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Characters 

 
Playwright 

Sister 
Brother 

Maid  
Gardener 
Director 

Techie (female) 
Young male playwright  

Young female playwright  
Boy (a teenager who is developmentally disabled) 

Photographer (female)  
Actress on phone machine 

 
 
 

Setting 
 

A sparsely furnished room 
Somewhere in the country 

Now 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

The life and work of an Austrian playwright, novelist and poet,  
Thomas Bernhard (1931-1989),  

suggested to me several of the premises and circumstances of this  
fiction. 
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Act One 
 

(Five identical folding tables. On the one nearest the door is a plastic 
water pitcher and a stack of paper cups. On another, a pile of plain 
photocopy paper, a pen and pencil, and a pair of drugstore reading 
glasses.  On another, an open book, which looks old, and a second pair of 
glasses. On another, a phonograph and amp, hooked to speakers on the 
floor, and scattered LPs; a box of records sits under this table. On 
another, somewhere near the window, a phone and phone machine, next 
to which a teddy bear sits in a chair. The teddy is sizable, light brown, with 
a green ribbon around its neck tied in a bow.)  

 
Playwright 
A large room with bare walls  
and the temporary feel of a rehearsal hall 
except for a picture window  
that looks out on a compost heap 
the furnishings are spartan 
five tables  
with a chair or two at each  
places to eat to write to read to talk to play music 
a man is staring out the window 
his back to the audience 
seated near him is  
 (He turns to the teddy bear. He speaks quietly, intimately, distractedly.)  
Good morning Mrs. Bear 
did you sleep well  
did you dream of me 

(He turns back to the window and sings to himself the tune of “Good Night, 
Ladies” – the first two lines. Then he raises his voice to speak to someone 
in another room.) 

I can breathe today  
(He hums the third line, whistles the fourth. He raises his voice again.)  

what if my lungs had let me be a singer 
(To himself) 

what if  
fall air  
the last gasps of the year 

(To the other room) 
 I haven’t whistled in years 

(His sister appears in the doorway. She is a woman with short hair and a 
boyish figure, dressed in loose slacks and an outsized shirt. She is 
carrying a tray with coffee brewing in a French press. He wolf whistles 
without turning to her, since he can see her in the window.) 

va va voom 
as daddy said to mommy 
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before he fucked me into existence 
long long ago 
 (She carries the tray to a table.) 
good morning 

(He turns and opens his arms. She approaches and he embraces her. 
She does not respond in kind. He sniffs her perfume.)  

freesia and lily of the valley  
good morning 
 
Sister 
You’re cheerful today 
 
Playwright 
I am cheerful  
I’ve been remarkably cheerful 
all my born days 
and then of course there were the other days 
when I wished I hadn’t been born 
none of those days count today 
which means I’m younger than I appear 
a lot younger  
because there have been so many days when I wished  
like a child holding his breath over his birthday candles 
that daddy had never squirted inside mommy 
I never had enough breath to blow out the candles and get my wish 
so I was born  
 
Sister 
But today you’re glad that you were born 
today 
 
Playwright 
Today I am happily born 
which gives me  
as actors say 
somewhere to go 
how dramaturgically splendid  
that I begin the day  
happy 
 
Sister 
O happy day 
 
Playwright 
And you 
are you among the grateful undead today 
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what time did you get in 
 
Sister 
After midnight 
just managed to catch the last train back 
after you called 
come home 
tomorrow’s the day 
out of the blue 
I’d just gotten there 
come back 
out of the blue 
you were dead asleep 
how could you sleep 
 
Playwright 
Insomnia is not my problem 
consciousness is my problem 
whence my addiction to caffeine 
  
Sister 
I brought decent beans from the city 
Vienna Roast 
 
Playwright 
My favorite 
because it’s your favorite 
danke 
 
Sister 
A half pound 
so it won’t go to waste 
 
Playwright 
Economical as ever 
 
Sister 
Who’s going to drink it tomorrow 
 (She plunges the French press.) 
I’m not staying here 
I can’t 
I’ll go back to the city 
make a life for myself 
take classes 
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Playwright 
You’ll be able to dance now 
 
Sister 
It’s too late to dance 
ballet is for those who started young 
and had nothing else to do but dance 
I had other things to do 
 (She pours a cup of coffee, adds sugar and milk.) 
my career would have been over now in any case 
but I can do a proper barre 
every day 

 (She hands him a cup.) 
I made it myself 
Her coffee is always 
 
Playwright 
Not as good as yours 
 
Sister 
Does she know 
 
Playwright 
Of course not 
 
Sister 
What did you tell her 
 
Playwright 
I need nursing care sooner than I thought 
here’s a month’s pay to tide you over 
till you start your new position  
and here’s some money so you can travel a bit  
after being tied down here  
 
Sister 
You don’t owe her that  
she’s been here less than a year 
 
Playwright 
She’s watched me gasp and gag  
and vomit on every table 
that makes for intimacy rather quickly 
she’s just a country girl you hired to clean and cook  
but she’s wiped my chin and calmed me down  
when you were out and I was frightened 
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she’s never treated me as a boss 
or a patient 
not a professional bone in her body 
and every day I was too sick to go out 
she read to me from a travel book  
we went on a little trip somewhere 
she’s never been anywhere 
and I’ve never been anywhere 
so we’re good company for each other 
 
Sister 
I would have read to you 
we could have taken your imaginary trips  
together 
 
Playwright 
You were busy typing  
my latest monologue 
my latest attempt at dialogue 
correcting all your typos 
your many many typos 
until the script was perfect 
every act letter perfect 
every line flawless  
you were the prima ballerina of my every page 

(Maid enters with toast, butter, jam, etc. She is dressed in jeans and 
something like a chamois shirt. Sister sits on the floor and does some 
crunches, then stretches.) 

 
Maid 
Buongiorno 
Come sta 
 
Playwright 
Bene grazie signorina 
e lei 
 
Maid  
Bene grazie  
 
Playwright 
Parla inglese 
 
Maid 
Si 
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Playwright 
Thank god 
 (To his sister) 
we’ve exhausted our Italian 
and I’m exhausted after Florence 
and that other place 
  
Maid 
Arezzo 
 
Playwright 
Si  
Piero della Francesca 
the frescoes 
 
Maid 
Si 
 
Playwright 
Adam is dead 
the first natural death 
an angel gives one of his sons a sprig 
from this will grow the cure for mortality 
the sprig is planted in dead Adam’s mouth 
the sprig grows into a great tree 
hundreds and thousands of years old 
just perfect for busy carpenters churning out crosses  
for yet another crucifixion or two or three  
on good old Golgotha 
and all I can think about is the roots of that tree  
growing inside Adam 
growing more death 
I don’t really think I’m up to sightseeing today 
 
Maid 
You’re sure 
we have tickets to Orvieto 
 
Playwright 
What’s in Orvieto 
 
Maid 
A chapel full of frescoes 
by a guy named Signorelli 
the last days  
the world is destroyed 
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the damned are carried off to hell by flying demons 
skeletons climb out of the grave 
 
Playwright 
Tempting 
very  
but I’m actually planning on going out today 
 
Maid 
If you change your mind 
my bags are packed 
 (Short pause) 
my bags are packed 
it would be our last trip  
 
Playwright 
Another day perhaps 
another life as they say 
 
Maid 
Arrivederchi 

(The maid goes out.) 
 
Playwright 
She makes me feel almost human 
I thought she should have a chance  
to go somewhere 
get out of here 
anywhere 
anywhere but here 

(He butters toast while humming “Good Night, Ladies” – which grows 
louder. His sister uses a chair to do some elements of a barre. 
Occasionally she presses her temples.)  

What is that  
the tune’s been in my head since I woke up  
 
Sister 
“Good Night, Ladies” 
 
Playwright 
Yes  

(Sings the first line)  
 Good night, ladies 
but isn’t that Hamlet 
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Sister 
Ophelia when she’s mad 
 
Playwright 

Good night, ladies, good night. 
Sweet ladies, good night, good night. 

 
Sister 
Doesn’t fit the song 
 
Playwright 

(Sings the first line again)  
Good night, ladies 

so what comes next 
 
Sister 

(Sings) 
Good night, ladies 

 
Playwright 
Repetition  
repetition  
excellent 
and then 
 
Sister 
 (Sings) 

Good night, ladies 
 
Playwright 
Hammering the farewell home 
even the dumbest or least attentive of the ladies 
couldn’t miss that he’s on his way out the door 

(He whistles the song’s last line by way of inquiry.) 
 
Sister 
 (She speaks the last line as she starts to leave.) 
 I’m going to leave you now 
 
Playwright  
 (Sings) 
 I’m going to leave you now 

(She stops. Now they both know why the song has been in his head.) 
He’s coming out here today 

(She turns.) 
I sent him my last little play 
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Sister 
What play 
what’s it called 
 
Playwright 
Nothing at the moment 
 
Sister 
Ready to be typed 
 
Playwright 
Not for publication 
it’s very short 
short enough to be one of those ten-minute trifles in Louisville 
but they’ll never see it 
my agent will never see it 
one performance only 
 
Sister 
When 
 
Playwright 
Tonight 
 
Sister 
He’ll be here tonight 
 
Playwright 
No 
the performance is tonight 
 
Sister 
But he won’t be here 
 
Playwright 
No 
 
Sister 
Then why send it to him 
 
Playwright 
For old times sake 
and I wanted to say goodbye 
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Sister 
When 
when is he coming 
 
Playwright 
For coffee 
now 
he’s flying off somewhere this afternoon 
 
Sister 
I don’t want to be here 
 
Playwright 
Hide 
 
Sister 
Since when are you two on speaking terms  
 
Playwright 
I thought he should know 
 
Sister 
It’s none of his business 
 
Playwright 
He was there from the beginning 
jumped on my first play  
commissioned the second  
by the third he’d invented a look  
that the world thinks is me 
he bullied actors into playing all those awful people I wrote 
actors  
who want only to be liked  
he got them to speak the unspeakable  
scream hiss rant  
even when they mumbled 
the entire house heard every obscenity 
he made audiences afraid not to listen  
only the bravest had the guts to run 
 
Sister 
He’s a son of a bitch 
 
Playwright  
So I thought I should say something  
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closure  
closing a door 
slamming it shut and locking it 
so the boogie man can’t get in 
isn’t that right Mrs. Bear 

(Sound of a car driving up) 
hide 

(She leaves. He goes to the teddy bear and whispers.) 
hide Mrs. Bear 

(He covers Mrs. Bear’s eyes and his own. Sings) 
Good night, ladies 
Good night, ladies 

Here comes a real ladies man Mrs. Bear  
 Good night, ladies 

(Director enters. Playwright uncovers his eyes, half speaks the last line.) 
 I’m going to leave you now  
you look even less happy than the last time I saw you 
and you looked miserable then 
 
Director 
You look like death warmed over 
whatever that means 
Huge restaurant 
the only thing on the menu is death 
any way you like it 
death bourguignon death fricassee 
the chef serves up another platter  
shoves it under a heat lamp to keep it warm 
and the fucking waitress of course forgets the order 
and it sits there 
death warmed over 
restaurant imagery  
I eat out too much 
 
Playwright 
Speaking of fucking waitresses  
how’s your love life 
 
Director 
I’m between wives 
affairs  
can’t really afford wives any more 
even with the fortune I make directing  
your hilariously depressing plays 
all over the global fucking village 
got it down to a science 
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all I need is Listerine for the bad taste in my mouth 
Excedrin for the same old headaches 
and one prophylactic 
 
Playwright 
One 
 
Director  
A carefully annotated copy of whichever play of yours 
I’m going to mount  
and bring to climax 
 
Playwright 
A promptbook 
 
Director 
A prophylactic  
when I fuck with an audience I like to play it safe 
so I get inside your nasty little world  
the same way everywhere I go 
every bit of foreplay by the book 
I could have a harem of assistants 
and do you all over 
a bevy of simultaneous shows  
too promiscuous even for me 
and you know me I like to travel 
strange beds 
so I do it all myself 
three suitcases packed and ready to go 
I can direct you when I’m freezing my ass off 
when the weather is incongruously pleasant 
even when I’ve been exiled to some place equatorial  
 
Playwright 
Exiled 
 
Director  
Or seduced 
any rehearsal hall where I’m dripping sweat is equatorial 
Caracas Cairo Calcutta Manhattan in August 
did you know I did The Compost Pile in Jakarta last year 
the actors floated across the stage 
they’re used to playing gods and heroes  
they don’t walk they glide 
and there they were playing those cripples of yours 
going at each other like guttersnipes 
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(Director is looking out the window.) 
What do you do in the country  
besides stare out the window  
write 
what’s that out there 
 
Playwright 
A compost pile 
 
Director 
So what is there to do 
 
Playwright 
Breathe 
my lungs can’t take the city anymore 
 
Director 
Lucky for you you’re a country boy at heart 
 
Playwright 
I hate living in the country 
you’ve always been a remarkably bad judge of character 
 
Director 
No 
I’m just a remarkably bad character  
who can locate what’s rotten in everybody 
you write bad people  
I help the actors be perverse 
that’s my contribution 

(He chugs most of a cup of coffee.) 
good coffee 
When will it happen 
your little play 
 
Playwright 
Tonight 
I’m doing this last one by myself 
 
Director 
I wasn’t angling for an invitation 
not my cup of  

(Finishes the coffee in his cup) 
So why am I here 
what’s it been  
eight nine years 
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not a fucking word 
not a phone call  
a note 
walk past each other at an opening like strangers 
and now what 
erase all that 
reconciliation at the eleventh hour 
melodrama is not your style 
 
Playwright 
You came 
 
Director 
Well it’s a big day in your life  
 
Playwright 
I wanted to say something 
to your face 
that I’m complicit in everything I despise about you 
I sat there in the rehearsal hall  
let you browbeat people 
until they did what we wanted 
every time you directed 
you devoured someone 
as if it were part of the process 
he’s only human I told myself 
a cannibal like the rest of us 
I watched you lay your sins and insecurities  
on the head of a scapegoat  
and then refuse to let the goat escape 
I kept my mouth shut 
my rewrites were more important 
and you were brilliant 
you made my plays work 
 (Short pause.) 
your victims were my victims too 
 
Director 
I found you 
fought for you 
I kicked down the doors of barricaded theaters 
and got you in 
as soon as I had clout 
I used it for you 
they make me AD and they’re dying to know  
what will I do to open my first season 
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something smashing to usher in the new era 
I tell them you 
I want to do you 
a new play 
it’s called The Septic Tank or The Cesspool or The Dung Heap 
some catchy title like that  
and the marketing people are washing down Tums with Pepto Bismol 
every board member has damp armpits 
they clear their throats 
pour another glass of leftover rotgut opening night wine 
and they cave in 
because they know I will walk  
great great we’ll do it  
they’re trapped because once upon a time  
the public made the mistake of admitting  
that your perversity was talented perversity 
kinda out there  
and nobody hip likes to be left behind 
so boom you’re a media event 
announcing the birth of a new enfant terrible 
always good copy 
oh oh oh he’s written a new one about an academic  
I never taught a student I didn’t want to fuck  
that’s the opening line 
oh oh oh 
his new one is set in the john just off the oval office 
the president is retching and Jesus is in the next stall with the runs 
as the lights come up  
and oh oh oh 
his new commission for the Kennedy Center  
onstage a loading dock  
a smelly dumpster 
the cast of a new production of Assassins  
conspire on their breaks  
they want to take out the President  
the whole cabinet  
on opening night 
a chorus line strapped with explosives  
armed to the teeth 
Sondheim’s lawyers are screaming  
the FBI start showing up at rehearsals 
they all get written into the play 
even the stage manager can’t tell who’s really in the cast 
oh oh oh 
 (He laughs.) 
I wish you’d written that one 



 17 

 
Playwright 
And the moral of the story 
 
Director 
You owe me 
 
Playwright 
I owe you the truth 
 
Director 
You’d be living in some vermin-infested flat  
cardboard boxes full of unread scripts  
roach shit on every page 
you owe me 
  
Playwright 
And the truth is that I cut you off  
not because I’m better than you 
au contraire 
you are what you are 
that’s not good  
but I used you and that’s worse 
I had a choice 
 
Director 

(He swallows more coffee.) 
What kind of coffee is this 
 
Playwright 
Vienna Roast 
 
Director 
Uh huh 
Vienna Roast 
how is she 
 
Playwright 
About the same 
 
Director 
Still dancing 
 
Playwright 
Except her scars are thicker  
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Director 
She got between us 
 
Playwright 
She’s my sister 
 
Director 
All the work we did 
 
Playwright 
Thank you  
for all the work we did 
 
Director 
This little scene 
you summoning me here to blow me off 
it’s unbalanced 
you’re a better writer than this 
more honest 
Whenever I leave a situation  
a theater 
a marriage   
all the stuff I kept a lid on 
explodes 
like a pressure cooker  
all the stuff I hated  
like a toilet backing up 
when you cut me off  
years of bullshit poured up out of the bowl 
all over the floor 
I was ankle deep in everything I hated about you 
that’s all I could think of  
all the crap I ignored 
 
Playwright 
I never ignored the crap 
that’s not a virtue  
I had no choice 
if I wasn’t vigilant every minute 
I’d be dead 
because the crap is everywhere 
I’ve never been anywhere where the toilet hadn’t overflowed 
we walk around with crap inside us 
some of us more than others 
because we have more guts 
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longer colons that curl and twist and tie themselves in knots 
what doctors call a torturous colon 
 (Short pause)  
Do you want something to eat 
 
Director 
Do I want something to eat 
no 

(He starts to leave. He stops and pulls out a folded manuscript.) 
Is this a play or a scenario for tonight 
 
Playwright 
Both  
so what do you think  
one last time I want your opinion 
 
Director 
It would be better as a monologue than a scenario 
 
Playwright 
Why 
 
Director 
Rhythm 
the scenario’s too real-time 
leaves too little to the imagination 
a monologue would let me flesh out the scene  
well not me your audience 
who is your audience for this 
 
Playwight 
I don’t have time to write a monologue 
 
Director 
Read the scenario 
that’s your monologue 

(Director starts to put the manuscript down on the writing table, then 
realizes it should go on the reading table. Playwright quietly, slowly hums 
the first three lines of “Good Night, Ladies.” Director moves to the eating 
table, takes another swallow of coffee, and looks about.) 

she still makes good coffee 
(Director crosses to the teddy bear, picks it up, looks it in the face, kisses 
it on the mouth. As he leaves, Playwright hums the last line of the song.) 

 
Playwright 
He found you Mrs. Bear 
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there’s no hiding from the past 
(He wipes the teddy bear’s mouth and sings. He is in a black mood. Maid 
comes in to clear the coffee things.) 

 Good night, ladies 
Good night, ladies 
Good night, ladies 

 
Maid 
It’s boring to sing the same line  
over and over 
 
Playwright 
That’s the way the song goes 
 
Maid 
Not the way I learned it  

(Sings) 
Good night, ladies 
Farewell, gentlemen 

 
Playwright 
So it’s not just the ladies that interest him 
 
Maid 

(Sings and holds the last note)  
 So long everyone 
 
Playwright 
 (To himself) 
Hurry up please it’s time 
 
Maid 

(Sings) 
 It’s time to say goodbye 
 
Playwright 
Tonight  
I need my nice linen shirt  
the brown one 
 
Maid 
You told me 
twice  
it’s already washing 
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Playwright 
No hot water 
 
Maid  
No 
 
Playwright 
It’ll shrink 
low heat  
 
Maid 
Yes 
 
Playwright 
Take it out right away so it doesn’t wrinkle 
 
Maid 
And give it room in the closet when I hang it up 

(Sings)  
 Merrily we roll along roll along roll along  
 
Playwright 
What got you onto that 
 
Maid 
It’s the rest of your song 
 
Playwright 
That’s the rest of “Good Night Ladies” 
 
Maid 

(Sings the next phrase)  
 Merrily we roll along 
 
Playwright 
An exceedingly merry departure 
  
Maid 

(Sings) 
 O’er the deep blue sea 
Guess what 
 
Playwright 
Who are the others rolling along with him 
where did they come from 
the fellow saying good night was alone 
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I’m sure of it 
 
Maid 
I’ve decided 
 
Playwright 
Where you’re going on your trip 
Scandanavia 
no too cold already  
the days too short 
somewhere warm 

(She quietly hums “Merrily” while he tries to guess.) 
Sicily Provence the Greek islands 
Istanbul the Blue Mosque 
Morocco is it  
Fez or Marrakech 
getting lost in the winding spice-scented alleyways of the bazaar 
like traveling back in time 
that scared you I remember 
always a good sign when something scares you 
 
Maid 

(Sings: a clue)  
 O’er the deep blue sea 
 
Playwright 
Yes but where 
 
Maid 
I’m going on a cruise 
 
Playwright 
 (Stunned and disappointed) 
Where 
 
Maid 
Bermuda 
 
Playwright 
What’s in Bermuda 
 
Maid 
Beaches 
 
Playwright 
No bazaar 
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Maid 
There are lots of shops right on the ship 
 
Playwright 
 (Looking out the window) 
And then what happens 
 
Maid 
I start my new job 
 
Playwright 
No  
in the song 
o’er the deep blue sea 
what comes after that 
 
Maid 
Nothing 
it’s the end 
 
Playwright 
Ah-hah 
 
Maid 
Thank you for the cruise 
the money 
I should really save it I suppose 
 
Playwright 
Well after the deep blue sea there’s nothing 
what’s to save for 

Gather ye rosebuds while ye may,  
Old Time is still a-flying, 
And this same flower that smiles today 
Tomorrow will be dying 

like the garden out there 
 
Maid 
I’m taking my brother 
he’s never even been to the city 
kind of an odd duck 
nervous and  
I knew he wouldn’t like any place too different 
the cruise had a sale  
I could afford two tickets 
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he likes the water 
at the lake he likes the water 
there’s a pool on the ship  
so I’m hoping 
 
Playwright 

(Her concern for her brother seems a wonder to him.) 
My sister and I are close too 
 
Maid 
We’re just friends 
nothing 
complicated 

(Short pause) 
do you mind that I’m spending your money on him 
 
Playwright 
Just surprised  
altruism is always a shock 
I never really think of anyone but myself 
 
Maid 
You thought of me  
the money 
 
Playwright 
I suppose I was thinking of myself as generous 
playing a version of me that was generous 
so I could like myself a little better  
 
Maid 
Am I going to fetch the boy today 
 
Playwright 
Yes  
yes I’d like to see him 
 
Maid 
After you write 
 
Playwright 
I won’t get much written today 
 
Maid 
Will you work in the garden  
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Playwright 
If it warms up 
yes  
today I’m going out no matter what 
 
Maid 
I’ll bring him before you go out then  
 
Playwright 
Leave the kitchen scraps by the door 
I’ll put them out on the compost pile myself 
 
Maid 
Your sister is out  
for a walk she said 
and the gardener isn’t here yet 
 
Playwright 
I’ll survive 
 
Maid 
If somebody comes 
 
Playwright 
Mrs. Bear will protect me 

(Maid leaves with the tray. He puts on Beethoven’s Seventh, the second 
movement, then walks in time with the music over to Mrs. Bear and 
solemnly, playfully processes with her to his reading table. He picks up the 
manuscript left by the director, and sits with the bear in his lap, reading it.)  

He’s right of course 
of course he’s right 
what else but a monologue for a character like me 
 (Listens a moment to the music) 
Isn’t that lovely Mrs. Bear 
don’t we love it 
we’ll listen only to our favorites today 
 (To the teddy bear) 
the apotheosis of the dance 

(As the music swells, he gets up and dances with Mrs. Bear – gracefully, 
earnestly, as if they were ballroom dancing. The phone rings. He lifts the 
receiver and hangs it up again.) 

Turn the phone off 
serve breakfast and turn the ringer off  
every morning every evening 
volume on the phone machine to zero 
 (He notices that the phone machine is blinking.) 
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I can’t listen to any messages now 
(He sits with the teddy bear on his lap and moves her paws as if she were 
conducting.) 

we’re listening to Otto Klemperer 
so that I don’t have to write 

(After a couple of distracted looks at the phone machine, he punches the 
play button.) 

even today I have a right to procrastinate  
(He goes to turn off the music. The phone message plays. The woman’s 
voice, deep and damaged by smoke and drink, can only belong to an 
actress. She does not slur.) 

 
Actress on phone machine 
Do you have another part for me 
something life-sustaining  
on which I can choke and gag  
to the horror of my adoring public 
I need something convincing 
they need to know that I’ve abandoned them 
no more coddling lying distracting them from the truth 
something poisonous fatal  
so dismaying that the whole audience expires 
trembling like children  
horrified to see what an adult is really like 
when the mask comes off 
I want a role that makes their hearts fade to black  
as the house lights come up 
I’ve just finished a show can you tell 
and a few fingers of cognac 
a few fingers 
I’m ambidextrous of course 
I hated the audience tonight 
I hated the cast 
I hated theater 
blah blah blah clever clever clever 
tragic mask comic mask  
tacky pins and earrings  
on sale in the gift shop  
dramatic kitsch  
then coming home to find my mailbox stuffed 
with that depressing little newspaper from the union 
“How I Got My Equity Card” by who cares   
it all made me miss you 
not you you’re an old fart 
I miss your tirades 
the way you can punish an audience  
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until it believes in you more than itself  
and then you betray them  
and they’re lost 
milling in the lobby afterwards 
as if they had no idea where to go 
Speaking of where to go 
this year I’m throwing a birthday party for myself  
to celebrate being one year closer to my final exit 
I’m inviting everyone I love 
an intimate gathering 
you and me and  
I’m sure I’ll think of one or two others 
will you be coming to town next week 
or the week after 
or the week after 
My birthday is a movable feast  
some years it doesn’t even happen 
but this year I’m definitely older 
auf wiedersehen, mein theatermacher 
I do ache to see you again 
good night good night 
I’m off to drown my sorrows 
in a hot tub 

But long it could not be 
Till that her garments, heavy with their drink, 
Pulled the poor wretch from her melodious lay 
To muddy death. 

 
Playwright 
 Alas, then she is drowned. 
 
Actress on phone machine 
 Drowned, drowned. 

 
(The phone machine clicks off. He walks straight to his writing table, puts 
on glasses, and writes quickly, fluidly. He hums the Beethoven Seventh’s 
second movement. In one corner of the window a young man appears, 
then a young woman. They stand transfixed, watching him write. One 
crosses to the other side of the window, disappears, reappears, is joined 
by the other. Then both disappear. The playwright turns back to an earlier 
page, boxes something so as to move it, and continues writing. The two 
young people appear in the doorway. They move silently into a couple of 
extra chairs set against a wall. One of them slips something like a muffin 
out of a pocket and offers it to the other. They eat. Playwright stops 
writing, re-reads something, then crosses to put what he has written with 
the manuscript on the reading table. He walks to the window to look out.) 
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Playwright 
Looking out 
looking in  
the other side of windows 
always the other side 

(He turns and sees the two sitting there. He stares at them a moment, 
then crosses in their direction – they rise – and continues out the door. 
Pause. He calls from the kitchen.) 

Do you take milk and sugar 
 
Young male playwright 
No 
 
Young female playwright 
Yes 
 
Playwright 
Are you hungry 
 
Young female playwright 
No 
 
Young male playwright 
Yes 
 (The young man grabs his companion’s food and shoves it in his pocket.) 
 
Playwright 
Are you dangerous 
 
Both  
 (They look at each other. This is a test, they decide. Simultaneously) 
Yes 
 
Playwright  
Are you armed 
 
Young male playwright 
We’re both packing one-acts 
 
Playwright 
 (In the doorway) 
That’s terrifying 

(Playwright enters with a tray: coffee, croissants, scones, butter, jam, etc. 
He crosses to the eating table and sets these things out as he speaks.) 

I don’t receive visitors  
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especially visitors who just appear 
I expect a note or a phone call  
a civilized request that I can ignore  
until whoever it is gives up  
I don’t like wasting my time 
chit-chatting with strangers  

(Playwright goes to the window. The two move to the table he has set for 
them and blurt out their reason for coming.) 

 
Young female playwright 
We know that 
 
Playwright 
I don’t have that kind of time 
 
Young male playwright 
That’s why we’re here 
 
Young female playwright 
We think you’re wrong 
 
Young male playwright 
We wanted to speak to you 
 
Young female playwright 

(To her companion) 
Argue 
 
Young male playwright 
Before it’s too late 
 
Playwright 

(Short pause) 
Eat 
 (The two help themselves.)  
I have an exceptionally busy day 
things that must be taken care of before tonight 
the Rep is sending someone  
a photographer’s coming 
the garden 
my brother 
 
Young male playwright 
 (Glances at his companion) 
Your brother the doctor 
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Young female playwright 
But your sister isn’t here 
 
Playwright 
You would never have gotten in  
if she were here 
she’s gone for a walk 
 
Young female playwright 

(To the playwright) 
Because of the ladies man 
the genius idiot who directs your plays  

(To her companion) 
she didn’t want to be here 
because of him 
 
Young male playwright 
We saw him in the village 
 
Young female playwright 
Coming on to a waitress 
 
Young male playwright 
 (Disagreeing with his companion) 
He was ordering breakfast 
 (To the playwright) 
his coming here to see you 
what’s it been 
eight nine years 
that convinced us  
 
Young female playwright 
That we shouldn’t hesitate  
 
Young male playwright 
That you must be really sick 
 
Playwright 
Do I look like I’m on my deathbed 
 
Young female playwright 
Actually you don’t look well 
 
Playwright 
I haven’t looked well since I was a lot younger than you 
I can’t remember ever looking well 
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an obstetrician picked me up by my feet 
whacked my ass to welcome me into the world 
I gasped 
he said uh-oh 
put a stethoscope to my back  
and listened to my puny little lungs 
as they collapsed for the very first time 
birth made me blanch 
and I’ve been pale ever since 
so don’t jump to conclusions about my health 
I’ve never had it 
I’ve been on my deathbed since birth 
I’d be long gone 
but for the hubris of medicine 
and its greed 
 
Young female playwright 
And your brother 
your half-brother 
 
Young male playwright 
Who’s kept you alive 
 
Young female playwright 
Has he been coming here all these years for money 
has it helped his practice 
is it medical arrogance that made him care for you 
we don’t think so 
  
Playwright 
 (Pause) 
What do you want to argue about 
 
Young male playwright 
Despair 
 
Young female playwright 
Hope 
there has to be hope 
 
Playwright 
Hope for what 
 
Young female playwright 
We’re young 
it’s not our fault that we’re healthy 
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we believe in health 
we believe health is possible  
 
Playwright 
You’re Americans 
you’re diseased 
and naïve 
  
Young male playwright 
We’re capable of changing things 
 
Playwright 
Everything 
are you capable of changing everything 
that’s what it would take 
from the ground up 
the premises  
the principles 
our most cherished delusions 
it’s not as though we’re a great nation  
which has lost its way 
and veered off in the wrong direction 
we went wrong right at the start 
we hold these truths to be self-evident we said 
and then proceeded to lie our way  
through every vicious episode of our nauseating history 
and we deny that history  
pretending that the dark old days are over  
we no longer massacre Native Americans 
we do not take their land 
we repent of all that   
let them build their casinos  
slavery is a thing of the past 
blacks are free not to work if that’s what they want 
we no longer chase them if they run away  
on the underground railway of crime and crack 
they are free to run themselves down  
we no longer destroy black families 
they are free to do it themselves  
free to live wherever they want  
in the bowels of our cities  
they are free to live in correctional institutions 
until they see that they are wrong  
to think that anything is wrong 
there are no national crimes nowadays  
only social problems 
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that legislators and bureaucrats and courts can certainly solve 
America is affirmative action welfare food stamps Medicaid 
shopping carts for the alcoholics the battered the insane 
America is a can-do nation with a good heart 
god bless America 
we are god’s gift to the world 
and god bless Abu Ghraib  
god bless My Lai and Hiroshima  
Andersonville Wounded Knee 
atrocity is American as apple pie 
but the guilty parties are never us 
we are eternally innocent  
regrettably we had to destroy this village in order to save it 
that amusing little paradox was no aberration  
that was policy 
burning villages was policy 
the fire-ball in Dresden  
Sherman’s March 
the genocide on which our nation was founded  
policy 
we have told ourselves we meant well 
by every nation we’ve invaded 
every block every church every hospital school nursery  
we have destroyed  
with the best of intentions  
has broken our hearts 
yet somehow our hearts keep pumping  
through arteries clogged with the plaque of our victims 
all the men and women and children  
we kill and consume with pleasure 
our big American hearts are cauldrons  
in which we cook our enemies  
and who is not our enemy  
we are not a nation capable of having friends 
we’re the first cannibals in history to eat human flesh  
not because we are starving for protein  
or hungry for the strength of our enemies  
or longing for union with our ancestors  
but simply because we are gluttons 
this flesh around my waist 
easing over my belt  
that’s the flesh of America’s aborigines and its black folk  
dead at birth dead at school dead on the street dead in prison  
dead in all the dead-ends  
in this land of endless opportunity and endless appetite 
this flesh hanging from my thighs is the flesh of other tribes 
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slaving right under our noses 
making our necessaries  
in every corner of the global village we have colonized 
or in our very own third world  
the secret factories hidden near L.A.  
the slaves at work in neighborhoods where the rest of us 
dare not go 
the flesh hanging from my jowls 
is the flesh of children  
selling their childhoods in factories for pennies an hour  
playing in the streets as the bombs drop and the rockets zero in  
starving in dank wombs  
their cells multiplying and withering 
skinny little fetuses slipping easily through the birth canal into the cooking pot  
when my lungs give out and I start choking  
I know I’m gagging on all the flesh I’ve devoured 
the fact that I can’t stomach it doesn’t make me less guilty 
I paid my taxes like everybody else  
I never went to Canada 
I shot Bush only in my dreams 
we’re all waiting for someone else to do it 
something we cannot admit 
so much we cannot admit 
what passes for honesty is an admission that the U.S. of A.  
has failed now and then 
though it is by and large a beacon to the world 
the hope of mankind 
the future of civilization 
the greatest nation on the face of the earth 
generous to a fault and open-armed 
give me your tired your poor your huddled masses  
and we sing a hymn to that lie before every ballgame  
America the beautiful 
America the full of shit  
our country is a catastrophe 
we are history’s bad turn 
first in line on the road to hell 
innocent only of curiosity  
about anything but our own interests 
we are the pied piper leading other nations to disaster 
the eradication of the past 
the ruin of the present 
the death of the future 
we are the dunghill of progress 
more and more shit accumulating every hour  
we can’t produce it fast enough  



 35 

two hundred million asses pumping excrement  
the filth that even we can’t digest 
and our shit is the cause of every disaster  
global warming  
the heat of our steaming crap 
the mysterious death of amphibians  
drowning in our shit  
Do you want the rest of this monologue 
please take it it’s yours  
just don’t fuck it up  
don’t make the speech a metaphor  
the cesspool we are swimming in is not a metaphor  
we are eating and shitting the world 
 (Pause) 
Would you like more coffee 
 
Young female playwright 
We’ve heard that speech before 
 
Playwright 
It’s all I’ve ever written that speech 
over and over 
 
Young male playwright 
You don’t get tired of it 
 
Playwright 
Once upon a time a man left a suicide note 
five words 
all this buttoning and unbuttoning 
I wish I’d written that 
but no I read it in a newspaper 
all this buttoning and unbuttoning 
of course I get tired of shit 
but shit happens as they say 
in infinite variety  
it is fascinating 
if you want to be writers  
you have to look in the bowl 
after you’ve wiped your ass 
study the texture color shape  
what floats what sinks what coheres what disintegrates 
that is the augury of shit 
there’s an African culture  
whenever you meet people 
you greet them by politely inquiring  



 36 

how did you shit 
and they talk about that a while 
compare notes 
if that tribe survives what we’re up to in the world 
if it gets beyond subsisting 
if it manages enough prosperity for leisure  
everyone in that tribe will be a writer 
their economy will then collapse  
and they will disappear 
 
Young male playwright 
That’s just cynical 
 
Playwright 
Cynics are romantics  
with broken hearts 
I’m never been romantic about shit 
it just is 
and it’s even useful 
in plays in gardens 
what richer fertilizer than manure 
America America how does your garden grow 
it’s full of shit 
our appetites force feed us  
and then we fertilize ourselves 
over and over  
 
Young male playwright 
And the cycle can’t be broken 
 
Playwright 
Plug up your rectum and see what happens 
 
Young female playwright 
We can change our diet 
 
Playwright 
Count calories and carbs 
fast 
starve ourselves 
America the anorexic 
it won’t catch on 
and if we did lose weight 
we would miss it 
we would binge and gorge  
just to have our fat back 
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You two are going to ruin my appetite  
I was looking forward to my dinner tonight 
it’s a very special occasion 
 
Young female playwright 

(To her companion)  
We should leave 
 
Young male playwright 
So why didn’t you get out 
live in a farm house in some Alpine valley like Berger 
go to Morocco like Bowles 
 
Playwright 
I’m a dung beetle remember 
I feed on human waste 
this is the greatest pile of shit in history 
we really are the greatest 
and we’re still young 
when homo sapiens killed homo erectus 
all he had was a rock on the end of a stick   
just imagine what we can do with our Yankee ingenuity 
Hiroshima was primitive 
our WMD are smarter and smarter  
 
Young male playwright 
Then how come Falluja is a pile of rubble 
 
Playwright 
I thought you wanted to argue with me 
 
Young female playwright 
We’ve come a long way 
the Geneva Conventions the Red Cross  
trying Milosovich 
the International Criminal Court 
 
Young male playwright  
You can’t win this kind of argument with him 
we don’t recognize any International Court  
the Geneva Conventions didn’t cover those naked asses at Abu Ghraib 
who knows how many people we hid from the Red Cross 
 
Playwright 
We operate outside the law 
Americans march to a different drummer 
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because we really are the greatest 
we’re way ahead of the curve 

(The young woman stands and goes to the door. The young man remains 
seated.) 

 
Young male playwright 
We wanted you to read our plays 
we grew up on you  
 
Young female playwright 
We want to get past you 
imagine a future of our own 
 
Playwright 
Is the future imaginable 
maybe the U.S. will decay  
decompose into nutrients for something new 
something I can’t imagine 
that kind of future has nothing to do with me 
I don’t have any appetite for what’s ahead of us 
I can barely stomach the present 
except when I garden 
or pick up a pen 
the only future I’ve ever cared about 
is what I am about to write 

(He picks up the manuscript on the reading table.) 
just at the moment this is my future 
 
Young male playwright 

(Taken aback) 
A new play 
 
Young female playwright 
What’s it called 
 
Playwright 
It’s untitled 
 
Young male playwright 

(The young man gets up and goes to the door.) 
Thanks for the coffee 
we’re sorry we wasted your time 
 
Young female playwright 
We’re sorry your world is so shitty 
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Young male playwright 
But we’re out of here 
 
Young female playwright  
We don’t want to live like you 
 
Young male playwright 
We don’t want to live with death  
 
Young female playwright 
Death is our destination 
but we’re going other places 
 
Young male playwright 
We’re leaving death behind  
we’re leaving your world behind 
 
Young female playwright 
All your shit  
the stench of your tirades 
 
Young male playwright 
All the death you’ve written 
all the suicides  
 
Young female playwright 
Nobody hangs himself in our plays 
or drowns herself  
or jumps off a cliff  
 
Young male playwright 
There are no corpses face down on the dining room table  
as the lights fade 
 
Young female playwright 
There are no fading lights in our plays 
 
Young male playwright 
No darkened auditoriums for the audience to hide 
 
Young female playwright 
We keep the whole room bright 
 
Young male playwright 
And our characters fight to the finish 
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Young female playwright 
Success is not the point 
the point is struggle 
 
Young male playwright  
We’re seceding from your world 
 
Young female playwright 
We’re emigrating to a new theater 
 
Young male playwright 
We’ll live in our own plays 
our own world 
 
Young female playwright 
Fuck your world 
 
Young male playwright 
Fuck your plays 
 
Young female playwright 
Your plays are as full of shit as the world you write about 
 
Young male playwright 
A world where only you exist  
only you  
the one sun in the universe 
all-powerful 
blinding  
 
Young female playwright 
Everyone else is a planet  
 
Young male playwright 
Revolving around you 
 
Young female playwright 
Once in a while there’s a comet that interests you 
but most of us are useless as asteroids 
 
Young male playwright 
We believe that other people really exist  
just as we do 
that they are suns too 
we don’t believe in a universe in which suns enslave planets 
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Young female playwright 
It’s possible to develop orbits  
that don’t enslave  
orbits that are mutual 
no solar systems 
no suns no planets 
we’re changing the universe 
 
Young male playwright 
For real 
 
Young female playwright 

(She holds up the script of her one-act.) 
In our plays 
 
Young male playwright 
We’re not growing up with fantasies about change 
 
Young female playwright 
Make love not war 
 
Young male playwright 
Be here now 
 
Young female playwright 
The people united 
 
Young male playwright 
Will never be defeated 
 
Young female playwright 
Your generation was dancing in the streets 
 
Young male playwright 
Stoned on tabs of ideology 
 
Young female playwright 
Planting roses in gun barrels 
 
Young male playwright 
Tripping on the future 
 
Young female playwright 
And when you sobered up 
nothing had changed 
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Young male playwright 
You didn’t change anything 
 
Young female playwright 
You felt stupid 
 
Young male playwright 
For living in a world that didn’t exist 
 
Young female playwright 
We’re creating worlds that do exist 
 
Young male playwright 
 (He holds up the script of his one-act.) 
In our plays 
 
Young female playwright 
Our plays are real 
 
Young male playwright 
Our characters make things different 
 
Young female playwright 
If the world wants to live in our plays 
everyone’s welcome 
 
Young male playwright 
If not hasta la vista 
 
Young female playwright 
We’re out of here 

(They start to leave.)   
 
Playwright 
When I give up on a script 
when I am sure that it will never amount to anything 
that is when I make progress 
on the other side of despair there’s a great freedom  
so I cultivate it 
despair is my only hope 
but the world is not a script 
I have never gotten to the other side of my despair  
about everything I can’t control 
I allow myself hope 
only when I am in charge of what happens 
when I control the universe 
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and even then 
Leave me your plays 
I’m sure they’re full of lies 
like everything else 
but are the lies any good 
I’m curious 
and curiosity has kept me alive 

(They start to put their scripts on the eating table.) 
over there 
that’s where I read 
 
Young male playwright 

(The young man takes the two scripts to the reading table.)  
We’ll come back to see you 
after you’ve read them 
 
Playwright 
I don’t think so  
If you’re plays are any good you don’t need me 
and if not I can’t help you 
 (The young man crosses to the door.) 
have a good trip 
wherever it is you’re going 
if you’re really leaving this world 
travel light  
leave everything 
 
Young female playwright 
We’re only packing our hopes 
 
Young male playwright 
And all the shit we learned from you 

 
Young female playwright 
My name is  
 
Playwright 
Anonymous 
I want you anonymous 
names are excess baggage 

(They leave. At the window) 
Curious Mrs. Bear 
very curious 
playwrights from another planet 
another solar system 
aren’t you tempted to live  
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long enough to see their work 
aren’t you curious Mrs. Bear 
 (Moving to the reading table) 
don’t you want to get into the car  
strapped in nice and safe in the shotgun seat 
and drive to the city to see a brand new kind of play 
alas we will be gone before those two emerge 
if they’re any good 

(He puts on glasses and begins to read one of the scripts.) 
 
Techie 

(Off) 
Hello 
Anybody 
 
Playwright 
 (He continues to read.) 
Tell you what  
I have to see to some business  
 
Techie 

(Off) 
Hello  
I’m here from the Rep 
 
Playwright 
About the garden 
 
Techie 

(Off) 
Hello 
 (To herself as she approaches) 
come out come out wherever you are 
 
Playwright 
Why don’t you look at these  
 (He puts his reading glasses on the teddy bear.) 
and let me know what you think 

(A young woman pops her head in at the door. She has a cell phone to 
her ear and carries a manila envelope.)  

 
Techie 
Whoa you’re here 
your phone not working 
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Playwright 
Turned off 
  
Techie 
Kinda defeats the purpose 
your security’s not all it’s cracked up to be 
gate’s always locked they said 
the gardener lets you in 
then a maid or whatever at the door 
you get grilled by the sister in the front hall 
and then if he’s writing you wait 
is that why the phone’s off 
you want me to wait 
 
Playwright 
No come in 
 
Techie 
Gate wide open 
two kids racing out  
radio blaring 
I’m thinking Badlands 
Natural Born Killers 
you’re all dead  
bloodbath 
and I’m in deep shit 
where is everybody 

(She sits at the eating table, helps herself to a croissant. Playwright moves 
downstage, his back to the audience.) 

 
Playwright 
Out 
 
Techie  
It doesn’t make you paranoid 
me waltzing into your hideaway like this 
 
Playwright 
I’m getting used to it  
 
Techie 
My first gig ever  
was a gospel and blue grass tour 
maximum security prisons  
took half the day to inspect the equipment 
then we’re down to our skivvies 
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for a cozy little strip search 
you want to frisk me 
 
Playwright 
Not really 
 
Techie 
On the outside that’s a joke 
 
Playwright 
You’re the stage manager 
 
Techie 
When I grow up 
maybe 
theater people are a little weird 
 
Playwright 
More than a little 
 
Techie 
They didn’t have a stage manager available today 
the Rep’s a mess at the moment 
they didn’t expect your last play to close  
after two weeks 
they’re scrambling to replace it 
I guess you weren’t too happy with the production 
pulling the plug like that 
 
Playwright 
It was actually quite good 
the older actress 
 
Techie 
The drunk 
 
Playwright 
She’s quite brilliant when she can remember her lines 
 
Techie 
The tech was great anyway 
the look  
and the staging  
that director of yours knows his shit 
of course soon as the audience had seen the set 
and one of your characters started hammering away at them 
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flip flip 
 (In response to his incomprehension) 
seats flipping up 
walkouts during one of your unpatriotic arias  
America the ugly God damn America  
flip flip  
 
Playwright 
It’s the epic dimension of my work 
the exodus up the aisles 
history’s chosen people  
groping their way to the nearest exit 
 
Techie 
Keeps the ushers on their toes let me tell you 
the house manager wears sneakers to your shows 
all kinds of special procedures  
never take the house lights all the way out 
that’s the secret 
so nobody gets trampled in the stampede 
I don’t mean to bum you out 
 
Playwright 
What would bum me out is the whole audience just sitting there 
numb or indifferent 
or just used to it 
 
Techie 
The abuse 
 
Playwright 
The attack 
theater is battle 
and the enemy is the audience 
 
Techie 
No contest 
you rout them every time 
 
Playwright 
When the actors don’t desert me and go over to the other side 
 
Techie 
The walkouts 
what if they never come back 
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Playwright 
They’ll find some other refuge  
from the horrors of their lives 
 
Techie 
Your plays are no refuge 
 
Playwright 
Aid and comfort to the enemy 
that’s treason isn’t it 
 
Techie 
So what if the theaters all close 
 
Playwright 
There will always be lies to applaud  
and people need a place to wear their evening clothes 
 
Techie 
The Rep goes in the red I could lose my job  
such as it is 
 
Playwright 
If I could manage it  
we would all lose our jobs  
till we hit bottom  
what the country needs is a really good depression 
great theater cheap tickets angry audiences 
everyman writing plays about what’s gone wrong 
lots of work for actors 
techies 
freedom for the young to do what they want  
because even at a discount their hearts and minds are worthless 
in the so-called free market 
 
Techie 
It’s amazing to me you make a living  
with your attitude 
 
Playwright 
It is it is indeed 
but then it’s amazing to me that you might become a stage manager 
they’re not employed to have opinions 
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Techie 
 (She stares at him, then scans the room.) 
You’re not big on pictures posters 
theatrical bric-a-brac 
looks like you just moved in  
and the moving van is stuck in traffic 
 
Playwright 
I don’t like distractions 
I’m distracted enough as it is 
and I never really expected to be living here that long 
 
Techie 

(She pulls papers out of the manila envelope.) 
So all this 
point me to where everything goes  
and I’ll get started 
the trap door you want me to rig 
where 
 
Playwright 
 (He points at an angle out the window.) 
In the garden 
other side of the potting shed 
you can’t miss it 
if you do you’ll fall in 
 
Techie 
How deep is it 
 
Playwright 
Four feet 
but there’s a foot of lime on the bottom 
 
Techie 
What’s it for 
 
Playwright 
Compost 
an experiment in making compost 
 
Techie 
If you want to lower a trap door over the hole 
why rig it like this 
it’s ass backwards 
this way the compost has to close the trap itself 



 50 

from the inside 
 
Playwright 
That’s how I want it  
I’ve always been very particular about my stage directions 
the one thing I admire about Beckett 
 
Techie 
Obsessive compulsive and out of control 
like all control freaks 
but then I’m not employed to have opinions 
these pulleys attached to the underside of the lid 
what’s all that for 
 
Playwright 
Composting  
the tech of composting 
you wouldn’t understand unless you were a gardener 
 
Techie 
The rope lights 
you want them running from your side door to this pit 
I always thought gardening was a daytime gig 
 
Playwright 
I’m starting the compost tonight 
the conditions are just right 
some things need to happen at night 
like theater 
 
Techie 
And you want a speaker in the pit 
music for the compost 
 
Playwright 
Part of the experiment 
like talking to your plants 
 
Techie 
Plants are alive 

(She walks to the phonograph.) 
 
Playwright 
So is compost 
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Techie 
You only play vinyl 
 
Playwright 
I prefer the sound  
honest  
no mistaking it’s a record 
and I like that they grow old 
pops and scratches 
little skips when they can’t remember what comes next 
you can run a wire through the baseboard there 
 
Techie 
Wire is as retro as a record player 
at this distance I’ll do wireless 
and you need a mike in the pit that feeds into these speakers 
uh-huh  
so you can listen to the compost 
what’s it sound like 
 
Playwright 
I don’t know 
It’s something I’ve imagined since childhood 
my grandmother loved cemeteries 
gardens and graves  
more beautiful than any park she said 
more beautiful than any city 
everywhere we went 
she’d take me to the cemetery  
we’d admire the mansions and houses and bungalows of the dead  
blocks and blocks of the dead 
all residential no shops  
no telephone poles or billboards 
we’d walk about in silence  
no honking traffic or barking dogs 
I would listen to the graves 
imagine the sound of flesh sliding off bones 
the sound of ribs collapsing like pick-up sticks 
the sound of stains soaking into satin linings 
worms boring into wood 
rust eating into metal 
the music of decay  
 
Techie 
So now you want to listen to compost  
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Playwright 
Yes 
 
Techie 
Play records for it 
 
Playwright 
Yes 
 
Techie 
This is like one of your plays 
death death death 
like you were writing for death 
bringing in an audience to entertain death 
 
Playwright 
Maybe you’ll grow up to be a dramaturg 
 
Techie 
Not likely 
 
Playwright 
On the inside that’s a joke 
 
Techie 
I might want to work with kids  
troubled kids 
victims of abuse 
warped by weird grandmothers 
where was your mother while you were playing in cemeteries 
 
Playwright 
Somewhere else 
early on she’d wander off in her head  
brooding about my father 
his sperm went one way he went another 
every action has a reaction 
she went off to work in another city for a while 
then she went off to a marriage  
even when she was with me she was 
somewhere else 

(He is at the window looking out and just stops talking. Techie plugs a 
small wireless device into the amplifier. As she turns to go out she spots 
the teddy bear. She looks at the playwright and again at the teddy, then 
crosses to the door.) 
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Techie 
I’ll get started outside  
 
Playwright 

(He sings on his way to the phonograph.) 
 

Merrily we roll along roll along roll along 
Merrily we roll along 

(He puts on Glenn Gould’s first recording of Bach’s Goldberg Variations – 
for example, the third variation from the end of side two.) 

How are they Mrs. Bear 
those ferocious little plays 
shall I have a look over your shoulder 

(He puts on his glasses and reads intently, briskly, turning pages. 
Gardener crosses back and forth outside the window, pushing a 
wheelbarrow. When he enters, Gardener stands inside the door, mindful 
that he should not interrupt. He takes a bite of something on the table, 
then goes to the window to look out. He returns to the eating table and 
sits. When one variation ends and another begins, he decides that he’s 
waited long enough and speaks. During the first part of this dialogue, 
Playwright continues to read as he answers Gardener.) 

 
Gardener 
Got some more lime 
and the humus 
cleaned them out of humus 
where’s all that going 
 
Playwright 
Tomorrow you’ll fill in the pit  
 
Gardener 
I thought you had some fancy idea for compost 
I just dug it 
 
Playwright 
And tomorrow you’ll fill it in 
first the lime then the humus 
 
Gardener  
Why so deep 
only thing needs digging that deep is asparagus 
if we’re putting in asparagus 
we should’ve dug a bigger patch 
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Playwright 
 (He looks up from reading, momentarily interested.)  
Asparagus 
really deep roots  
no 
no all that manure 
 
Gardener 
A shitload of manure for asparagus 
 
Playwright 
I ordered bulbs 
three seasons of bulbs 
 
Gardener 
Bulbs don’t need but a foot of good drainage 
 
Playwright 
Nothing too good for these bulbs 
they’re in a carton under a tarp  
in the back of the potting shed 
 
Gardener 
How come I never heard about this 
 
Playwright 
They came while you were away at the clinic 
 (He turns the music off.) 
how is she 
 
Gardener 
Same 
we got news yesterday  
they don’t know 
they want to see her again 
 
Playwright 
More tests 
 
Gardener 
No more tests I said 
throwing money away 
 
Playwright 
Money is not the problem 
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Gardener 
I appreciate all you done 
 
Playwright 
You’ll fly out there again and stay as long as it takes 
 
Gardener 
I got clients 
 
Playwright 
They can wait 
winter is coming 
 
Gardener 
No more tests 
she can’t take it I can’t take it 
 
Playwright 
Because it makes you hope 
 
Gardener 
 (Short pause) 
And money 
 
Playwright 
I’ll write you a check  
my sister can help you book a flight 
this afternoon my brother’s coming  
meet him tomorrow  
bring the papers they sent you 
the tests they want 
he’ll call them 
doctors listen to other doctors if they’re any good  
he’s a good doctor my brother 
he’s had lots of success with tough cases 
 
Gardener 
We appreciate  
again 
why  
 
Playwright 
You have to hope  
until there’s not a scrap left 
not a scrap 
and then you die 
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when you’re out of hope death is much easier 
I left you a map of how to set the bulbs 
they’ll all naturalize 
they’ll need good mulch this first winter 
 
Gardener 
I know what bulbs need 
 
Playwright 
Move some Lenten roses over there 
in front of the camellia 
so there’s something blooming all year 
 
Gardener 
Kind of a waste to put all that in a corner 
next to the shed 
who’s going to know it’s there 
 
Playwright 
Me 
that’s my corner 
all the hours I’ve spent puttering in that shed 
sitting on the steps 
 
Gardener 
Watching me work 
 
Playwright 
Watching you work 
 
Gardener 
Who’s the girl out there 
 
Playwright 
She’s installing equipment  
for a performance tonight 
 
Gardener 
Performance 
 
Playwright 
A play 
 
Gardener 
Out there 
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Playwright 
And here’s what we need  
spread a tarp right next to the pit 
use that tarp in the shed 
it’s just the right size 
empty ten bags of humus on the tarp 
spread the humus nice and even 
head to foot of the pit 
 
Gardener 
Whatever you say 
plays are not my line of work 
 
Playwright 
There’ll be a strip of green lights running out there 
from the side door 
so the actor tonight can see where he’s going 
tomorrow you can pick it up and  
maybe you can find some use for it 
 
Gardener 
That it 
 
Playwright 
Some roses for my sister 
a nice big bouquet of the apricots 
any speedwell left 
the dark blue 
 
Gardener 
A nice stand of it in front of the hollyhocks 
 
Playwright 
I’ll come out later and get those myself 
 (The gardener exits.) 
close the gate will you 
 (He returns to his reading.) 
What’s the other play like Mrs. Bear 
 (His sister enters. He turns several pages.) 
 
Sister 
What are you reading 
 
Playwright 
Play 
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Sister 
Whose 
 
Playwright 
Two young people 
broke into the hermitage 
while you were hiding 
 (Turns a page) 
lit into me 
 
Sister 
You never read plays  
certainly not plays by young people who 
 
Playwright 
First time as they say  

(Turns a page) 
for everything 
they’re going to change the theater 
 
Sister 
Again 
 (She goes to clear the eating table.) 
I see you had appetite 
 
Playwright 
Not really 
 (Turns a page) 
I had help 
 
Sister 
You’ll get sick 
 
Playwright 
I am sick 
 
Sister 
Why have an episode today 
today 
 
Playwright 
 (Turns a page) 
How was your hike 
 
Sister 
How was your visit 
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Playwright 
I got something off my chest 
and then goodbye 
that much I owed him  
he asked about you 
 (He looks at her.) 
whether you were dancing 
 
Sister 
I could never have danced  
as well as you can write 
 
Playwright 
But you would have been a dancer 
 
Sister 
I could fix you an egg 
 
Playwright 
I’m not excusing what he did 
it’s just that his wounds are fatal  
and his slow death is proving uglier than average 
I need a check for the gardener 
more tests 
how much is in checking 
 
Sister 
I’ve shifted everything into our joint account 
 
Maid 
 (Off)  
We’re here 
 
Playwright 
The boy’s here 
one more goodbye 
 
Sister 
You’re really going through with this 
 
Playwright 
Going along with it 
it’s not as though I have a choice 
unless you want to watch me suffocate   
like someone with a garbage bag over his head  
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gasping and wheezing  
with a tangle of tubes running in and out of me 
air pumped in phlegm pumped out 
i.v. in catheter out 
roll me over to baby-wipe the diarrhea oozing out of my ass 
my death written and directed by the medical profession 
badly written  
not written at all  
extinction needs an arc to be human  
I have a healthy respect for the absurd but I will not be road-kill 
like a squirrel paralyzed in the middle of the street 
I’ve scripted my whole life 
ever since I quit school  
why stop now when my story needs shaping 
so that the last scene makes some sense 
 
Boy 
 (Off) 
[A sustained loud sound] 
 
Playwright 
What could be worse than dying appalled 
by one’s condition  
no one has the right to ask that of me 
not even you 
 
Sister 
The gardener’s check  
how much 
 
Playwright 
Everything he needs 
it’s not as though we need to pass on my theatrical fortune 
we’re the last of our line 
unless our brother decides to get married 
 
Boy 
 (Off) 
[Another loud cry which almost sounds happy] 

(Maid enters, pushing a well-groomed teenage boy in a wheelchair. He 
shows no signs of recognition and never makes eye contact with anyone.) 

 
Playwright 
Good morning my young friend 
you’re in a good mood I see 
me too I’m in high spirits  
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I’ve been looking forward to our visit all morning 
 (To the maid) 
two coffee frappés please 
no decaf for me 
today I’m drinking caffeine as long as I want 
 (Maid leaves, taking the tray from the eating table.) 
and look who’s here young man 
the lovely mysterious lady of the house 
whose melancholy seems especially fetching today 
all the heartbreak and confusion I’ve caused her 
all the years she’s squandered on me 
all the typing of disagreeable plays 
all the guard-dog duty 
and her weary sadness only makes her more beautiful 
don’t you agree 
 (Confidentially) 
I wouldn’t go on about how sexy she is 
she doesn’t like it 
at least when it’s coming from me 
but of course you must be your own man 
and who knows you might turn out to be her Prince Charming 
I’ll leave you two alone 

(Playwright goes to the window. She stares at the boy a moment, then 
kneels and wipes something from the corner of his mouth. She kisses him 
on the cheek. No response. She puts his arms around her neck and hugs 
him, her chin over his shoulder. Playwright peeks at them. She rearranges 
the boy’s arms and leaves. Playwright continues looking out the window.) 

My little sister 
I should have taken care of her 
but I was sick you see so she looked after me 
lots of meals and errands and typing 
lots of pills and shots and typing 
and not a flicker of gratitude from me 
my brain was damaged by outrage  
and sick with ideas for plays 
synapses jammed by long speeches  
bits of dialogue 
so after she did something for me 
I’d say nothing  
or maybe make a distracted sound 
nnnhhh 
 
Boy 
[The boy makes a sound that echoes the playwright’s.] 
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Playwright 
(Playwright turns to look at him, then wheels him to the phonograph.) 

What shall we have for music today 
one of your favorites  
I’m only listening to favorites today 
 (He holds up two albums. No reaction from the boy.) 
Strauss it is 
The Blue Danube with all the funny arabesques by whatshisname 

(He puts on the beginning of Jorge Bolet’s 1974 recording of Schulz-
Ever’s “Arabesques on ‘The Beautiful Blue Danube’” by Strauss (Bolet at 
Carnegie Hall). Playwright stands behind the boy; during the opening 
three phrases, he moves the boy’s hands as if he were playing the piano. 
It is during the third phrase that the boy begins to make sounds.) 

 
Boy 
[The boy coos.] 
 
Playwright 
Isn’t it beautiful 
 
Boy 
[The boy coos again.]  
 
Playwright 

(The playwright matches his sound.) 
You might have been a musician who knows 
but you’re better off without a lot of nonsense in your head 
believe me it all amounts to nothing 
the stream of consciousness  
the buzz of experience 
nothing but pretentious chemistry 
we’ll pretend that your brain is the work of a god  
more benevolent than the god who fucked up mine  
the demon who made me write nasty plays 
you are evidence of god’s mercy 
he withheld your mind as a gift 
Speaking of gifts  
I have something for you my young friend 
but first let’s put on your favorite part  

(He moves the needle forward to a point about a minute and thirty-five 
seconds from the end of the music.) 

and then  
and then 
and then 

(They dance: that is, the playwright pushes the boy in circles and other 
patterns about the room. His feet keep time with the waltz. The dance 
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approaches a kind of ecstasy.  Playwright has a gasping attack; it is 
frightening. When he recovers, he kneels to hold the boy a moment as if 
they were ballroom dancing. Playwright sits back on his haunches and 
swings the boy’s hands side to side to the music, then up and down, more 
and more vehemently, as if he were trying to shake the boy into 
consciousness. The cut concludes with ten seconds of the Carnegie Hall 
crowd cheering. Playwright cheers too as he goes to take off the record.)  

 
Boy 
[The boy makes a sound as loud as the crowd bravos.] 

(Playwright turns to look at the boy. Maid walks in with a tray with two 
frappés, one with a straw in it, the other with a long spoon. Playwright 
wheels the boy to the eating table.) 

 
Playwright 
Isn’t he great my friend 
didn’t Jorge play that splendidly 
 
Maid 
He pounds the piano 
I’m surprised it didn’t break 
 
Playwright 
Well we like it 
almost as much as we like your coffee frappés 

(Playwright sucks some of his own frappé through the straw.)   
And today it tastes especially good 

(He spoons some of the boy’s frappé into his mouth.)  
 
Boy 
[The boy makes a sound.] 
 
Playwright 
For which we thank you 
 (Another spoonful) 
 
Boy 
[Another sound] 
 
Playwright 
He says it’s delicious miss 
 (Another spoonful) 
 
Boy 
[Another sound] 
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Playwright 
And you look delicious yourself and how about a date 

(Maid kisses the boy’s forehead and goes out. Playwright continues to 
spoon frappé into him.)  

there are only two things you’re missing my friend 
drinking through a straw 
 (Playwright sucks some from his own glass.) 
and girls 
things that can be done only with girls 
pleasurable things  
silly but pleasurable 
or so I am told 
so I have read 
so I have seen in nasty theaters with sticky floors  
and the rustle of men masturbating under newspapers  
spread across their laps  
boxes of popcorn spilling when they ejaculate 
but if I can do without  
I suppose you can too 
and you don’t know what you’re missing of course 
Shall we try a sip 
 (He pours a little into the boy’s mouth.) 
you’re thirsty today  
me too me too 
Sometimes I envy you my friend 
sometimes I really do think you’re blessed 
and other times I think  
I don’t get what’s going on any more than you 
Time for your gift   
 (He goes to the music table and picks up the box of records.) 
all your favorites 
the Mozart that you sing with the Vienna Boys’ Choir 
the Vivaldi La Stravaganza 
Jan Garbarek 
Tom Waits 
that Haydn string quartet 
Irish jigs 
the happy music from Peru 
we’ve listened to lots of good stuff haven’t we 
well this whole box is for you 
 (Playwright crosses back to the boy.) 
and in a few days my sister will be sending you my phonograph 
and it will get set up in your room 
just for you 
your own music 
Here finish this up 
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 (He gives him some last spoonfuls.) 
Now listen my friend 
I won’t be seeing you again 
it’s a long story 
I won’t trouble you with it 
but I wanted to say goodbye to you 
  
Maid 

(At the door) 
Your sister says the photographer is here. 
 
Playwright 
Get his jacket 
so this is it  

(He places the boy’s hand in his and shakes it, then kisses him on the 
cheek and whispers.) 

goodbye my friend 
(Maid comes in and puts the boy’s jacket on with the playwright’s 
assistance. At the door she turns the boy back toward the playwright as if 
to give the boy a chance to say goodbye. Playwright waves. No response, 
of course. Playwright walks away to look out the window. The boy makes 
a wrenching sound. Playwright turns and stares at the boy.) 

See ya later alligator 
and you say  
afta while crocodile 

(Maid leaves with the boy. Playwright looks out the window. His sister is 
talking as she comes in with the photographer. He continues to look out 
the window.) 

 
Sister 
He would prefer natural light  
nothing theatrical  
but if you need to fill in 
there’s an outlet by the window  
 
Photographer 
How about outside 
 (To the playwright) 
Your garden is beautiful 
 
Sister 
At this time of year that’s possible only in the late afternoon 
he can’t afford to catch a chill 
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Playwright 
 (Still with his back to them) 
That could kill him 
 
Sister 
The photographer got here right on time 
 
Playwright 
Any congestion in his lungs at this stage 
would be fatal 
 
Sister 
We should get started 
 
Playwright 
And that of course would be a great blow 
to the health of the American theater 
once the spleen is dead 
it’s all laughter and tears 
 
Sister 
She has other appointments 
 
Playwright 
 (He turns to them.) 
No time then to gather up an armful of his awards 
they must be around somewhere 
all the sexless little statues and gilded aluminum medals 
dangling weightlessly on cheap ribbons 
the curiously shaped plaques 
 
Sister 
My brother often finds transitions difficult 
 
Playwright 
Let’s get it over with then 

(He moves a chair to the window.) 
the picture that your paper has been running with stories about me  
it’s atrocious 
it makes me seem pleasant 
a twinkle in my eye 
as if I never meant a word I said 
please don’t soften my face 
I don’t write children’s books or fantasies 
I realize that your so-called arts section is filler 
around the movie ads 
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the TV listings 
the performance consumer reports  
that can be plagiarized so handily  
at intermission over a drink 
but this photo is not for a review or a gossip column  
about the wonder that I’m still alive 
it’s for my obituary 
 
Sister 
She’s just a photographer 
 
Playwright 
So don’t fuck it up  
as I like to say to actors on opening night 
it’s all right sister dear I’m sure she’s aware 
even at her tender age 
that the people immortalized by her camera  
in fact die 
 
Sister 
He’s only this way around the media 
 
Playwright 
Don’t let her fool you 
he’s a monster 
even when you’re not looking at him through a lens 
 
Photographer 
I could come back 
 
Sister 
He’ll calm down 
 
Photographer 
Or I could just blow it off and leave 
 
Playwright 
She has a spine 
 
Photographer 
Is there a rule in this house about using the third person  
he’s this she’s that  
if you want me to take an unflattering picture 
just sit by the window and sulk 
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Sister 
He has nothing to sulk about 
 
Playwright 
Except my life except my life except my life 
 (He sits. His sister leaves.) 
 
Photographer 
If you raise your chin Hamlet 
you’ll catch more light in your eyes  
 
Playwright 
No antic disposition 
no glee 
no twinkle 
 
Photographer 
Pure misanthrope 
 (During the next section of dialogue, she is shooting.) 
 
Playwright 
Suitable for an excoriating review of my entire corpus 
 
Photographer 
I’m sure that when the time comes  
 
Playwright 
I’ll be cast into everlasting critical damnation 
 
Photographer 
Your career will be treated with great respect 
everyone at the Times 
 
Playwright 
Knows I am a colorful story 
the scurrilous crank the self-anointed prophet  
 
Photographer 
Genius is always a good story 
 
Playwright 
I’m not a genius  
believe me I have nothing of the genius in me 
except the hard work 
but of course it’s a better story if it’s all off the top of my head 
and a safer story 
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oh he’s just one of those high-strung terribly talented types 
who lets it all hang out 
a tortured soul who can’t help what he says 
as if the problem were me you see 
as if there were no problem with the country the universe existence 
or the people who come to see my plays 
 
Photographer 
 (She stops shooting.) 
If it matters 
I’m a very good photographer 
my career could go in a lot of directions 
the paper wants to keep me right now  
I’m a cheap alternative to Annie Leibovitz 
and some day they’ll be able to say  
she cut her eye teeth at the Times 
and they’ll have the rights to all my early work 
if I stay long enough they’ll have enough for a coffee-table book 
something they can market at Christmas 
so they give me prime assignments right now 
like you 
a portrait of the infamous and improbably successful playwright 
I’m envied for this gig  
I could have traded you for Cannes or Sundance  
a weekend in the Caribbean with super models 
someone hot in jazz rock rap rave 
I could probably have traded you for hot sex 
 (He barks a laugh. She snaps.) 
 
Playwright 
Don’t print that 
no jolly snapshots 
delete 
 
Photographer 
How come 
it’s fun 
you just laughed 
 
Playwright 
People will look at it and discount my work  
see it was all a joke  
which of course it was  
which of course it wasn’t 
I’ve taken quite seriously  
the work of making people laugh 
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at what isn’t really funny 
 
Photographer 
Life is a tragedy but its plot is comedy 
Schopenhauer 
 
Playwright 
You surprise me 
 
Photographer 
People aren’t as stupid as you think they are 
or as malevolent 
 
Playwright 
Oh but they are 
there’s no other explanation for our history 
no other reason why you could trade me for hot sex 
people know I’m right about them 
that’s why I’m so revered 
and hated  
I want to take a picture of you 
 
Photographer 
Why 
 
Playwright 
I’d like to look at you later 
fantasize 
 
Photographer 
 (Short pause. She continues shooting.) 
I’m not the right casting for masturbation 
 
Playwright 
I don’t mean sex 
I fantasize friendship 
I like to imagine that certain people 
who surprise me let’s say 
are not just shooting stars 
or once-in-a-lifetime comets 
that pass through my life and disappear 
I like to imagine orbits  
that bring people back to me 
life in outer space is lonely 
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Photographer 
You fantasize a world in which people revolve around you 
 
Playwright 
I’ve heard that before 
but if I really wanted the sort of lackies or acolytes  
that are caught by any strong gravitational pull 
I could have had them 
I’ve always driven them away 
people who thought I was a star 
when I knew I was never really that bright 
just a series of flaming explosions 
I never wanted planets 
I wanted suns to blind me 
pull me into them 
suns too powerful to escape 
I wanted to slip from one orbit to another 
figure 8s figure 16s 32s 
my life would be scribbled in the sky 
slipping from one warm sun to the next 
endlessly captivated 
 
Photographer 
That is fantasy 
 
Playwright 
It’s not how healthy people live 
 
Photographer 
If it is there are no healthy people 
 
Playwright 
So we’re all just exploding out from the big bang 
getting farther and farther from each other 
 
Photographer 
Yeah that may be 
yeah 
but there are solar systems 
maybe better ones than ours 
there are double stars 
who knows 
 
Playwright 
Who knows  
can I take your picture 
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(They switch places. He takes her picture, then hands her the camera.) 
you can download that on my sister’s computer 
 
Photographer 
Pick a couple of yours that you like  
 (She is going to show him what she’s taken.) 
 
Playwright 
No 
I’m a narcissist who doesn’t like mirrors 
just pick something unflattering 

(He gets Mrs. Bear and returns to the window.)  
but I want you to take one last picture of me 
 (He closes his eyes and turns his face to the sunlight. To Mrs. Bear) 
close your eyes 
or you’ll be blinded by the sun 
show me that one 
 (She shows him. He chuckles.)  
the troubled spirit in repose 
my death mask 
how do you delete something 
 
Photographer 
Here 
 
Playwright 
Here we go Mrs. Bear 
 (He deletes the last photo.) 
 
Photographer 
I’m sorry you’re so sick 
 
Playwright 
 (Breezy) 
Oh I’m used to it 
I’d miss illness if it ever walked out on me 
illness is my oldest friend 
my only friend really 
ever faithful 
 (The photographer gathers her things.) 
Choose something glowering 
I want a picture that makes the unsuspecting reader  
hurriedly turn the obituary page  
dive into the editorials 
 
 



 73 

Photographer 
You’ll be on the front page  
 
Playwright 
And so will you 
congratulations 
 
Photographer 
Are you trying to make me feel guilty 
 
Playwright 
I’m trying to make you leave 
 (She does.)  
I’m good at that 
am’nt I Mrs. Bear 

(He sits Mrs. Bear in the chair at the window.) 
Such was that happy garden state 
While man there walked without a mate 
But ‘twas beyond a mortal’s share  
To wander solitary there 
Two paradises ‘twere in one  
To live in Paradise alone 

that’s a silly verse isn’t it Mrs. Bear 
(Gardener enters with a vase of apricot roses and places it on the talking 
table.) 

 How could such sweet and wholesome hours 
Be reckoned but with herbs and flowers! 

 
Gardener 
That may be the last bouquet  
 
Playwright 
I’m sure you’re right 

(Playwright impulsively picks up the book on the reading table.) 
I have a book for you 
about gardens 
not how to  
you know everything 
 
Gardener 
 (Gardener looks inside the book.) 
Poems 
 
Playwright 
It’s just a souvenir 
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Gardener 
1684  
an antique like 
 
Playwright 
It’s actually worth something 
it could be auctioned I suppose 
my sister could tell you where to take it 
 
Gardener 
I’ll read it first 
something to do come the long winter nights 
the garden playing dead 
waiting 
 
Playwright 
She’ll have the best care 
 
Gardener 
If that theater lady is finished  
I want to stake out what you drew for the bulbs  
seems a waste to plant them off in a corner like that 
crazy as having a compost pile outside your window 
why not a flower bed 
 
Playwright 
Compost  
makes sense to me 
for that alone it deserves pride of place 
and it’s the alpha and omega of gardening 
you know that 
so it deserves attention 
attention must be paid 

(Gardener flips through the book as he’s leaving. Playwright moves to the 
window.) 

Plant the bulbs nice and deep now 
 
Gardener 

(Gardener stops at the door and reads.) 
Oh thou, that dear and happy isle,  
The garden of the world erewhile, 
Thou paradise of the four seas, 
Which heaven planted us to please, 
What luckless apple did we taste, 
To make us mortal and thee waste? 
Unhappy!  
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I got work to do 
 (Gardener goes out.) 
 
Playwright 

Meanwhile the mind, from pleasure less, 
Withdraws into its happiness,  

 (Playwright goes to the one-acts on the reading table.) 
Annihilating all that’s made 
To a green thought in a green shade. 

(Over the speakers comes the techie’s voice.)  
 
Techie 
 (On mike) 
Testing one two three testing 
testing one two three  
can you hear me 

(Sings a line of Randy Newman’s “Old Man,” then hums more of the song 
quietly) 

 Can you hear me 
  
Playwright 

(Playwright goes to the phone and dials.) 
But at my back I always hear  
Time’s wingèd chariot  

 
Techie 
 (Sings on mike) 
 Can you hear me 
 
Playwright 
Extension 48 

(He records a message. Just after he begins, a casually dressed middle-
aged man enters wearing a backpack, which he takes off. He pulls a 
sweater off and tosses it on a chair. He opens his backpack and takes out 
a stethoscope. He walks over to the playwright and begins to listen to his 
lungs.) 

Had we but world enough and time 
and not just voice mail 
I’d send you a couple of scripts I got today 
and tell you why you should be interested  
in two young playwrights 
but you’re a busy man  
I know you wouldn’t read them 
so I’m just faxing you the title pages  
with their contact info 
sign these kids 
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you won’t make any money  
not right away 
because I’m sending the scripts to small companies 
but there will come a time when I am no longer here 
to assuage your guilt 
for all the trash you peddle to producers 
you need some fresh young headaches  
as a cover for your greed 
and who knows they might even turn out to be your next cash cows 
the scandals that every tired sappy stupid theater season needs 
to believe that it believes in theater and  
you should cut my tongue out 
the cutting edge 
so don’t be coy my dear mistress 
you don’t want to go to your grave  
regretting that you never got in bed with them 
sign them  
 (He is rushing now because he knows his recording time is almost up.) 
I know what I’m talking about  
cause at my back I always hear 
time’s wingèd chariot  
goodbye  
cut off in the prime of my message 
 (He takes a deep breath and holds it.) 
at the tone you have one short life 
 (Another breath) 
to say something 
 (Another) 
worth the bother of drawing breath 
 (The doctor takes off his stethoscope.) 
and maybe even recording 
 (To the doctor) 
So 
 
Brother 
A little worse 
 
Playwright 
Time’s wingèd chariot is right on schedule 
 
Brother 
Is that a line from one of your plays 
I’m never sure 
But yes on schedule 
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Playwright 
Gosh I was hoping for a last minute reprieve 
I can’t believe my stethoscope 
it’s a miracle 
I’ll write this up for the Journal of Lousy Lungs 
and I’ll be famous 
my name will be on every tongue 
my practice will climb up a rung 
and patients worldwide will be gung 
ho  
for me to stethoscope a lung 
that somehow has filled up with dung 
I’ve still got young and sung and hung  
shall I go on 
 
Brother 
You’re in high spirits 
 
Playwright 
I’ve waited a long time for today 
 
Brother 
You still want to go through with this 
  
Playwright 
I’ve written myself into a corner it seems 
and there’s no graceful way out of this life  
except theatrical hoopla  
I’ll need your help with some rigging in the garden this afternoon 
after the gardener has gone home  
pulleys and a trap door and a tarp piled with humus  
technical gimmickry such as I have rarely resorted to in my plays 

 (Techie knocks on the window and holds up part of a green rope light to 
show that it is lit.) 

 Merrily we roll along roll along roll along 
(Techie knocks again and points toward the phonograph. Playwright 
heads toward the music table. His sister comes in with a tray of coffee. A 
third chair is moved to the eating table.)  

we’re all here Mrs. Bear 
the whole gang is here 
 (Sings) 

What the hell do we care 
Merrily we roll along 
What the hell do we care 

isn’t that right Mrs. Bear 
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(Sings) 
 It’s time to say goodbye 

(Happy music comes on. Playwright gets Mrs. Bear and joins his brother 
and sister at the table. They sip coffee. Over the speakers, as the lights 
slowly fade, we hear the voices of the gardener and the techie.) 

 
Gardener 
 (On mike) 
Where’s that music coming from 
 
Techie 
 (On mike) 
Inside the house 
 
Gardener 
 (On mike) 
So what’s gonna happen out here 
some kind of play 
 
Techie 
 (On mike) 
Far as I can tell 
it’s all about compost 
 
Playwright 
Isn’t that right Mrs. Bear 
Isn’t that right 
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Act Two 

 
(As intermission ends, we hear Dave Van Ronk singing “Teddy Bear’s 
Picnic” – on his Songs for Aging Children album. On the talking table, the 
vase of apricot roses is now accented by spikes of dark blue speedwell. 
Mrs. Bear is sitting next to them. Other lights fade up during the 
playwright’s first speech.) 

 
Playwright 
 (On mike, quietly)  
There is nothing so beautiful as a garden at night  
when you’ve had a few bottles of cider 
 (Calls) 
We’re back Mrs. Bear 
We had a lovely meal at the inn 

(He fades off mike and his live voice grows louder, as if he were 
approaching the house.) 

I had a second helping of those luscious veal dumplings 
my very very very favorite dish 
and we’ve been walking through the flowers 
what’s left of them 
 What wondrous life is this I lead! 

(He appears in the door and gently bangs a bottle of cider against the side 
of his head.)  

 Ripe apples drop about my head; 
 And luscious clusters of the vine 
 Upon my mouth do crush their wine; 
 (He drinks.) 

The nectarine, and curious peach, 
Into my hands themselves do reach; 
Stumbling on melons, as I pass, 

(He raises a flower, then makes a show of stumbling toward the talking 
table, where he sinks carefully to one knee in front of Mrs. Bear and 
presents her with the flower.) 

Ensnared with flowers, I fall on grass. 
it is more beautiful for being scarce Mrs. Bear 
and because it is not long for this world 
 (He gets up and sits. His sister and brother enter.) 
it’s chilly out Mrs. Bear 
 
Sister 
Pneumonia 
 
Playwright 
No more pneumonia sister dear 
the tyranny of life is over 
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I won’t be bullied anymore by all the sick thugs 
who beat me up to keep me in line 
he went out in the chill of the morning 
bronchitis 
he exerted himself in the garden 
an asthma attack 
we have to destroy this man’s health to keep him alive 
otherwise he’s likely to do himself in  
by trying to live normally 
and we can’t have that 
illness meant well of course but it’s been killing me 
just as our nation has meant well 
death will make you free 
we got that right 
 (He starts to take his coat off.) 
 
Sister 
Leave your coat on until you warm up 
 
Playwright 
A lifetime of bulky sweaters turtlenecks scarves 
nightcaps out of Dickens  
buried under comforters 
no wonder I couldn’t breathe 
I’ve missed being chilled since childhood 
we’ll love it in the cold cold ground 
won’t we Mrs. Bear 
we can shiver to our heart’s content 
 
Sister 
 (To her brother the doctor) 
Will he shiver 
 
Playwright 
Close your ears Mrs Bear 
the grownups are talking about us 
we mustn’t hear what the doctor says 
 (He covers his ears.) 
 
Brother 
He won’t be conscious long enough to suffer 
And his script calls for a comforter 
 
Playwright 
Speaking of the script 
I hope the both of you have studied your parts 
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Sister 
I haven’t looked at this script of yours 
 
Playwright 
But this is the stuff of an actor’s nightmare 
the show is about to start  
and you haven’t bothered to learn your part 
 
Sister 
I want no part in this 
 
Playwright 
You weren’t cast by me 
I would never have cast you as my loving sister 
you’d have been perfect for the wronged woman 
the aggrieved wife  
the faithful mistress of a selfish cad 
the thankless roles  
that’s your range 
 
Sister 
I never wanted thanks 
 
Playwright 
You never wanted anything 
except to take care of me 
I’ve never fathomed it 
Selflessness is beyond my ken 
 
Sister 
I’m not selfless 
I do what I want 
I have no regrets 
 
Playwright 
 (To the doctor) 
I suppose Darwin could explain such sibling devotion 
some quite unromantic quid pro quo 
like a pet licking you because it wants the salt off your skin 
but she never got anything back from me 
and why should such a healthy sister slave  
to secure the survival of a brother so unfit 
 
Sister 
I’ll make some decaf 



 82 

 
Playwright 
Regular for me 
I’d like to chase the cider out of my system 
 (She leaves.)  
You do something useful at least 
you relieve symptoms  
I just parade them on stage 
and I’ve never cured anyone of anything 
even if I were better at what I did 
I couldn’t have saved anyone 
even if I were a genius 
and not just a perverse success story 
I would still be useless 
 
Brother 
Why beat up on yourself tonight 
 
Playwright 
I want to go as honestly as possible 
true to what little I believe in 
 
Brother 
Such as  
art I suppose 
 
Playwright 
Art is useless except as consolation  
distraction 
self-deceit 
I helped that tiny percentage of our population who go to theater 
feel better about themselves 
by enduring my abuse 
hellfire and damnation from the stage 
what a comfort to believe  
that in the theater we confront our demons  
plays that make us rage or weep or soar 
ecstasies of rightmindedness 
 (This mock manifesto is an impulsive joke.) 
theater is the opium of the theatergoer 
and in this small way I’ve aided and abetted crimes  
by helping criminals to believe in their innocence 
so they can go on about their guilty business 
mea culpa mea culpa 
another small percentage of the country is vaguely aware  
that someone or other wrote shocking plays  
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that said terrible things about our great country 
and what a great country we are to tolerate scurrility  
yea, that son of a bitch has a constitutional right to be a son of a bitch 
god bless all of America’s sons of bitches 
 
Brother 
You’ve had a big influence on the theater 
so I’ve read whenever your name caught my eye 
as I hurried through the arts section  
 
Playwright 
I’ve made my modest contribution to our economy 
after a hard day of make believe  
I’ve given make believers 
a scandal to which they can make believe  
they must go 
a reason to dress up 
dinner before  
served by aspiring actors 
drinks after 
more actors 
hairdos manicures  
taxis subways gasoline 
god knows how many condoms have been purchased by hopeful young men 
whose feisty date wanted to see my play 
I may even be responsible for a tiny fraction of the next generation 
conceived in despair after one of my better productions 
condoms do burst 
 
Brother 
So what do you believe in 
really 
 
Playwright 
Really 
 (At the window) 
I believe in compost 
when Grandmother took me out in her garden 
I’d watch her weed and mulch and prune 
and we’d wait and wait and wait on the new batch of compost 
she would stick her arm into the pile and pull out a handful of decay 
and fondle it like gold  
brown gold that she spread sparingly everywhere 
everything in her garden got the same amount 
I learned my politics right there 
and I thought 
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when I grow up I want to be compost  
a modest pile of recycled nutrients  
very modest  
we’re about 65-75% water 
so a third of me let’s say can be broken down  
into something like  
the list of vitamins and minerals on the side of a box of Total  
or at the bottom of a bag of fertilizer 
potassium magnesium zinc  
plus whatever happens to amino acids and proteins after life 
you’d know more about that 
unlike a lot of things compost works 
decomposition works 
dissolution dissipation 
the return of prodigal life  
to the motherland 

Earth, that nourished thee, shall claim 
Thy growth, to be resolved to earth again, 
And, lost each human trace, surrendering up  
Thine individual being, shalt thou go 
To mix forever with the elements,  
To be a brother to the insensible rock  
And to the sluggish clod… The oak  
Shall send his roots abroad, and pierce thy mold. 

when I realized my time was coming  
I knew I needed a plan 
a script about what’s important to me about the end of my life 
becoming compost 
 
Brother  
Looking forward to death 
that’s not enough to keep a man alive 
 
Playwright 
l loved sitting in front of a pile of pristine paper and defacing it with a play  
to entertain myself 
I loved creating uproars 
reading about them in the papers 
I loved not answering the phone 
its angry ring when people I’d outraged had gotten my number  
I loved to listen to them record their hatred of me  
in repeated 60-second segments 
I loved erasing their messages 
I loved refusing interviews 
I loved giving interviews and fucking with the interviewers’ heads 
until they weren’t sure if I was serious or mad or vindictive or sick  
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or all of the above 
I loved watching actors take off when they were no longer of this world 
because they were living in a universe created by a playwright 
and even a bad play isn’t quite as bad as the real world 
I loved reading about the real world in the morning papers 
 (Heartfelt) 
I will miss the papers 
I loved imagining trips that I wasn’t healthy enough to take 
sightseeing with my mind’s eye 
itineraries that took me inside 
I loved veal dumplings and tart cider 
 (He holds up his bottle.) 
I loved every breath I took that didn’t choke me 

(Maid enters. Her coat is on, and she carries a small valise. Playwright 
avoids looking at her.) 

 
Maid 
I’ve gathered my things 
the pillow and comforter you wanted are in the hall 
is someone else sleeping over 
I could make up a sofa 
 
Brother 
We’ll be just fine 
 
Maid 
I made some cookies 
ginger snaps 
are you sure you don’t want me to stay  
and serve the coffee 
 
Brother 
My sister wants to do it 
 
Maid 
I hope your new situation will be comfortable for you 
good care and good food and good  

(The formalities are unsatisfactory. She decides to have a proper little visit 
and goes to sit in Mrs. Bear’s chair, with the teddy in her lap.) 

where exactly will you be going 
 
Playwright 
Not far from here actually 
 
Maid 
I can come visit you then 
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Playwright 
I’d like that 
 
Maid 
My brother had wanted to thank you too 
can he stop by tomorrow 
 
Playwright 
I won’t be here 
I’ll be undergoing a treatment that takes a while 
 
Maid 
You’ll see him after our trip then 
he’ll be up here a couple of days a week  
helping the gardener 
 
Playwright 
Really 
I suppose he’ll run across me then 
 
Maid 
I’ll send you a postcard 
wish you were here 
 
Playwright 
On a ship 
I throw up easily enough as it is  
thank you for putting up with all the unpleasantness 
 
Maid 
Thanks for all those trips we took  
and for talking to me like I was smarter than I am 
 
Playwright 
You are smarter than you are 
a lot smarter 

(They get up. She comes to give him a hug. He bends forward awkwardly. 
Mrs. Bear is in the way. He backs off and she gives the teddy to him. He 
hugs it.)  

Listen will you go and see the boy sometimes 
play him some music  
get him out of the house 
give him a hug 
a better one than I would 
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Maid 
I will 
nice to see you again Doctor 
 
Brother 
Goodbye 
 
Maid 
Au revoir auf Wiedersehen arrivederchi hasta la vista dosvidonya 

(She leaves. The playwright heads to the phonograph. She pops back in.) 
I heard from the gardener that you’re putting on a little play tonight 
break a leg 
 
Playwright 
Do you know what French actors say before a show 
shit 
 
Maid 
They don’t  
 
Playwright 
They do 
shit  
it sounds more elegant in French of course 
merde 
 
Maid 
Merde 
 
Playwright 
Bon voyage 

(She leaves. The playwright plays the second movement of Beethoven’s 
Seventh again, but a much louder section. He dances as he speaks.) 

The Seventh said Wagner is the apotheosis of the dance  
and to prove his point he danced the whole symphony  

(He has a little trouble breathing and turns the volume down. He sits with 
the teddy is his lap and moves her paws as if she were playing the piano.) 

while Liszt played it on the piano 
 (He whispers to the teddy.) 
what if my lungs had let me be a dancer 
what if 
 (He takes an exploratory breath. To himself) 
I suppose I would be getting sick tomorrow 
if  
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Brother 
When do you want to go  
 
Playwright 
I have a little bit of business with you and our sister and then 
well you know me I like to turn in early 
I’ve always been in favor of getting the day over as soon as possible 
so I end up writing for theater 
put your misery on stage  
and stay up late to watch actors rehearse it 
over and over 
the masochist in me  
 (He turns off the music.) 
What do I take first  
 
Brother 
I can talk you through it 
when the time comes 
  
Playwright 
I’ll take them by myself 
just as it says in the script 
you’ll stay with her in the sitting room  
until I go out 

(The doctor gets a paper bag from his backpack and heads toward a table 
other than the eating table.) 

the eating table 
ingestion happens at the eating table 

(The doctor goes there and takes several plastic pill containers out of the 
paper bag. He lines them up. He unfolds a paper napkin and empties the 
various pills on it as he speaks.) 

 
Brother 
Left to right 
two of these first 
they’ll settle your stomach 
after five minutes take these two 
they work rather quickly 
in two minutes  
you’ll be ready for the secobarbital 
this form is a sodium salt  
more soluble 

(He sets out a stirring stick.) 
stir it into a glass of water  
all of it 
sparkling water 
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Playwright 
More festive 
 
Brother 
I put a bottle in the frig  
the carbonation will make it circulate more quickly 
this much secobarbital will be bitter 
 (He holds up several packets of sweetener.) 
sweetener 
 
Playwright 
Just what the doctor ordered 
is this the first time you’ve killed someone on purpose 
 
Brother 
You have a right to end it before it gets ugly 
that much of your world view I agree with 
  
Playwright 
I grew up thinking I’d be long dead by now 
you’ve kept me alive at least a decade longer 
than the so-called experts predicted  
I never expected to see grey hairs on my head 
I thought I’d be spared that horror 
but medicine is a cruel playwright 
let him see that he’s old and then kill him 
bravo my dear brother 
how many times do we breathe a day 
times 365 times 10 years 
I owe every blessed breath to you 
every damned one of them 
ragged and panicky as they sometimes were 
and in return you’ve had the pleasure  
of listening to me complain about every cubic pint of air 
 
Brother 
You’re my brother 
  
Playwright 
Half-brother 
if our miserable excuse for a mother  
hadn’t bamboozled your father into marrying her 
and her sickly son 
you would have been spared all this 
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Brother 
And you would have been dead a long time ago 
let’s get out of this vicious little loop  
I’ll go prop up the trap door  
make sure that everything’s ready 
 
Playwright 
Careful with the ropes from the pulleys 
place them just as I showed you 
don’t forget the pillow, the comforter 
 
Brother 
When we were growing up  
I stage managed your little plays 
quite reliably as I recall  
  
Playwright 
You misplaced Lancelot’s sword 
 
Brother 
One time yes 
one time I made a mistake with the props 
 
Playwright 
It only takes one time 
to destroy my confidence 
 
Brother 
You should say goodbye to her 

(The doctor places another napkin over the pills. Playwright hugs his 
teddy.)  

 
Playwright 
I will 
 
Brother 
It’s certainly natural to be focused on yourself tonight 
 
Playwright 
More than usual you mean 
 
Brother 
But there are other people 
  
Playwright 
So I’ve heard 
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Brother 
Her god is calling it quits 

(Brother leaves. The playwright, preoccupied, sets Mrs. Bear in a chair on 
the other side of the table, facing him. He goes to the writing table and 
makes a note on a fresh piece of paper, folds it carefully, puts it in the 
breast pocket of his shirt.) 

 
Playwright 
I just had a good idea for a play Mrs. Bear 
I’ll take this one with me 
it can rise through the soil  
into the air  
and float about until some desperate playwright  
prepares to sigh  

(He takes a deep breath as if he were about to sigh.) 
and accidentally breathes it in 

(At the eating table, he lights a candle. He puts a colorful, pointed party 
hat on Mrs. Bear and one on himself.) 

Well Mrs. Bear our last party 
we have sparkling water and pills 
colorful little pills  
and for entertainment here’s my good idea  

(He touches the paper in his pocket. He starts telling the plot as if it were a 
children’s story.) 

a very long play in homage to Beckett’s very short plays 
lights up on an infant screaming 
amplified on tape and played on speakers throughout the theater 
he cries for a long long time 
so long that even Beckett couldn’t stand it 
a grateful silence 
the infant takes a long time to roll over onto his stomach 
to lift himself onto his little knees and hands 
and crawl 
and stand 
and take his first step  
and fall 
 (The word “fall” is always upward inflected.) 
this goes on 
over and over 
step fall step fall 
he keeps getting up  
falling 
getting up 
and then mysteriously  
just when the audience is just about to leave 
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he turns grey  
right in front of their eyes 
grey grey grey 
and steps and falls 
he gets up more slowly now 
and falls 
over and over 
the audience knows what’s coming 
but it should happen when they least expect it 
he doesn’t get up 
 (Short pause) 
there is no curtain 
no change in the stage lights  
no house lights 
the audience stumbles out of the theater 
only the glow from the stage and the exit signs 
the lobby is dark 
the audience gropes its way onto the street 

(Here is the coup de théâtre.) 
just as the city plunges into a blackout 
Well it’s not really my style is it 

(His sister enters with coffee and the maid’s cookies. When she has set 
this out, she sits next to him.) 

This is my style 
a scene at table in every play 
something for grad students to fret about  
why do his plays have so many meals 
couples sitting at table 
whatever can that mean 
 
Sister 
What does it mean 
 
Playwright 
You’ve typed every one of those scenes 
every finicky stage direction 
and you never knew 
 
Sister 
You never told me anything about your plays 
 
Playwright 
I’ll tell you now dear sister 
if you never breathe a word of it to anyone 
swear 
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Sister 
I swear 
 
Playwright 
You’re my witness Mrs. Bear 
Sunday school 
before Mother remarried 
we’d come home from church and play the stories 
Adam and Eve  
you tempting me 
Abraham and Isaac  
your older brother is ready to sacrifice you 
Jacob and the angel  
wrestling in the back yard 
Salome dancing with seven ragged kitchen towels 
 
Sister  
You were very clever 
pulling the two halves of the table apart 
and a slit through the center of an old table cloth 
for John the Baptist’s head 
 
Playwright 
Salome kissing his bloodless cheek 
I tried very hard to be pale 
not to blush 
and all the other roles 
Joseph and Mary Mary and Jesus Jesus and Magadalene 
you shed tears on my feet  
with a medicine dropper hidden in your hair 
and dried them  
with your hair 
you mixed perfume and olive oil and anointed me 
my feet kissed them  
kissed my ankles toes arches 
I was sure that Jesus had a crush on Mary Magdalene 
and that he never married because of her 
and of course he was god 
even after he was dead he was skittish 
when he appeared to her  
don’t touch me he said 
don’t touch me 
as if he was sick 
as if it was wrong 
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Sister 
(Short pause) 

What does this have to do with dinner scenes 
 
Playwright 
The Last Supper 
I’d be Jesus of course and you would be John 
we’d sit at the table with a loaf of bread 
grape juice like Methodists 
you’d set the table for me 
and then sit down 
I’d put my arm around you  
you’d put your head on my chest  
just like the sappy holy card we got at church 
it was okay because you were playing a boy 
so it wasn’t wrong  
take you and 
this is my flesh 
this is my body 
 
Sister 
We never did anything wrong 
did we 
did we 
 
Playwright 
Another question for scholars 
he wrote the Last Supper  
over and over 
because he knew he was going to die 
and because of his messianic presumption that he had something to say 
that much they can decipher 
but he’s not one for rituals this playwright 
obsessions but not rituals 
he doesn’t believe in redemption  
he shuns his disciples  
he seems incapable of communion 
intimacy  
I doubt they’ll ever figure it out 

(After a pause, he puts his arm around her and she puts her head against 
his chest.)  

 
Brother 
 (On mike) 
Everything’s set out here 
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Sister 
(Shyly, mutually, they kiss a very young kiss.) 

Your hat looks silly 
 (She removes it.) 
 
Playwright 
Thank you for all the typing 
that was my real inspiration to write 
making sure you had something to type 
a role to play every day 
I never missed god 
but I missed playing god after Sunday School 
 
Brother 
 (Off) 
Is the mike working all right 
 
Sister 
Yes  

(She moves without haste to sit at another table. Brother enters with a 
bottle of sparkling water. He sits.) 

 
Brother 
Everything according to your script 
 
Playwright  
 (The playwright sings and serves coffee.) 
 Merrily we roll along roll along roll along 
Come now this is not a tragedy you’re about to witness 
my final play is not a tragedy 
it concludes merrily 
no more misery 
the hero comes to his journey’s end 
 (Sings to the tune of the last line of “Merrily…”) 
 across the River Styx 
nothing more moving than the hero getting to the finish line 
all those heartwarming movies that end with victories  
on the athletic field  
in the concert hall 
standing ovations that move us to tears 
and what I’ve scripted is all so ecologically correct 
the Sierra Club should put me on its cover  
the playwright who recycled himself 
theater gardening music  
the threads of my life 
tied tightly in one never-loosening knot 
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and of course I’m dying at the perfect time of year 
when all of nature is dying back  
in spring I always felt like I was headed the wrong way on a one-way street  
 
Sister 
You don’t believe a word of that 
 
Playwright 
Of course I don’t 
except the part about my death not being a tragedy 
if this were a tragedy my death would be a mercy  
because a tragic hero is flawed  
or lives in a flawed universe 
or both 
if he got up from his tragic fall  
he’d only fall again  
and again 
which of course is really funny 
comedy is much more honest about death 
because we still die in a comedy  
but we die fools 
unredeemable fools 
Schopenhauer was wrong 
life is not tragic 
it’s a comedy through and through 
 
Sister 
You’re still lying  
 
Playwright 
I lie you lie he she it lies 
we lie 
about everything important  
we lie about death  
history  
our values and our character  
oh Americans you know they smile a lot  
they’re generous open kind 
when we’re really close-minded close-hearted 
at best indifferent to the world’s problems 
at worst hostile  
to those beneath us who dare to suffer  
in the face of our prosperity 
we are individualists in our hearts in our cells in our atoms 
the centrifugal flight of American atoms 
away from our fellows our families ourselves  
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that’s our real weapon of mass destruction 
and we’ve already detonated the globe  
we’re the second big bang  
and our lies expand with our hegemony 

(This personal instance proves his point.) 
I am your brother so of course you love me  
you can’t bring yourself to admit that I’m despicable 
grating carping obsessive about trivia 
thoroughly American in being consumed with myself 
a super-patriot in my self-absorption  
red-white-and-blue ungrateful  
and of course odd 
so you lie about me  
to yourselves  
that’s why theater is the perfect art form 
writers lie actors lie designers lie 
theater lies to all the senses 
about everything 
what better mirror to hold up to our lies 
than theater  
what is the work of a successful artistic director  
to protect a theater’s audience from the truth  
because the truth would be devastating 
not only to the audience 
it would of course destroy the theater 
and self-interest is our capitalist creed 
so audiences must be lied to  
in order that the theater may flourish 
 
Brother 
And only you have the wherewithal to tell the truth 
 
Playwright 
I lie like everyone else 
yesterday  
I spoke to the old fart  
who played all those exhausting old fart roles for me 
who was so willing to be hated by audiences  
for the sake of what I was saying 
fearless 
all he cares about is my opinion of him 
he calls me for praise 
and I stroke him 
like an old house cat 
I hear him purring on the other end of the line 
yes yes I murmur to him I wrote for you 
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for your genius  
your talent shaped my greatest work  
on my death bed I’ll be flashing on moments created by you 
so the old queen thinks he’s my muse 
is this any more or less a lie than thank you for your work 
after a nowhere performance   
everyday civilities are lies 
I’m fine how are you  
when you are miserable and could care less 
the old fart will call you to inquire about my dying words 
hoping they were about him 
and you must tell him  
that I turned to you at the end and said 
tell the old fart that I 
and then I closed my eyes and smiled 
he will fill in the rest 
 (He laughs.) 
 
Brother  
Has your final play begun 
this sounds like one of your characters 
  
Playwright 
I haven’t acted in many many years 
odds are I will die deceitfully 
but I will try my best  
to be honest tonight 
and on that note let’s begin 
 (To his sister) 
Write that check for the gardener tomorrow 
 (To his brother) 
he needs your help talking to doctors 
 (To his sister) 
you know about sending the phonograph and speakers 
to the boy  
if his mother goes before him 
I don’t want him dependent on the state 
I’m leaving him a sum  
in trust otherwise his mother will squander it 
there are no other surprises  

(He pulls several folded sheets of paper from a pocket.)  
except that my estate 
my improbable little fortune 
will not grow 
as of my death  

(He quotes from his will.) 
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nothing I published during my lifetime 
or any of my papers whatever they may be 
or anything I wrote in whatever form 
shall be produced printed or even just recited 
permission is withheld for all my plays  
until the copyright expires 
 (Short pause) 
by which time no one will care  
because no one will have heard my voice  
or know who I am 
except for a few grad students desperate for a dissertation topic 
and a handful of theater-goers who can remember me  
but not the day of week or the faces of their children 
 
Sister  
 (Short pause) 
It’s ungrateful   
 
Playwright 
On the contrary this will save you a lot of trouble  
you’re through with worrying about my plays 
rights fees interviews hate mail 
 
Sister 
It’s revenge  
on the country 
the theater 
 
Playwright 
It’s not about anyone but me  
the fact is that I’m ready to be dead  
and I want no living remains lying about  
no surviving organs ripped out of me  
transplanted into future generations 
if they need eyes or a heart or a spleen  
let them look to themselves  
rely on each other  
I won’t be eaten by ghouls who relish classics 
my work goes with me 
and no marker for my grave 
no one is to know where I’m buried 
give me ten years down there 
then dig it all up 
and spread me in the garden 
my bones can be ground into meal 
for the roses 



 100 

perhaps that’s too much trouble 
but I’d like to think my limbs  
my spine my ribs my skull 
were doing something 
nourishing 
something that disperses me into roots stems leaves flowers 
thorns 
and then be eaten once again by worms  
and shat and eaten  
and shat and eaten over and over 
until nothing more of me could possibly be traced 
not even by an omniscient god who insisted on looking for me  
on judgment day 
which is surely close at hand since the antichrist has been reelected 
to deceive and mislead the faithful  
just as the scriptures foretold 
  
Brother 
Grandmother would be disappointed  
no grand mausoleum  
no celebrity cemetery  
 
Playwright 
I don’t like group scenes  
all the dead gabbing in Our Town  
not my style 
and the order of a cemetery is a lie 
death has nothing to do with neat rows and numbered plots  
death is our return to chaos  
boundless unceasing chaos 
death is pandemonium  
scary for a man who likes control  
I’ve never made any sense of the world  
only my scripts made sense 
and my flower beds 
so I want to die 
in a play in my garden 
an exit more dignified than my entrance 
courtesy of that phantom  
who shot his wad into our hapless mother’s cunt  
shoved his DNA into an egg that divided and divided  
over and over 
till it was me 
do you know she once showed me the table I was conceived on 
in the back of a bar after hours 
wham she’s up on the table  
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wham her drawers are down around her ankles 
wham it’s out and in her and out and in her till he squirts 
and I am falling from some Platonic heaven  
into this shadowy and less than ideal cave 

(He goes to the window to look out.) 
and then he zips himself up and splits and she never sees him again 
unless of course he also fathered you dear sister 
and our mother wonders and wonders where he is   
until she is equally absent 
two vague shadows 
he had disappeared and her  
I could never make her out 
she’d hustle me outside to get some sun  
and I’d watch her through the window 
tearing the sheets off my sickbed 
if I was well enough to go to school 
I’d spy on her when I came home 
on tiptoe at the kitchen window 
holding my breath so there’d be no trace of me on the pane 
 
Brother 
You wanted to be inside 

 
Playwright  
I hated it inside 
locked up with her 
 (Giggles) 
my favorite place was the other side of the window 
I wanted out  
 
Brother 
And you wanted in  
 
Playwright 
Dialectics 101 
we’re damned if we do and damned if we don’t 
it’s a wonderful life 
well I’m in just the right mood  
for one of my plays 
I see you have the rope lights turned on 
so I don’t break my neck on the way to my grave 
 (He turns to them. Spoken) 

Good night lady 
Farewell gentleman 
So long everyone 
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(Sings) 
 It’s time to say goodbye 
You need a cue to come back in here   
when you hear music  
start a count of ten  
Mississippi one Mississippi two 
don’t rush it 
the music will stop 
 (To his brother) 
I’ll leave the needle poised over the record  
Mississippi ten and you enter 
no reserved seats since admission is free 
turn off your cell phones and beepers 
in the unlikely event of a fire the exits etc. 
etc. 
 (He turns away to the window.) 
the hush as an audience realizes the show is about to begin 
 (His sister moves toward him.) 
Don’t touch me 

The grave’s a fine and private place  
But none, I think, do there embrace 

Remember to call the Times a week from Wednesday 
no other papers 
just the Times 
that was the bargain I struck with the obituary editor  
to get the new photo 
a week from Wednesday not before 
Gratitude  
has never been my strong suit but thanks 
thank you both 
and apology is not my style 
but I’m sorry 
I turned out this way 
and I’m sorry I enjoyed it 
I didn’t know what else to do 

(The brother and sister leave.) 
Time for our party Mrs. Bear 

(He goes to the eating table and puts on his party hat. He pours himself a 
glass of sparkling water and takes the first two pills.) 

Don’t you love the bubbles that go up your nose 
(He holds the glass under the teddy’s nose. He reaches across the table 
and holds her hand.)  

When I embraced you in the dark 
when I lay there still awake and held you tight 
sometimes I fantasized 
about holding someone less compliant 
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who I knew was there by choice 
even if that person was unfaithful 
even if that person was mean to me 
I would have known that person was real  
and miraculously there 
I’d dream of a receptionist a sales clerk a stranger in an elevator 
 (He takes a photograph out of a pocket and looks at it.) 
a photographer 
older women younger women 
a high school girl in knee socks and a pleated infinitely expandable skirt 
the modest uniform designed by nuns that drives men wild 
 (He puts the photo back in his pocket.) 
I dreamed sometimes of young men because I wondered about us you know 
I thought about older men 
I thought of boys and little girls and animals and corpses and feet and buttocks 
and catalog undergarments slipping off  
and ropes and metal leather pain 
so I have tried to sin in my heart 
I tried to make my heart a slut 
promiscuous as my imagination 
but nothing tempted me 
I’ve been faithful to you all my life Mrs. Bear 
we were matched before I can remember 
you were always there 
I could not count on my parents or my next breath 
not even myself 
but I could count on you 

(He takes the next pills, washing them down with a last swallow of cider, 
then pulls out his play.) 

Untitled 
by whom doesn’t matter any more 
 (Smiling at Mrs. Bear) 
the play is about to begin  
 (He takes the teddy to the phonograph.) 
how to choose Mrs. Bear 
so many favorites 
what do you think 
ah perfect yes 

(He puts on Beethoven’s String Quartet 15, played by the Budapest String 
Quartet.) 

the third movement  
about here 
where it’s sparkling 
Mississippi one Mississippi two Mississippi three 

(The playwright and Mrs. Bear go back to the table. He pours a glass of 
sparkling water, then stirs in the secobarbital and drinks it.) 
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Mississippi six  
bitter bitter 

(He removes their party hats and goes back to the phonograph.)  
and here’s your very favorite part  
here yes 

(He lifts the needle and leaves it poised over the record.) 
merrily Mrs. Bear 
o’er the deep blue sea 

(They go out. After a few moments his brother and sister come in.) 
 
Sister 
He thinks only of himself 
I’ve had migraines like an axe in the middle of my head 
all these years  
and never once did he notice 
 
Brother 
Do you really believe that 
 
Sister 
Or ask  
 
Brother 
 (He gets a pill for her, and some water.) 
Not that we could blame him 
his health 
abandoned 
mother could never stand him 
the wounded are preoccupied  

(She does not take the pill.) 
and yet he wrote about everything under the sun 
he never screamed about himself 
he screamed about the nation 
 
Sister 
Punishing others for what happened to him 
 
Brother 
I don’t agree with his politics 
if he has any politics 
and my taste in public discourse runs to scientific papers 
but his perspective fascinated even people like myself 
who don’t much care for theater 
I suppose that looking in the window at us  
he could watch the whole show 
unprejudiced by any point of view 
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held by those of us inside 
 
Sister 
He is the most produced playwright of his generation 
he forced his way inside 
he’s an insider playacting outsider 
 
Brother 
Then why all the uproar about his plays 
 
Sister 
He made us angry 
people get angry when they know they’re wrong 
I’ve typed every line he’s written  
played the wicked witch to protect him so he could work 
and now I’m excluded 
sitting here like someone who’s bought a ticket  
to one of his plays 
 
Brother 
It’s the end 
 
Sister 
That’s no excuse 
 
Brother 
He has chosen to die in his sleep at home 
rather than in a coma  
in intensive care 
he has chosen to be buried privately 
secretly 
 
Sister 
But other people are involved 
all those who supported him 
even those who hated him 
we are involved too 
 
Brother 
A state funeral 
I don’t think the nation is up for that 
not even the tiny world of theater 
he despised theater folk and they know it 
 
Sister 
There should be a ritual 
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some ceremony that closes his sorry life  
that says it’s over  
 
Brother 
That’s just what he’s doing 
the only way he knows how 
the only way that means anything to him 
end of play 
he’s doing it for himself of course 
but he’s also doing it for you 
 
Playwright 

(Over the speakers we hear the playwright climbing into the pit.) 
Society is all but rude  
To this delicious solitude 
No white nor red was ever seen 
So amorous as this lovely green 

This way Mrs. Bear 
that’s right 
under the comforter with me 
here’s our penlight 
the one sister gave me 
so I could scribble notes in the dark 
at the back of a theater 
are you comfortable 
shall we begin 
merde  
Untitled 
a large room with bare walls  
and the temporary feel of a rehearsal hall 
except for a picture window  
that looks out on a compost heap 
the furnishings are spartan 
five tables  
with a chair or two at each  
places to eat to write to read to talk to play music 
a man is staring out the window 
his back to the audience 
seated near him is a woman 
the man looks older than his years 
perhaps he has been ill 
though not so old that his death seems imminent  
at the moment he seems quite healthy  
he is exercising  
yoga 
a deep slow breath swells his chest enormously 
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he holds this breath a long time 
a longer time than any audience can wait without suspecting  
something has gone wrong  
the actor has gone up on his lines perhaps  
an entrance has been missed 
what are we waiting for 
we are waiting for his breath to expire 
we are waiting for his lungs  
their extraordinary capacity 
the woman  
who may be his wife or may be someone else 
a woman of a certain age but not as old as him 
a woman with short hair and a boyish figure 
dressed in loose slacks and an outsized shirt  
so that her shape  
though it must be slender  
is indeterminate 
this woman puts on music 
she stretches  
then crunches push-ups 
she puts her hand on the back of a chair  
to do fragments of a barre 
as if the dancer in her had been shattered 
when she is finished with her bits and pieces  
pliés relevés battements tendus 
she finishes with a little dance 
invigorated proud flirtatious 
she pulls her shirt off  
moves to the window  
to a patch of light  
it must be late afternoon 
the way her skin is red gold in the light 
he looks at her and holds his breath 
he holds his breath 
wishing he were the sun on the other side of the window 
knowing that if he really were the sun  
on the other side of the window 
he would cast a dark shadow on her 
because he was born a black hole 
so he holds his breath 
imagining that she has just made love 
that she is about to make love 
for which there is no better time than this hour of the afternoon  
so he has heard 
they both undress  
folding their clothes neatly 
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piling them neatly on chairs and tables 
when they look at each other 
they see their bodies as if for the first time 
as the actors say 
they have changed but they recognize each other 
limbs and angles curves crevices shadows 
here and there bits of erosion and collapse 
nicks and dents and sags  
but for the moment they are still alive 
still responsive to the secretions of desire 
as if for the first time 
as the actors say 
as if for the first time  
they take their time 
siesta 
half asleep he half dreams 
this play he says to a gathering of puzzled critics 
it’s not really my style 
when he wakes he tells her it is time to dress 
they exit and the room is empty 
another character might enter and rant 
stand in the golden patch of light by the window and rant 
enter an old man who fearlessly attacks the audience 
vilifies and lambastes the audience in a familiar style 
he is dressed like a gardener  
and he rants 
long enough for the man and woman to shower 
soap each other’s backs 
wash their hair  
liberal with the conditioner  
in the same spirit they use a bit of every product stacked in corners of the tub 
scrubs cleansers toners  
and then spoon sidewise to the shower head 
left side right side 
left side right side  
the water cascading between them  
and pooling where belly presses against back  
the pleasure of water for creatures who 
once upon an embryonic time 
developed in a sea  
then the hot water is gone and they return to land 
they dress and reenter 
the old gardener stops his rant  
swears something scatalogical  
and storms off stage 
never to return 
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the woman is wearing a light brown fur 
with a green ribbon around her neck tied in a bow 
she has a camera and she takes a picture of the man  
who stands by the window in the last light and flirts with her 
he takes her picture as well 
then they look at the snapshots together  
he tells her to delete them 
a young woman enters and sets a table  
soft veal dumplings and hard apple cider 
a candle 
a vase with an apricot rose 
the young woman says goodbye in a potpourri of languages and leaves 
never to return 
the man recites a poem about a garden 
then makes a few bitter remarks about the state of the nation 
more out of habit than conviction it seems 
as if the insanity of the world really didn’t matter any more 
he puts on a record  
and sets out pills 
pours two glasses of sparkling water  
take the blue ones first he tells her 
she raises her glass in a toast 
to our last trip 
they take more pills 
to the garden he says and the coming spring 
they get up and dance 
like Wagner dancing to Beethoven 
until breathless 
and then they slow dance  
it might be the last hour of a prom 
her head against his shoulder 
I’m getting sleepy she says 
they take the rest of what will kill them 
with sparkling water 
a last mouthful of cider 
 (His brother goes to the phonograph.) 
the music she says 
I’ve chosen it 
she puts on an album 
a very late quartet  
he takes her arm and they exit 
when they leave the room 
the lights reveal that the back wall is a scrim  
through which we see a compost pile  
a winding path of green rope light  
two dark figures recede  
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through a garden that cannot really be seen  
but we can sense that it is past its peak 
the two figures make their way 
winding through ferns on a path of steppingstones 
through a vine-covered arch 
past leafless hydrangeas covered with brittle faded blooms 
following the green rope light  
toward a rectangular shape in the distance 
when they get there a flashlight goes on 
illuminating a trap door  
we see him lower himself into the ground 
then he helps her  
gracefully 
hands about her waist as if he were her partner in ballet 
lights up inside the grave 
a foot of sweet lime is covered by a comforter 
they settle in 
through the ropes and pulleys above them 
through the half bare trees  
they can see a patch of sky 
as if through a skylight 
a last window above their heads 
anonymous stars 
I never learned the constellations he says 
all the things I never learned the names of 
hush she says 
they snuggle 
he could never fall asleep without the faint pressure  
of her head on his chest 
rising and falling with each breath  
he can see his breath in the chill air 
each breath seems so easy 
curls so vigorously before it disappears 
they listen to the music 
the garden 
the flutter of a leaf caught in a tiny whirlwind 
the flap of a frond  
leaves falling 
moths en route to light 
spiders spinning 
beetles burrowing 
the politicking of worms 

Imperious Caesar, dead and turned to clay, 
Might stop a hole to keep the wind away. 

the things that come into your head he says 
all hair turns red in the grave 
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did you know that 
hush she murmurs 
her speech is slightly slurred  
though it was he who drank the cider 
his breath is becoming shallow and regular 
it is his favorite moment of every day 
only when he is about to lose consciousness  
does his breath become regular  
easy 
he has always waited for this easy breath to say goodnight to her 
the music ascends and ascends 
he wants to hear the end 
the music she says  
a little drunken whisper 
he is so glad she is still awake  
it’s just right he tells her 
the music you’ve chosen is just right 
should you close us down she asks  
meaning  
is it time for him to pull the rope  
that will cover them with humus  
and lower the lid  
in a little bit he says  
can you see the stars 
I can’t open my eyes she answers  
her arm tries to squeeze his chest 
he can barely feel it  
her perfume is freesia and lily of the valley 
which will tide them over till the bulbs blossom  
he can smell the sweet layer of lime under the comforter  
he can smell the acrid lye above their heads 
poised for the moment in paper bags 
that he has carefully slit 
the next heavy rain will start the chemistry  
it won’t take all that long 
lye can get to a finger bone in a day 
compost he says  
and smiles 
he wraps the rope that will tuck them in around his hand  
he imagines the mixed signals coursing through their veins  
caffeine and alcohol 
blood sugar and poison 
adrenalin and the sleeping pills  
the confusion in their brains 
what is happening  
what is he doing  
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what does he want 
this play he thinks 
it’s not really my style 
Beethoven and the garden 
both faint 
the ribbon at her neck against his chin 
her perfume 
the bittersweet smell of lime and lye 
he waits 
the rope is in his hand 
he waits 
when the time comes  
he will take care of her 
does your head hurt 
he asks her 
it is never too late to be thinking of someone else 
he wants very much to exit thinking of someone else 
does your head hurt 
he reaches over to squeeze her temples 
but it is too late 
he waits 
 Casting the body’s vest aside 
why vest 
my body is not  
the music stops 
it stops 
 (The third movement concludes.) 
a silence 
then the noise of ropes and pulleys 
dirt sliding off a tarp 
lye spilling out of paper bags  
a slam  
as of a door 
a coup de théâtre n’est-ce pas 
merde merde merde 
the mike is live as the audience wonders if the play is over 
if they listen hard  
they can hear  
above the static of the speakers 
the onset of decay 
the compost 

(Pause. We hear a slam, as of a door, and the lights slowly fade.) 
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Author’s Note 
 
The genesis of the play 

The central character was suggested to me by the life and work of 
Thomas Bernhard, an Austrian who wrote plays, novels, poems and a series of 
memoirs. To imagine a successful playwright of his bent in the United States is of 
course a fantasy. I have taken great liberties in the weight given to borrowed 
circumstances and made up many others; most of what happens in the play is 
wholly invented. The result is a story about which the usual disclaimer can be 
made: the characters are fictional, and any similarity to actual persons is, if not 
accidental, a matter of inspiration. 

A central character who speaks a disproportionate amount of the text, 
including long monologues, appears in many Bernhard plays. Dialogues with 
short exchanges are not characteristic of his work. 
 
The text 

On the page, Untitled looks like a Bernhard play: unpunctuated lines laid 
out in sub-clauses, without capitals at the beginning of sentences. My English 
cannot compare to Bernhard’s inventive and intricately interactive German, but I 
wanted to explore his style, which developed over twenty-some years, and the 
exercise was both fun and freeing. 

This is not verse. The language should sound colloquial, even when 
characters take flight or banter in heightened fashion. The lines are simply 
phrasing. The manner in which I have phrased what characters say makes sense 
in my mouth; actors may discover other kinds of sense in their own mouths. 
Bernhard accepted that readers and actors might speak his lines differently:  

My plays are skeletons, the meat has to be added by the reader himself. 
That’s why I find punctuation so ridiculous in plays. Where one [actor] 
needs an exclamation mark, another goes right on and pauses later – and 
discovers entirely new things, “improving” the texts it were. 

When in doubt, actors should try to figure out why their characters phrase what 
they say in the manner indicated on the page.  

Actors should not stop at the end of a line unless they have a reason to – 
such as coming to the end of a complete thought, or hesitating.  As with 
Shakespeare, the text should flow – and yet the “lines” should be acknowledged, 
or they might as well have been written in paragraphs. There are several ways to 
approach speaking the lines. 

• Sometimes there is expressive sense in giving specific emphasis to the final 
word of a line. Words important to sense and to images can be heightened in 
this way. 

• Sometimes an actor may wish to poise the last word of a line – that is, 
lengthen it a bit, in combination with a flat or upward inflection – before 
flowing into the next line. In this way the final word of a line is a springboard 
into the next. There may be a word to “land on” more or less emphatically in 
the line that follows.  
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• Another way to justify the phrasings is to change the tone and texture of the 
next line. In this way an actor can flow together lines that are aurally distinct. 

In any case, the language should sound like contemporary people speaking – in 
phrases that give shape to what they are saying. The task is simply to find the 
sense and the expressiveness in the phrasing, line by line. 
 Actors obviously need to figure out where statements and questions end, 
and they will as usual pencil in choices about emphases and shapes. I leave it to 
them whether to write in punctuation marks. I find it freeing to read Bernhard’s 
texts without adding punctuation. A good deal of Untitled is governed by the 
syntax of oral English. There is colloquial sense in piling up phrases, in 
incomplete and elliptical sentences, in inflected parentheses: it’s the grammar of 
how people talk, at least in the world of this play. The unpunctuated phrasing of 
the play can help actors discover its spoken syntax, whereas trying to regularize 
the text by punctuating it may not be helpful – as when the FBI attempts to 
punctuate the transcripts of wiretapped phone calls as if it were prose. 
 Like Bernhard, I have occasionally capitalized the beginning of a sentence 
when there is a substantial change of thought that might be missed without a 
marker. 
 
A few words about style 

In general the pace is brisk and the language is continuous, without 
unnecessary hitches or pauses. When in doubt, look for the up-paced version of 
what each character is saying – the urgent, convinced, intent, italic version that 
moves the thought forward. There are obviously some places where the text 
momentarily slows or stops, but these must be carefully selected. I did a word 
count and found that this play (with stage directions) is 4000 words shorter than 
Romeo and Juliet, which Shakespeare apparently thought could be played in 
“two hours’ traffic of our stage.” I have timed the text by myself, and with some 
guesses as to the time of actions, I can do Act One in one hour and twenty 
minutes and Act Two in fifty minutes. The Playwright, in particular, talks in 
avalanches.  

Actors should flesh out their characters’ biographies and offstage lives, so 
that the audience feels as though each character is the central role in a 
performance going on next door. I’ve built in suggestions of storylines for a 
number of the characters in the play, but they need actors to flesh them out and 
to invent details that I would never think of. Actors should be encouraged to 
develop subtexts and to explore how to play them. All characters should at some 
point claim center or downstage to struggle introspectively with their own issues. 
Characters should interact with the Playwright as if he were a supporting role in 
their own story. 

The result of this approach should be a play with icebergs: most of each 
character will be mysteriously hidden below the water but very present. The play 
should not be bent out of shape, of course, but there are substantive reasons – 
given the self-preoccupation of Untitled’s central character – for the audience to 
sense that everyone else in the play has his or her own story, which does not 
have the space to be told.  
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Publicity 
 The central events should not be given away to the audience beforehand. 
For the first reading, the cut line said only that the play was about “a day in the 
life of an improbable American playwright” – the best I could do on short notice. 
Publicity should not reveal what ought to creep up on the audience or slap them 
unexpectedly. 
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