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CAST (12)

BOBBIE COLEMAN
12.
  
A young girl who learns more in a matter of 



days than she will her whole lifetime. 

BOBBIE ADKINS
86.

Bobbie Coleman all grown up.  She knows 



the truth.
WILLA FAY MOORE
16.

African American.  Bobbie’s friend.  Sings.

WADE FERGUSON

late 20s-30s. 
A freelance journalist.
CALEB PITTS
late 20s-30s. 
Bobbie’s uncle.
CHARLIE SPARKS
40.  

Owner of Sparks World Famous Shows.  




Never without his signature Stetson hat and 




cane.
REVEREND MOORE
40’s.

Willa Fay’s father.

AMBROSIA PILAR

20’s.  

A circus diva.

RED ELDRIDGE
late 20s-30’s.  
A drifter.
SPIT, NUB
60s-70s
Erwin-ites. Shriners. Protective of their 




drink, and of Bobbie A.  Caucasian.
TUCKER
late teens-20s
African American youth who is friends with 




Spit and Nub – creating an unlikely trio

TIME

September 11-13, 1916 and the same days in September, 1990.
PLACE

The porches and storied worlds of Eastern Tennessee.

NOTE:  The three songs used in the play are actual Appalachian tunes.  The songs were written well before 1922 and are, therefore, in the public domain.  They are designed to be sung a cappella, as a solo moment or a group sing.  However, if a cast member plays a small instrument such as a harmonica or a guitar or banjo, it could be used to accompany select pieces.






Act 1





Scene 1
Erwin, TN – 1990.
Kingsport, TN – 1916.



The action plays out, simultaneously, in two 




different places at two different times.  The setting 




should somehow reflect both.  Maybe there is a 




strong circus influence.  Maybe an abstract idea of 




Tennessee’s rich storytelling identity provides the 




setting – rocking chairs?  No matter the choice,

there should be a feeling of mystery and of secrets 
held tight.



The elephant, Mary, might solely be an offstage 




presence.  She might be alluded to through the 




stump of a burled, and ancient tree trunk.  She 




might be abstractly represented through a variety of 




onstage techniques.  The end result is that her 




presence must be felt at all times.

BOBBIE C. runs on dragging WILLA FAY by 
the hand.  
She stops suddenly, breathless, and 
addresses the audience





BOBBIE C.
There’s a skeleton in a trainyard in East Tennessee.

She starts to run again but WILLA FAY 

will not move





BOBBIE C. (cont.)

Come on, Willa Fay.  We gotta…go!  Oh, durn you!



She runs off.



WILLA FAY stands for a moment and



then she begins to sing.  

During the song, the stage is set for the

play.  
Large and heavy chain, in segments 

or in great lengths should be used to add

a rhythmic underscore to WILLA’s song.  
BOBBIE C. re-enters and moves

through, playfully imitating an elephant.

Towards the end of the song, WADE

escorts BOBBIE A. in.  Their arrival should 
time so that he goes straight into dialogue 
not allowing for an applause break.

The cast may join WILLA FAY in the singing





WILLA FAY
ON A STORMY NIGHT IN WINTER

WHEN THE WINDS BLEW COLD AND WET

I HEARD SOME STRAINS OF MUSIC

THAT I NEVER CAN FORGET.

I WAS SLEEPING IN THE CABIN

WHERE LIV’D MARY FAIR AND YOUNG

WHEN A LIGHT SHONE IN THE WINDOW

AND A BAND OF SINGER’S SUNG.

WE ARE COMING SISTER MARY 

WE ARE COMING BYE AND BYE, 

BE READY SISTER MARY, 

FOR THE TIME IS DRAWING NIGH. 

I TRIED TO CALL TO MARY, 

BUT MY TONGUE WOULD NOT OBEY, 

WHEN THE SONG SO STRANGE HAD ENDED 

AND THE SINGERS FLOWN AWAY, 

AS I WATCH'D I HEARD A RUSTLING, 

LIKE THE RUSTLING OF A WING, 


AND BESIDE TO MARY'S BEDDING, 

VERY SOON I HEARD THEM SING.

WE ARE COMING SISTER MARY, 

WE ARE COMING BYE AND BYE, 

BE READY SISTER MARY, 

FOR THE TIME IS DRAWING NIGH. 






WILL FAY (cont.)

THEN AGAIN I CALLED TO MARY, 

BUT MY SORROW WAS COMPLETE, 

FOR I FOUND HER HEART OF KINDNESS, 

HAD FOREVER CEASED TO BEAT, 

AS I NOW AM VERY LONELY, 

FROM SUMMER ROUND TO SPRING, 

AND I OFT IN MIDNIGHT SLUMBER, 

THINK I HEAR THE SAME ONE SING.

WE ARE COMING SISTER MARY, 

WE ARE COMING BYE AND BYE, 

BE READY SISTER MARY, 

FOR THE TIME IS DRAWING NIGH, 

WE ARE COMING SISTER MARY, 

WE ARE COMING BYE AND BYE, 

BE READY SISTER MARY, 

FOR THE TIME IS DRAWING NIGH.

By now, all scenic elements are in place
and the CAST is positioned throughout.

WILLA FAY exits.

ALL speak directly to the audience
CHARLIE SPARKS


Charlie Sparks here.  Owner of the Sparks Family Circus.  We’re the show that never broke a promise.  That’s right, folks.  Twenty five years of honest dealing with the public.  Clowns, daring aerialists, riders, a menagerie of the earth’s most perfect specimens, and a grand street parade each noon featuring the largest living land animal on earth – Mary!






AMBROSIA

It was only fruit.  A piece here and there.  How could I know?






REVEREND MOORE

Sinners.  I see them clearly for what they are.






BOBBIE C.
Think there’ll be clowns?  I hear there’s usually clowns.






RED

Buck fifty a week’s enough to keep a man livin’ like he needs to.  Folks gotta have a place to stay when they come into town and the hotel’s gotta have someone keep the place up.  Respectable enough, I suppose.  Damn if I don’t get the itch to move, though.  Travel on.  Scares itself up inside me and sets my skin to buzzin’.  

BOBBIE A.
What do we know?  Really?  Accounts don’t play the same word to word any time it’s told.  They’re like the leaves on that old oak.  Alike enough to be called a leaf but with bug eaten holes and veins of color that make each one tell a different tale.





CHARLIE SPARKS

One thing’s for sure, she’s dead.  






CALEB

And there’s a skeleton 






RED

in a trainyard 






REVEREND MOORE

in east Tennessee.



Lights shift to BOBBIE A. and WADE.


OTHERS may exit or stay in the shadows to


depict that the story is always ongoing.

WADE has an archival recording on a portable

cassette recorder.  He pushes ‘He Heplay’





REPORTER from 1916 (on recording)

Is there something else you wanted to say, young lady?






BOBBIE C. (on recording)

I know the truth.





REPORTER from 1916 (on recording)

I’m sorry.  What?






BOBBIE C. (on recording)

I know the—






CALEB (on recording)

Bobbie Coleman!  Interview’s done with!



The sound abruptly stops and only static



is heard.



WADE shuts off the recording





WADE

Well, Mrs. Adkins?






BOBBIE A.
I’m close to entering my ninth decade, young man.  Seen more than any one body has a right to yet it’s the only story I’m ever asked about.  You’re not interested at all in how I manage to stay lookin’ so beautiful at my - whadda they call it – advanced age?





WADE

I’m interested in what was said there at the end of the interview.  The truth about what, Mrs. Adkins?  My editor thinks it’s about Mary but I need to be convinced.  And, yes, you are a lovely woman.





BOBBIE A.


(laughing)

Please, Mr. Ferguson.  I do know the truth.  And the truth is I’m uglier than the underside of a toad’s tongue.  Don’t write that down.





WADE

No, now, really--





BOBBIE A.
Oh, yes sir.  And it’s fine by me.  If I were a looker and this old, I’d end up being more of a sideshow than I already am.






WADE

Yes, ma’am.  





BOBBIE A.
This is a small town.  Opinions grow like weeds here.  Plenty of folks you could’ve asked about this.






WADE

It does seem like everyone in the whole town knows Mary’s story.






BOBBIE A.
They know what they think they know.  
Transition to SPIT, TUCKER and NUB





NUB
You didn’t bother ol’ Bobbie Adkins with this nonsense did you, boy?






WADE

I’m meeting her later today.






SPIT

Meetin’ who?






TUCKER

Bobbie Adkins.






SPIT

Already met Bobbie Adkins.  Known her for years.






NUB

No, you old fool, this here young man’s meetin’ Missus Adkins later today.






TUCKER

He’s asking about Mary.






SPIT

She’s not married.  Been widowed for years.






NUB

You been drinkin’?






SPIT

Let’s go!



SPIT exits






NUB
Damn fool.






TUCKER
Hasn’t been all there since that mule kicked him in his head.






WADE

When was that?






TUCKER

More than fifty years ago.  What is it you wanna know, Mr. Ferguson?






WADE

Mrs. Adkins seems to be a very private woman.






NUB

She tries to keep to herself.  ‘Specially when folk come snooping ‘round askin’ ‘bout Mary.






TUCKER

People come from all over curious about that damn elephant.






NUB

Damn right.






TUCKER

Damn elephant.






NUB


Damn right. Most in the town want to let it go.  Nothin’ to be proud of, that’s for sure.






TUCKER

Yeah but others take advantage of the hype. Did you know that there are stores here that sell souvenirs with her name on it?  Some even with pictures.






NUB

Folk need to let it be.






TUCKER

They need to let Miss Bobbie be.






WADE

She’s agreed to meet with me.






TUCKER


There’s no one better than Miss Bobbie.  You need to go easy on her.





WADE

I don’t intend to harass her, gentlemen.






NUB
Good.  I think the poor thing’s got enough o’ that from her past.  Careful what you dredge up.






WADE

Is everyone in Erwin this protective of her?






NUB

If they got any sense they are.



SPIT re-enters






SPIT

We drinkin’ or not?






TUCKER

We’re comin’, Spit.  Hold your damn horses.






SPIT

Nah, I’ll just walk.



He exits.

TUCKER and NUB follow






NUB

Damn fool. Come back ‘n see us another time, son, if you still got questions.





TUCKER

Slow down Spit, you’ll bust somethin’!



They exit

BOBBIE A.

That’s a crazy trio, no doubt about that.  You learn much from them?






WADE

No.






BOBBIE A.


Well, there’s not much more to know than what’s already out there, I suppose.






WADE

Except the truth.  Which you said you know.  The recording doesn’t lie.






BOBBIE A.
Mighty sure I can give it to you, are you?  (beat)  Look out at that valley, Mr. Ferguson.  





WADE

Please ma’am, it’s Wade.






BOBBIE A.
Don’t know you enough to get beyond Mr. Ferguson.  Same as you don’t know me well enough to get past Mrs. Adkins.  Go on, now.  Take a look.  At the houses.  Whadda you see?






WADE

Porches.  Rocking chairs on…almost every one of them.






BOBBIE A.
We’re a storytelling people.  Them porches are our stages.  Them rockers our pulpits.  And you can get a different telling of the same tale at each and every one of them.  That’s what keeps these hills a singin’ – our stories.
 




WADE

But, you’re the only living authority on what happened back then.  What I can get from anyone else will just be hearsay.





BOBBIE A.
You’re an insistent sort of fella, aren’t you?  And you got you some charm, too.  (beat)  Fine.  This is what I can tell.  And this you can write down.  A circus elephant was hanged for murder.



Explore the potential of a theatrical re-telling, 
created  by the cast, illustrating her story. 
Sound effects, also can be used, but sparingly





BOBBIE A. (cont.)

She was brought over here to Erwin ‘cause it had the trainyard.  They put on quite a show.  Everyone knew about it.  Walked her right up to the big derrick they had down there.  They let some of the other elephants tag along.  Kept her from getting too nervous they said.  ‘Course, before they killed her they led them other elephants away.  Wasn’t somethin’ for them to see.  But plenty did see.  Biggest crowd ever gathered in Erwin, they say, turned out for this.  Thousands.  Those fellas from the circus chained her to the train rail so’s she couldn’t run.  (beat)  She wasn’t gonna run.  (beat)  Then couple of the bigger men climbed up her back and slipped that thick chain ‘round her neck.  Didn’t waste any time in doing it neither.  They had it on and up she went.  But not for long, poor thing.  Idiots was in such a rush they forgot to undo her from the rail.  She came crashing back down.  Folk started screaming and running, thinking she was gonna start tearing through the place.  Only she couldn’t tear through nothing.  Her hip had broke.  She just sat there while they run back up her and reattached the chain and hitched her up in the air again.  (beat)  This time it took.  She kind of swayed for a while.  Didn’t really do much else.  Crowd got tired of it and lit out before it was all over.






WADE

And she’s buried there?






BOBBIE A.
No one knows exactly where but she’s there.






WADE

And is that your secret?  You know where she is?






BOBBIE A.
Some things are better left untold.






WADE

I need to change your mind about that.





BOBBIE A.
What makes you think I’m this big authority?





WADE

You were actually there.  Plus…this recording.






BOBBIE A.
Surprised that thing’s still around.





WADE



(reads)

Historical archive.  Twelve year old Bobbie Coleman.  Murderous Mary.  Kingsport, Tennessee.






BOBBIE A.
Good heavens.






WADE

Can I play this from the beginning?






BOBBIE A.
I can tell you’re a man with determination, Mr. Ferguson.  Do what you’re gonna do.


WADE rewinds the recording.  We hear 
young BOBBIE C.’s voice, obviously upset





REPORTER from 1916 (on recording)

State your name.






BOBBIE C. (on recording)

Bobbie Coleman.





REPORTER from 1916 (on recording)

Your age?






BOBBIE C. (on recording)

Twelve years.






CALEB PITTS (on recording)



(interrupting)

And I’m her uncle.  Caleb Gabriel Pitts.  My adult permission is what I give for her to be put down on this here recording.  Amen.
