WELCOME TO THE MONKEY HOUSE

*“What about?” he said.

“I forget,” she said. “Something real sad on television.”

“What was it?"” he said.

“It’s all kind of mixed up in my mind,” said Hazel.

“Forget sad things,” said George.

“I always do,” said Hazel.

“That’s my girl,” said George. He winced. There was the
sound of a rivetting gun in his head.

“Gee—I could tell that one was a doozy,” said Hazel.

“You can say that again,” said George. '

“Gee—" said Hazel, “I could tell that one was a doozy.”

(1961)
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WHO AM
1 THIS TIME?

T NortH Crawrorp Mask and Wig Club, an amateur
theatrical society I belong to, voted to do Tennessee Williams's
A Streetcar Named Desire for the spring play. Doris Sawyer, who
always directs, said she couldn’t direct this time because her
mother was so sick. And she said the club ought to develop
some other directors anyway, because she couldn’t live forever,
even though she’d made it safely to seventy-four.

So I got stuck with the directing job, even though the
only thing I'd ever directed before was the installation of com-
bination aluminum storm windows and screens I'd sold. That’s
what T am, a salesman of storm windows and doors, and here
and there a bathtub enclosure. As far as acting goes, the highest
rank [ ever held on stage was either butler or policeman,
whichever’s higher.

I made a lot of conditions before I took the directing job,
and the biggest one was that Harry Nash, the only real actor the
club has, had to take the Marlon Brando part in the play. To
give you an idea of how versatile Harry is, inside of one year he
was Captain Queeg in The Caine Mutiny Court Martial, then
Abe Lincoln in Abe Lincoln in Tlinois and then the young archi-
tect in The Moon Is Blue. The year after that, Harry Nash was
Henry the Eighth in Anne of the Thousand Days and Doc in
Come Back Little Sheba, and I was after him for Marlon Brando
in A Streetcar Named Desire. Harry wasn’t at the meeting to say
whether he’d take the part or not. He never came to meetings.
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He was too shy. He didn’t stay away from meetings because he
had something else to do. He wasn’t married, didn’t go out
with women—didn’t have any close men friends either. He
stayed away from all kinds of gatherings because he never could
think of anything to say or do without a script.

Si- 1 bad to go down to Miller’s Hardware Store, where
Harry was a clerk, the next day and ask him if he’d take the
part. [ stopped off at the telephone company to complain about
a bill 'd gotten for a call to Honolulu, I’d never called Hono-
lulu in my life.

And there was this beautiful girl ’'d never seen before
behind the counter at the phone company, and she explained
that the company had put in an automatic billing machine and
that the machine didn’t have all the bugs out of it yet. It made
mistakes. “INot only did I not call Honolulu,” 1 told her, “1
don’t think anybody in North Crawford ever has or will.”

So she took the charge off the bill, and I asked her if she
was from around North Crawford. She said no. She said she just
came with the new billing machine to teach local girls how to
take care of it. After that, she said, she would go with some
other machine to someplace else. “Well,” I said, “as long as
people have to come along with the machines, 1 guess we're all
right.”

“What?” she said.

“When machines start delivering themselves,” I said, ““T
guess that’s when the people better start really worrying.”

“Oh,” she said. She didn’t seem very interested in that
subject, and I wondered if she was interested in anything, She
seemed kind of numb, almost a machine herself, an antomatic

phone-company politeness machine.

“How long will you be in town here?”” I asked her.

“I stay in each town eight weeks, sir,”” she said. She had -

pretty blue eyes, but there sure wasn’t much hope or curiosity
in them. She told me she had been going from town to town
like that for two years, always a stranger.

And 1 got it in my head that she might make a good Stella
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for the play. Stella was the wife of the Marlon Brando charac-
ter, the wife of the character I wanted Harry Nash to play. So I
told her where and when we were going to hold tryouts, and
said the club would be very happy if she’d come.

She looked surprised, and she warmed up a little. “You
know,” she said, “that’s the first time anybody ever asked me to
participate in any community thing.”

“Well,” I said, “chere isn’t any other way to get to know a
lot of nice people faster than to be in a play with "em.” ‘

She said her name was Helene Shaw. She said she might
just surprise me—and herself. She said she just might come.

» - -

You would think that North Crawford would be fed up
with Harry Nash in plays after all the plays he'd been in. But
the fact was that North Crawford probably could have gone on
enjoying Harry forever, because he was never Harry on stage.
When the maroon curtain went up on the stage in the gymna-
sium of the Consolidated Junior-Senior High Scheol, Harry,
body and soul, was exactly what the script and the director told
him to be.

Somebody said one time that Harry ought to go to 2
psychiatrist so he could be something important and colozful in
real life, too—so he could get married aniyway, and maybe geta
better job than just clerking in Miller’s Hardware Store for fifty
dollars a week. But I don’t know what a psychiatrist could have
turned up about him that the town didn’t already know. The
trouble with Harry was he’d been left on the doorstep of the
Unitarian Church when he was a baby, and he never did find
out who his parents were.

When I told him there in Miller’s that I'd been appointed
director, that I wanted him in my play, he said what he always
said to anybody who asked him to be in a play—and it was kind
of sad, if you think about it.

“Who am 1 this time?”” he said.

So I held the tryouts where they're always held—in the
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meeting room on the second floor of the North Crawford Pub-
Iic Library. Doris Sawyer, the woman who usually directs, came
to give me the benefit of all her experience. The two of us sat
in state upstairs, while the people who wanted parts waited
below. We called them upstairs one by one.

Harry Nash came to the tryouts, even though it was a
waste of time. 1 gu~s he wanted to get that little bit more
acting in.

For Harry’s pleasure, and our pleasure, too, we had him
read from the scene where he beats up his wife. It was a play in
itself, the way Harry did it, and Tennessee Williams hadn’t
written it all either. Tennessee Williams didn’t write the part,
for instance, where Harry, who weighs about one hundred
fortyfive, who’s about five feet eight inches tall, added fifty
pounds to his weight and four inches to his height by just
picking up a playbook. He had a short little double-breasted
bellows-back grade-school graduation suit coat on and a dinky
little red tie with a horsehead on it. He took off the coat and
tie, opened his collar, then turned his back to Doris and me,
getting up steam for the part. There was a great big rip in the
back of his shirt, and it looked like a fairly new shirt too. He’d
ripped it on purpose, so he could be that much more like
Marlon Brando, right from the first.

When he faced us again, he was huge and handsome and
conceited and cruel. Doris read the part of Stella, the wife, and
Harry bullied that old, old lady into believing that she was a
sweet, pregnant girl married to a sexy gorilla who was going to
beat her brains out. She had me believing it too. And I read the
lines of Blanche, her sister in the play, and darned if Harry
didn’t scare me into feeling like a drunk and faded Southern
belle.

And then, while Doris and I were getting over our emo-
tional experiences, like people coming out from under ether,
Harry put down the playbook, put on his coat and tie, and
turned into the pale hardware-store clerk again.
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““Was—was that all Tight?” he said, and he seemed pretty
sure he wouldn’t get the part.

“Well,” 1 said, “for a first reading, that wasn’t too bad.”

“Is there a chance I'll get the part?” he said. I don’t know
why he atways had to pretend there was some doubt about his
getting a part, but he did.

“T think we can safely say we're leaning powerfully in
your direction,” I told him.

He was very pleased. “Thanks! Thanks a lot!” he said, and
he shook my hand.

“Is there a pretty new girl downstairs?” I said, meaning
Helene Shaw.

“I didn’t notice,” said Harry.

It turned out that Helene Shaw had come for the tryouts,
and Doris and [ had our hearts broken. We thought the North
Crawford Mask and Wig Club was finally going to put a really
good-looking, really young girl on stage, instead of one of the
beat-up forty-year-old women we generally have to palm off as
girls.

But Helene Shaw couldn’t act for sour apples. No matter
what we gave her to read, she was the same girl with the same
smile for anybody who had a complaint about his phone bill.

Doris tried to coach her some, to make her understand
that Stella in the play was a very passionate girl who loved a
gorilla because she needed a gorilla. But Helene just read the
lines the same way again. I don’t think a volcano could have
stirred her up enough to say, “OQo0.”

“Dear,” said Doris, “I'm going to ask you a personal
question.”

“All right,” said Helene.

“Have you ever been in love?” said Doris. “The reason 1
ask,” she said, “remembering some old love might help you put
more warmth in your acting.”

Helene frowned and thought hard. *“Well,” she said, “I
travel a lot, you know. And practically all the men in the differ-
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ent companies [ visit are married and I never stay anyplace long
enough to know many people who aren’t.”

“What about school?” said Doris. “What about puppy
love and all the other kinds of love in school?”

So Helene thought hard about that, and then she said,
“Even in school I was always moving around a lot. My father
was a construction worker, following jobs around, so I was
always saying hello or good-by to someplace, without anything
in between.”

“Um,” said Dotis.

“Would movie stars count?”’ said Helene. “T don’t mean
in real life. I never knew any. I just mean up on the screen.”

Doris looked at me and rolled her eyes. “I guess that’s
love of a kind,” she said.

And then Helene got a little enthusiastic. T used to sit
through movies over and over again,” she said, “and pretend I
was married to whoever the man movie star was. They were
the only people who came with us. No matter where we
moved, movie stars were there.”

“Uh huh,” said Doris.

“Well, thank you, Miss Shaw,” I said. ““You go downstairs
and wait with the rest. We'll let you know.”

So we tried to find another Stella. And there just wasn’t
one, not one woman in the club with the dew sdll on her. “All
we've got are Blanches,” 1 said, meaning all we had were faded
women who could play the part of Blanche, Stella’s faded sister.
“That’s life, [ guess—twenty Blanches to one Stella.”

“And when you find a Stella,” said Doris, “it turns out
she doesn’t know what love is.”

Doris and [ decided there was one last thing we could try.
We could get Harry Nash to play a scene along with Helene.
“He just might make her bubble the least little bit,” I said.

“That girl hasn’t got 2 bubble in her,” said Doris.

So we called down the stairs for Helene to come back on
up, and we told somebody to go find Harry. Harry never sat
with the rest of the people at tryouts—or at rehearsals either.
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The minute he didn’t have a part to play, he’d disappear into
some hiding place where he could hear people call him, but
where he couldn’t be seen. At tryouts in the library he gener-
ally hid in the reference room, passing the time looking at flags
of different countries in the front of the dictionary.

Helene came back upstairs, and we were very sorry and
surprised to see that she’d been crying.

“QOh, dear,” said Doris. ““Oh, my—now what on earth’s
the trouble, dear?”

“I was terrible, wasn’t [?” said Helene, hanging her head.

Doris said the only thing anybody can say in an amateur
theatrical society when somebody cries. She said, “Why, no
dear—you were marvelous.”

“Wo, I wasn’t,” said Helene. “I'm a walking icebox, and I
know 1it.”

“Nobody could look at you and say that,” said Doris.

“When they get to know me, they can say it,” said He-
lene. “When people get to knmow me, that’s what they do say.”
Her tears got worse. “I don’t want to be the way I am,” she
said. “I just can’t help it, living the way I've lived all my life.
The only experiences I've had have been in crazy dreams of
movie stars. When I meet somebody nice in real life, I feel as
though I were in some kind of big bottle, as though I couldn’t
touch that person, no matrter how hard I tried.” And Helene
pushed on air as though it were a big bottle all around her.

“You ask me if I've ever been in love,”” she said to Doris.
“No~but I want to be. I know what this play’s about. I know
what Stella’s supposed to feel and why she feels it. [——I—"
she said, and her tears wouldn’t let her go on.

“You what, dear?” said Doris gently.

“I——"" said Helene, and she pushed on the imaginary
bottle again. “I just don’t know how to begin,” she said.

There was heavy clumping on the library stairs. It
sounded like a deep-sea diver coming upstairs in his lead shoes.
It was Harry Nash, turning himself into Marlon Brando. In he
came, practically dragging his knuckles on the floor. And he
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was so much in character that the sight of a weeping woman
made him sneer.

“Harry,” I said, “I'd like you to meet Helene Shaw. He-
lene—this is Harry Nash. If you get the part of Stella, he’ll be
your husband in the play.” Harry didn’t offer to shake hands.
He put his hands in his pockets, and he hunched over, and he
looked her up and down, gave her looks that left her naked.
Her tears stopped right then and there.

“T wonder if you two would play the fight scene,” I said,
“and then the reunion scene right after it.”

“Sure,” said Harry, his eyes still on her. Those eyes
burned up clothes faster than she could put them on. “Sure,”
he said, “if Stell’s game.”

“What?”" said Helene. She’d turned the color of cran-
berry juice.

“Stell—Stella,” said Harry. “That’s you. Stell’s my wife.”

I handed the two of them playbooks. Harry snatched his
from me without a word of thanks. Helene's hands weren’t
working very well, and [ had to kind of mold them around the
book.

“T'll want something I can throw,” said Harry.

“What?” T said.

“There’s one place where I throw a radio out a window,”
said Harry. “What can I throw?”

So I said an iron paperweight was the radio, and I opened
the window wide. Helene Shaw looked scared to death.

“Where you want us to start?” said Harry, and he rolled
his shoulders like a prizefighter warming up.

“Start a few lines back from where you throw the radio
out the window,” T said.

“O.K., O.K.,” said Harry, warming up, warming up. He
scanned the stage directions. “Let’s see,” he said, “after | throw
the radio, she runs off stage, and I chase her, and I sock her
one.”

“Right,” I said.

“O.K., baby,” Harry said to Helene, his eyelids drooping.
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What was about to happen was wilder than the chariot race in
Ben Hur. “On your mark,” said Harry. “Get ready, baby. Go!”

When the scene was over, Helene Shaw was as hot as a
hod carrier, as limp as an eel. She sat down with her mouth
open and her head hanging to one side. She wasn't in any
bottle any more. There wasn’t any bottle to hold her up and
keep her safe and clean. The bottle was gone.

“Do I get the part or don’t I?”” Harry snarled at me.

“You'll do,” T said.

“You said a mouthful!” he said. “I'll be going now. . . .
See you around, Stella,” he said to Helene, and he left. He
slammed the door behind him.

“Helene?” T said. “Miss Shaw?”

“Mf?* she said.

“The part of Stella is yours,” I said. “You were great!”

“I was?” she said.

“I had no idea you had that much fire in you, dear,”
Doris said to her.

“Fire?” said Helene. She didn’t know if she was afoot or
on horseback.

“Skyrockets! Pinwheels! Roman candles!” said Doris.

“MTY,” said Helene. And that was all she said. She locked
as though she were going to sit in the chair with her mouth
open forever.

- “Stella,” T said.

“Huh?"* she said.

“You have my permission to go.”

So we started having rehearsals four nights a week on the
stage of the Consolidated School. And Harry and Helene set
such a pace that everybody in the production was half crazy
with excitement and exhaustion before we'd rehearsed four
times. Usually a director has to beg people to learn their lines,
but I had no such trouble. Harry and Helene were working so
well together that everybody else in the cast regarded it as a
duty and an honor and a pleasure to support them.

[ was certainly lucky—or thought I was. Things were
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going so well, so hot and heavy, so early in the game that [ had
to say to Harry and Helene after one love scene, “Hold a little
something back for the actual performance, would you please?
You’ll burn yourselves out.”

I 'said that at the fourth or fifth rehearsal, and Lydia Miller,
who was playing Blanche, the faded sister, was sitting next to
me in the audience. In real life, she’s the wife of Verne Miller.
Verne owns Miller’s Hardware Store. Verne was Harry's boss.

“Lydia,” I said to her, “have we got a play or have we got
a play?”

“Yes,” she said, “you’ve got a play, all right.” She made it
sound as though I'd committed some kind of crime, done
solrfl_uething Just terrible. “You should be very proud of your-
self.”

“What do you mean by that?” I said.

Before Lydia could answer, Harry velled at me from the
stage, asked if I was through with him, asked if he could go
home. I told him he could and, still Marlon Brando, he left,
kicking furniture out of his way and slamming doors. Helene
was left all alone on the stage, sitting on a couch with the same
gaga look she’d had after the tryouts. That girl was drained.

I turned to Lydia again and I said, “Well—until now, I
thought I had every reason to be happy and proud. Is there
something going on I don’t know about?”

“Do you know that girl’s in love with Harry?” said Lydia.

“In the play?” I said.

“What play?” said Lydia. “There isn’t any play going on
now, and look at her up there.” She gave a sad cackle. “You
aren’t directing this play.”

“Who is?”’ T said.

“Mother Nature at her worst,” said Lydia. “And think
what it’s going to do to that girl when she discovers what
Ha’rry really is.” She corrected herself. “What Harry really

1s1r't,” she said.
I didn’t do anything about it, because I didn’t figure it was
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any of my business. I heard Lydia try to do something about it,
but she didn’t get very far.

“You know,” Lydia said to Helene one night, “I once
played Ann Rutledge, and Harry was Abraham Lincoln.”

Helene clapped her hands. “That must have been
heaven!” she said.

“It was, in a way, said Lydia. “Sometimes I'd get so
worked up, I'd love Harry the way I'd love Abraham Lincoln.
I'd have to come back to earth and remind myself that he
wasn’t ever going to free the slaves, that he was just a clerk in
my husband’s hardware store.”

“I1e’s the most marvelous man I ever met,” said Helene.

“Of course, one thing you have to get set for, when
you're in a play with Harry,” said Lydia, “‘is what happens after
the last performance.”

“What are you talking about?”” said Helene.

“Once the show's over,” said Lydia, “whatever you
thought Harry was just evaporates into thin air.”

“T don’t believe it,” said Helene.

“I admit it’s hard to believe,” said Lydia.

Then Helene got a little sore. “Anyway, why tell me
about it?”’ she said. “Even if it is true, what do I care?”

“I—I don’t know,” said Lydia, backing away. “I—TI just
thought you might find it interesting.”

“Well, I don’t,” said Helene.

And Lydia slunk away, feeling about as frowzy and un-
loved as she was supposed to feel in the play. After that nobody
said anything more to Helene to warn her about Harry, not
even when word got around that she’d told the telephone com-
pany that she didn’t want to be moved around anymore, that
she wanted to stay in North Crawford.

So the time finally came to put on the play. We ran it for
three nights—Thursday, Friday, and Saturday-—and we mur-

dered those audiences. They believed every word that was said
on stage, and when the maroon curtain came down they were
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rfzady to go to the nut house along with Blanche, the faded
sister.

On Thursday night the other girls at the telephone com-
pany sent Helene a dozen red roses. When Helene and Harry
were taking a curtain call together, I passed the roses over the
footlights to her. She came forward for them, took one rose
fr‘()m the bouquet to give to Harry. But when she turned to
give Harry the rose in front of everybody, Hatry was gone. The
curtain came down on that extra little scene——that girl offering
a rose to nothing and nobody.

I went backstage, and I found her still holding that one
rose. She’d put the rest of the bouquet aside. There were tears
in her eyes. *“What did I do wrong?”’ she said to me. “Did I
insult him some way?”

“No,” I said. “He always does that after a performance.
The minute it’s over, he clears out as fast as he can.”

“And tomorrow he’ll disappear again?”

“Without even taking off his makeup.”

“And Saturday?” she said. “He’ll stay for the cast party on
Saturday, won’t he?”

“Harry never goes to parties,” I said. “When the curtain
comes down on Saturday, that’s the last anybody will see of him
till he goes to work on Monday.”

“How sad,” she said.

Helene’s performance on Friday night wasn’t nearly so
good as Thursday’s. She seemed to be thinking about other
things. She watched Harry take off after curtain call. She didn’t
say a word. ‘

. On Saturday she put on the best performance yet. Ordi-
narily it was Harry who set the pace. But on Saturday Harry
had to work to keep up with Helene.

When the curtain came down on the final curtain call,
Harry wanted to get away, but he couldn’t. Helene wouldn’t
let go his hand. The rest of the cast and the stage crew and a lot
of well-wishers from the audience were all standing around
Harry and Helene, and Harry was trying to get his hand back.
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“Well,”” he said, “I've got to go.”

“Where?” she said.

“Oh,” he said, “home.”

“TWon't you please take me to the cast party?” she said.

He got very red. “I'm afraid I'm not much on parties,” he
said. All the Marlon Brando in him was gone. He was tongue-
tied, he was scared, he was shy—he was everything Harry was
famous for being between plays.

“All right,” she said. “T'll let you go—if you promise me
one thing.”

«What's that?” he said, and I thought he would jump out
2 window if she let go of him then.

“] want you to promise to stay here until I get you your
present,” she said.

“Present?” he said, getting even more panicky.

“Promise?” she said.

He promised. It was the only way he could get his hand
back. And he stood there miserably while Helene went down
to the ladies’ dressing room-for the present. While he waited, a
lot of people congratulated him on being such a fine actor. But
congratulations never made him happy. He just wanted to get
away.

Helene came back with the present. It turned out to be a
little blue book with a big red ribbon for a place marker. It was
a copy of Romeo and Juliet. Harry was very embarrassed. It was
all he could do to say “Thank you.”

“The marker marks my favorite scene,” said Helene.

“Um,” said Harry.

“Don’t you want to se¢ what my favorite scene is7” she
said.

So Harry had to open the book to the red ribbon.

Helene got close to him, and read a line of Juliet's.
“ ‘L Iow cam’st thou hither, tell me, and wherefore?’ *’ she read.
« “The orchard walls are high and hard to climb, and the place
death, considering who thou art, if any of my kinsmen find
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thee here.””” She pointed to the next line. “Now, look what
Romeo says,” she said.

“Um,” said Harry.

“Read what Roomeo says,” sald Helene.

Harry cleared his throat. He didn’t want to read the line,
but he had to. “ “With love’s light wings did I o’erperch these
walls,” ” he read out loud in his everyday voice. But then a
change came over him. * ‘For stony limits cannot hold love
out,”” he read, and he straightened up, and eight years dropped
away from him, and he was brave and gay. “ ‘And what love can
do, that dares love attempt,” *” he read, * ‘therefore thy kinsmen
are no let to me.” ”

“ ‘If they do see thee they will murther thee,’ ** said He-
lene, and she started him walking toward the wings.

““Alack? ” said Harry,  ‘there lies more peril in thine
eye than twenty of their swords.” * Helene led him toward the
backstage exit. “ ‘Look thou bt sweet,” ” said Harry, * ‘and 1
am proof against their enmity.”

“ T would not for the world they saw thee here,” ** said
Helene, and that was the last we heard. The two of them were
out the door and gone.

They never did show up at the cast party. One week later
they were married.

They seem very bappy, although they’re kind of strange
from time to time, depending on which play they’re reading to
each other at the time.

I dropped into the phone company office the other day,
on account of the billing machine was making dumb mistakes
again. I asked her what plays she and Harry’d been reading
lately.

“In the past week,” she said, “I've been married to
Othello, been loved by Faust and been kidnaped by Paris.
Wouldn’t you say I was the luckiest girl in town?”

I said T thought so, and I told her most of the women in
town thought so too.

“They had their chance,” she said.
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“Most of ’em couldn’t stand the excitement,” | sa.id.‘ And
1 told her I’d been asked to direct another play. I asked if she

and Harry would be available for the cast. She gave me 2 big
smile and said, “Who are we this time?”’

(1961)

29




