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“Why I Live At The P.O.”

by Eudora Welty

Adapted for a Readers Theater performance by high school student Amy Nickens

for a performance by Dr. Ruth D. Weston’s class “Stories of the Modern South”

given during The Tennessee Governor’s School for the Humanities

June—July 2001, on the campus of 

The University of Tennessee at Martin 

Cast of Characters

tc \l2 "Cast of Characters
Sister




Papa-Daddy


Uncle Rondo

Stella-Rondo



Mama



Shirley-T

Chorus (as many as needed, taking turns speaking the lines designated for Chorus, either individually or as a group)

What started out for us as Readers’ Theater grew to a full staging with props and improvised costumes.

[Stage directions are in brackets and boldface]

[Everyone except Sister and Shirley T. is standing with his back turned to the audience.  Sister faces the audience and directs her speech toward it.  Shirley T. is sitting Indian style beside Stella-Rondo with her back toward the audience.  When Sister says the character’s name in the opening lines, the actor is to turn to face the audience.]
Chorus Member:  Sister was getting along fine with Mama, Papa-Daddy, and Uncle Rondo until her sister Stella Rondo just separated from her husband and came back home again.  Mr. Whitaker!  Of course Sister went with Mr. Whitaker first, when he first appeared here in China Grove, taking “Pose Yourself” photos, and Stella-Rondo broke them up.  Told him she was one-sided.  Bigger on one side than the other, which is a deliberate, calculated falsehood:  She’s the same.  Stella-Rondo is exactly twelve months to the day younger than Sister is and for that reason she’s spoiled.

Chorus Member:  Stella Rondo’s always had anything in the world she wanted and then she’d throw it away.  Papa-Daddy gave her this gorgeous Add-a-Pearl necklace when she was eight years old and she threw it away playing baseball when she was nine, with only two pearls.

So as soon as she got married and moved away from home the first thing she did was separate!  From Mr. Whitaker!  This photographer with the pop-eyes she said she trusted.  Came home from one of those towns up in Illinois and to our complete surprise brought this child of two.

[Shirley-T. swivels around.  She sits Indian style on the floor beside Stella-Rondo.]

Chorus Member:  Mama said she…(fades into Mama’s voice)

Mama:  …like to made me drop dead for a second!  Here you had this marvelous blonde child and never so much as wrote your mother a word about it!  I’m thoroughly ashamed of you!

Chorus Member:  But of course she wasn’t.  Stella-Rondo just calmly takes off this hat and says…

Stella-Rondo:  Why Mama, Shirley-T.’s adopted, I can prove it.

Mama:  How?

Sister:  Hm! [to Stella-Rondo and Mama]  

Chorus Member:  There she was over the hot stove, trying to stretch two chickens over five people and a completely unexpected child into the bargain, without one moment’s notice.  

Stella-Rondo:  What do you mean, hm? 

Mama:  I heard that, Sister.

Sister:  Oh, I don’t mean a thing, only that whoever Shirley-T is, she is the spit-image of Papa-Daddy if he’d cut off his beard, which of course he’d never do in the world. 

Chorus Member:  Papa-Daddy is Mama’s papa and sulks.

Stella-Rondo: [furiously]  Sister, I don’t need to tell you you got a lot of nerve and always did have and I’ll thank you to make no future reference to my adopted child whatsoever.

Sister:  Very well.  Very well, very well.  Of course I noticed at once she looks like Mr. Whitaker’s side too.  That frown.  She looks like a cross between Mr. Whitaker and Papa-Daddy.

[Shirley T. is kneeling or standing up now, with hands on hips, listening to the conversation and frowning.]

Stella-Rondo:  Well, all I can say is she isn’t.

Mama:  She looks exactly like Shirley Temple to me. [kneels down to Shirley-T. , but Shirley-T. runs away]
Chorus Member:  So, the first thing Stella-Rondo did at the table was turn Papa-Daddy against Sister.

[characters are now all sitting in chairs arranged in a table sort of way, pretending to eat and pass food]

Stella-Rondo:  Papa-Daddy.  Papa-Daddy!  Sister says she fails to understand why you don’t cut off your beard.

Chorus Member:  Papa-Daddy is about a million years old and’s got this long-long beard.  He’s real rich.  Mama says he is, he says he isn’t.

Papa-Daddy:  Have I heard correctly?  You don’t understand why I don’t cut off my beard?

Sister:  Why, Papa-Daddy, of course I understand, I did not say any such of a thing, the idea!

Papa-Daddy:  Hussy!

Sister:  Papa-Daddy, you know I wouldn’t any more want you to cut of your beard than the man in the moon.  It was the farthest thing from my mind!  Stella-Rondo sat there and made that up while she was eating breast of chicken.

Papa-Daddy:  So the postmistress fails to understand why I don’t cut off my beard.  Which job I got you through my influence with the government.  “Bird’s nest,” is that what you call it?

Chorus Member:  Not that it isn’t the next to smallest P. O. in the entire state of Mississippi.

Sister:  Oh, Papa-Daddy.  I didn’t say any such of a thing, I never dreamed it was a bird’s nest, I have always been grateful though it is the next to smallest P. O. in the state of Mississippi, and I do not enjoy being referred to as a hussy by my own grandfather.

Stella-Rondo:  Yes, you did say it too.  Anybody in the world could have heard you, that had ears.

Mama: [reaches out and grabs Sister’s arm]  Stop right there.

[Sister leaves the table and goes out of the room.]

Mama:  Call her back, or she’ll starve to death.

Papa-Daddy:  This is the beard I started growing on the Coast when I was fifteen years old. [rises]  I am going out and lie in the hammock, and you can all sit here and remember my words:  I’ll never cut off my beard as long as I live, even one inch, and I don’t appreciate it in you at all. [exits]
Chorus Member: It wasn’t five minutes before Uncle Rondo suddenly appeared in the hall in one of Stella-Rondo’s flesh-colored kimonos, all cut on the bias, like something Mr. Whitaker probably thought was gorgeous.  

Sister:  Uncle Rondo!  I didn’t know who that was!  Where are you going?

Uncle Rondo:  Sister, get out of my way, I’m poisoned!

Sister:  If you’re poisoned stay away from Papa-Daddy.  Keep out of the hammock.  Papa-Daddy will certainly beat you on the head if you come within forty miles of him.  He thinks I deliberately said he ought to cut off his beard after he got me the P.O., and I’ve told him and told him and told him, and he acts like he just don’t hear me.  Papa-Daddy must of gone stone deaf.

Uncle-Rondo:  He picked a fine day to do it then! [runs out and jumps on Papa-Daddy.  Papa-Daddy gives a yell.]
Chorus Member:  What he’d really done, he’d drunk another bottle of that prescription.  He does it every single Fourth of July as sure as shooting, and it’s horribly expensive.  Papa-Daddy, right there without moving an inch, he tried to turn Uncle Rondo against Sister.  She heard every word he said, Oh, he told Uncle Rondo she…[turns into Papa-Daddy’s voice]
Papa-Daddy:  …didn’t learn to read until she was eight years old and I don’t see how in the world she ever gets the mail put up at the P.O., much less read it all, and if you could only fathom the lengths I had to go to to get her that job!  On the other hand, Stella-Rondo has a brilliant mind and deserves credit for getting out of town!

Chorus Member:  Just then Sister opened the window.  While she was married she got this peculiar idea that it’s cooler with the windows shut and locked.  So she raises the window and says...[turns into Stella-Rondo’s voice]
Stella-Rondo:  Oh!
Sister:  What in the world’s the matter, Stella-Rondo?  You mortally wounded?

Stella-Rondo:  No, I am not mortally wounded but I wish you would do me the favor of looking out that window there and telling me what you see. [Sister looks out the window.]
Sister:  I see the front yard.

Stella-Rondo:  Don’t you see any human beings?

Sister:  I see Uncle Rondo trying to run Papa-Daddy out of the hammock.  Nothing more.  Naturally, it’s so suffocating-hot in the house with all the windows shut and locked, everybody who cares to stay in their right mind will have to go out and get in the hammock before the Fourth of July is over.

Stella-Rondo:  Don’t you notice anything different about Uncle Rondo?

Sister:  Why, no, except he’s got on some terrible-looking flesh-colored contraption I wouldn’t be found dead in, is all I can see.

Stella-Rondo:  Never mind, you won’t be found dead in it, because it happens to be part of my trousseau, and Mr. Whitaker took several dozen photographs of me in it.  What on earth could Uncle Rondo mean by wearing part of my trousseau out in the broad open daylight without saying so much as “Kiss my foot,” knowing I only got home this morning after my separation and hung my negligee up on the bathroom door just as nervous as I could be?

Sister:  I’m sure I don’t know, and what do you expect me to do about it?  Jump out the window?

Stella-Rondo:  I expect nothing of the kind.  I simply declare that Uncle Rondo looks like a fool in it, that’s all.  It makes me sick to my stomach.

Sister:  Well, he looks as good as he can.  As good as anybody in reason could.  

Chorus Member:  Sister stood up for Uncle Rondo, please remember.  

Sister:  I think I would do well not to criticize so freely if I were you and came home with a two-year old child I had never said a word about, and no explanation whatever about my separation.

Stella-Rondo:  I asked you the instant I entered this house not to refer one more time to my adopted child, and you gave me your word of honor you would not. 

[Sister exits and goes back to table where she starts to clear the dishes.  Mama enters.]

Sister:  Stella-Rondo had better thank her lucky stars it was her instead of me came trotting in with that very peculiar-looking child.  Now if it had been me that trotted in from Illinois and brought a peculiar-looking child of two, I shudder to think of the reception I’d of got.

Mama:  But you must remember, Sister, that you were never married to Mr. Whitaker in the first place and didn’t go up to Illinois to live.  If you had, I would have been just as overjoyed to see you and your little adopted girl as I was to see Stella-Rondo.

Sister:  You would not.

Mama:  Don’t contradict me, I would.

Sister:  Besides, you know as well as I do that that child is not adopted.

Mama: [stiffly]  She most certainly is adopted.

Sister:  Why, Mama, Stella-Rondo had her just as sure as anything in this world, and just too stuck up to admit it.  Just like Cousin Annie Flo.  Went to her grave denying the facts of life.

Mama:  I told you if you ever mentioned Annie Flo’s name again I’d slap your face.  [slaps Sister]
Sister:  All right, you wait and see. 

Mama:  I prefer to take my children’s word for anything when it’s humanly possible. 

Chorus Member:  Just then something perfectly horrible occurred to Sister.

Sister:  Mama, can that child talk?  Mama, I wonder if that child can be, you know, in any way?  Do you realize that she hasn’t spoken one single solitary word to a human being up to this minute?  

Mama:  I remember well that Joe Whitaker frequently drank like a fish.  I believed to my soul he drank chemicals.  Stella-Rondo?  Stella Rondo!

Stella-Rondo:  What?

Mama:  Can that child of yours talk?

Stella-Rondo:  Can she what?

Mama:  Talk!  Talk!  Burdyburdyburdyburdy!

Stella-Rondo:  Who says she can’t talk?

Mama:  Sister says so.

Stella-Rondo:  You didn’t have to tell me, I know whose word of honor don’t mean a thing in this house.

Shirley-T. [sings in a Yankee voice]:  OE’m Pop-OE the Sailor-r-r-r Ma-a-an! 

Stella-Rondo:   Not only talks, she can tap-dance!  Which is more than some people I won’t name can do.

Mama:  Why, the precious little darling thing!  Just as smart as she can be!  Sister, you ought to be thoroughly ashamed!

Chorus Member:  Mama ran right upstairs and hugged the baby.  She believed it was adopted.  Stella-Rondo hadn’t done a thing but turn her against Sister from upstairs while she stood there helpless over the hot stove.  So that made Mama, Papa-Daddy, and the baby all on Stella-Rondo’s side.  Next, Uncle Rondo.  At supper Stella-Rondo speaks up and says she thinks Uncle Rondo...[turns into Stella-Rondo’s voice]

Stella-Rondo:  ...ought to try to eat a little something.  

Uncle Rondo:  I’ll try a little cold biscuits and ketchup, that’s all.

Sister:  Do you think it wise to disport with ketchup in Stella-Rondo’s flesh-colored kimono?

Uncle Rondo:  Any objections?

Stella-Rondo:  Don’t mind what she says, Uncle Rondo.  Sister has been devoting this solid afternoon to sneering out my bedroom window at the way you look.
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Uncle Rondo:  What’s that?  

Stella-Rondo:  Sister says, Uncle Rondo certainly does look like a fool in that pink kimono.

Chorus Member  [to audience]: Do you remember who it was that really said that?

[Uncle Rondo rips kimono off and throws it onto the floor.]

Uncle Rondo:  So that’s your opinion of your Uncle Rondo, is it?  I look like a fool, do I?  Well, that’s the last straw.  A whole day in this house with nothing to do, and then to hear you come out with a remark like that behind my back!

Sister:  I didn’t say any such of a thing, Uncle Rondo!  And I’m not saying who did, either.  Why, I think you look all right.  Just try to take care of yourself and not talk and eat at the same time.  I think you better go lie down.

Uncle Rondo:  Lie down, my foot!

Chorus Member:  And it didn’t take Sister any longer than a minute to make up her mind what to do.  There she was with the entire house on Stella-Rondo’s side and turned against her.  If Sister has anything at all she has pride.  So she just decided that she’d go straight down to the P.O.  There’s plenty of room there in the back, she said to herself.  The first thing they knew, Sister marched in where they were all playing Old Maid and pulled the electric oscillating fan out by the plug, and everything got real hot.  Next, she snatched the pillow she’d done the needlepoint on right out from behind Papa-Daddy.  

Uncle Rondo:  Well, Sister, I’ll be glad to donate my army cot if you got any place to set it up, providing you’ll leave right this minute and let me get some peace.

Sister:  Thank you kindly for the cot, and as to where I intend to go, you seem to forget my position as postmistress of China Grove, Mississippi.  I’ve always got the P.O. 

Chorus Member:  Then she began to pull the tacks out of the bluebird wall vases on the archway to the dining room.

Mama:  Who told you you could have those, Miss Priss?

Sister:  I bought ’em.  I’ll tack ’em up on each side the post office window, and you can see ’m when you come to ask me for your mail.

Mama:  Not I!  I’ll never darken the door to that post office again if I live to be a hundred.  Ungrateful child!  After all the money we spent on you at the Normal!

Stella-Rondo:  Me either!  You can just let my mail lie there and rot, for all I care.  I’ll never come and relieve you of a single, solitary piece.

Sister:  I should worry.  And who you think’s going to sit down and write you all those big fat letters and postcards, by the way?  Mr. Whitaker?  Just because he was the only man ever dropped down in China Grove and you got him—unfairly—is he going to sit down and write you a length correspondence after you came home giving no rhyme nor reason whatsoever for your separation and no explanation for the presence of that child?  I may not have your brilliant mind, but I fail to see it.

Mama:  Sister, I’ve told you a thousand times that Stella-Rondo simply got homesick, and this child is far too big to be hers.  Now, why don’t you all just sit down and play Casino?

Sister:  It’s too late to stop me now.  You should’ve tried that yesterday.  I’m going to the P.O. and the only way you can possibly see me is to visit me there.

Papa-Daddy:  You’ll never catch me setting foot in that post office, even if I should take a notion in my head to write a letter sometime.  I won’t have you reachin’ out of that little old window with a pair of shears and cuttin’ off any beard of mine.  I’m too smart for you!

Stella-Rondo:  We all are.

Sister:  If you’re so smart, where’s Mr. Whitaker?

Mama:  If you think we’ll ever write another postcard you’re sadly mistaken.

Sister:  Cutting off your nose to spite your face, then.  But if you’re determined to have no more to do with the U.S. Mail, think of this.  What will Stella-Rondo do now, if she wants to tell Mr. Whitaker to come after her?

Stella-Rondo: [cries]
Sister:  It will be interesting to see how long she holds out.  And now, I am leaving.  

[To audience]   And that’s the last I’ve laid eyes on any of my family or my family laid eyes on me for five solid days and nights.  But oh, I like it here.  It’s ideal, as I’ve been saying.  Peace, that’s what I like.  

Of course, there’s not much mail.  My family are naturally the main people in China Grove, and if they prefer to vanish from the face of the earth, for all the mail they get or the mail they write, why, I’m not going to open my mouth.  Some of the folks here in town are taking up for me and some turned against me.  I know which is which .  There are always people who will quit buying stamps just to get on the right side of Papa-Daddy.  But here I am, and here I’ll stay.  I want the world to know I’m happy.  And if Stella-Rondo should come to me this minute, on bended knees, and attempt to explain the incidents of her life with Mr. Whitaker, I’d simply put my fingers in both my ears and refuse to listen. 

