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BLOWIN’ IN THE WIND: A TRAGEDY IN ONE ACT

by Cullen Wade

Cast of Characters

UNCLE VIRGIL: 
In his 90s at least.  Great-uncle to Bubba.  Used to be a professor 

before the bottle.

BUBBA:
23.  A recent college graduate and brand-new member of the workforce. Hasn’t seen Uncle Virgil in years.  I see the family as an old Southern one and hear their dialogue in mild Southern accents.

RAY NESS: 
A US scientist and leader of an inquiry panel into what happened on May 15.

PHYLLIS ECKERT: 
A scientist who is no stranger to TV.

LATE NIGHT DICK:A TV personality.  The name says it all.

ANCHOR: 
TV News anchor.  May be one actor or several. Some may be British journalists.

A handful of REPORTERS.

The main action of the play takes place in the year 2100, give or take a decade, at Bubba’s house in Knoxville, Tennessee.  The secondary action takes place in the year 2022 and beyond, on a television screen.

SETTING:


The stage is divided into two uneven parts 

with separate lighting.  The larger part is BUBBA’s house in Knoxville (2 sets: dining room and backyard).  The smaller part is our television screen (2 sets: anchor desk and podium).  All sets can and should be very simple.  Bubba’s dining room needs a Front Door, window, chair, lamp, hatrack, dinner table and a dinner.  The backyard needs deck chairs, prop cigarettes.  The anchor’s desk and podium need nothing but themselves, and maybe some papers to shuffle around.

At RISE:
(An ANCHOR at desk is on our TV screen.  TV portions should be spotlit.)

ANCHOR

Good evening.  It’s been four days since the American continents suffered the worst single tragedy in modern times.  The world is still reeling, but as the shock subsides, the mystery sets in.  What almost every news agency assumed to be a nuclear attack has left evidence of something altogether different—but scientists all over the world are still baffled as to what.  

(Fade.  Lights up on Bubba’s dining room.  Early evening.  A knock at the door.  Bubba finishes readying the table and crosses to answer it.  It’s UNCLE VIRGIL.)

BUBBA

Uncle Virgil!

VIRGIL

Bubba! 

(They embrace.) 

 It’s been too damn long.

BUBBA

Welcome to Knoxville!

VIRGIL:

And a fine town it is.  

(Presents his gift, a bottle of red wine.)  

Chateau Branaire-Ducru.  From St. Julien in Bordeaux.  One of the great years, 2034.

BUBBA

(hesitant) Are you sure this is okay?

VIRGIL

I wouldn’t have brought it if it wasn’t.  I just won’t have any.

BUBBA

All right, well come on in.





(They cross to the middle)

VIRGIL

How’s a boy like you get a beautiful house like this?

BUBBA

Job skills, Uncle Virgil.  There’s more people sick than healthy nowadays, and I got into the right industry.  You want the grand tour before dinner or after?

VIRGIL

I can’t pass up a tour.

BUBBA

Let’s go.





(Fade.  Lights up on Anchor at desk.)

ANCHOR

This morning the first and so far only above-ground survivors of the tragedy were discovered.  A US Navy vessel picked up an infant girl and a German Shepherd floating on a barnside near the Galapagos Islands.  The dog was blind and missing most of its fur—the child was miraculously unharmed, and very hungry.  The identity of the girl has yet to be ascertained.

(Turning sheets of paper.)

We reported yesterday that as many as a million people were underground when the tragedy struck.  An international coalition has erected modular aid shelters all along the corridor of destruction to take in the survivors.  A massive inquiry is underway, but the coalition reports one bizarre roadblock: so far, everyone who emerged from underground after the calamity is completely deaf.

(Fade.  Lights up on Bubba and Virgil eating at the dining table)

VIRGIL

I always hoped your mama’s culinary talents would rub off on you.

BUBBA

What’s the verdict?

VIRGIL

I think I got my wish.  It’s a sight better than what I’ve been used to recently, that’s for sure.

BUBBA

They don’t feed you too good at rehab?

VIRGIL

(silence)
BUBBA

Who do you like in the World Series?

VIRGIL

No need to change the subject, Bubba, we can talk about it.  I’ve been out almost six months.  I just don’t like that word “rehab.”  It doesn’t taste good coming out.

BUBBA

Well, what do you want to call it?

VIRGIL

That’s the hell of the thing.  I guess rehab’s as good a word as any. (Beat) Okay, let’s talk about rehab then.  What do you want to know about rehab?

BUBBA

Well, nothing really.

VIRGIL

The food is putrid there, to answer your first question.

BUBBA

I guess what I really want to know is if you think you’ve really got it this time.

VIRGIL

Bubba, being old is one of the best things in the world.  Being an old drunk is one of the worst.  But enough about me, are they keeping you busy at the new job?

BUBBA

(cheerful) Uncle Virgil, the craziest thing happened in the hospital a few days ago.  You finished with your salad?

VIRGIL

Yep.

BUBBA

Let me get the pasta and I’ll tell you something you won’t believe.

(Fade.  Lights up on Anchor at desk.)

ANCHOR

Millions are mourning, and the international outpouring of grief comes with mixed tidings from across the planet.  Wall Street re-opened today as stock exchanges worldwide continued to plummet.  Enemies of the West are still celebrating, but no country or terrorist group has claimed responsibility.  With a major part of the infrastructure amputated, banks and financial centers are at a standstill.  The mourning is deepest for Mexico and those Central American countries that lost almost their entire citizenries to the disaster.  





(Turning sheets of paper)

Associated Press reports that the Academy Awards have been canceled due to the death of most of the nominees.

(Fade.  Lights up on Bubba’s backyard.  Bubba and Virgil are sitting under the stars.  Virgil smokes a cigarette) 

VIRGIL

What a sunset.

BUBBA

The weatherman says clouds overnight.

VIRGIL

Not with a sky like this.

BUBBA

You’d think so, wouldn’t you?

VIRGIL

I would and do.

BUBBA

Why don’t you spend the night?





VIRGIL

Wish I could.  Already booked on the overnight train to Minneapolis.  Don’t worry, though, we’ll keep in touch.  I’ll come back to see you, boy.

BUBBA

Uncle Virgil, how old were you when the Big One hit?

VIRGIL

Oh, I was in my late thirties I guess.

BUBBA

Did you ever go there?  To California or Mexico or someplace while it was still there?

VIRGIL

Let me tell you something, Bubba.  The Big One was not the first disaster to hit that part of the world.  Hell, all that earthquake did was dump a continent’s worth of wasteland into Davy Jones’ Locker.  The real catastrophe happened on May fifteenth, 2022.  It was a giant wind.





(Bubba smiles.)

VIRGIL

Please resist the temptation to laugh.  Millions of people died.

(Fade.  Lights up on RAY NESS at podium.)

ANCHOR (offstage)

We now take you live to US project leader Ray Ness speaking at the panel’s press conference on the results of their nine-month investigation.

RAY NESS (reading)

The west coast of the North American and South American continents experienced a severe storm event of a type previously observed only on the surface of other planets in our solar system.  A uni-directional column of wind, five times faster than the strongest tornadoes surged for a period of under one hour, making a beeline in a roughly southeasterly direction about five-hundred miles from the Vancouver coast to the shores of Colombia.  The combined force of the wind and damage from flying property caused the near-total devastation and loss of life.  The wind brought no rain, lightning, clouds or any other characteristics of a storm.  In the panel’s opinion these events are unprecedented on the planet Earth.

REPORTER

You said no clouds, but what about the cities on the edge?

NESS

The so-called mushroom clouds, yes.  Back when a nuclear discharge was suspected those were considered evidence for that theory, but we realized early on that what enveloped those cities along the Eastern edge of the destruction corridor were essentially sandstorms—that is, giant smoke and debris clouds stirred by the wind’s passage.

REPORTER

Can you paint a picture of what happened when the wind blew?

NESS

In the center of the column we’re looking at basically disintegration.  With the sudden acceleration, small particles actually superconducted and created an intense heat.  On the outer parts it was mainly damage from flying property. We found large pieces of whole debris in the Pacific Ocean and that puzzled us for a while.  (Beat.)  Most of the deaths were doubtless swift. 

REPORTER

Could this happen again?

NESS

Unfortunately, though we can place this wind under the umbrella of known things in the universe, it’s never been observed in an atmosphere like ours before.  There is no scientific basis for making any prediction as to when, where or if another one may occur.

REPORTER

What if you were a betting man?

NESS

If there were still a Vegas, I would call the chances likely to probable.

(Fade.  Lights up on Bubba and Virgil in the back yard.)

VIRGIL

Like a shiv to the throat.  The once-Pacific coast.

BUBBA

That doesn’t make any sense, Uncle Virgil!

VIRGIL

That’s right, it doesn’t make any sense.  “Impossible!”  Yeah, “impossible” in the same way getting a crack at that pouty redhead who sings in your local bar band on Saturdays is impossible.  Another year or so of free brewskis for the band might just bloat her right into your target pool.  What we really mean when we say it like that is “improbable.”  Should current trends continue.

You know how Perry Dyson described the universe?

(Reaches into his brain for the quote)

“We live in a world where titan floating spitballs wear cloaks of chemical vapor, roiling soup-clouds that shoot lightning bolts thousands of miles long, hurtling pillars of ice fragments that bend space around them, and millions of homo sapiens believe it will all grind to a halt if their favorite band breaks up.”  In a world like that—the honest-to-Hawking REAL WORLD—what happened in 2022 doesn’t seem so much impossible as par-for-the-course.  Mild, even, but tell that to a lady who lost her family.

(Fade.  Lights up on Anchor and PHYLLIS ECKERT at desk.)

ANCHOR

Now to look back at just what happened one year ago today, here’s Stanford Science Department Chair Phyllis Eckert.  Dr. Eckert, you’ve studied the panel’s report published in February.  Is there anything we can compare this wind with?

ECKERT

One of the more reliable comparisons is Saturn.  There is a wind on that planet that blows at eleven hundred miles per hour, which is on the same order of magnitude as what they’re estimating happened here on Earth.  So it’s a close cousin, but there are two important differences: First, Saturn is a giant ball of vapor.  There’s more mischief for a wind to do on Earth than stirring up some ammonia tornadoes and rippling the Great Gas Sea.  On a galactic level eleven hundred miles per hour isn’t very swift—less than twice the speed of sound.  But on a human level it’s gangbusters.  Second, the wind on Saturn is a constant thing.  The blast here on Earth lasted between fifteen and twenty minutes.  For it to turn the air to lava in less time than it takes to bake a potato is unthinkable.

ANCHOR

Does the report say what happened meteorologically?

ECKERT

We can make guesses.  Apparently there was some unknown geothermal calamity over Antarctica that made its way north and gathered force in the Gulf of Alaska.  The details are vague—you have to remember that everything is gone.  There was no audio to listen to, no instrument recordings to read.  No eyewitnesses.  The Panel’s report is by no means the last word on what happened.  The scientific community will have to toil on, and this is the kind of problem that keeps braiding itself up the more you think you know.





(Fade.  Lights up on Bubba’s backyard.  The stars are out.)

BUBBA

Why have I never heard about this?

VIRGIL

It seems the longer the human race is around, the shorter its memory gets.  People put so much effort into believing things will never get back to normal that they miss it as it’s happening.  There was a new generation just on the outskirts of mattering, and they didn’t have any clear memories of the giant redwoods, Gromann’s Chinese Theater or Cancun.  Those who did remember still saw the images but didn’t feel the sting, still wore the welt but forgot the burn.  Each time a screwed-up fifteen year-old has a kid that’s one more generation that knows nothing.  Besides, that whole part of the planet’s gone now, so nobody brings up the Wind much anymore.

BUBBA

Nobody brings it up anymore?  Uncle Virgil, they never breathed a word about this in school.  I never saw anything about it on TV or the Internet.  I’ve never seen a book about it.  This is the first time I’ve ever heard this story.

(Eyes narrowing)

Are you telling me the truth?

VIRGIL

Have I ever told you a lie in your life?  Your granddaddy, he was a prankster, I’ll give you that.  Remember when you went to water that cactus and he told you to be careful cuz cacti get water so rarely that when they do they shoot up like a jack-in-the-box?  He said be careful when you water it or it’ll take the skin right off your nose.

BUBBA

I didn’t go near a cactus again until I was fifteen.

VIRGIL

That’s my point.  My brother, he got the screwball gene.  I’m the serious one.  And when I tell you the Wind blew, that means the Wind blew!

BUBBA

You started drinking again, didn’t you?

VIRGIL

(Silence.)

BUBBA

(disgusted)  I smelled it on you the minute you walked in, Uncle Virgil!  I gave you the benefit of the doubt, god knows why.  Maybe he bumped into somebody with a flask and it spilled on him.  Then you fed me that line about not wanting to be an old drunk and you looked in my eyes and goddamit I believed you.  You came to my home loaded, Uncle Virgil, and you lied to my face.

VIRGIL

I wasn’t—

BUBBA

Finish your cigarette.

(Fade.  Lights up on snotty LATE NIGHT DICK at desk.)

DICK

Hey folks, welcome to the Late Night Dick show, I’m Late Night Dick.  Well, we all know what it’s the twenty-year anniversary of and let me tell you something—I wasn’t always the famous matinee-idol entertainer I am today.  Twenty years ago I was driving a truck, just like many of you.  Hell, what am I saying, you truckers aren’t watching my show.  You’re on your second bottle of uppers in a cab full of Slim-Jim farts! (Laughter)

Anyway, I used to drive a produce truck, but twenty years ago today I had the week off and thank god for that, because a rig full of shoestring potatoes plus a supersonic wind equals a french-fried torpedo, know what I mean? (Laughter) 

I tell ya, the people I felt real sorry for were the Sunset Boulevard hobos who were waving “The End is Near” signs the moment they melted! (Laughter.)  Wasn’t that great after the eggheads finally figured it out?  A giant wind!  That very day I called the White House and said “it was me!  I did it!  I had the jalapeno chili dip at Rosita’s!” (Laughter) How many times did the Vatican declare Armageddon, does anybody remember?  Three, four? (Laughter)  They were just glad it got rid of all the Mormons. (Laughter) 

Hell, do we really miss all of that?  I mean, all of it?  The snakes and shysters and hacks of Hollywood, the spray tans and dog food for programming and sunglasses indoors, the fake ta-tas and the fake houses and the fake everything?  Colombia’s coca fields, anyone?  The only thing I really miss is The Lucky Ducky in Vegas, baby! (Laughter, applause.) Who knows, the money I dropped on the girls there could have helped one of them get the hell out of town before it happened! (Laughter, applause.)  
(Fade.  Lights up on Bubba’s dining room, lit by a single lamp next to the chair. Virgil is being shown the door.)
VIRGIL

Before I go, let me ask you something.

BUBBA

(Hostile) All right.

VIRGIL

Your granddaddy was my brother.  My granddaddies were your great-great-granddaddies.

BUBBA

That’s right.

VIRGIL

(picks up his hat) Do you know either of ‘em’s first name?

BUBBA

(Silence.)

VIRGIL

Your mama named you after one of them.  Enjoy the rest of that wine. 

(Takes one step outside, turns back, puts on his hat) 

 It got windy.  








(Exit.)

(Bubba closes the door.  He crosses to the window.  A breeze is blowing, we can hear it and see it moving his hair.  He looks out for several pregnant beats, shudders and closes it.  He sits down with the stars in his eyes and turns off the light.  Curtain.)


