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The stage is drearily lighted, with a little extra light downstage. DSC are three cheap metal foldable chairs which lie around in no particular order. A fourth chair lies USC. GARRISON wanders onstage from left, and mimes putting food on the table. He is shabbily dressed, but it seems that he has been trying to look nicer. He inhales the smell of the food deeply, yet there is nothing there. 

GARRISON: At the far end of town where the prickly grass grows, and the cold wind smells bitter and bold as it blows, and no birds ever sing excepting old crows…

There is a knock, OWEN walks onstage from right, and waits. 

GARRISON: Come in!

OWEN opens a door and enters into the room. He is better dressed, although not fancy. He wears a heavy coat over his clothing. He and GARRISON hug for a moment. 

OWEN: It’s great to see you Garry! 

GARRISON: And it’s great to see you, you came at the perfect time, doesn’t dinner smell great…?

OWEN: What dinner?

GARRISON: … and Sam is out getting wood for the fire…

OWEN: Oh is he? That’s good, I assumed I wasn’t going to be the first person here. 

GARRISON: Nope, you both came right on schedule. Have a seat. Let me take your coat. (OWEN pulls out a chair and sits, and hands his coat to GARRISON who paces back and forth, after placing the coat on the upstage chair.)

OWEN: Well, I’m glad I avoided wood gathering duties, it’s brutal out there. 

GARRISON: It isn’t that bad when the wind isn’t blowing. 

OWEN: Yeah, well, does that ever happen? Don’t seem to have much protection. 

GARRISON: No, no that’s true. 

OWEN: (beat) But it’s nice and cozy in here. 

GARRISON: Yep, yes it is. 

OWEN: Insulation is good.

GARRISON: Redid it myself this fall. 

OWEN: You did a good job. 

GARRISON: Thanks…

OWEN: Really good work….

GARRISON: I know, yeah…

OWEN: Couldn’t have done it myself…

Beat. Then GARRISON quickly pulls out a chair and sits facing OWEN.

GARRISON: How is it with you? How have you been doing?  

OWEN: Me? I’ve been fine, how are you-

GARRISON: No, I mean, what have you been doing lately? 

OWEN: Oh, well… I haven’t really done much since… since we saw each other last. Just steady work…

SAM comes from stage right and kicks the door. He is dressed exactly the same way as OWEN. His hands are filled with logs. GARRISON jumps up, startled, and then runs to open the door. 

SAM: It is damn cold out there!

He enters and drops the logs with a thud. They spill over the stage. He spots OWEN. 

SAM: Owen! I didn’t see you out there, you must have slipped past when I wasn’t looking.

OWEN: I’m afraid I wouldn’t have felt much like chatting, if you haven’t noticed, it’s absolutely freezing out there. 

They embrace for a moment, then let go. GARRISON stands to the side, out of the scene. 

SAM: Yeah, well… the wind is blowing hard enough so I doubt we’d hear each other. 

OWEN: But no snow… (to GARRISON) You still get snow here, don’t you? 

GARRISON: (to SAM) Can I take your coat?

SAM: Not yet, gotta make one more trip out. 

OWEN: For what? 

SAM You’ll see.

He braces himself for a moment, then exits. Beat.

OWEN: Gotta be pretty brave to go out there. Sam’s was always brave like that.
GARRISON: You’ve been in steady work? It doesn’t bother you? At all?

OWEN: No, why? You’ve been working too?

GARRISON: Not at all. Haven’t worked for anyone in years. 

OWEN: You haven’t? What do you mean? How do you keep up if you don’t…?

GARRISON: I forage. 

Beat. 

Owen: Forage?

GARRISON: Forage. 

Sam comes on and kicks the door again. He is carrying a huge tree stump. OWEN moves to open the door, but GARRISON gets there first. There is a moment of confusion, and then GARRISON opens the door and SAM enters. 

SAM: It’s really damn cold out there. Must be the only person crazy enough to be out there.

OWEN: What on earth do you have that for?

SAM: Christmas tree. 

OWEN: Christmas tree? And it’s not even Christmas. 

SAM: It’s close enough. 

OWEN: It’s cold enough. 

GARRISON: That’s excellent! Put it there, (he indicates DSC) I have a little something for that I think…

He wanders off right. Sam places the stump on the stage, and places his coat on top of OWEN’s.

OWEN: That’s not even a proper tree, you know.

SAM: My family used to go to a tree farm every year to get a tree. It’d be really, really, cold and we’d all walk around and eventually just choose any damn tree because we were so cold. We’d cut it down and leave a stump like this. I’ve come full circle I think. 

OWEN: How’d you get this one? 

SAM: Not much choice is there? I could wander about in the cold searching for the “just the right stump” or I could just pick up the one right around back that was loose anyway. Family motto; don’t kill yourself. 

GARRISON enters with a string of cheap golden decoration. He wraps it carefully around the stump. 

OWEN: I guess so. 

Wait for GARRISON to finish. 

GARRISON: All done. 

SAM: Doesn’t it look pretty? (It doesn’t) 

GARRISON: It’s nice.

OWEN: I guess… it’ll do. 

SAM: Alright! Now that that’s settled. What were we going to do this evening? 

GARRISON: Dinner? 

OWEN: But there isn’t any…

SAM: What dinner? 

GARRISON: Doesn’t it smell nice?

A VISITOR enters from stage right and knocks at the door. He is wrapped up to a much greater extent than the others. After initial surprise, GARRISON runs to the door and opens it. 

OWEN: Who would be out…?

GARRISON: Hello, come in, come in. 

The VISITOR steps inside, and removes some of layers and gives them to GARRISON who places them on the chair in the back. But he remains almost completely covered, except for his eyes, nose and mouth. 
SAM: You must be pretty damn cold. 

VISITOR: I am, you can count on that. 

OWEN: You’ve got a lot of layers though, that ought to help. 

VISITOR: It does, it does. 

SAM: But it’s still a cold night. 

VISITOR: One of the coldest. 

SAM: I’m sure. 

Beat.

VISITOR: Well, I thank you all for letting me come in like that, I might’ve froze if it weren’t for your hospitality. You don’t know how I felt when I saw this house. 

GARRISON: Glad you happened to walk this way. We were just about to have dinner. 

SAM: Wait, where is dinner? I’m confused…

VISITOR: I wouldn’t take all your kindness without giving back something of my own. 

OWEN: Nonsense. 

VISITOR: No, I wouldn’t want to have that hanging over me. 

SAM: So what is it anyway you’d like to do? You can be on wood gathering-

VISITOR: I’d like to tell a story if you don’t mind. That’s all I have. That’s what I’m good at, telling stories… Let me tell a story first. 

GARRISON: A story?

VISITOR: Absolutely, I know of a good one, a personal story… a local story. 

OWEN: About this area?

VISITOR: These very woods. 

OWEN: What type of story is it?

VISITOR: (laughing) What else? A ghost story! 

Uneasy pause. GARRISON slowly moves and sits in a folding chair. OWEN and SAM follow his lead. The visitor remains standing. Although parts of the following read like small monologues, they should be delivered as a dialogue. 

VISITOR: I’m sure you know this tale as well as I, for I believe all of you must have been characters in this story. However, I have spoken to a great many people, and I have gained a great understanding of what occurred, so I believe there are some things which you may not know.  Perhaps you could fill in some of the blanks that I have.

OWEN: If we can. 

VISITOR:  This story is about the lumber industry, how it began and how it ended. 

GARRISON: That story never ends. 

Beat.
VISITOR: We’ll see. (The VISITOR pauses and checks his audience. They are ready. With practiced ease, he begins) Now, it all started many years ago, when this was still a proud forest. Before the towns had grown and shrunk, before the people came and left. The young man who told me this story came when there were animals knee deep and the only wind was what made its way through the thick barrier of trees. But what trees! They must have been the most tall, and straight, the most thick and powerful. Trees like these were in short supply, and sorely needed. This man had come from the west, where every day, armies of men went deep into the woods and hacked and sawed. He was infused with this spirit of industry, and had come out here looking to make his fortune like those men made theirs. When he arrived here, there weren’t many people who lived in these woods.

GARRISON: Well, I built this house here before that. I built it deep here in the woods, because I loved the forest. 

VISITOR: Really? Then tell me what was so special about the woods?

GARRISON: (straightening up) You could feel the woods were alive. They must all be gone now, but I tell you, this was ancient land, and it had been possessed long ago, by the spirits of the place. Nobody understands that. (slouching)
VISITOR: (nodding) I believe I do. 

GARRISON: Then you’re a lucky one. 

VISITOR: (more to himself) Am I? (distracted) Well… let me continue. Uh… the moment the young man arrived, I know he saw something different, I think he knew his fortune was made. I think he was so blind, that he could not see the old forces that inhabited the land. (focused again)So he set up shop, called his friends, hired men and never looked back. 

SAM: You know, I remember when all of that happened. I grew up in this area, I was born several miles to the east of here. I practically lived in the woods in the summertime, I knew the rocks and the streams. Around my house, I knew each individual tree… I used to talk to them.

VISITOR: I know I can’t go back and witness them myself. But I have the man’s description and what he knew was that he could create a fortune even greater than the forest, and he would contribute the great western civilization. That’s what he thought. The trees would regrow, in maybe a hundred, maybe a thousand years. But the present belonged to men like him. The present belonged to those who had the vision that he had. And I’ve traveled to the west, to the places these trees went. His dream came alive. 

GARRISON: I’m sure the west is as magnificent as you say it is. (sadly) But nature had spent eternity shaping and placing each tree. They were more than a resource. (beat) They were a cathedral. 

VISITOR: I’m sure they were. 

GARRISON: (sitting up, animated again) Sun shone through their leaves like stained glass. Their canopies trapped the sound like a vaulted ceiling…

Beat.
VISITOR: (quietly) I know that when the first tree came down all hell broke loose. 

SAM: That, it did. We fought tooth and nail to stop them. 

VISITOR: How were you involved?

Beat. 

SAM: It wasn’t me.

GARRISON: I… I began it all I think. I couldn’t let them do what they were doing to my forest. 

VISITOR: Your forest then? It was your forest? 

OWEN: It was all of our forest. 

GARRISON: (quietly) I spoke for what couldn’t speak for itself. I spoke for that which never could write a law, that which never could make their plea. I spoke for the forest. 

VISITOR: Did you realize what you were fighting against? The progress? 

OWEN: I understood what we were fighting against. Greed. Naked, unchecked greed. 

VISITOR: Greed was it? 

OWEN: It was greed. 

Beat. 
VISITOR: And how did you fight back?

SAM: We fought back any way we could. With words, and letters, and protests. We slowed them again and again. We were fighting with the spirits of the forest. 

VISITOR: And you didn’t fight back violently? No punches thrown?

SAM: We never initiated any of it. We defended ourselves, just as anyone else would in that situation, that’s all. 

VISITOR: That’s what you’d call it? Defending yourselves? 

OWEN: They harassed us. They tried to break our spirit. 

VISITOR: How then… do you explain… the sabotage? 

SAM: Sabotage? … We never sabotaged anything. 

VISITOR: A lumber mill was set on fire. Five men were killed in the blaze. Cutting machines were disabled. Gasoline was spilled all over the place. Tires were slashed. These things didn’t happen on their own.

SAM: What are you talking about?

VISITOR: So you never did any of that? I know all of this happened. I saw it. How can I believe you? 

Pause. GARRISON is a caged animal, he searches for a way to escape. 

GARRISON: Lets have dinner…

VISITOR: (he quickly moves so he is staring right in GARRISON’s face) HOW CAN I BELIEVE YOU? 

GARRISON stands and steps onto the top of the stump, shaking with anger. SAM and OWEN’s head slump forward in unison, they do not move. They simply sit, limply in their chairs. 

GARRISON: I could never believe what you did. The feeling you came with. I grew up in this area, I lived here all my life. I spoke to the trees, and they answered back. I went against you time and time again, and I stopped you again and again. 

VISITOR: (mocking) Again and again… Again and again…

GARRISON: You went to far. You went farther than anyone else would have gone. You pushed us to far. 

VISITOR: (mocking) Greed! “Naked, unchecked greed” you said!

GARRISON: We thought there were principles in the fight. We thought that we were fighting you to prevent you from destroying what wasn’t yours. 

VISITOR: I suppose you thought that your cause was so high and mighty that whatever you did was justified. 

GARRISON: No! That’s not what we thought at all. We thought we were fighting against you for the forest. But we only learned later that we were fighting against something more sinister. We learned what lengths you would go. 

VISITOR: And what lengths do you mean? 

Beat. GARRISON stares at the VISITOR. He cannot speak. 
VISITOR: What lengths do you think I went to? What evil do you think I committed? 

GARRISON: (slowly building up to the explosion) After that… we knew we had to stop you. Any way was a good way…

VISITOR: (taunting) What do you mean? What do you mean by “that”? 

GARRISON: However things turned out… we knew that we had to destroy you, and what you stood for. 

VISITOR: You wanted to destroy me? (grinning) I don’t think I understand. You keep saying “we”… But at that point? Who was left to fight? 

GARRISON: (slowly, pronouncing every word) Why did you kill them? 

VISITOR: I kill them? (he sits) That wasn’t me. 

GARRISON: Why did you kill them? 

VISITOR: (gleefully) What are you talking about? 

GARRISON: WHY DID YOU KILL THEM? 

Beat. 
VISITOR: (he stands) The same reason you set fire to my mill, the same reason you sabotaged my tractors. Because I hated you. (he paces back and forth) 
GARRISON: (passionately) Sam and Owen and all the others fought to keep you from destroying all that you could get your hands on. 

VISITOR: And think of them. THINK OF THEM! (he walks over to SAM and grabs him forcefully and throws him to the ground. He then moves to OWEN and does the same. They silently stand up, and exit in single file.) What did that get them? They’re dead! They’ve always been dead! Do you wish you could speak with them again? Do you wish they were here to help you? Do you wish you could invite them over for dinner? You can’t. 

GARRISON: (GARRISON steps off the stump and sits on it instead) They were good people…

VISITOR: I’m sure that you know how they were killed. Shall we relive that? 

GARRISON: Why?! Why are you here now? What terrible calling has brought you back here? Can you not leave what has been done in the past? 

VISITOR: (beat, he stands on the stump) Am I mad to you? Because you seem mad to me. It’s the spirits. The spirits of the forest have never left. But they’ve grown vengeful. They’ve grown angry. They came for me. They’ve come for you. You warned me about them. I never listened. You were right about that. But you too are guilty. You failed them. You grew desperate. You betrayed your cause. You burned down half the forest. 

GARRISON: It wasn’t me!

VISITOR: Of course it was!

GARRISON: No it wasn’t!

VISITOR: You still deny it? 

GARRISON: I… I didn’t.

VISITOR: And why else would the wind be whispering your name? Why else would the forest be calling for you? 

GARRISON: It’s not, it’s not! I hear nothing! 

Long pause. GARRISON will not look at the visitor. 

VISITOR: Very well. (deliberately) Tonight… at some point… … … I will… … kill you. (beat) However, I am not opposed to your making this easier. Of course, I came prepared anyway but that… is entirely in your hands. 

There is a silence. The VISITOR stares at GARRISON, who looks at his feet. 

GARRISON: I would have thought… that in the end, there would have to be a reckoning of sorts. I did not think… (he looks at the VISITOR)  things would have ended the way they did. 

VISITOR: Nobody regrets it more than myself. 

GARRISON quietly picks himself up, and walks to the door. He opens it, and walks out… quietly, calmly. The VISITOR watches him go. Then, very slowly he walks to the chair upstage, and puts on his coat. He turns to the audience. 

VISITOR: … If you grow a forest, and protect it from axes that hack… then what was once lost, shall slowly come back… 

He exits. 

FIN. 

