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BRIEF DESCRIPTION

Liberty Creek is one of a handful of rural "unincorporated territories" not wired for phone service.  People have to travel several miles to reach a pay phone, and cell phones can be used only at great expense and only by standing in certain areas at certain times.  But finally, after the work of JONATHA CALDWELL and her niece, HANNAH CALDWELL, phone lines have finally come to Liberty Creek, starting and ending traditions with one simple dial tone.

CHARACTERS

JAKE CALDWELL:  Curmudgeon in his 80s, still vigorous but has to move with help, which comes in the form of large knobby walking stick as tall as he is.

JONATHA CALDWELL:  JAKE's sister (also in her 80s), who lives with him; for the past five years she has lobbied to get phone service to Liberty Creek and has now succeeded.

HANNAH CALDWELL:  JAKE's daughter and JONATHA's niece, in her late 40s; helped JONATHA on the phone line campaign.

ROLLINS FREEMAN:  Repairer of vintage stringed instruments; in his 40s, never really out of his 20s.  

ARCHIE "WOLFGANG" MCFEE:  Runs a pirate radio station from his Barcalounger in the basement; otherwise makes his living counting fish at the state dam.

ALICE DUAL:  Simply known as DUAL, the town historian, the same age as ARCHIE.

SETTING

The play takes place primarily in the living room, kitchen, and downstairs bedroom of the house of JAKE CALDWELL.  There is an exit door upstage right, the door to the outside.  Stage left is the bedroom to where JONATHA CALDWELL retreats; a partial wall contains a door with a transom.  In the bedroom is a table and a chair, a manual typewriter on the table, a single bed made up, and miscellaneous boxes of all kinds.  A window is in the upstage wall of the bedroom, with a chair next to it.  If anything, it should look like a small spare cabin.

At stage right is ARCHIE's radio station.  A phone is on a small table.  Other scenes will take place in areas defined by light.

When The Phones Came 
To Liberty Creek

Prologue

As the lights fade, music: Andrew Sisters, "Telephone Song."  Lights up.  Stage right is ARCHIE in his "pirate radio station."  ARCHIE wears a headset and sits in a Barcalounger, surrounded by radio equipment.

Welcome back to Liberty Creek's Radio True Blue, I Love You, and I am your one and only host, "Wolf" (pronounced with German accent: "Vulf" -- after he says "Vulf," ARCHIE howls), "Gang" (pronounced "gong" -- ARCHIE strikes the tinny gong) -- Wolfgang! -- broadcasting to you from my trusty lounger, Barca.  (Barks several times.)  The only pirate radio station in the first circle of hell.  And while we wait radiophonically for the return of Alice Dual from the hospital, let me give you an update on Liberty Creek vitals.  (Craning his neck.)  Weather: we have some out there, and from where I sit, I can confidently predict that we will continue to have some during the entirety of this program -- and even beyond.  Also, Liberty Creek Week is fast flying towards us, our annual tribute to ourselves from ourselves -- and this year we will celebrate the historic coming of the phones to our fair hamlet, thanks to Hannah and Jonatha Caldwell -- the coming of which I would say is a quite a sea-change for us even though we're land-locked in the mountains.

ALICE DUAL enters, flustered, and sits.  ARCHIE gives her a thumbs up.

ARCHIE

All right!  Here she is, folks, a breath of fresh air breezing in, our very own Alice Dual, town historian, with our much awaited very, very, very, very extra-special report.  (Bangs the gong.)  Grab your breath, and then report, oh mighty chronicler.

DUAL

(While trying to catch her breath.)  Well, as you all know, I just came from the hospital -- 

ARCHIE

Alice, breathe deeply -- and all of you out there -- take a deep breath, a little "air time," for Alice Dual.  (He takes a deep breath)  Now, ready?

DUAL

Ready.

ARCHIE

Set.

DUAL

Set.

ARCHIE

Go.

DUAL

I just came from the hospital -- 

ARCHIE

And?

DUAL

And I want to let everyone know that Jake Caldwell is all right.

ARCHIE

Our patriarch is patched up?

DUAL

As mended as medicine can make him.

ARCHIE

Anybody there with him?

DUAL

Anybody there with him?

DUAL

Hannah.  Rollins, too.

ARCHIE

And Jonatha, right?

DUAL

And Jonatha -- 

ARCHIE

Good.

DUAL

-- the Ice Queen --

ARCHIE

(warningly)  Be objective, Alice -- 

DUAL

Well, to lose Jake --   I don't even want to think --

ARCHIE

Don't try to imagine the unimaginable before midnight, Dual.  Besides, Jake's turnaround shows the protective effects of ten parts "old coot" vinegar to one part human blood in your veins.

DUAL

Pith and vinegar.

ARCHIE

Like that "lithp."  Whew, Alice Dual!

DUAL

Whew, Archie McFee.

ARCHIE

What a way to cap it all off: pedal-to-the-metal opera, wouldn't you say?

DUAL

And a near-death experience bringing us all near death.

ARCHIE

Why, it was just a week ago today, in the gentle environs of Liberty Creek -- 

DUAL

Archie, are you going into "wayback woo-woo" again?

ARCHIE

Folks, I am definitely going into "wayback woo-woo" -- seems like a good time to reverb [REE-verb] the dire and dramatic and delightful drama of when the phones came to Liberty Creek.

DUAL

I hope Jake is not listening.

ARCHIE

Jake never listens to me.  Besides, he is doing his job by making himself whole for us again.

ARCHIE makes the "wayback woo-woo" sound -- the aural equivalent of when the television or movie screen goes fuzzy to indicate a move back into time.

ARCHIE

On the day the phone lines came to Liberty Creek -- help me set the mood, Alice -- 

DUAL

(reluctantly)  On the day -- 

ARCHIE

After five years of political persuasion by Jonatha and Hannah Caldwell --

DUAL

To bring Liberty Creek into the century in which it lives -- 

ARCHIE

After all of this -- 

DUAL

-- not a rump found itself resting -- 

ARCHIE

Ants in their pants -- bees in their BVDs -- 

ARCHIE smiles and gives her a thumbs-up.

DUAL

And Archie, you and I know that in uncertain times -- 

ARCHIE

Yes?

DUAL

A restless rump -- 

ARCHIE

Yes?

DUAL

Can be a dangerous thing, indeed.

ARCHIE

Indeed, indeed.  Okay, listeners, go for your next glass of whatever it is you're drinking while Alice whooshes out of here to get some deservéd R-and-R.  Then -- onto the epic story of "When The Phones Came To Liberty Creek" from the only pirate radio station powered by the methane effusions of bilious bovines.

ARCHIE bumps a switch, pops in a tape -- The Andrew Sisters, "Telephone Song."  DUAL looks tired and worried.

ARCHIE

Even after all these years -- 

DUAL

The problem is, Archie, I can imagine, before midnight, Jake -- 

ARCHIE puts a tender hand on her shoulder.

ARCHIE

It looks like he's going to be fine, Alice.

Beat.

DUAL

Woo-woo.

Lights out.

* * * * *

Scene 1

Music button from opening section of Manhattan Transfer's version of "Operator."  On the table is a cardboard box; everyone stares at it.  ARCHIE has a portable tape recorder.  HANNAH holds the plug-end of a telephone line.  JONATHA slowly takes a phone out of the box and everyone continues to stare at it.  Except for JAKE, everyone speaks in something of a hush.

DUAL

(With the awe of the historian.)  The first one.

Beat.

DUAL

The very first one, Jake.

ARCHIE

Found it in my attic.

DUAL

The first one ever.

JAKE

Just like the serpent in the Garden, Alice.

ROLLINS

Archie, how do you even have room for air in your attic!

JAKE

(To everyone.)   Could you all leave now?

ARCHIE

Nabbed the device at a flea market.  

JAKE

Begone!

ROLLINS

Your attic is, like -- 

JAKE

Gone be!

ARCHIE

Never had a use for a phone -- 

ROLLINS

geological -- 

JAKE

Thank you all for ignoring me in my own house. 

ARCHIE

-- since I can't do call-in shows.

ROLLINS

-- like fossils, layer, layer -- bet'cha you got stashed stuff you have no memory of -- 

ARCHIE

So come unlayer me sometime.

ROLLINS

Couldn't be done.

DUAL

The first one, Jake.

JAKE

My answer to that: give 'em a dime, they'll take your dollar.

Beat.

ARCHIE

(To HANNAH and JONATHA.)  Not too bad, huh?  

HANNAH

Does it work?

ARCHIE

Never used it.

HANNAH

How do you know it works?

ARCHIE

I don't.

HANNAH

(To JONATHA.)  What if it doesn't -- 

JAKE

Fine by me.

JONATHA

It will.

JAKE

She commandeth!
HANNAH

Dad!

Beat.

ARCHIE

Alice Dual -- we have our work to do.

DUAL

Yes.

ARCHIE

Stand here and let the finger of Clio amuse us all.  ("Color commentary.")  "And we are recording live from the home of Jake and Jonatha Caldwell -- "

JAKE

House is in my name, not hers.

ARCHIE

"Jonatha looks as skittish as a cow with a buck-toothed calf, staring at the phone -- "

DUAL

"And, Archie -- "

ARCHIE

"This is Alice Dual, folks."

DUAL

"Hannah is looking a bit white around the gills as well."

ARCHIE

"Momentous day, momentous day."

DUAL

"It is.  It is."

JAKE

All traps should be shut.

JONATHA

Okay, everyone -- 

But JONATHA does not move, just stares.

ARCHIE

"We're going to do a little move-through-the-crowd verité here."

JONATHA

Everyone, please -- we don't have much time.

JAKE

She commandeth!  Againeth!

JONATHA gestures to HANNAH, who now holds the plug end of a phone line.

JONATHA

Hannah?  That plug in your hand -- give it to me -- gently -- 

JAKE

Too crowded in here.  

JONATHA

Gently.

JAKE

It's not the heat -- it's the humanity.

HANNAH carefully brings the phone line and hands it to JONATHA.  JONATHA gets ready to insert the plug.

ARCHIE

(Into the microphone.)  "There's a pause -- the phone plug clutched in Jonatha's fingers."

DUAL

"Moment of connection here.  But wait!"

ARCHIE

"She hands it off to Hannah -- "

DUAL

"Too nervous to make the connection herself."

ARCHIE

"Hannah takes a deep starting-line breath."

ROLLINS

(Sotto voce.)  Go, girl.

DUAL

"Hannah plugs it in."

Everyone takes a step back quickly as if a bomb has been activated.

JAKE

The seventh seal is off.

Everyone shushes him.

JAKE

The four horsemen fart by.

Everyone shushes him again.  Everyone waits.  Then, like a blast, the phone rings.

ARCHIE

It works.

After several rings, JONATHA picks it up.  ARCHIE records.

JONATHA

Hello?  Yes -- this is she.

JAKE

Uses the subject[ive case] -- 

JONATHA

Hello, Governor.  Yes, right on time -- loud and clear, yes it is.   Oh, we're all here -- no, not all of us, but those that could get away.  Well, all right, if that's what you want.

JONATHA holds the phone up in the air and encourages everyone to say hello to the Governor, which they do in a variety of ways.

JAKE

I didn't vote for you!

JONATHA gets back on the line.

JONATHA

Yes, this is historic.

JAKE

Won't ever vote for you.

JONATHA

Yes, we're looking forward to everything it can bring.

JAKE

Rather vote Communist -- 

JONATHA

And thank you for all your support in this.

JAKE

Let the corruption begin!

JONATHA

No, no, just noisy in the background here.

JAKE

See, it's already started!

JONATHA

Thank you, Governor.  Yes, technology is an amazing thing.  (Pause.)  Call again.

Beat.  Then everyone cheers, dances around, etc.  JAKE looks on with disgust, walks up to JONATHA.  As he speaks, everyone quiets down to listen and is more or less frozen in place, watching the scene as if it were inevitable and unavoidable.

JAKE

Well, sister of mine, I do believe you think you have brought progress to Liberty Creek.

JONATHA

I have, brother of mine.

JAKE

Oh, but you haven't.  (To all of them.)  You're all going to lose!  You're all going to be losers!

HANNAH

Dad -- 

ROLLINS

Mr. C -- 

JONATHA

Don't try reason on him.  You can't reason with a relic.

Overlapping.

ARCHIE

Ooooh -- 

DUAL

The gall -- 

ROLLINS

Hey!

HANNAH

Jonatha -- 

JAKE slams down his stick.

JAKE

A relic!  At least a relic is useful.  Show it off.  Sell it.  Heave it through the palace windows and kill a czar.  But that!  (Pointing his stick at the phone.)  The world's corruption will now ooze into your homes because of that!  You want to be connected, on-line, wired --   Arguments for five years, in my ear like wasps -- and all of you sheep-like -- bah, bah, bah -- because it would make your lives easier!  Easy?  Spirit becomes sharp and hard by fighting!  (Pointing at them.)  None of you has any fight left.  Giving in to gravity, to luxury.  Upward!  That's where the fight goes.  Keeps us out of the slime, out of the company of animals.  That -- (indicating the phone) that is the millstone to drown you in your own desires.

JONATHA

Just a dried-up old Jeremiah.

HANNAH moves toward JONATHA, but JAKE waves her off.

JAKE

A sybaritic disgusting bag of bones.

HANNAH

(Angrily, to ARCHIE, indicating the tape recorder.)  Turn it off!

JONATHA

You're still jealous --

HANNAH

(To ARCHIE.)  Now!

JONATHA

-- because I went to New York.

JAKE

Jealous of a deserter?
HANNAH

Christ, not this!

JONATHA

Forty years gnawing my bones -- 

JAKE

A.  De.  Ser.  Ter!
JONATHA

An escapee!

JAKE

Who left me to clean up everything -- 

JONATHA

Who loved a mess -- 

JAKE

-- so she could pursue her gift -- 

JONATHA

That's right!

JAKE

Brilliant painter unequalled!

JONATHA

I had a life to make.

JAKE

Unmade everyone to make it.

HANNAH

This is old news -- 

JONATHA

Farm wife, schoolmarm, nurse -- 

ROLLINS

No downhill brakes, Hannah.

JAKE

What's wrong with a nurse?

HANNAH

Why bring it --   (To ARCHIE, viciously.)  Is that off?!
ROLLINS

(Loud whisper to ARCHIE.)  Do it, bucko.

ARCHIE turns it off.

JONATHA

Nurse, punching bag for an alcoholic husband -- my full menu.  Not me!  (To everyone.)  The dark ages!

JAKE

Always brighter!
JONATHA

Broader -- 

JAKE

Badder -- 

JONATHA

Bigger -- 

JAKE

Head to match!

JONATHA

And I was damn good in "New Yawk"!

DUAL takes the tape recorder from ARCHIE and surreptitiously turns it back on.  They exchange a look.

JAKE

"Damned" was right!

JONATHA

I knew everybody worth knowing, and they knew me!

JAKE

But couldn't hack it because no iron your spine -- 

JONATHA

Like that rod up your butt?

HANNAH

Jonatha -- 

JAKE

Came crawling back when they wouldn't pet you anymore.

JONATHA

You know nothing about anything of my life!

JAKE

I know you're a coward.

HANNAH

(Hands in the sign of a "T.")  Time out!

They ignore her.

JONATHA

This from someone who popped out of the womb already an old man -- 

HANNAH

Time out!

They ignore her.

JAKE

Born wise -- 

JONATHA

Afraid of the word "new," always spitting over his left shoulder -- 

JAKE

(Childish tone.)  New, new, new, new -- 

JONATHA

(Interrupting.)  At least I tried -- 

JAKE

And it got you no husband, no children -- 

JONATHA

Never wanted.

JAKE

No home --  

JONATHA

Not desired.

JAKE

Nothing solid -- 

JONATHA

Didn't need a rock crushing my chest -- 

JAKE

Unless all those crates up there in the attic with all your "works" nailed up tight is a life -- not very solid to me -- 

JONATHA

You like the rock on your chest -- 

JAKE

Nothing to lay your hands on and say, "This will last."

JONATHA

And does your Gibraltar include the wife dead by childbirth -- 

HANNAH

Jonatha!

ROLLINS

Whoa!

Beat.

JAKE

Leave Hannah out of -- 

JONATHA

I'm sure Hannah maiden name Dempster really appreciated that wifely duty!

ROLLINS

Miss C -- 

JONATHA

And naming the daughter in memoriam -- what a stroke!

JAKE

They are exempt -- 

ROLLINS

Miss C -- that's not -- 

JONATHA

Shut up!  (To JAKE.)  Exempt?  Why?  Why, why, why?

Beat.

JONATHA

(Looking at them all.)  Look at you -- oh weeping tragedy!  This good man, stayer-at-home, Mom-and-Dad-protector, dubya-dubya-two vet, raiser-of-Hannah in motherless sorrow and alone -- how could everybody not love Jake!  Even Christ comes up short!

JAKE

All your smart-ass -- 

JONATHA

You want smart-ass, my Moses-like holier-than-me proverb-chewing squat-faced brother of mine.  (Pointing at the phone.)  Here's progress for us.  Now you can call me so I don't have to look at your upright face when it pronounces sentence on me --  (to the others) or any of yours, either.  (To HANNAH.)  And especially you.  I was your mother when he couldn't handle you anymore -- 

HANNAH

I know -- 

JONATHA

His cry of the heart -- "come help your Hannah!" -- that's why I really came home -- 

JAKE

How she spins -- 

ROLLINS

Mr. C -- 

JAKE

-- the web of her defeat!

JONATHA

(To HANNAH.)  And just look at your face now -- all slopped over on his side.  

HANNAH

That's not true!

JONATHA

You all look like you got a fart jammed up your nostrils.

JAKE

That's it.  (Points to the phone with his stick.)  The snake.  The snake must be scotched.

JONATHA

The reasoning of a relic.

JAKE raises his stick over his head to smash the phone -- everyone freezes.  Scene shifts to DUAL and ARCHIE at the radio station.  As DUAL speaks, the cast does a slow motion ballet called "The Smashing of The Phone by Jake."  The phone will disassemble, and ACTORS will pick up pieces and make them "fly" through the air.  They then follow the action as described by DUAL and ARCHIE.
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