BEAR LAKE  (Bad Year in Bear Lake a better title?)

“Our Town” meets “Wisconsin Death Trip”  Magical realism setting elements?  Aurora Chicken type stuff?

Strangeness dial – you have to narrate events that are equal to or milder than what went before, leading to gradually more subtle play?  Start with murder and end with hard words….?  Or the opposite?

First person past tense narration – “I always thought Doc Gibbs was a little queer…”  The whole game is an extended reminiscence from the POV of old people.  

Use of ritual:  Open with “Bear Lake was always a quiet little town.  Nothing much ever happened in Beathere until the Bad Year, then it all happened at once.”

Close with “And that’s what happened.  That’s the God’s honest truth of it, and may He forgive us all for what we did.”

Amorphous Americana setting, Fin de Siècle, buggies and model T’s.  Quiet unease.

Played over four seasons, telling the story of the Bad Year.  Or tell a story centered on each of the nine Big men?

CHARGEN

You don’t get to define anything about your own character except his potential failings.  Others will narrate in the details, just as you will narrate in the details of their characters.  

There are nine roles to fill.  Choose one and openly assign three dice to it in any combination of colors.  The dice you pick will be used against you in conflicts, so you are deciding what to let people make you – a criminal, a degenerate, or an outcast – and to what degree, and in what combination.

Black dice = INTEGRITY = criminal acts.  Moonshining, housebreaking, embezzling, vandalism, assault and battery.  

White dice = MORALITY = immoral acts.  Drunkenness, gambling, adultery, incest, homosexuality.  

Red dice = PROPRIETY = anti-social acts.  Radicalism, not going to church, miserliness, insularity, weirdness.  

Murder uses all three dice, always.  It is color-blind.  

THE CHARACTERS (Change gender as desired, although given the period and tone intended, only the Merchant, the Inkeeper, and the Editor are appropriate as female characters.)

THE NINE BIG MEN

The Pastor, Walter Abernathy

The Police Chief, Virgil Cooper

The Banker, Edward Davis

The Editor, John Green

The Mayor, Milton McDonough

The Undertaker, George Mitchell

The Merchant, Robert Peeke

The Doctor, Carl Shaw, M.D. 

The Innkeeper, Thomas Winthrop

SEQUENCE OF PLAY

Ritual phrases...

Start of game:  “Bear Lake was always a quiet little town.  Nothing much ever happened there until the Bad Year, and then it all happened at once.”

Start of scene:  “Do you remember [NAME OF ONE OF THE NINE BIG MEN]?”

Invalidate the scene (at the end or during):  “Naw, that’s not how it happened.”  

End of a scene:  “I swear to God, that’s exactly what happened”

End of game:  “And that’s what happened.  That’s the God’s honest truth of it, and may He forgive us all for what we did.”

MORE DETAIL ON SEQUENCE

Start of game:  “Bear Lake was always a quiet little town.  Nothing much ever happened there until the Bad Year, and then it all happened at once.”

xxx

Start of scene:  “Do you remember [NAME OF ONE OF THE NINE BIG MEN]?”

When it is your turn to tell a tale, you start by saying “Do you remember ...” and naming one of the nine characters.  It can be your own, another players, or an unclaimed character.  

Another player must then offer up a detail of their fate.  

Example:

DALE:  Do you remember Doc Shaw?

PATRICK:  Yeah, that’s the town doctor who ended up getting lynched, isn’t it?

DALE:  That’s him.  Poor guy...

You (or anybody else) can invalidate the statement of fate by challenging it (see below), or you can let it stand as truth.  Once you have a general fate to work toward, the narrator creates a dissolve, bridging the gap from the present to the Bad Year, and everyone assumes the roles of their characters.  

THE DISSOLVE

The dissolve is a film technique in which two disparate shots are blended together in a transition from one to the other.  In Bear Lake, each narrator will set the scene during the Bad Year, including who is present, and the other players will gradually join it as their characters.  The narrator is the last to join, and assumes the role of his own character and any non-player characters that may be needed.  

Invalidate the scene (at the end or during):  “Naw, that’s not how it happened.”  

Xxx

End of a scene:  “I swear to God, that’s exactly what happened”

Xxx

End of game:  “And that’s what happened.  That’s the God’s honest truth of it, and may He forgive us all for what we did.”

Xxx

NARRATION

Establish a single detail of the town.  “He was standing next to the statue of Joshua Lawrence Chamberlain, the first thing you see when you come into town.”

First person past tense narration – “I always thought Doc Gibbs was a little queer…”  The whole game is an extended reminiscence from the POV of old people who were children during the Bad Year, when the events of play took place.  

Narrate a dissolve to the characters in the past, then pick up play as those people.  

When the scene Owner (?) feels that it has reached an interesting conclusion, he says “I swear to God, that’s exactly what happened”

If anybody dislikes the way it turned out, they can disagree – “Naw, that’s not how it happened”, and back up the narrative thread to replay the ending of the scene, or the whole thing, from a different character’s perspective.  must supply a viable reason why you would know better.  (Some conflict resolution needs to happen to make this OK)

Then the next scene owner picks up with the same, or a new thread, and must include some element that touches on the aforementioned action, which is now canon.  

INSPIRATIONS

Lesy, Michael and Charles Van Schaick. Wisconsin Death Trip.

Essential reading.  Black River Falls is Bear Lake.  

Wilder, Thornton.  Our Town.  

American theater at its worst.  Simultaneously maudlin and awesome.

Waits, Tom.  Nighthawks at the Diner.

The later tracks – particularly Putnam County and Spare parts I and II – paint a picture of Bear Lake beautifully.  

