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Performance Network's ‘County Line'raisesr
questions than it answers

(http://ads.mlive.com/RealMedia/ad
arbor/2014/01/performance_netwo

d=54012&bannerid=1932704&dis}|

Alissa Nordmoe stars in the w orld premiere production of David Wells' "County Line" at Performance Netw ork. (Photo by Sean
Carter)
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You know that restless feeling you get when you addl:ﬁmch ot numbers together,

again and again, but the sum’s just not coming out right?



That’s what I felt while watching the world premiere production of David Wells’ drama
“County Line” at Performance Network
(http://www.mlive.com/entertainment/ann-
arbor/index.ssf/2014/01/world_premiere_of_david_wells.html).

The play focuses on 17 year old Lois (Alissa Nordmoe), a good-hearted, quiet girl who
lives in Kansas with her loving-but-irresponsible father (Phil Powers) until a costly
mistake lands him in prison. Social services places Lois with foster mother Tanya (Julia
Glander), who's also housing a teenage foster son, Darius (Emilio Rodriguez), while
running a truck stop called The County Line.

Awkwardness and a sense of menace loom over the three; and when Tanya crosses a
line with Lois, a series of events are set in motion.

The play often feels elusive because there are several gaps we're left to fill in on our

9”9

own. At “County”’s start, Lois and her father seem to exist in a vacuum — we learn
nothing of Lois’ life outside of that house and that father-daughter relationship; so later
in the play, when she’s talking with Darius about having had a boyfriend (who met a
tragic end), I assumed she was lying, and just trying to seem more worldly to her peer.

But I'm not sure that’s right.

And when Tanya commits the unforgivable, you wonder why she hadn’t started down
that particular path immediately upon Lois’ arrival. The answer seems to be not that
that’s how it would likely happen in the world, but rather that that’s how a play builds to
its climax.

That’s a problem, especially considering how toothless Tanya seems until that moment.
Yes, Darius alludes to abuse a couple of times; but he’s presented as an unreliable
source early in the play; and what we see of Tanya, until this breaking point arrives, are
images of an awkward, insecure, strict and lonely middle-aged woman.

So I was never sure what or whom to believe in “County Line”; and several disconnects
and nagging, lingering questions I had — in addition to several long passages that felt
self-consciously poetic — prevented me from ever emotionally investing, or fully
believing, in its characters.

From a design standpoint, Mary Cole’s lighting design helped mark the play’s
(occasionally clunky) shifts in time, since Lois appears at age 17 and age 23; Kirk
Domer’s scenic design, which depicts a house interior, furnished with Charles
Sutherland’s props, is versatile enough to represent the play’s various locales, with an
assist from Cole; and Amber Marissa Cook designed costumes, while Ed Weingart
designed the show’s sound.

Director David Wolber and his able cast are clearly committed to “County,” but the
overall tone feels skewed. For Wolber clearly wants to highlight the play’s moments of
lightness and levity, but he may have done so at the expense of the dark tones
necessary to give the story a sense of heft and urgency.
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Notably, before "County Line" even made it to PN's stage, the script won an Edgerton
New Play Award, and was chosen for the National New Play Network Showcase;
according to a program note, it will also get a full production in Iowa City, as well as a
staged reading in Kansas City.

So there's been a lot of excitement around the country surrounding this script. (And
after last week's flooding at PN
(http://www.mlive.com/entertainment/ann-

arbor/index.ssf/2014/01/performance_network_and_ childr.html), the fact

that the company could stage the show on its original schedule is a miracle.) But in my
mind, the promise of "County Line" ultimately goes unfulfilled.

"County Line" runs at Performance Network through February 16. For more
information on showtimes and tickets, visit www.performancenetwork.org
(http://www.performancenetwork.org) or call 734-663-0681.

Jenn McKee is an entertainment reporter for The Ann Arbor News. Reach her at
Jennmckee@mlive.com or 734-623-2546, and follow her on Twitter @jennmckee
(http://www.twitter.com/jennmckee).
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