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A Play in Two Acts

By

Stuart Katz

Jeff Pierce

Colleen Pierce

(This is a ten page excerpt.)

ACT II, SCENE IV – LIBERATION
JACKSON TAYLOR:

 (Slide of Prison Camp)  STALAG III-A was about seventy-five miles south of Berlin.  Although it was a different camp than the one we’d come from, it was pretty much set up the same way as STALAG III-B.  Throughout this march we wondered why we were moved west.  A couple weeks later we finally got our answer when we overheard a German guard say “DIE RUSSEN KOMMEN!  DIE RUSSEN KOMMEN!”  (Dee Roo-ssen kom-men like come with an n on the end.  Roll the R).”  That night we heard artillery fire.  We knew the Russians were near.  
We figured if the Russians were coming, could the British and American forces be far behind?  Around Easter of ’45 an eerie silence permeated the camp.  We were all asleep except for Russo.  That was no surprise.  He told me that New York was the City that never sleeps.  Russo was living proof.  I was awakened by him yelling “Hey guys, hey guys!  I was just outside, and I sawr a convoy of trucks… leaving!  The guards are gone, they’re freakin’ gone!  I think we’re free!”

Tex, Russo, me and all the other prisoners who could, ran outside in the dark.  There was confused mayhem and delirious bedlam in the camp.  Everyone was gleefully whooping it up.
(Act out becoming excited, runs all over the stage, peers into barracks, runs outside looking at all the guard towers, ends up far downstage)

“Russo, you’re right, the guards are gone, they’re all gone!”
(Sense of wonderment, looks around him, stands still for a moment.)
Oh my God!
(Drops to knees and bawls.)

 Oh my God.
Tex came over to me and asked me if I was all right.  (Taking Tex’ hand and standing)  What do you think we should do?  (As Tex, pointing)  “Let’s follow Russo’s lead.”  Anybody who was able stormed the German compound looking for food.  (Slide of Free POWs)  It was like a greased pig contest, everybody looking to grab as much hog as they could get a hold of.

Russo and Tex managed to get extra, since we’d decided to go back to our original camp to find Nigel and Melvin and the others and see if they were free too.  We saw a Kubelwagen that the Germans had left behind.  (Slide of Kubelwagen)  It was their version of an American Jeep.  That old Kubelwagen with the mounted machine gun hadn’t been used for weeks.  Of course there were no keys in sight.  That didn’t stop Russo.  He lifted up the hood and fiddled around a bit.  He hot wired that Jeep in two seconds flat.  …Okay, maybe three.  It took him a couple more minutes to get the machine gun unjammed.  That man loved a challenge.  We left in the morning twilight.  (Slide of German Countryside)
Now I had heard about crazy New York City drivers and let me tell ya, Russo was a glaring example.  After a few miles, we hit a colossal pothole.  Russo stopped the Jeep to inspect it.  Tex and I put our kidneys back in place while we kept a look out.  As we scanned the road, we saw what appeared to be a tool box down a ditch, off the road a little ways.  I went over to check it out.  I was astounded when I saw it was full of 7.92 millimeter ammo that would work in the MG 42.  When Russo said we were good to go, Tex begged Russo to let me drive.  Russo didn’t mind, since he loved machine guns, especially now that he had bullets!
As I drove, Russo and Tex were on the look out for Nazi convoys.  Tex was as nervous as a cat in a room full of rocking chairs.  He said, “I betcha them Nazis have a pushee to come boshwack us…”  Russo wheeled the gun around and almost smacked Tex in the head.  (As Russo)  “Hey Tex, you wanna translate that?”  (As Tex)  “I mean, a posse to come bushwhack us.”
Having been raised a good ol’ southern boy; my bootleg driving skills were more than up to the task, especially after Tex’s comment.  We made them seventy miles faster than green grass through a goose.  No pushee ever did come to boshwhack us.  That left Russo a little disappointed since he didn’t get to use the machine gun.

It was midmorning when we neared the prison camp.  (Slide of Silent Prison Camp)  It was as silent as a graveyard.  We didn’t see any guards so we parked in a copse of trees.  Tex and I cautiously approached on foot while Russo covered us with the machine gun.
We entered the camp through the Russian Section where the gate was ajar.  We couldn’t believe how awful the Russian POWs looked.  Almost all of them were sick and starved.  The ones that were really bad off were nothing more than barely breathing skeletons.  They just lay there helplessly in their bunks.  We gave them all the food we had on us but they could eat very little.
We were anxious to find Nigel and Melvin, so we headed into the American and British section.  Thankfully, we heard the familiar strains of joyous mayhem.  I immediately spotted Nigel.  I ran over and hugged him.  He was his unflappable, unflustered self.  (As Nigel)  “Oh, Jackson, such a pleasure to see you again, you’re just in time for tea.  I see you’ve decided to throw your hoe down and leave the farm again.”  I was so happy to see him I was speechless.  Then I heard Melvin’s voice.  I turned, and there was Melvin yelling (mime Melvin running like a bad romance slow mo DS) “Jackson, Russo, Tex.”  We all shared a big happy group hug.  Russo said, “Easy Mel, you’re squishing Scarface.”  (As Melvin)  “Oh, sorry, how is little velvet ears?”  (As Nigel)  “Frankie, you’re still carting that little felon around the countryside?”
We all decided to go back to the Russian section of the camp and do what we could to help.  A few hours later Russian tanks came knocking down the gates.  (Slide of Russian Tanks)  The Russian soldiers in the tanks were overwhelmed at the sight of their comrades.  The look on their faces is something that will haunt me for the rest of my life.

Any Russians that could walk, left that day.  In the afternoon the bedridden ones were taken away in trucks and ambulances.  We helped carry those poor souls to the awaiting vehicles.  Meanwhile, a huge excavation was taking place just outside the double barbed wire fence.  We went for a closer look and watched as the Russians dug bodies out of a mass grave.  (Slide of Mass Grave)  We found Dr. Kovolenko overseeing the grim work.  I said, “Hey Doc, what the…?”  (As Kovolenko)  “This is only the first one.  Look at the Nazi’s great efficiency.  My comrades were put side by side and covered with lime.  There are countless rows of them stacked one on top of another.  Once the grave was entirely filled, the Nazis finally covered it with dirt.  I want them to be treated with the dignity they never got while here.  They deserve a proper burial.  They earned that much.”
We had no idea how many of these mass graves there were, but I know thousands of Russians starved while in Nazi captivity.
(Slide of Prison Camp again)  Now we hit the proverbial fork in the road.  Should we wait for the American evacuation or try to reach the American forces on our own.  Tex kept asking, “Do we stay or do we go?”  The Russians told us we could follow their army to meet up with the American forces in a few weeks.  Even with the war coming to an end, Nigel was still the dashing commander.  After all it was his men, he was in charge, and he was overseeing the waiting period.  Melvin, the highly organized accountant was still his second in command.  He remained steadfast by Nigel’s side.  But we weren’t waiting for anybody or anything.  We decided to take off on our own.  After all, we still had our Kubelwagen and a itchy trigger fingered Russo at the ready.  We said our goodbyes and wished each other well.  (Slide of German Countryside again)
I was behind the wheel again with Tex riding shotgun and Russo riding machine gun.  We headed southwest to hook up with the American forces.  We’d been driving about two hours when all of a sudden the Kubelwagen blew a gasket and the carburetor started backfiring worse than Tex.  Russo sprayed machine gun fire in a half circle thoroughly killing two trees and a garbage can.  After we all calmed down Russo lifted the hood to check out the engine.  (As Russo)  “This Kubal-crapper wagon is deader than my Uncle Louie!”  We decided to abandon the vehicle, but not the machine gun.  Russo dismounted it.  We then carried it and all the ammo to the nearest town.  (Slide of German Village)
I managed to barter our machine gun and ammo for three bicycles, two pistols, some food and supplies.  Russo was convinced if he had more time he could have mounted that machine gun on the bicycle.  (Slide of Bicycle)  Now we were on two wheels as we continued our ride through Russian occupied Germany.  We were free but still prisoners of the environment.  We were surrounded by death and destruction.  (Slide of Devastated Countryside)  We couldn’t escape the stench of rotting flesh as we bicycled through the deserted countryside.  We spent three weeks pedaling through the aftermath of war.  We had reached the bank of the Mulde River.  …Then we finally saw it.

(American Flag slide, big emotional moment for Jackson, he sees flag ahead of him – downstage – salutes it, begins to walk DS towards audience as he continues)
It was May twentieth, 1945, two years, three months and six days since I had been captured by Rommel’s troops.
Once we arrived at the American Camp I felt as if I’d been given an Aladdin’s lamp.  All I had to do was rub it and another American genie would appear to provide anything I needed.  Food was available twenty-four hours a day.  Anything and everything a guy could want was mine for the asking.  But my eyes were much bigger than my stomach.  They treated me so well that I pretty much believed that they had crossed that ocean just for me.
Tex, Russo and me got civilized looking again.  We got hair cuts, new uniforms, and washed up real nice.  We were eager for our journey home.  It began when we assembled at Camp Lucky Strike, outside of Le Havre, France.  (Slide of Le Havre)  This is where we were processed before we could return to our loved ones.  They gave us physical examinations and shots.  Then, once again, we were given psychiological tests.  After everything we had been through, Tex said,   “Shoot, if I fail the test are they going to keep me here?”  Russo said, “Don’t worry Tex, we won’t leave you behind, we’ll shoot our way outta here if we gotta.”  We shared a knowing smile.  We knew we were on our way home.
SCENE V – GOODBYES
Tex, Russo, his mouse and me returned to the good ol’ U. S. of A.  (Slide of Camp Indiantown Gap)  All of us were officially processed through Camp Indiantown Gap, Pennsylvania – except Scarface.  The army was giving us sixty days leave.  We knew we were free to go wherever we wanted, do whatever we wanted; and we had plenty of back pay in our pockets.  My empire was on the rise.  We were sittin’ around discussing our futures.  I thought for certain Russo would “borrow” the first car he could find and high tail it back to Brooklyn.  And with Tex, the way that guy had been talking throughout the war, I thought he’d ride a horse all the way back to Abilene.  So I was mildly surprised when I heard Russo say “You know, I survived the war, I got all this cash, I’m gonna get me a car and try my luck in Vegas.  I got some friends and family there getting into the hotel business.  So Tex, whaddaya wanna do?”  (As Tex)  “I can’t wait to wrassle with my longhorns, I’m looking forward to punching me some steers.  Hey Russo, you wanna help me out?  I know you’re good at punching things!”  Russo was a guy that knew how to take a compliment.  He decided to give Tex a ride home.  After all, in Russo’s geographical world, Vegas wasn’t that far from Abilene.  The last thing I heard as they walked towards the car was:  (As Tex) “Can I drive?”  (As Russo)  “I don’t know…  Can ya?”
SCENE VI – THE TRAIN HOME
I knew I could, but I didn’t want to go to jail for “borrowing” a vehicle.  I could still vividly remember my saddle-sore days riding Maude, so I had no desire to ride a horse home.  Besides, I needed time to decompress and kind of think things through.  I really wasn’t opposed to riding the train home.  I knew I’d have plenty of space; this was no forty by eight.
(Jackson sits; chugging train sound effect begins here, plays throughout scene, Inside of Train slide)

I wanted things to hurry up, but the faster I wanted things to go, the more time seemed to slow down.  I was on the train home to Spring Lake, North Carolina.  That locomotive was moving at a pretty good clip, but to me it still felt slow.  I was eager to get home and see my wife Lilly and Jackson Junior again.  (In a conspiratorial voice)  But I gotta tell ya, I was looking around the train at some of the other returning soldiers.  Their weeping, bitter faces as they stared in disbelief at their Dear John letters?  Oh, Lord.  I didn’t know what to expect.  I hadn’t received any mail in three months.
The unknown weighed heavily on my mind.  Would she be waiting for me?  …Did she still love me?  …What did she look like?  …How much had she changed?  I was returning home thirty pounds lighter…  And I was hopin’ she’s wasn’t thirty pounds heavier.  But even if she was, I was looking forward to having something to hold tight to.  Would she still feel comforted and secure holdin’ on to me?  I was feeling a nervousness I didn’t have on our wedding night.  By the same token, I was hoping she was having butterflies too.  I had all my limbs, but a good part of my innocence had been taken away.

And my son, Jackson Junior… when I left for war, he was only four months old.  Now, at three years old, he was probably his own little man .  Would he recognize me?  Would he hate me because he felt I abandoned him?  How was I gonna make up to both of them for all that lost time.
I wondered about my folks.  Were they alive and well?  Two of my brothers were still fighting the war.  Would they be coming home in one piece?  I was looking forward to seeing everyone, but at the same time, after three years of no privacy, I felt like I needed to be alone a little bit.
What should I do with all my back pay?  Should I buy a house?  A car?  Maybe start a business…  Unlike Tex and Russo, I didn’t know what I was going to do for work once I got home.  But I knew I didn’t want to be a farmer.
(V/O: Next stop Spring Lake!  Jackson stands, picks up duffle bag and slings it over shoulder, cranes neck to see out window or door.  Outside of Train Station Slide, Train chugging comes to a stop.  Jackson sees Lilly on Platform, drops bag, runs to her.  Moonlight Serenade music.  He hugs her, swings her around, jubilation.  Then steps back, looks into Lilly’s eyes and takes her hand.)
Would you please favor me with this dance?  (Takes her in his arms, to audience)  For the first time in three years my feet were floating on air.  I looked deeply into her eyes and saw her love reflected back.  (Music fades out).  I was home.  I knew everything would be all right.
(Black out)

