFRED moves to BERNIE and they 
shake hands) 

      BERNIE 
More time than I spent in Korea.  I just got there when this 
happened. 

(Again, he taps his left leg with 
the cane) 

Didn’t seem all that worth the training. 

      MRS. WIRTH 
You’re not from this area, are you? 

      BERNIE 
No. Pennsylvania. 

      CHARLENE 
What got you onto a job here? 
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      BERNIE 
One of the guys I served with in Korea came from here.  I was 
with him when he was killed and my leg was shot up.  Our 
commanding officer had written to the dad and included a letter 
of mine about how his son and I had become friends. His dad 
wrote back while I was in the hospital in Hawaii recovering. We 
exchanged letters. When he found out I had taken two years of 
accounting in high school, he offered me a job at his hardware 
store doing the books – 

      GENELDA 
That’s the Thurston boy. 

      BERNIE 
Right, ma’am – 

      GENELDA 
I heard Thurston was looking for someone to replace his 
bookkeeper.  Old Mrs. Wilson went to live with her daughter in 
South Carolina. Thurston has been fit-to-be-tied trying to find 
a replacement. 

(An awkward pause) 

      MRS. WIRTH 
(Introducing the group) 

This is Sledd Jones; he works at the saw mill.  The gentleman on 
the couch is Emmett Halberg.  He writes for the local paper and 
knows everything there is to know about West Virginia.  This is 
Alfred Jungle, who moved here several years ago; Charlene 
Nelson, a nurse; and Genelda Pringle, who helps me here at the 
boarding house. 

(BERNARDT nods to them all) 

      EMMETT 
(As he sits up) 

Is Bernhardt a family name, Mr. Lycoming? 

      BERNIE 
It depends.  You see, I am one of those left in a basket at an 
orphanage, although it was actually a wooden crate that I was 
left in at the orphanage in Lycoming County.  They figured, the 
doctor who examined me when the social worker took me to him, 
that I was five days old.  In the bottom of the crate, under the 
blankets, was an old obituary notice from the New York Times.  
It was an obituary on the actress Sarah Bernardt.  The 
administrator at the orphanage decided it was as a good a name 
as any and also tagged on the name of the county to it.. 
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(EMMETT stands, intrigued by this 
tale) 

      EMMETT 
You don’t think you’re related to that great French actress, do 
you? 

      BERNIE 
I guess it depends on what one believes. 

      MRS. WIRTH 
Bring in another setting, please, Genelda 

(GENELDA exits into the kitchen) 
You can discuss it with Mr. Lycoming over dinner, Emmett.  Right 
now, let him get settled, if the price is right, Mr. Lycoming? 

      BERNIE 
Yes. And please call me Bernie. 

      MRS. WIRTH 
Good. 

(To SLEDD) 
Sledd, why don’t you show Bernie upstairs to the room across 
from your room.  And then let him wash up and bring him down to 
the table. 

(To BERNIE) 
Dinner will be in five minutes, Bernie.  I hope you like chicken 
fried steak. 

(She goes to the sideboard for a 
placemat, which she places on the 
table) 

      BERNIE 
You don’t know how swell a home cooked meal sounds to me. 

(He nods to her and then to the 
others.  SLEDD goes to the entry 
hall and automatically picks up the 
duffle bag.  BERNIE turns and 
follows him up the stairs and O.S.) 

      ALFRED 
Well, you heard him, Emmett.  He’s from Pennsylvania, not outer 
space. 

      EMMETT 
He scared the living daylights out of me.   
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(Studying BERNIE’S exit) 
You know, he looks like Michael Rennie. 

      CHARLENE 
He does? 

      ALFRED 
Only in that they are both tall and thin. 

      EMMETT 
(Obstinately) 

No.  He looks exactly like Michael Rennie. 
(GENELDA enters through the kitchen 
door with a napkin and a set of 
silverware.  She places them at the 
placemat MRS. WIRTH set out and 
exits back into the kitchen) 

      MRS. WIRTH 
You have an over-active imagination, Emmett.  Look how you 
believed the red squirrel in the backyard was spying on you, 
when, in fact, you were spying on it. 

      EMMETT 
(Exaggeratedly affronted) 

Well, it was.  It looked me right in the eye.  It was a 
confrontational glare. 

      CHARLENE 
Squirrels are smart but I don’t think they’re confrontational 
with humans, unless one is stealing their nuts! You weren’t 
thinking of stealing his nuts, were you?  

      EMMETT 
(Now, he is very much on the 
offense) 

Just wait until that one attacks you when you’re hanging up your 
laundry on the clothesline! 

      MRS. WIRTH 
(Motherly firmness) 

Go wash your hands, Emmett.  Dinner is ready. 

      EMMETT 
I’ll wash them in the service porch sink. 

(With childish exasperation, EMMETT 
grabs his Tibetan hat, pulls it as 
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far down over his head as he can, 
turns, and exits through the 
kitchen door) 

      CHARLENE 
He does have a dramatic flair to his priggish testiness, doesn’t 
he? 

      MRS. WIRTH 
I don’t think he understands how he comes off to people. 

      CHARLENE 
He’s a nosy old maid who goes all-out to feel important through 
his newspaper column. 

      ALFRED 
(Amused but not contradicting her 
assessment) 

None of us are perfect. 

      CHARLENE 
Emmett thinks he is. Look how he is always tearing into poor 
Sledd. 

      MRS. WIRTH 
Why don’t you two go ahead and take your chairs at the table 
while Genelda and I dish up dinner. 

(MRS. WIRTH exits into the kitchen. 
As CHARLENE and ALFRED take their 
places at the dining table, SLEDD 
and BERNIE re-enter) 

CHARLENE 
(With disdain) 

Emmett’s deliberately theatrical. Something his mother probably 
encouraged. He should have been a Shakespearian actor. 

      ALFRED 
I can’t quite picture Emmett as Hamlet -- 

(EMMETT comes in through the 
kitchen door.  SLEDD quickly dishes 
up his food and takes the plate and 
silverware and crosses S.L. to sit 
and watch the rest of his puppet 
show) 
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      BERNIE 
Sarah Bernardt played Hamlet when she was in her fifties.  She 
also wrote a play about Napoleon’s son, too.  Did you know she 
was awarded the Légion d’Honneur in 1914? 

(BERNIE starts to sit next to 
CHARLENE but EMMETT quickly cuts in 
front of him and sits) 

      EMMETT 
I always sit here. 

(BERNIE takes another chair and 
sits) 

      CHARLENE 
(Negatively) 

Emmett’s a creature of habit.   

      EMMETT 
(Ignoring CHARLENE’S remark, he 
addresses BERNIE) 

Sarah Bernardt was called “divine Sarah.” She was a great 
beauty.  She toured twice in North America in the 1880s.  There 
might have been another tour to New York City when she toured 
the world in the 1890s. 

        BERNIE 
Yes.  I know.   

      CHARLENE 
Emmett likes to give history lessons. 

      ALFRED 
Emmett here prides himself on being a great reader. 

       CHARLENE 
More reading than real experience. 

      EMMETT 
(Exasperated) 

I don’t see that you’ve done much other than go to nursing 
school. 

      CHARLENE 
At least I’ve been beyond the borders of West Virginia and 
Virginia. 
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      ALFRED 
Don’t give Bernie the wrong impression or he’ll think he’s 
staying in some sort of detention center. 

      EMMETT 
She is always picking on me. 

      CHARLENE 
What was it they called you in school?  A momma’s boy? 

      EMMETT 
(Slighted and responding nastily) 

I hate to think what they called you in school.  Perhaps I 
should ask around? 

(CHARLENE reacts with a laugh.  Her 
laugh is followed up with a laugh 
from SLEDD in response to some 
action in the puppet show) 

      BERNIE 
While I was recovering in Hawaii, a nurse brought me a couple of 
books from the local library for me to read on Sarah Bernardt. 

      EMMETT 
She had her leg amputated when she was seventy years old. 

      BERNIE 
Another thing we have in common. 

      ALFRED 
They amputated your leg? 

      BERNIE 
Yes.  They had to.  I had no voice in the matter.  It is a funny 
thing about having an amputation.  I still feel things where 
there is nothing to feel. 

(MRS. WIRTH and GENELDA enter from 
the kitchen with dinner, setting the 
serving dishes in the middle of the 
table.  GENELDA exits back in the 
kitchen while MRS. WIRTH oversees 
everything) 

      CHARLENE 
That’s not uncommon. 
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      EMMETT 
Did you see any plays while you were in New York City? 

      BERNIE 
No. I was there for just two nights, staying at The Algonquin 
Hotel before -- 
      EMMETT 

(Gushing with excitement) 
The Algonquin?  Our modest boarding house is called The 
Algonquin, but to stay at The great Algonquin in New York  
City. . . .?   

      MRS. WIRTH 
You’ll find that almost all of the streets in our town are named 
for Indian tribes, and not necessarily ones in the south. 

      EMMETT 
Did you see any famous people? It is legendary for not only 
actors and actresses staying there but for The Algonquin Round 
Table. You’ve heard of it, of course? 

      BERNIE 
Someone mentioned it – 

      EMMETT 
The literary luminaries of our time: Robert Benchley, George S. 
Kaufman, and Dorothy Parker have made their luncheons at the 
hotel famous.   

      CHARLENE 
Emmett sees himself as Dorothy Parker. 

      EMMETT 
(In protest) 

I do not.  Her wit is too brusque for me, as well as her 
politics. 

(To BERNIE)  
But to stay at the great Algonquin. . . . What an incredible 
experience.  What made you select it, Bernie? 

      BERNIE 
It was selected for me.  Two days at The Algonquin Hotel on the 
government before coming here. 

      ALFRED 
Did you take the train or a bus here? 
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      BERNIE 
The train. 

      MRS. WIRTH 
You went through Washington, D.C., then? 

      BERNIE 
I stopped over for a day –- 

      EMMETT 
(Unconcealed nosiness) 

To see the sights? 

      BERNIE 
(Deliberately skipping any account 
of his stopover in D.C.) 

Mr. Thurston picked me up at the Ronceverte Train Depot.  I 
stayed with him and his wife last night. She saw the ad in the 
newspaper on your vacancy here.  I walked up from their house, 
first walking to where the hardware store is. . . .  Just down 
the hill from here.   

      EMMETT 
He’s a very generous man, particularly in hiring a stranger 
before meeting him. 

      BERNIE 
Yes.   

(A pause) 
This food smells great, as well as looking like a work of art. 

      EMMETT 
Mrs. Wirth is great with presentation.  She went to a cooking 
school in D.C. 

      MRS. WIRTH 
That’s not quite right, Emmett.  I took a 4-week course at The 
Greenbrier –- 

      EMMETT 
(To BERNIE) 

It is a beautiful, old hotel.   

      MRS. WIRTH 
Of course, during World War II it was converted into an 
internment center –- 
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      EMMETT 
It’s as lovely as The Grand Hotel on Mackinac Island. 

      CHARLENE 
(Edgily, bluntly) 

How would you know what The Grand Hotel is like?  You’ve never 
crossed the Ohio River. 

      EMMETT 
(Sulkily) 

I’ve seen photographs of it. 

      CHARLENE 
(Deliberately dim) 

The Ohio River? 

      EMMETT 
 (Snapping) 

The Grand Hotel! 

      ALFRED 
Bernie, you told us earlier that when you were left on the 
doorstep of that orphanage in Pennsylvania, the obituary of 
Sarah Bernhardt was in the wooden crate you were left in. Was it 
an original newspaper copy? 

      BERNIE 
Yes.   

      ALFRED 
When did Sarah Bernhardt die?  

       CHARLENE 
Do newspapers hold up decades—long without some sort of 
protection? 

      EMMETT 
They’re fragile enough in those bindings at libraries and in 
newspaper morgues.   

(To BERNIE) 
I spend a lot of time doing research for my column – 

      BERNIE 
It meant something to someone and I guess they purposely 
protected it. 
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      EMMETT 
It still seems like a strange thing to put at the bottom of the 
crate you were left in – 

      ALFRED 
What was on the crate? 

      BERNIE 
I don’t understand? 

      ALFRED 
Well, produce often comes in wooden crates and the name of the 
farm that packed it usually has its name printed on the sides. 

      BERNIE 
Oh, I see.  I never saw it.  They only saved the obituary, 
putting it in my file. 

      ALFRED 
The blanket ...? 

      BERNIE 
A wool one but there wasn’t any sort of label on it.   

      MRS. WIRTH 
What were you clothed in? 

      BERNIE 
A wool cap and nightie.  And, of course, I had on a diaper, with 
several new, clean ones folded under the blankets.  That was it.   

      CHARLENE 
I don’t mean to embarrass you but was the diaper you were 
wearing soiled? 

      BERNIE 
They said not. 

      CHARLENE 
That means whoever left you on the doorstep had just put the 
clean diaper on you.   

      ALFRED 
That person was probably watching to see if you were found right 
away.  Did someone ring the orphanage doorbell or knock?  Do you 
know, Bernie? 
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      BERNIE 
They must have.  Knocked, since there was no doorbell and still 
isn’t. 

 (MRS. WIRTH notices that BERNIE has 
finished off his meal, she picks up 
the platter of what is left of the 
chicken fried steak) 

      MRS. WIRTH 
Why don’t you take another helping of the chicken fried steak. 

BERNIE 
Thank you, Mrs. Wirth, but I am full.  This is the best meal I 
have ever had.  

      EMMETT 
(With prissy interest) 

What’s your favorite food? 

      BERNIE 
Macaroni and cheese, with hot dogs sliced up in it. 

      EMMETT 
(Boorishly) 

How American. 
(BERNIE is confused by EMMETT’S 
remark but says nothing) 

(ALFRED guesses at EMMETT’S 
implication and quickly changes the 
subject) 

      ALFRED 
I’ll have the piece of pie later.  

(He stands) 
I better get over to Genelda’s home before it gets dark.  I want 
good lighting to look around the outside of the house for the 
mysterious cat’s place of entry. 

       CHARLENE & EMMETT     
           (IN UNISON) 

(Perplexed) 
Cat? 

(Following their unison response, 
they exchange peeved glares) 
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      ALFRED 
(To CHARLENE and EMMETT) 

A mystery to solve.  Let Genelda explain it to you. 
(To GENELDA) 

Why don’t you call your sister to let her know I am on my way 
there? 

      GENELDA 
Sure will, Mr. Jungle. 

(She exits into the entry hall and 
O.S.) 

      MRS. WIRTH 
This is awfully nice of you, Alfred. 

      ALFRED 
It’s a good excuse to break up the day.   

(He crosses to S.C.) 
Don’t want to go stir crazy. 

(To BERNIE) 
Want to come along and do a little detective work with me, 
Bernie? 

      BERNIE 
I think I’ll go to my room, unpack, and rest. 

(He rises) 
I’ve been traveling all day and my leg. . . . That is, my 
phantom leg is bothering me a lot.  Thanks, though. 

(To the others) 
Excuse me. 

(He exits into the entry hall and 
O.S. up the stairs.  ALFRED turns 
to SLEDD, who appears to have 
finished everything on his plate) 

      ALFRED 
How about you, Sledd? 

(MRS. WIRTH picks up some of the 
dishes and exits into the kitchen) 

      SLEDD 
Huh?  Oh, yeah.  Right behind you, Mr. Jungle. 

(He follows after ALFRED) 

      EMMETT 
(To CHARLENE) 
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Is there such a thing as phantom pain? 

      CHARLENE 
Yes.  Why? 

      EMMETT 
He could be one of those Commies trying to pass himself off as a 
Korean War veteran. 

      CHARLENE 
(In disbelief) 

He isn’t Chinese.  He’s of European ancestry — a 20-year old 
Michael Rennie look-a-like, according to you.  

      EMMETT 
He could have had facial surgery like Tom Neal’s character in 
FIRST YANK INTO TOKYO.  Remember: He was a spy and the surgery 
was done so he could infiltrate Japanese society to learn – 

      CHARLENE 
That’s ridiculous! 

      EMMETT 
Isn’t it strange him turning up like this? 

      CHARLENE 
The man has been in Korea fighting the Communists.  He served 
with Larry Thurston’s son over there.  Weren’t you listening to 
him? 

      EMMETT 
It’s a good cover for a spy.   

      CHARLENE 
(Standing) 

And I could be the granddaughter of Mata Hari but without the 
plastic surgery!   

(She exits into the kitchen with her 
empty plate, silverware, cup and 
saucer) 

      EMMETT 
(With self-satisfying mockery) 

It wouldn’t hurt. 
 (BLACKOUT) 

END OF ACT ONE 
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Scene 2 
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ACT TWO 
Scene 1 

SETTING:    The same.  Later that evening. 

AT RISE: MRS. WIRTH is seated in the armchair 
knitting, while CHARLENE is D.S.R. 
ironing one of her uniforms on an 
ironing board.  ALFRED and SLEDD enter 
through the front door and cross 
D.S.C.; SLEDD looks over at the 
television set. He moves a few steps 
toward it, but stops when ALFRED 
announces: 

    ALFRED 
Mystery solved! 

    MRS. WIRTH 
You found the cat? 

    ALFRED 
Not quite.  It was Sledd who found the clues that led us to the 
real culprit. 

(BERNIE enters from the stairs.  He 
has changed into a short-sleeved 
Hawaiian print shirt that makes him 
look out of place.  He has on dark-
colored cord pants, socks, and 
loafers.  EMMETT is right behind 
him) 

    EMMETT 
(Dogging him) 

I don’t understand why you won’t show me your Purple Heart 
medal. 

    BERNIE 
(Impassively) 

It’s in my trunk of belongings – 

    EMMETT 
(Unrelentingly) 

Well, unpack it. 

    BERNIE 
It isn’t here. 
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    EMMETT 
Where is it? 

    BERNIE 
In Muncy, Pennsylvania. 

    EMMETT 
Muncy?  What’s in Muncy? 

    BERNIE 
Saint Nicholas Children’s Home. . . . The orphanage.  I needed 
to know where I would be living before having it shipped.  So I 
had it sent there where they stored my other things when I was 
drafted. 

(MRS. WIRTH puts her knitting 
aside, stands, and approaches 
BERNIE) 

 MRS. WIRTH 
Would you like a piece of pie, Bernie?  I can heat it up in the 
oven, if you’d like it warmed. 

 ALFRED 
Wait, Mrs. Wirth.  Let me tell you what Sledd and I discovered.    

(MRS. WIRTH re-sits as BERNIE goes 
to the dining room table, pulls out 
a chair and sits.  CHARLENE places 
the iron on a thick hot pad and 
switches it off.  However, she 
remains standing by the ironing 
board. BERNIE acknowledges her 
presence with a nod of the head.  
She smiles at him, a smile that 
EMMETT catches. CHARLENE looks over 
at ALFRED as EMMETT goes and sits 
at the table with BERNIE.  In the 
meantime, SLEDD sits in the wing 
chair.  All of his attention is 
focused on ALFRED)  

ALFRED 
When we got to Genelda’s house, we went to her mother’s room 
first.  We were introduced to the mother by Milly. Sledd and I 
had not met Mrs. Pringle before. A very nice lady.  Right, 
Sledd? 

(SLEDD nods “yes”) 
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She had just finished her dinner.  I looked at the fur Milly had 
taken from the quilt and put in a small envelope.  To me, it 
looked like black fur from a Persian cat except it was kind of 
coarse for that type of cat.  I checked out the bedroom.  I 
couldn’t see any sort of opening in the window screen, or an 
opening in the closet.  Then I went out into the hall and into 
the parlor and dining room.  Nothing.  I went to the kitchen, 
the bathroom, and the service porch. Nothing. And then I checked 
the upstairs bedrooms and bathroom. The trap door to the attic, 
which is in the upstairs area above the staircase, was closed.  
I pulled down the steps that go up to the attic and made a very 
thorough search for any openings to the roof, while Sledd went 
outside and searched for any openings into the house through the 
basement.  He didn’t find anything. But . . . 

(A dramatic pause) 
When coming back onto the front porch, Sledd noticed two things. 
. . . Important clues in solving the mystery. 

(SLEDD straightens, showing pride 
in what ALFRED is about to say) 

First, there was a black squirrel sitting on one of the branches 
stretching toward the house from the chestnut tree in the front 
yard  The second important clue that Sledd found involved the 
old-styled mail slot in the front door.  Caught at the edge of 
one part of the slot was the same black fur that was in the 
envelope that Milly had removed from Mrs. Pringle’s quilt.  The 
slot was too small for a cat but not for a wily squirrel. Now, 
why would the squirrel crawl in through the mail slot to get 
into the house?  Cold?  No.  He’s got a nice nest in the tree in 
the front yard. And why would he go into Mrs. Pringle’s bedroom 
to sleep? And beside her? I went back to the mother’s bedroom 
and took another look around.  It was then that I saw it.  

(Another dramatic pause) 
According to Genelda and Milly, Mrs. Pringle loves salted 
peanuts and a dish is always on her nightstand.  The squirrel 
somehow discovered this — more than likely it was through a 
sensitive sense of smell.  Perhaps, the bedroom window had been 
open recently.  In fact, Milly said that during the summer she 
had opened it on several occasions to air out the bedroom.  It 
was probably at that time that our furry thief caught scent of 
the peanuts and found the way into the house to get to them and 
that was through the mail slot.  The slots were bigger in the 
late eighteen hundreds and earlier part of this century – 

      EMMETT 
(Jumping on this, he points an 
accusing finger at CHARLENE) 

See.  You see.  Squirrels are dangerous. 
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      CHARLENE 
This one isn’t.  And neither is the one in our back yard. 

      EMMETT 
(Undeteringly pushy) 

Lucky Genelda’s mom wasn’t murdered in her bed. 

      CHARLENE 
For heaven’s sake, Emmett!  Why are you so paranoid about 
everything?  You see predatory deer, killer squirrels, and 
Communists behind every door. 

(BERNIE recoils at “Communists”) 

      EMMETT 
There’s danger all around us. 

      CHARLENE 
(She grabs the iron and vehemently 
switches it back on) 

Tell me, Mister Know-it-all: What scared you as a child?  Was it 
the book of nursery rhymes your mommy read to you at bedtime or 
the dust bunnies under your crib? 

      EMMETT 
I hope Genelda has that old-fashioned mail slot blocked off? 

      SLEDD 
(Childlike pride) 

Me and Alfred found a piece of wood and nailed it over the mail 
slot. 

      MRS. WIRTH 
That clever squirrel isn’t going to be very happy –- 

      EMMETT 
It’ll find another way to get to those peanuts. 

      CHARLENE 
(Sarcastically) 

It’s probably in cahoots with that buck that rammed your car. 

      EMMETT 
(Ignoring her derisive remark, he 
turns on BERNIE again) 

This trunk. . . . Does it have Sarah Bernhardt’s obituary in it, 
too? 
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      CHARLENE 
Emmett, leave Bernie alone. 

      EMMETT 
(Superciliously, with an edge of 
envy in his voice) 

I think she’s sweet on you, Bernie. 

      CHARLENE 
(Flabbergasted) 

Huh?  What are you suggesting? 

      EMMETT 
I caught the way you smiled at him earlier. 

      CHARLENE 
(Furiously) 

Are you sure that deer didn’t knock you in the head, too? 

      EMMETT 
(Snootily pleased) 

I’m going to get a piece of that pie before it’s all gone. 
(He exits into the kitchen.  At the 
same time CHARLENE raises the iron 
as if to throw it at him as he 
retreats) 

  ALFRED 
(Amused compassion for her anger) 

Better not to have witnesses. 

      CHARLENE 
(To ALFRED) 

It’d be justifiable homicide.   
(To BERNIE) 

Sorry, Bernie.  We don’t mean to embarrass you but Emmett is 
more times than not aggravating. 

      BERNIE 
Mr. Halberg does seem passionate about his opinions. 

      ALFRED 
His opinions are eccentric tales.  
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      BERNIE 
We had this guy in our outfit whose family came from Mexico.  
Carlos used to talk about tales his grandfather told about their 
ancestors the Aztecs.  Most of the stories were about warriors 
and how at birth baby boys were given the symbols of what 
represented their fathers’ occupation, like shields and arrow 
feathers.  One story he told us was that in order for the baby 
boy to become a dedicated warrior, fathers had to take the 
baby’s umbilical cord to a field of battle and bury it there.iv

He said his father cried when he was drafted because he didn’t 
take Carlos’ umbilical cord to a field of battle and bury it.  
But where his family had settled in the United States was far 
from their ancestral homeland and known fields of Aztec battles.  
Carlos’ grandfather had settled in San Antonio, Texas . . . . 
not so far from The Alamo.   

(A beat) 
Carlos told this story the night before the Chinese attacked us.   

(EMMETT re-enters, carrying a 
saucer with two or three bites of 
pie left on it) 

EMMETT 
What’s this about The Alamo? 

CHARLENE 
You’ve got ears like an elephant. 

EMMETT 
And a memory like one, too.  Now, what brought up The Alamo? 

      ALFRED 
Burials in wrong combat zones.   

      SLEDD 
I don’t understand, Alfred.  What is The Alamo? 

      MRS. WIRTH 
A place in San Antonio, Texas, where a dreadful battle took 
place last century. 

      ALFRED 
It’s a Spanish mission-fortress where nearly 200 Texans fought 
for independence against Mexico.  All the Texans died in that 
battle. They were terribly out-numbered by the Mexicans. 
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      MRS. WIRTH 
(To SLEDD) 

It’s where Davy Crockett died. 
(He nods in recognition of this 
folk hero) 

(EMMETT turns to BERNIE, stuffing 
the last piece of apple pie into 
his mouth as he speaks)  

      EMMETT 
Bernie, this obituary on Sarah Bernhardt: Why do you keep it? 

       BERNIE 
(Honestly) 

I’m not sure. Perhaps it ties me to a past I don’t have.  
(BERNIE crosses U.S.C. and exits up 
the stairs) 

ALFRED 
Ancestors, Emmett. 

MRS. WIRTH 
I think he has created this link with Sarah Bernhardt in an 
attempt to have a family.   

CHARLENE 
We’re all alone but we had and some of us still have relations.  
Bernie’s aloneness might depend upon an easing of his lack of 
kinfolk through this illusion.  A sort of survival technique? 

MRS. WIRTH 
Very perceptive, Charlene.   

CHARLENE 
Well, it comes from my having once dated a psychologist when I 
was in nursing school.  I learned a few things but mainly to 
stay away from dating psychologists.  G’d, he was a screwed up 
twerp. 

      MRS. WIRTH 
Very sad, isn’t it, to hide your aloneness through such an 
illusion? 

EMMETT 
You all have taken this person at face value. What if he isn’t 
what you think he is?  What then? 
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      ALFRED 
What are you suggesting? 

      EMMETT 
What if he is a fake. . . . What if he is an alien from outer 
space.  Huh? 

(None answer.  They are too 
dumbfounded by his assertion) 

Yeah.  I thought so.   
(Puffed up with self-confidence, he 
exits into the kitchen with the 
fork and empty saucer) 

(BLACKOUT) 

END OF ACT TWO 
Scene 1 
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ACT TWO 
Scene 2 

SETTING: The same. 

AT RISE: It is a few weeks later, late in the 
afternoon. BERNIE enters through the 
front door. He is dressed in a suit, 
tie, white dress shirt, dark socks and 
shoes. He carries a small briefcase.  A 
trunk sits by the staircase, which he 
notes. MRS. WIRTH is draping a table 
cloth across the dining room table, 
looks up and smiles at him. 

 MRS. WIRTH 
Your trunk was delivered around noon. 

 BERNIE 
I’ll see if Sledd will help me carry it up to my room when he 
gets home from work. 

    MRS. WIRTH 
Are you still enjoying working at the hardware store? 

    BERNIE 
Yes.  It has taken me these first two weeks to straighten out 
the books.  His former bookkeeper, Mrs. Wilson, was a bit 
unconventional in her accounting system . . . but not 
incompetent.  Nothing wrong there I could see. 

    MRS. WIRTH 
A lot of people have their own way of doing things, for better 
or for worse. 

    BERNIE 
Mrs. Wilson never threw anything away either.  Mr. Thurston and 
I spent the first three days in the office tossing boxes full of 
all kinds of receipts and notes of no use, some as old as twenty 
years. Mr. Thurston said her house was a pack-rat’s haven. 

(A slight pause) 
I’ll go on up and get out of this suit before Sledd gets home.   

(He exits up the stairs) 

(MRS. WRITH exits into the kitchen.  
A few seconds pass and ALFRED 
enters through the front door with 
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a newspaper.  As he takes off his 
coat, he sees the trunk sitting by 
the staircase.  He gives it a 
casual glance and then crosses 
D.S.L., where he drapes his coat 
over the side of the easy chair)  

(GENELDA enters through the kitchen 
door carrying plates, eating 
utensils, and napkins, which she 
places on the dining room table.  
MRS. WIRTH is right behind her with 
the teapot, placing it in the 
center of the table on a trivet) 

MRS. WIRTH 
Hello, Alfred.  You’ve been out all day. 

   ALFRED 
Went over to Beckley.  That lawyer I did some work for last 
month has another job for me.   

(Turning to GENELDA) 
However, it doesn’t involve a thieving squirrel problem.  By the 
way, is that squirrel of yours behaving itself? 

GENELDA 
We haven’t seen it since you and Sledd boarded up the mail slot.   

(She exits back into the kitchen.  
ALFRED returns his attention to 
MRS. WIRTH) 

 MRS. WIRTH 
It is probably curled up in its nest sulking. 

ALFRED 
I see that Bernie’s trunk has arrived? 

MRS. WIRTH 
Around noon.  Not as big as I thought it might be. 

   ALFRED 
If it contains all of his worldly possessions, it doesn’t count 
for much. 

   MRS. WIRTH 
I wouldn’t expect that the orphanage allowed for the children to 
have much.  Odd how we value possessions, isn’t it(  “Symbols of 
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our character,” I think I heard someone once say.  My niece over  
in Roanoke isn’t going to be too happy when I die and she’s got 
to go through all that I have. 

   ALFRED 
You’ve years to go, Mrs. Wirth.  And you just might out live 
your niece.   

   MRS. WIRTH 
Possibly.   

(She goes to the sideboard for a 
cup, and then to the dining room 
table where she fills it with tea) 

The tea is nice and hot.  I’ll get the milk and sugar for you. 

    ALFRED 
No.  It’s all right.  I’ll take it straight this time.  My teeth 
are hurting against the cold wind. 

(She takes the full cup to ALFRED, 
who places his newspaper in the 
easy chair and then takes the cup 
from her.  He blows across the top 
of the cup before tasting it) 

It’s Jasmine tea. 

    MRS. WIRTH 
We’re having Chop suey for dinner.   

    ALFRED 
I wonder if Emmett will boycott it, claiming it is anti-
American? 

    MRS. WIRTH 
I hadn’t thought about that.  You don’t suppose Bernie will take 
offense? 

    ALFRED 
I don’t know.  Emmett will more than likely say something.  He’s 
become so radical lately.  This Cold War business has disturbed 
him beyond his normally oddball self. 

    MRS. WIRTH 
The other day he asked me if I was going to build a bomb shelter 
in the back yard. 

    ALFRED 
A lot of people are. 
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    MRS. WIRTH 
I don’t think I would want to survive a nuclear attack.  Better 
to be killed outright than be faced with the nightmares to 
follow. 

(CHARLENE enters through the front 
door.  She stops, taking off her 
coat and studying the trunk before 
crossing D.S.C.  She is in her 
nurse’s uniform and holds a purse 
and a pair of leather gloves) 

    CHARLENE 
Is Bernie home from work? 

    MRS. WIRTH 
Just went upstairs to change. 

    CHARLENE 
Emmett? 

    MRS. WIRTH 
Not here yet. 

    CHARLENE 
You know, we should get that trunk up to Bernie’s room before 
Emmett comes in. J’eez, if he doesn’t let up grilling Bernie 
about that medal and what happened in Korea, I’m going to stitch 
his mouth shut with fishing line. 

    ALFRED 
Emmett is jealous. 

    CHARLENE 
He’d give anything to be a war hero but given the chance, he’d 
run for the hills.  That’s what has gotten the burr up his ass.   

    ALFRED 
You’re right. Bernie has lived through a terrible experience.  
Emmett has only lived through his books and movies.   

    CHARLENE 
Look at how he watches LOST HORIZON every single time it is on 
television -- 

    MRS. WIRTH 
And never takes off that silly Tibetan hat that is like those 
worn in the movie. 
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    ALFRED 
It has become an icon of what he wants to be but can never be: 
the valiant warrior. 

    MRS. WIRTH 
Terribly sad, isn’t it? 

    CHARLENE 
He’s an old maid who has never been laid. 

    MRS. WIRTH 
(Subtle amusement) 

Sex isn’t the answer to everything, Charlene. 

    CHARLENE 
It would be for Emmett. 

(SLEDD enters from the stairs, in 
clean clothes with his hair wet and 
combed straight back from his 
forehead) 

    MRS. WIRTH 
Didn’t hear you come home, Sledd. 

(GENELDA enters from the kitchen 
carrying a flowery sugar bowl and 
milk pitcher) 

    SLEDD 
(Proudly) 

I’ve been doin’ what you asked of me. Comin’ in and up them back 
stairs.  I take off my work boots and carries them up with me. 
And I put my dirty clothes in my hamper so that Emmett don’t get 
mad at me.   

(Smiling) 
I’ve been doin’ it for nearly two weeks.  Guess I’ve been doin’ 
it too quietly, Mrs. Wirth. 

    MRS. WIRTH 
I guess so, Sledd – 

    CHARLENE 
Emmett will probably get mad at you because you didn’t leave 
anything for him to get mad at you over. 

    SLEDD 
(Taking her seriously) 

He won’t do that, will he? 
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    ALFRED 
Charlene is kidding you, Sledd.   

(EMMETT enters through the front 
door and immediately sees the 
trunk.  Not removing his overcoat 
and gloves, and, of course, not his 
Tibetan hat, he pounces on the 
trunk.  He tries to open it but 
finds it locked.  He rushes to the 
dining room table, grabs a steak 
knife, and pivots on a direct track 
back to the trunk.  However, it is 
MRS. WIRTH who takes immediate 
action) 

MRS. WIRTH 
Sledd, sit on the trunk. 

(He looks at her in complete 
bewilderment) 

Now. . . . Quickly! 
(EMMETT sprints forward but SLEDD 
cuts in front of him and plops down 
on top of the trunk.  EMMETT tries 
to pull him off of it but fails to 
budge SLEDD one inch.  In the 
meantime, ALFRED and CHARLENE move 
forward and pull EMMETT away from 
SLEDD)   

EMMETT 
(Squealing furiously) 

Let me go, let me go!  Give me that damn knife! 
(EMMETT beats at CHARLENE as she 
twists the steak knife out of 
EMMETT’S hand. It falls to the 
floor and CHARLENE kicks it to the 
side.  GENELDA, without 
instruction, quickly runs to and 
picks up the steak knife and then 
re-crosses to S.L.  She takes up a 
position next to the dining room 
table) 

(ALFRED and CHARLENE continue to 
struggle with EMMETT.  At this 
point, BERNIE comes down the 
stairs. Absent his suit coat and 
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tie but holding a wool cardigan 
sweater, he looks at the fraças 
laid out before him. He is 
bewildered and disturbed by it) 

(MRS. WIRTH steps forward) 

MRS. WIRTH 
Sledd, help Bernie take his trunk up to his room 

(EMMETT breaks free and throws 
himself across the trunk as SLEDD 
straightens to do as MRS. WIRTH has 
asked) 

MRS. WIRTH 
(A controlled command) 

Get off that trunk, Emmett. 

EMMETT 
(Belligerently) 

No.  Not until Bernie shows me his medal. 

CHARLENE 
Why is it so important to see it?  It isn’t any of your 
business. 

(BERNIE crosses to D.S.C.) 

EMMETT 
I went up to Charleston day before yesterday to see our state 
representative.  He checked up on Bernie. 

BERNIE 
(Dismayed) 

What? 

EMMETT 
I wanted to make sure you really got a Purple Heart. 

CHARLENE 
I can’t believe you’d do such a thing. 

ALFRED 
Even Fearless Fosdick wouldn’t have that much nerve. 

(SLEDD re-sits on the trunk, 
alarmed by the turmoil) 
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EMMETT 
Oh, he was awarded a Purple Heart all right . . . for 
distinguishing himself by what’s called “evident valor under 
fire.”  He was a medical aid attached to a company during a 
reconnaissance through a hilly area but six of them were 
separated by an overpowering number of Chinese soldiers.  He and 
four of the group took cover in a small gorge, whereas a fifth 
soldier, a Pfc. Carlos Zorita, was shot before getting into the 
gorge.  Bernie crawled out, got him, and was dragging him back 
into the gorge when he was shot in the leg.  The Chinese moved 
in and killed the five —- 

BERNIE 
That’s not quite the truth, Emmett.  We weren’t that far from 
the rest of the Company, though they were in hostile fire with 
other Chinese soldiers.   

(He tightens his grip on the 
sweater he holds in an effort to 
fight back tears; nevertheless, his 
voice cracks as he tells what 
happened) 

A patrol found the six of us that evening.  I survived because 
as I pulled Carlos into the gully, he fell on top of me, and 
shielded me.  The other four, as the Chinese shot them, fell on 
top of Carlos and me.  The Purple Heart belongs to Carlos and 
the other four that I was buried under.  Not to me . . . 

MRS. WIRTH 
(Gently) 

Do you have the medal, Bernie? 

BERNIE 
(Gaining some control) 

No. 

EMMETT 
(Insensitively) 

What in the hell did you do with it?  Give it to that nurse in 
Honolulu? 

CHARLENE 
(Shouting angrily) 

Oh, for Christ’s sake, Emmett.  Shut up! 



51

EMMETT 
(Ignoring her) 

Or did you throw it in the Potomac when you stopped over in 
D.C.( 

BERNIE 
(Strongly to EMMETT) 

I know that in small towns like this, one is always leery of 
strangers, but haven’t you gone overboard? 

CHARLENE 
(Turning away) 

It is Emmett’s Cold War distrust.   

ALFRED 
Blame it on his thinking you look like that actor who plays the 
alien in THE DAY THE EARTH STOOD STILL. 

MRS. WIRTH 
(Gently, she tries to ease out the 
situation) 

Think of the rest of us as the Patricia Neal and Billy Gray 
characters: hospitable souls. 

BERNIE 
(Frigidly) 

What is the expression: “It only takes one bad apple to ruin the 
barrel”? Emmett is that bad apple.  

CHARLENE   
(To MRS. WIRTH) 

More like the worm in the apple. 

BERNIE 
The minute I walked through that door, Emmett condemned me.  
Why?  Because I happened to appear the same way Michael Rennie 
appeared to those in the boarding house in the film.  Isn’t that 
crazy? 

EMMETT 
Crazy?  What’s crazy is all the stuff about Sarah Bernhardt.  
It’s all implausible – 

BERNIE 
Sometimes the implausible is Truth. 
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MRS. WIRTH 
(Scolding EMMETT) 

Feeling a connection to someone else’s life isn’t “crazy,” 
Emmett, even if the connection seems improbable. 

BERNIE 
It got me through my years at the orphanage, in Korea, and 
during my recovery at the hospital. 

EMMETT 
What did you do with the medal? 

(Everyone, including GENELDA, is 
dismayed at EMMETT’S unrelenting 
doggedness. They give EMMETT 
disappointed, contemptuous looks. 
Not impressed by their collective 
censure of him, EMMETT adjusts his 
Tibetan hat in defiance) 

Well? 
(BERNIE crosses back up to the 
trunk but turns and answers EMMETT 
with disturbing remoteness) 

BERNIE 
I sent it to Carlos’ father and asked him to bury it somewhere at 
The Alamo. 

(BERNIE puts on his cardigan in 
angry dismissal of the group. MRS. 
WIRTH goes to him) 

MRS. WIRTH 
(With motherly concern) 

Where are you going? 

      BERNIE 
For a long walk.  To count up the number of streets in this town 
named for Indian tribes. 

(BERNIE exits out the front door) 

      ALFRED 
Wait up.  I’ll go with you. 

(ALFRED grabs his coat and follows 
BERNIE out the front door) 

EMMETT 
(Yelling after ALFRED) 

Make sure he doesn’t take off in a space ship! 
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(CHARLENE tears off the Tibetan hat 
from EMMETT and before he has a 
chance to take it back from her, 
she throws it into the wastepaper 
basket by the sideboard and then 
blocks him from retrieving it.  He 
backs off and she turns to MRS. 
WIRTH) 

CHARLENE 
I have never paid any attention to the number of streets named 
for Indian tribes.  How many are there, Mrs. Wirth? 

      MRS. WIRTH 
The funny thing is, I don’t know and I have lived here all of my 
life. 

(To GENELDA) 
Genelda? 

(GENELDA shrugs her shoulders and 
shakes her head “no”) 

(MRS. WIRTH, CHARLENE, SLEDD, and 
GENELDA turn and look at EMMETT.  
It is more of a challenge than a 
question) 

(Uncomfortable in not having this 
knowledge as well as his Tibetan 
hat, he turns away from them and 
looks out to the audience in a 
useless, confused, and defeated 
manner) 

      EMMETT 
(With a projected whimper) 

I don’t know.   

(The STAGE LIGHTS QUICKLY DIM) 

(BLACKOUT) 
CURTAIN 

END OF PLAY 
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