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Abstract 

 

Let Me Tie You Up:  
Creating Theater By Control and Surrender 

 

Joanna Beth Horowitz, MFA 

The University of Texas at Austin, 2016 

 

Supervisors:  Liz Engelman and Kirk Lynn 

 

Fear can be a paralyzing inhibitor to creative work, yet it is also a necessary force. 

Through my journey of graduate school, I discovered the important role fear plays for me 

as a catalyst for art-making, a signal to go deeper into uncomfortable topics, and a 

necessary counter to the comfort of control. I am most thrilled by theater that pushes me 

to surrender that control. Using my plays Please Open Your Mouth, Wild Places, and 

Knotted as examples, this thesis documents examines my methods for balancing a need 

for control with the power of surrender in my writing process, in the content of my work, 

and in the audience experience of my plays. 
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INTRODUCTION 

“What if I’m dying?”  

It is 1:30 a.m., and my feet are carving circles in the living room carpet. I am 

telling the voice on the other end of the crisis hotline that I think I should go to the 

emergency room. Just minutes before, I woke from a sound sleep, heart racing, limp-

legged, and sucking in air. Now I am desperate to fix whatever is wrong with me, but I 

can’t get control over my body. The more I fight, the worse I feel. The voice makes me 

count backwards from 300 and tells me what I already know: I am having a panic attack.      

My anxiety is tied to an innate fear of losing control—getting sick, being trapped 

in an unpleasant situation (elevators, planes, traffic jams), or sometimes even a pleasant 

one (say, acupuncture). Fear of losing control infiltrated my day-to-day existence and 

impacted every major decision I made until I graduated from college. I found relief once I 

was out in the world, in charge of my own experiences. My anxiety lay dormant for 

nearly ten years until I came to graduate school and found myself again at the mercy of 

other people’s schedules, syllabi, feedback, and plans. At the mid-point of my time at The 

University of Texas at Austin, panic began to erode the delight I felt in being part of this 

incredible MFA program, in generous collaborations, and in a life where art-making takes 

primacy.   

At the height of this stretch of anxiety—debilitating multiple attacks every day—I 

wasn’t sure if I would make it through my final year of school. It took medication and 

therapy to regain control, but, more than that, I needed to finally accept fear’s place in my 

life. Instead of relegating it to a dark corner, I began work to let go of the fear that holds 

me back or boxes me in—fear of failure, embarrassment, or risk-taking. The greater 
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challenge, however, was uncovering the ways fear fuels me, and to accept and even 

welcome discomfort, knowing that fear is, in fact, necessary.  

I need fear to make art. Before I came to graduate school, I took an almost two-

year break from making and seeing theater because I was so bored. I rarely experienced a 

play that shook me out of my comfort zone in its form or content (and, to be honest, I 

wasn’t looking very hard). I didn’t know how to make that type of work myself, or even 

that I wanted to—I just had a sense that theater should make me feel something more. In 

search of the “more,” I went to New York in 2012 to see Sleep No More. Created by the 

British company Punchdrunk, the immersive theater experience gives audience members 

free reign to wander a five-story warehouse-cum-hotel in search of story moments or just 

take in the extensive, detailed world.  

Audience members donned identical masks as a performer brought us into the 

space and encouraged us to part from our friends and wander alone. “Fortune favors the 

brave,” he said. As we discovered eerie hospital beds, hidden rooms, and bloodstained 

bathtubs, actors appeared or disappeared. They occasionally chose an audience member 

with whom to have a one-on-one experience, though we were instructed to never speak or 

remove our masks. The chance of being selected for an intimate encounter heightened a 

sense of dangerous anticipation. Similarly, the sound design intensified the emotional 

experience. It was overwhelming, tense, omnipresent, like being unable to escape from a 

horror movie when the hero is just about to encounter the monster.  

Sleep No More was terrifying. As someone who so desires control, I suddenly 

found myself fully at the mercy of something greater, immersed in a world of sustained 

suspense and unknown, all senses on edge, cut off from familiarity. Yet, I also had 

control over where I wanted to go and the pace with which to explore, which brought me 

some comfort. Afterwards, I couldn’t sleep. I thought about the play for days, read about 
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it online, tried to go back to see it again. It had seduced me. Why did this experience 

electrify me in a way other plays never had? I didn’t yet have the words to explain what 

made it so intoxicating.  

As I journeyed through graduate school, I began to unwrap why fear is so central 

to the theater I want to make and see. For the sake of this document, I define fear as an 

emotion of concern and uncertainty about possible danger to come. Fear drives my need 

for control, and theater that pushes me to surrender control thrills me. Fear is the gateway 

I must pass through to be able to experience surrender, and it is also an indicator that I am 

grabbing too hard for control. I have grown to appreciate fear as a catalyst for my 

creative work, as a trigger for awakening, as a signal to go farther and deeper, and as a 

necessary counter to comfort.  

Fear also drives my narrative content. When I am too afraid to experience 

something fully in real life, I explore it in my plays. My fears and anxieties shake loose 

stories from my darkest, wildest places. I tell stories that challenge the audience to 

consider how in their lives they fight too hard for control, and to push them to surrender. 

A structured narrative experience differentiates my work from a piece like Sleep No 

More, which activates fear primarily through immersion, design-driven world-building, 

and movement-based vignettes. While I believe a rich sensory experience is necessary to 

help an audience member fully surrender control to the play, I also believe in the 

necessity of narrative storytelling to guide the audience to a deeper place of self-

reflection. That opinion is based largely on taste: I find greater catharsis and connection 

when I am following a story. Audience members who crave something with no defined 

narrative will likely not be interested in my plays.  

My stories often center on a character’s search for some type of wildness. It isn’t 

a coincidence that sex appears often in my work—sex as a metaphor, as a tool, as a job, a 
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transformative ritual, or as the trigger of an emotional experience. It makes sense that I 

use sex to tell stories (or use stories to talk about sex) because of the inherent tension 

between control and surrender that exists in sexual intimacy. Kirk Lynn—University of 

Texas playwriting professor, professional provocateur, and co-artistic director of the 

Rude Mechs—says all art is about sex and death and that sex is really about death. If sex 

is about death, then that means sex is really the act of relinquishing control to an 

unknown. After all, what is death but the ultimate release, the handing over of the reins to 

something bigger than yourself? Relinquishing control often means walking into fear 

because there is perhaps something great and wonderful on the other side. When we 

embark on a sex act—and, I hope, a theatrical journey—our ultimate goal is to lose 

ourselves so much in the moment that we experience le petit mort, the small death.  

I am interested in the tension between surrender and control. That tension, I 

believe, yields theatrical experiences defined by duality: vulnerability and confidence, 

wildness and structure, comfort and novelty, story and sensation. This document 

examines my methods for balancing desires for control with the power of surrender in my 

writing process, in the content of my work, and in the audience experience of my plays. I 

will use three of my plays as illustrations, all of them representing an aspect of myself 

that I am afraid to reveal but also compelled to explore.  

Please Open Your Mouth considers the link between food and sex and how 

restriction leads to fantasy and kink in both worlds. I began writing this play as a way to 

rebel against my extensive dietary restrictions and imagine a world where gluttony is 

celebrated and food sexualized. The play is an immersive dinner party, with the audience 

interacting with performers and one another through a series of courses. There are 

increasing opportunities for audience risk-taking and autonomy, alongside a loose 

narrative surrounding the relationship between the domineering Host of the party and her 
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lover, the Chef, as well as a cadre of submissive Servers whose allegiances shift 

throughout the night. More than my other plays, Please Open Your Mouth was shaped 

through devising sessions with performers and director Katie Van Winkle. Katie and I 

held a workshop in spring 2014 and then a more fully realized workshop performance for 

the 2015 Cohen New Works Festival.  

Knotted tells the story of a fifth-grade teacher, Cheryl, and her unexpected 

friendship with a young dominatrix, Abby. Throughout the play, the women push each 

other’s boundaries, sexually and emotionally. I have long been interested in the world of 

BDSM (Bondage, Discipline, Sadism, Masochism), but I have been apprehensive about 

fully engaging with members of the community. Knotted allowed me to explore those 

fantasies while wrestling with questions of what drives someone’s desire to be sexually 

dominated. I developed the play as part of the groundswell playwrights conference in 

2016 and was able to test a draft on an audience at the conference’s public reading.  

I haven’t yet finished a first draft of the third play, Wild Places, but the method by 

which I’m writing this play warrants its inclusion in the document. I am actively 

relinquishing control—more than I have on any other script—to a place of intuitive 

creation. The play’s characters grapple with questions of drug use, both recreational and 

pharmaceutical. The two women at the center—young, fearful, drug-curious Girly and 

self-help guru Petra—move between places of waking life, dream, and hallucination. 

Their experiences open up questions like, “Do drugs really make change us or just numb 

us?” and “What sorts of alternate realities can drugs unlock—and can we possibly break 

open our heads in the same way without drugs?” Not surprisingly, I am hesitant to take 

drugs that require me to substantially give over control of my brain to an outside force. 

Writing this play lets me wonder what would happen if I succumbed to the wildness of 

psychedelics.  
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The rational part of my brain tells me not to eat an entire box of donuts in one 

sitting, visit a dominatrix, or drink ayahuasca. But the other, primal part charges forward. 

It feeds on danger and sex and excess. It wants me to risk, to follow the breadcrumbs 

deep in the cave. To begin the writing process, I have to let that side of my brain take 

control. 
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WHO’S HOLDING THE PENCIL?  
SURRENDER IN THE WRITING PROCESS 

Writing a play is like jumping out of an airplane and trying to free fall as long as I 

can before I pull the parachute. The parachute is the analytical, rational side of my brain 

that loves structure and revision. It can make a linear story out of anything. It also stiffens 

with anxiety—“What if this doesn’t make sense?” “What if no one will produce it?” 

“What if it’s too wild?” In the free fall though, I can let go into sensation and intuition 

without self-judgment. I write until my demons have been exorcised, and then I begin 

considering structure, strategy, and rewrites. I need both the exhilarating soar through the 

sky and the parachute to bring me home.   

Leaning into fear isn’t easy for me, even though I have practiced quite a bit in my 

personal and creative lives these three years of grad school. In this section, I will outline 

some tools I have learned to employ to push past unhelpful, paralyzing fear—to get me to 

jump out of the plane in the first place, or to continue my descent longer than is 

comfortable. These tools help me touch something raw and unknowable, the place where 

art is channeled from a deeper, intuitive source. They include: 

• Write from obsession. 

• Avoid “shoulds.”  

• Ask “What if?”  

•       Be emotionally vulnerable.  

• Activate senses. 

• Find collaborators who will push. 

• Know when to take the reins.  
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Write From Obsession 

An obsession is, in a way, a lack of control over your own thoughts. It’s a 

compulsion to learn about and talk about one topic more than might seem rational. Fear 

and desire breed obsession, the need to be consumed by a topic or to conquer it. 

Obsession is a search for an answer to something unknowable. My plays are bred from 

the questions I can’t find easy answers to. For Please Open Your Mouth those questions 

included, “Is food a substitute for sex?” “Why does our culture celebrate both gluttony 

and restriction?” and “Why am I sitting alone in my room looking at decadent pictures of 

chocolate cake that I can’t actually eat?”  

A curiosity about the gender dynamics so often present in BDSM role-play—i.e. 

male domination to female submission—led me into Knotted. The people who pay to be 

dominated are usually men, and most professional dommes are women. Why don’t 

women pay? I began researching female dominatrices, curious if they ever worked with 

female clients, but the interviews I read all said, “Very rarely.” I couldn’t help but 

wonder, “What potential complications exist in a relationship between a dominatrix and 

her straight female client?” and, more specifically,  “What if I paid to see a dominatrix?”  

That obsession bore a play.  

Wild Places came from an obsession with the shamanic drug use of plants like 

peyote, ayahuasca, and iboga. I found myself reading William S. Burrough’s Yage Letters 

and Daniel Pinchbeck’s Breaking Open the Head before I even knew what I wanted to 

write. Those books illuminated an interesting paradox: many substances that are potential 

gateways to a higher consciousness, healing and self-discovery are all illegal in the 

United States, while others, which heal from a much more Westernized band-aid 

approach are legal. I am too scared to try psychedelic drugs of any kind, yet every day I 
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take upwards of 15-20 medications, vitamins, and supplements. These alter my mood, 

body chemistry, and (in the case of drugs like Paxil and Ativan) my perception of the 

world.  

I’m curious what happened in the 1960s to make psychedelics briefly acceptable. 

I’m curious about drug gurus, and why so many of them are men. I’m curious about 

healing—how much can happen from within and what drugs really are doing to our 

brains and our culture. These questions stem from an obsession with understanding the 

way my body and mind work together, and how to control both.  

 

Avoid “Shoulds” 

Writing from obsession inherently means I’m writing about a topic I feel 

connected to, rather than forcing myself to write a play because I feel I should discuss a 

certain topic. I often wrestle with the existential questions of art-making: “Why bother?” 

“How is this helping the world?” Sometimes it seems the easiest thing to do is write 

exactly what it seems I should—plays about important socio-political topics that are also 

highly producible. I push against that impulse, knowing that unless I feel emotionally 

excited and scared by the material, I won’t want to get lost in it.  

A should often feels like an easy answer, or at least a predictable one. I’m aware 

of my tendency to lean on shoulds of structure too early in the writing process. The part 

of my brain that loves structure finds screenplay-writing appealing because of the 

necessity of plotting out the story first before actually sitting down to write anything. 

However, when I try to write a play in this way, I find myself stymied. When I know 

what’s coming, I lose interest in writing it. I get trapped in a feeling of, “I SHOULD 

write this scene in order for the story to make sense,” instead of just writing what I find 
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most interesting and worrying about connective tissue later. A good test for me is 

whether the writing turns me on or scares me (or both). If it does, it’s a good sign. It 

means my blood is pumping, and I’m writing from sensation rather than thought.  

I began Knotted in the fall of 2015 with the feeling that I should map out each 

scene in advance so I could most clearly craft the intricacies of the relationship between 

Abby and Cheryl. But when I sat down to make that map, I approached it with dread. I 

was writing this exciting story about sexual tension, danger, and desire, and I was going 

to know exactly what each scene would entail? That would be like knowing exactly how 

a sexy evening would unfold, down to each and every leg position. So, instead of making 

the map, I just started writing and kept writing, essentially, until the end of the play. I let 

myself get caught up in the scenes. I wrote to turn myself on. I wrote to shock myself. I 

wrote to let go of my own judgment and normalize things that seemed taboo. I wrote 

linearly, but I only followed a chronology because I wanted to find out what would 

happen, not because I felt there was something I should show the audience.  

Conversely, the first time I sat down to write Wild Places, I didn’t have a 

structure or even an idea for a story, just a feeling I wanted to evoke. I looked at the blank 

page with fear, no idea where to go. I could give into fear of the unknown and map out a 

plot, but I knew the play wanted space instead of rules. I closed my eyes and went to the 

place that seemed most interesting at the moment. It happened to be the jungle. “What’s 

happening there?” I asked myself. There’s a woman. She’s drowning in the jungle. She 

sits up quickly. All the blood rushes to her feet. Then what, then what? I wrote word by 

word, instead of toward an end goal. I surprised myself with each sentence.  

 
She collapses slightly, grasping for a vine. She looks at the vine in her 
hand. It’s not a vine, but a muscular snake. The snake winds its body 
around Petra’s arm. She watches, frozen with fear and fascination. The 
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snake swirls around her torso. The buzz of mosquitoes grows louder and 
louder, an electric buzz. The green of this world is now hypercolor. The 
snake faces Petra, staring her down. The snake’s mouth gapes wide, wide. 
So wide it might engulf Petra’s whole head. Instead, its jaws flap 
backwards, revealing a microphone inside. Petra grabs for the mic and 
the snake falls apart to the ground. She stutters, her voice cutting through 
the buzzing. 
 

PETRA 
I. I. I. I. I.  

The buzzing swallows up any of her sound. Then the sound of the word 
“I” comes from somewhere else. It stops the buzzing. Petra opens her 
mouth as if to catch raindrops and her voice booms down from speakers. 
 

PETRA (V.O.) 
I am not on drugs. I have very little use for drugs in the sense that you may be 
thinking about them.  
 

Petra closes her eyes. She continues to hold the microphone.  
 

PETRA (V.O.) 
Hallucinogenics.  
Antisceptics.  
Homeopathics.  
Diuretics.  
 

It becomes night in the jungle. Eyes blink from the darkness.  
 

PETRA (V.O.) 
Words, though. Words are drugs. I take them in large doses. I swallow them 
without water and hope sometimes they get stuck in my throat so I’ll cough them 
up and taste them the second time down.  
Antibiotic. Antibiotic. Tic. Tic. I could say that one all day.  
 

As Petra voice comes from elsewhere, the jungle slowly begins to 
disappear until finally she is left on the stage of a hotel conference 
room. This may take as long as it needs it. Now she speaks directly 
into the microphone.  
 

PETRA 
I believe you should have something to strongly believe in. Something that most 
other people do not believe. It’s how you stop yourself from being made to look 
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like everyone else. Beliefs are drugs. They are anti-depressants and steroids and 
laxatives. They make us go.  
 

She is the best public speaker you’ve ever heard. She’s warm and 
aggressive. You would elect her president of anything.  
 

PETRA 
My chief belief. Chief belief. Words again. My chief belief is in the power of the 
mind. I believe (corrects herself) I know you can create for yourself any sensation 
or experience using only the chemicals already present in your own body. 
Harnessing the colors and sounds stored in your eyeballs, utilizing sentences and 
synapses. Perhaps this sounds like guided visualization, meditation. You wonder 
if it is bullshit. Ask yourself this. How are you asking yourself anything? If you 
can ask yourself, that implies two—at least two—levels of consciousness. If you 
already exist on two planes then you have already the teacher and the student. The 
artist and the audience. Are you still with me? Good. Good. You are because you 
are a seeker. Like I am a seeker. A journeyer who believes. That word again. 
Believes in the power of the journey.  

Here is a question I would like for you to consider. Wouldn’t you rather 
have the ability to heal, grow, learn inside you already? Would you not prefer to 
sit in the comfort of your home and cure your diabetes or experience spiritual 
transcendence? This will happen. I can guarantee you without a shadow of a 
shadow of a doubt that you have this ability. I am not a guru. I am not an 
enlightened being, nor am I mentally ill or a “money-hungry charlatan.”  

Look. Here is a reality you cannot deny. The pharmaceutical companies in 
this country are paid to keep us docile. We are stuffing their pockets with 
hundreds of dollar bills in an endless cycle of fixing ourselves. And not just with 
pills. Vitamins. Herbs. Crystals. Acupuncture. I know this is radical. I can see on 
your faces the disbelief. Some of these healing techniques have existed since the 
dawn of time. The wisdom of the plants. Witches and shamans. Religion. Yes, 
even that salve of Jesus in your heart. I am here to tell you today that you don’t 
need any of that. And you’re here because you’ve tried. There is a part of yourself 
that knows. That part, that higher consciousness. It knows. It says, you are still 
sick. Despite everything you’ve tried, You. Are still. Sick.  

 

I channeled Petra from some place I didn’t even know existed in me, and the 

writing was intoxicating. Her voice rushed out, overriding any need for narrative. When I 

came to a natural conclusion of the first “scene,” however, I felt stuck again. I had 

nowhere to go. The controlling part of my story brain said, “OK, this is a story about a 
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guru trying to heal people without medicine. Write the next scene about someone who 

needs healing.” I wrote that scene and hated every minute of it. I let myself breathe. 

“Something else will come,” I told myself. What is most interesting? Sex, I thought, as 

that is often the driving force behind the most exciting character dynamics in my plays. I 

put Petra in bed with someone and let the two of them talk. I gave her someone to push 

against, to challenge her, but someone who also wanted to take care of Petra.  

I wrote fast and slippery in an automatic writing style, forcing myself to continue 

typing even if I didn’t know what to write. I finished the sex scene and kept going. Any 

time I thought about writing the scene that should follow the one before, I hesitated. This 

should came from a fear of losing control of the story. It was only by resisting should that 

I uncovered the wildness of the play: snakes that speak in static, secret messages to the 

audiences, blood on the walls.  

 

Ask “What If?” 

I have discovered that much of my initial writing process involves finding ways to 

keep myself going without thinking too analytically. If I feel bored, I know I’ve gotten 

ahead of the story or am making safe or expected choices. If I find myself stuck, I’ve 

found it helpful to ask, “What if?” and then fill in the blanks with the most absurd, 

terrifying, or unexpected scenario. In each of these three plays, I uncovered exciting 

moments by playing a game of imagination: What if Girly was on a trampoline? What if 

the snake was actually a microphone? What if Cheryl took control of Abby? What if the 

Host had to eat the entire cake? Engaging in “What if?” makes me take the stance of 

investigator: I don’t need to have an answer, just a curiosity about what might happen. 

That curiosity takes the pressure away from needing a definite solution—I can test 
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options without the fear of making a wrong choice. It adds levity to the process, a feeling 

of playfulness and exploration.  

In one possible ending for Knotted, I wondered, “What if Cheryl left her 

husband?” That decision seemed like an obvious choice, a proof of Cheryl’s 

empowerment. However, when I tried that ending, the choice seemed too easy for Cheryl. 

So I continued to explore and asked another question that initially seemed totally wrong: 

“What if Cheryl stays with her husband?” I wrote that version and discovered the 

emotional difficulty for Cheryl: staying with Dan meant confronting the realities of her 

marriage rather than running away. I didn’t expect the play to champion a conventional 

heterosexual marriage, yet a “what if” showed that the “wrong” choice was actually the 

most interesting.  

If I run into a stalemate, I might also ask a “what if” about the structure of the 

play or the play’s rules and systems. After writing about 10 pages of Wild Places as 

largely direct-address to the audience, I felt a need to change the way the monologues 

were delivered. “What if Girly spoke in numbered lists?” I wondered. The numbers 

would theatricalize her monologues by changing the delivery method. My impulse for the 

numbers came from an intuition about the momentum of the scenes, but it also unlocked 

a revelation of character. As I wrote, I remembered something my therapist told me about 

counting numbers to control anxiety. That thought led to a character realization that Girly 

suffers from panic attacks. Numbers became not only a necessary mode of story telling 

but also a way for Girly to feel in control of her anxiety.  

 In Knotted, I got trapped in the limitations of a two-character play. How could I 

open up these characters in ways beyond them talking to each other? The idea of giving 

Abby the option of talking to clients on the phone or online wasn’t a “What if?”; the 

decision came naturally out of character explorations around how Abby spends her time. 
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However, I was puzzled about whom Cheryl could talk to. I tried having her call her 

friend Michelle or speak to her husband behind a closed door, but I needed someone 

more impartial in order for Cheryl to reveal her deepest truths. “What if the pet hamster 

that she keeps in her classroom actually came home with her for the summer? “What if 

she talks to him?” “What if her fears about domination and her guilt about Abby come 

out in the conversation with this helpless pet?” It worked. The hamster drew out a hidden 

side of Cheryl and also became a source of connection between her and Abby. A hamster 

was the last character I would expect to find in a two-person play about bondage. The 

curiosity of “What if” got me there.  

 

Be Emotionally Vulnerable 

One way I control my work is by carefully filtering how much of myself I put into 

it. This control is born from fear: if I lay myself too bare, I risk embarrassment and 

failure. As I grow as a writer, I’m interested in how far I can push into that fear. I believe 

the more I infuse my work with my present emotional struggles, the more vulnerable the 

characters become.  

Please Open Your Mouth was the first piece I began in graduate school, and I was 

nervous about being too emotionally vulnerable. The idea for the story was born from my 

obsession with food and sex, but I eschewed emotional honesty in favor of evocative 

images and beautiful language. The main character, The Host, talked a good game, but I 

never pushed myself to investigate what was underneath.  When she momentarily lost 

control of her decorum while trying to eat an entire cake at the end of the play, the stakes 

felt very low, and was therefore less scary and exciting for the audience. As I work on the 

next iteration of this play, I am tapping into my present anxiety around what foods I can 
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and cannot eat and my fear of losing control of my body. I want the Host’s need to 

control the dinner to mirror my own. I believe my fear will make her struggle much more 

alive.  

I started Knotted from an emotional distance as well. My questions about sex and 

control sparked the idea for the play, but I was hesitant to include my own stories or 

emotional experiences. Instead, I interviewed a professional dominatrix, and her insights 

informed the first draft of the character of Abby. As I was writing the script in Liz 

Engelman’s playwriting workshop in fall of 2015—at the height of my worst panic 

attacks—I began to wonder if I belonged in the play in a more concrete way. After all, 

anxiety was all I could think about. I gave Abby a panic disorder, which opened a door to 

the character’s vulnerability. However, I still couldn’t totally let go into her—and my—

darkest places. I was afraid to look too closely at the thing that was ravaging my insides, 

lest it escape and completely overtake my life.  

While I worked on the script at the groundswell playwrights conference in early 

2016, I was convinced something was missing, and that the solution lay in Abby: What 

was really driving her? Exactly how did her panic manifest? What did she really want? 

At this point, my panic attacks had subsided but I realized how much general anxiety I 

was still feeling in my life: it was the first week of classes of my final semester, I was 

trying to produce a theatre conference and develop a play, all while teaching a class and 

taking two others. I went for a walk to clear my head one afternoon before rehearsal, and 

soon I felt the bubblings of a panic attack. “Let go. Let go into it,” I told myself. “Let 

yourself feel the fear. You won’t die.” I was present with my fears but also aware of how 

my Abby might experience the same feelings. I realized I could channel my fear directly 

through her. I came home and wrote Abby a monologue:  
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“It starts with something so small and hidden that no one would ever even know it 
was there. A tiny, tiny thought. I should be able to choke it but it slips away as 
fast as it comes. It just wants you to be safe. So it makes you pay attention. Your 
right foot is numb. Why is your foot numb? Your arm is numb, too. Pay attention. 
You might be having a stroke. You’re the only one who can do anything. Pay 
attention. If it’s a stroke no one will know. You’ll be paralyzed, alone on the 
floor. Your heart is pounding. The vertigo comes, the room is spinning. You 
might throw up. You’re going to throw up. You’re going to pass out. If you let 
go… Don’t let go. Don’t let go. No matter how many times it happens, you 
always know for certain you will die.”  

 

That writing felt like some of the most emotionally honest in the play. It grounded 

Abby in the reality of her panic and gave words to her struggle, which, until then, had 

seemed amorphous. It also felt like a release for me personally. Channeling the anxiety 

into creative work didn’t give free license for the fear to take control of my thoughts as I 

had been afraid it would; instead I took control of the fear, using it for good.  

For Wild Places, I wanted to go a step farther and write without a defined 

character as a container. I was curious what would happen if I wrote my own stories, in 

my own voice. The writing I do as myself, in journal entries or short stories, is different 

than my playwriting; it’s much more poetic and lyrical. I haven’t been able to 

successfully integrate that first-person voice into my playwriting without coming across 

unnecessarily elevated or disconnected to narrative. When I have tried to give a character 

that type of elevated language, it feels false. I usually end up cutting those passages or 

moving farther from my personal experiences in order to create distance in the language.  

Wild Places is the first play to bridge those voices in a way that serves both the 

language and the story. It’s hard to pinpoint what alchemy made the difference. Maybe 

my success came from the fact that I wrote primarily by hand, which was a different 

mode of working. Perhaps I just chose the right stories to tell, ones that were filled with 

past details but grounded in present questions and anxieties, unlocking a necessary 
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activation to the language. Maybe it’s because I wasn’t trying to write a specific 

character, but I was writing with the intention of speaking the words aloud. I gave the girl 

a name that wasn’t quite a name; she wasn’t me, but not quite someone else.  
 

Girly bounces on a trampoline as she speaks.  

GIRLY 
1. My roommate Lisa, this guy I have a make-out-only crush on named Banton, 
Greek Nik, and Julie who is visiting from Portland are all staring at me.  
 
2. The vaporizer makes this alien gurgling sound.  
 
3. My chest is burning so much I think that an ember from some hidden flame got 
sucked down my throat and is ashtraying my esophagus.  
 
4. Lisa, Banton, Nik, and Julie are staring at me. They want to know, “How. Am. 
I. Feeling?” I don’t want them to look at me.  
 
5. Nik is asking me a different question. “It’s so much better, huh?” Better than 
what? And what is the what that is the better? He’s pointing at the vaporizer. He’s 
asking me to compare the vaporizer with the one other device I have used in my 
life to smoke marijuana, the one other time I smoked marijuana, which was when 
I was 15 years old.  
 
6. I am now nineteen years old.  
 
7. The other device was an empty Rainer beer can that Jenn Kennelly bent and 
poked on Leah’s bed in the attic bedroom of the Green House when her mom was 
at a conference. We’d gotten pot from Pat but we’d forgotten about a pipe. It was 
Leah’s first time, too. Jenn had smoked before with her cousin Monica, and then 
this guy whose name was, no joke, Benny Ball, did some magic with a can and 
voila they were all high.  
 
8. And so we were high too then, maybe, not sure, let’s smoke some more just to 
see. Light, pass, match lips up to the flat mouth of the can. Taste Leah’s lipstick. 
We’re high we said, but that’s only because we felt funny. We felt, Leah and I 
both felt like we were, you know, freaking out.  
 
9. Went in the living room which was also the kitchen which also had the washing 
machine in the middle of the room and closed the door and turned on the heat and 
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sat by the heater and maybe we should eat because that’s what you do when 
you’re high, right? Maybe I should laugh a whole bunch? Leah said her arms feel 
weird. Mine do too. My head’s dizzy, arms heavy, my stomach’s like 
“emergency, emergency!” My brain’s like, “call your mom to come pick you up.” 
Could I? Could she come get me like all the times I tried to sleep over at friends’ 
houses in elementary school but my tummy hurt by midnight? She would, she 
would come in her nightgown. She would hug me and say, “I warned you. I told 
you hundreds of time that marijuana would only give you panic attacks. It 
happened to me and you’re my daughter so it will happen to you. No question. 
You should never smoke it. You can’t handle it. You’re not like other people.”  
 
10. Jenn Kennelly was like, “Um, guys? Do you want to maybe watch, like, The 
Little Mermaid?” 
 
11. That was five years ago. I am nineteen years old.  
 
12. There are four people staring at me.   
 
13. Numbers engage a different part of your brain than the one controlling 
anxiety. Counting, doing math, even listing off your address can distract from 
panicked thoughts.  
 
14. Such as the fact that my tongue is too big for my mouth. Such as it’s going to 
choke me. Such as I can’t swallow. I can’t swallow. I can’t swallow. I can’t 
swallow. I can’t swallow. I can’t swallow I can’t swallow I can’t swallow I can’t 
swallow I can’t— 
 
OK. I swallowed. 
 
15. I think someone said something funny, so I’m laughing. But I’m actually 
watching a thought about my tongue form down the hall and slowly glide across 
the carpet, into my eyeball, and nest under the broken refrigerator in the junk pile 
part of my brain. I’m trying to get the thought out with an unfurled coat hanger, 
but it’s juuuuuuuust out of reach. Tongue tongue tongue tongue tongue.  
 
16. They are all staring at me.       Again.                     And then.  
 
17. We are all on the porch where Lisa and I keep a mattress that we call the Deck 
Bed. It’s too cold now for the Deck Bed. We should have brought it back down to 
the storage unit below the apartment but we didn’t and it’s here, it’s been waiting 
for this moment. The air is sharp and damp and the sheet on the mattress is purple 
and damp and we’re all in a puppy pile with Julie’s hand in my armpit and 
Banton’s stubble on my cheek and I’m laughing the hardest I’ve ever laughed 
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right into Lisa’s soft belly. Laughing because I thought this is what it would be 
like. Laughing because I wanted to be part of the club and now I am and no one is 
staring at me. The ones who are staring are staring up at the stars coming and 
going through a thick scarf of clouds in the slats between the roof of the deck. Nik 
is describing what he sees while he pets Lisa’s hair like a pony. This is when 
Lisa’s hair was still down to her hips and she usually wore it in long braids and 
her hips still held all of those extra pounds that she would let Nik touch while they 
were quiet together in her bedroom while Nik’s wife Susan was at home sleeping. 
But that is some other time. Now we are just children pretending to be adults who 
have taken drugs.  
 
18. Let’s go inside.  
 
19. We are all on the couch in another puppy pile singing through an entire 
youtube karaoke version of Billy Ray Cyrus’Achy Breaky Heart with the most 
vigor and enthusiasm anyone has ever sung this song. Except Lisa who is filming 
the whole thing on her phone. 
 
20. Don’t break my heart…  
 
21. I am… 
 
22. My achy breaky heart. 
 
23. I am… 
 
24. I just don’t think you understand.  
 
25. I am…too tired now and fall asleep suddenly and almost violently. Someone 
covers me with Lisa’s thick purple blankets and the cats come out of hiding and 
settle in my warmest places and I think, fuck you, mom. You didn’t ruin this.  

Even though this story comes from events that happened in my past, the anxiety 

about taking drugs for me is present now. My desire to belong is also still real. The 

feelings I have about wanting my parents to come take care of me when I’m in danger 

still burble up now at the age of 34. It isn’t comfortable to write about things that feel like 

weaknesses; it’s even less comfortable to share them with the world. But plays don’t 

come alive without truth. The writing in Wild Places thrills me. The vulnerability has 

been worth the reward.   
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Activate Senses 

In the way that the sensory experience of a play like Sleep No More can make the 

audience lose touch with life outside the walls of the theatre space, I have been exploring 

methods of using sensory triggers to help me surrender into the world of the play, turning 

off logical thought until I need it again. Music and sound is, for me, the main way I do 

this. None of the three plays I’m using as examples has music explicitly written into the 

show, but songwriting is an important part of my artistic practice. Sometimes playing the 

guitar, writing lyrics, or playing the drums is a necessary distraction to re-set my brain for 

playwriting work. Sometimes I write a song for a play, even if the play is not a musical. 

For Wild Places, I wrote a slam poem out of a desire to hear the play in a different tempo. 

That poem opened up the possibility of Girly as a poet. Sometimes I will close my eyes 

and just hear the noise of the play’s world: the timbre of voices, background music, 

unexpected rhythms. I heard the bouncing of Girly’s trampoline, keeping time like a 

metronome, before she even started speaking.  

I wrote Please Open Your Mouth from my taste buds. The play was born from a 

desire for free-reign eating at a time when I had a severely restricted diet. I spent hours 

imagining the most sinfully delicious or strangest food experiences. I looked at pictures 

of food the way a sex addict looks at porn. I also gave myself permission to indulge in 

bad-habit eating in the name of research. During the writing and workshop process, I 

devoured cake and candy and took shots of whiskey. For one rehearsal, we let the actors 

go into a dark closet one at a time for three minutes to eat as much of the junk food in 

there as they wanted. I went in, too. I dipped Oreos in frosting and crammed them in my 

mouth before eating cereal by the handful. Then, I went home and wrote from a mad lust 
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for sugar. Monologues poured on the page—writing that bordered on erotica for its level 

of sensuous detail about the foods I craved the most. 

Knotted came alive for me when I lost myself in visual sensation. From the 

beginning, I had a feeling that the play existed somehow in dark, mirrored surfaces and 

reflections of light, but I wasn’t sure exactly how. I finished the first draft with question 

marks in place of the scene transitions. I knew the transitions should be expressionistic in 

some way, should reflect the inner psyche of the characters, but I wasn’t sure what that 

would look like. I started an online deep dive by following links purely based on sensory 

reactions to images. If something scared me or turned me on, I kept going down that 

rabbit hole. I looked at erotic images of rope bondage, which led to dance performances 

using rope, which steered me to a performance that used light as a binding force, which 

finally brought me to a visual art installation of light and sound by a Dutch art collective 

called Children of Light. A video of the installation shows a participant discovering light 

in a pitch-black space. That image ignited ideas about the ways panic and desire might 

manifest on stage.  

I searched out other examples of art, dance, and film that weave light and dark, 

and I pinned the pictures and videos to a Pinterest board. Suddenly the play was alive to 

me in a whole new way. Having those images in my head as I wrote opened up how the 

transitions could function and how this world might be both real and surreal. When I 

started collaborating with Jess Hutchinson as a director and dramaturg, the image board 

also created a shared visual vocabulary, even without designers involved or a realized 

production on the horizon.  



 23 

Find Collaborators Who Push 

I know I can only go so far on my own. My fear of making a play too wild to be 

produced or too vulnerable to share with an audience will sometimes overcome me, and 

I’ll freeze. I need collaborators who aren’t afraid to prod and question. For Please Open 

Your Mouth, Katie Van Winkle served as director/dramaturg. After a workshop that we 

both felt was safer in content and audience experience than we intended, she challenged 

me to write the version of Please Open Your Mouth that people would be talking about 

for years after. “What’s the version that would shock, disgust, and blow minds?” she 

asked. In general for me it is helpful to have “permission” to jump off the deep end. I was 

able to start a new draft without the fear of going too far, knowing that I’m not going it 

alone. As I run up against questions of “Is this too much?” I think back to Katie’s 

challenge and push through. In a way, I’m writing for the delight of both of us.  

In the way that I establish safe words and boundaries with a new sexual partner, 

I’m learning you must do the same with an artistic collaborator. Katie’s prodding was 

effective because of the trust we had built over two years of working and playing 

together. I knew how committed she was to the project and how much care she took with 

the work. I need that trust to let a collaborator shove me in an uncomfortable direction. I 

had a difficult collaboration experience during graduate school in which a different 

director and I didn’t take the time before we started to set ground rules and expectations. 

This particular director pushed too hard without us establishing a connection as 

teammates. I couldn’t trust her, even though she had smart things to say. I retreated from 

the process and worked on that play alone. That experience showed me to ask for what I 

need up front and also to flag in the moment, “This feedback isn’t helpful for me right 

now, let’s pause,” if even it feels scary to say.  
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Know When to Take the Reins 

There comes a point in which surrendering to emotion and imagination is no 

longer helpful. Eventually, I have to pull the parachute and stop the free-fall so I can steer 

the play’s structure, hone its characters, tighten the language. This switch is often 

prompted by a deadline for which the play has to be ready for audience consumption in 

some form.  

When I transition to control, I begin to look at the play from a more holistic level, 

considering how the pieces fit together and to what end. I ask things like, “What should 

the audience experience be?” “What are the transitions?” “How does time move?” 

“Where and when do we start and end?” I am in the midst of this transition for Wild 

Places: My stream-of-consciousness generation process is yielding a collection of pieces 

that seem loosely connected. Now I am asking, “How much story do I want?” I am wary 

of a play with no clear narrative, definite through line, or concrete character arcs. Some 

of that hesitation comes from my belief that narrative does provide more opportunities for 

audience catharsis, and that plays need things like inciting incidents and context and 

climaxes. That belief is surely born from my taste in theater. However, I wonder if my 

desire for narrative is rooted in fear of losing control. I haven’t determined the answer 

yet, and, for now, I will continue to ask myself the question as I make work.  

I need to hear my play aloud before I start shaping so I can look at the piece from 

a macro level. Once I hear it all, I take the reins, flagging problems and questions. If I 

identify that a problem in the play stems from structure, it’s helpful for me to map out the 

arc of play. I make lists of the actions necessary for the story and then identify what holes 

I have in the draft. For Knotted, I wanted the play as a whole to feel like a sex act. After I 

finished a first draft that didn’t achieve the type of emotional build I was hoping for, I 
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charted the play on a line graph, marking how high I wanted the emotional tension to be 

in each scene. The initial draft, for example, had the first sex act between Abby and 

Cheryl in the third scene. I realized it was too soon, and that we lost the thrill of 

anticipation. I moved the first time they engage in any sexual activity until more than 

halfway through the play. I reorganized and rewrote scenes in order to escalate dramatic 

conflict and build emotional and sexual intensity, with small rests or teasers in between, 

until the play exploded at its climax.  
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PUSH, PROD, TEASE: CONTROL IN CONTENT 

I write to discover. I found my way into this thesis by stringing together sentences 

that finally, pages in, added up to a clear central theme. Similarly, my characters and their 

conflicts are unveiled through the process of writing. I don’t sit down to write plays about 

people who are wrestling for control, but my character all seem to struggle with it 

because that, too, is my struggle. My characters are like me in that they want to let go 

completely into something bigger than themselves, yet they are also afraid.  

Once I discover the fears and desires driving the characters, I work to deepen 

conflict and amplify consequences. Historically, I have been afraid to make my 

characters hurt, or to hurt one another. Similarly, in real life, I shy away from conflict and 

work to keep everyone around me happy. This peace-making doesn’t yield the most 

interesting dramatic work. I have to play troublemaker, provocateur. These are a few 

methods I find helpful in order to put my characters through the wringer: 

• Ask tough questions. 

• Complicate desires and fears.  

• Play dominatrix.  

  

Ask Tough Questions 

I often write an entire a first draft without understanding my characters beyond a 

handful of defining characteristics, the world they inhabit, how they speak, and their most 

basic desires. Once I start rewrites, I see the holes in character motivations and missed 

opportunities for dramatic turns. During the Knotted workshop, Jess asked me at one 

point, “Is the life of a dominatrix what Abby really wants?” I realized I hadn’t thought 

about it. I went home and journaled as Abby to uncover the truth: yes, this is what she 
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really wants AND she can’t/won’t imagine herself doing anything else because she is 

afraid to leave her hometown. This truth convinced me I couldn’t end the play with Abby 

moving away, something I had considered. That choice would be false to the character.  

I rely on collaborators to help me find the holes in the character, the missing 

details that could lead to a richer scene or increased conflict. In order to uncover the 

darkest parts of the characters not already present, however, I have to press the characters 

myself. I ask questions of the characters to uncover their secrets. Some of the questions 

include, “What is the character afraid to let go of? “How is this character wild?” “What is 

their secret fantasy?” “What do they want/need permission to do and from whom?”  

This type of questioning led to a lot of “a-ha!” moments in the generation period 

of Wild Places. I asked the following questions for Petra, the self-healing guru who 

begins the show with her tirade against drug use, and then answered them for myself: 

What is the character afraid to let go of? Petra is terrified to let go of the public 

persona she has built. She feels that it gives her validity as a person. To let go of this 

constructed exterior would be to return to the person she was before, someone she hated. 

How is this character wild? In her dreams and hallucinations, Petra is wild. She dreams 

of the jungle, of animals. Her secret fantasy is to take mushrooms naked in a mud pit. She 

wants to let go into the earth and have the earth hold her. What do they want/need 

permission to do and from whom? She wants permission to be an animal. She feels she 

needs that permission from her guru.  

In order for me to answer these questions, I need to let go of structural thinking 

and return to discovery. Asking these questions opened up a whole tributary of animalism 

in Wild Places. I started exploring that theme for Petra, which actually led me to a 

monologue for Girly: 

GIRLY: 
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You’re not the softest cat I’ve ever felt. My brother had a cat named Alice that 
was such an asshole but she was had fur like the inside of a rabbit. If she was 
sleeping, which wasn’t very often, and you could sneak up on her and put your 
hand on so slow that she didn’t notice you could touch her fur and your hand 
would just sing from the sensation. This cat is medium soft. Like wood that 
you’ve sanded and sanded but because it started as a splintered palette and you 
only have a piece of sandpaper not like an industrial thing you’ll never get all of 
the ridges. This cat doesn’t have a tag so I don’t know what its name is or even if 
it’s a boy or girl. I’m not going to put my hand up there and find out. A thing is 
wild without a name. Naming your cat Alice takes all of the mystery out of the 
animal. You might say she doesn’t know she’s Alice, but she knows. When 
you’re given a name by your master, you know. I won’t name you, cat. You can 
be free. A panther. (pause) My mother gave me a name, but I didn’t take. I didn’t 
become it. I’m Girly. I’m the daughter of something much greater.  

Questions also lead to more questions. Girly asks, “Does a name make you less 

wild?” which uncovered a truth about Girly: she desires to be very different than her 

mother. Girly’s answers also sparked questions about Petra, and her relationship to 

wildness. I wondered what Petra felt she needed to do in order to heal herself. I wrote a 

scene in which Petra enters a trance and battles with a snake, ending up doused in blood. 

It took the story in a new, exciting direction.  

 

Complicate Desires and Fears 

I make it as difficult as possible for my characters to surrender control to another 

character or situation, and to wrest control for themselves. For every major desire my 

character has, I try to think of the counter weight: what is keeping them in balance? For 

example, Girly in Wild Places wants to do psychedelic drugs. It would be easy for her—

her boyfriend is literally inside the house about to trip and has offered to give her some. 

So I gave Girly a tangible, real-time obstacle: she’s on a depression medication that you 

are not supposed to take with any sort of psychedelic drugs at the risk of death. I gave her 

an external obstacle: her mother strongly disapproves. And I gave her an internal 
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obstacle: she’s afraid of what will happen if she takes the drugs, that she might go crazy. 

Then, when she does drink the ayahuasca, the stakes are very high.  

Similarly, the stakes need to feel very high for Abby and Cheryl to engage in 

BDSM with each other. When we meet the women, they are both wrestling for control 

over their lives. Abby is (on the surface) much more successful at holding onto that 

control. She is paid to dominate men. She wears tight clothes that shield her and set her 

boundaries. She carefully monitors what she eats and drinks, and she is cautious with her 

words. Cheryl, on the other hand, feels she has already lost control. She’s in a new city 

where no one seems to want to be her friend, and she spends long hours at home with a 

pet hamster while her husband works. She’s put on weight and feels out of control of her 

body. She wants to move back to Seattle, but she’s stuck. Her sexual fantasy, however, is 

one of submission. She wants her husband to tie her up and spank her, but she can’t ask 

for what she wants because she is afraid that her fantasies make her weird.  

The obvious climax of their relationship would revolve around Abby helping 

Cheryl realize her sexual fantasies and reconnect with her husband. And that does 

happen, but I wanted to complicate Cheryl’s desires so her journey would be less 

predictable for the audience, and more difficult for her. I determined that she wants both 

to be dominated and to take control of her life. So, while Cheryl’s transformation as a 

character begins when she lets Abby dominate her sexually, her real change occurs when 

she takes control herself and kisses Abby. Cheryl likes the power, and the role reversal 

complicates her relationship with Abby. Cheryl’s desire for control ultimately leads to 

Abby’s catharsis through surrender.  

I complicated Abby’s desire for freedom from anxiety by hiding her panic tight 

within her controlled exterior. When Cheryl decides she wants to sexually dominate 

Abby, Abby’s decision to say yes is heavily weighted. She loves Cheryl, and wants to 
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please her. However, she is afraid that the bondage will trigger emotions from a traumatic 

past experience. She is rooted in her identity as a dominant woman and is terrified of 

Cheryl seeing her in a weakened state. Her decision to finally give in to Cheryl is 

emotionally charged, and her panic attack and subsequent emotional release became the 

climax of the play.  

 

Play Dominatrix 

One reason going to a dominatrix is a turn-on for some people is the opportunity 

to be “coerced” into something uncomfortable. The client feels safe because of the 

established contract/relationship with the domme, and in that safety, he or she can go 

farther into pain. My characters, like me, often resist going to the scariest places, so I 

must be willing to play dominatrix to them, prodding them toward the edge, knowing I 

can be harder on them than I would be on myself in real life.   

Because I have a tendency to go easy on the characters initially, I look over the 

play after the first draft and flag moments where it seems a character could go farther.  I 

have flagged the ending of Please Open Your Mouth numerous times, the scene in which 

the Host loses herself in the food, becoming dangerous and messy. To eat something the 

Chef feeds her is a decision from the Host to surrender control. This is an excerpt from 

the 2014 draft of Please Open Your Mouth:  

 
The Chef steps in and gently ties the Host’s hands behind her back. 
He feeds her handfuls of the cake slowly, lovingly. She devours the cake from 
his hands, licking at his fingers. 

 
HOST 
Faster, faster. I want more. 
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She eats like this for a while, eventually slowing. Finally the Chef 
brings a bite to her mouth and she in unable to eat it. 
 
CHEF 
Come on. Come on. 
 
She eats one more bite and then can eat no more.  

I never pushed the Host quite went far enough. She didn’t fully let go, and the 

Chef didn’t force her. I was afraid for the Host to be truly vulnerable, messy, and weak. 

In the next draft of the play, I want her to give in completely to sensation, be overtaken 

by animalistic instinct. I also want to see her emotional vulnerability. I want her, weeping 

and exhausted, to eat the entire cake.  

Moments of relinquishing control are most powerful if another character presses 

the decision. The characters push each other because the other’s surrender gives them 

something they want. In Knotted, Cheryl becomes fixated on tying Abby up even though 

Abby doesn’t want to. If Cheryl succeeds in pushing Abby, she might ‘fix’ Abby’s panic, 

leading to a kind of fantasy relationship for the two of them and giving Cheryl a reason to 

leave her husband. This becomes a strong motivator for Cheryl to push an unwilling 

Abby past her place of comfort.  

I sometimes use the environment to push a character out of his or her comfort 

zone. In the way that a dominatrix sets up a dungeon in order to trigger fear and arousal 

from her clients, I am interested in finding the places in the world of the play that feel the 

most dangerous or uncomfortable for the characters, and then placing the characters 

there. If control equals safety, and safety equals comfort, then being uncomfortable 

means being out of control. A struggle ensues for the character to regain comfort until he 

or she succeeds or succumbs.  

A dominatrix wants her client to succumb, and I am most interested in how an 

uncomfortable place can ultimately force surrender. I begin exploration into environment 
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by identifying the place that feels the safest for each of the characters. For Girly, it’s her 

trampoline. For Petra, it’s her meditation room. Abby feels the safest in her BDSM 

playroom, Cheryl in her living room. The Host feels the safest at the head of the table. 

Then I look for the places that feel most opposite to those comfort zones—what is on the 

other side of the teeter-totter? The opposite of Girly’s trampoline is the world of a 

hallucination. From a world that is flat, black, and protected, she goes somewhere that is 

vibrant, multi-dimensional, and without rules. She struggles at first, but she can’t control 

her hallucinogenic experience. She is consumed by it. Her surrender fundamentally shifts 

her belief system: giving over control to a substance is the only to way to live, she now 

thinks. 

In Knotted, I was interested in the way Abby needs to control her space. Her 

living room is sparsely beautiful rather than functional. She only has one ornate, 

uncomfortable chair. Discomfort for her is actually fluidity and softness. Cheryl, on the 

other hand, values the comfort of plush carpeting and a fuzzy blanket on the couch. When 

Abby visits Cheryl’s house for the first time, she is suddenly in an alien world, caught off 

guard by furniture that is asking her to relax. Abby resists, holding tight onto control over 

the sexual dynamic between her and Cheryl. Cheryl, in the presence of the comfort of her 

own house, lets go of her inhibitions and kisses Abby, toppling the established status. 

Abby flees to the safety of her house. It isn’t until the end of the play, when Abby is able 

to incorporate elements of Cheryl’s environment (soft pajamas, a fluffy blanket) into her 

own home, that we see Abby’s progress in surrendering control.  
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TRUST ME:   
LEADING THE AUDIENCE FROM CONTROL TO SURRENDER 

From early on in the writing process, I imagine the audience experience. 

Specifically, I want the audience to undergo the type of catharsis that I strive to give 

myself and my characters—catharsis that comes from facing fear and living through it. 

The experience differs wildly for the audience depending on the play: some of my plays 

require complete participation and immersion, others set a fourth wall firmly in place. I 

believe that the more immersive and participatory the theatre experience, the larger the 

possibility for catharsis because the audience’s suspension of disbelief is greater. The 

audience is more apt to believe they are actually in the world, leading to a greater 

emotional tie to the characters and story. At the same time, I also acknowledge incredibly 

impactful moments I have had in a theater just watching a play from the safety of my 

isolated seat. I grapple with how these notions co-exist. I want my plays to curate the 

audience’s experience, but to also leave space for them to co-create. I have a hunch that 

the balance comes from moving the audience between control and surrender.  

Despite the vastly different audience experiences of my plays, I have discovered 

some common threads in the way I attempt to ease the audience to a place of surrender.  

Those methods include the following, which I’ll examine more closely in this section.  

• Some participation required.  

• Use discomfort to activate the play’s questions. 

• Intentionally craft risk-taking. 

• If the audience is a character, give them agency.  

• Things may actually get out of control. 
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Some Participation Required 

My plays range in the amount of participation asked of the audience, but all 

require some amount. In Please Open Your Mouth, the audience members are initiates at 

a clandestine supper club. All of the action involves them—the characters speak to them 

and the audience can talk back, eat the food, and roam the main performance space in 

order to engage with one another and with the actors. They are completely necessary 

characters in the story. In my other plays, the engagement is less direct. Audience 

participation doesn’t require actual interaction with performers. Participation might mean 

a site-specific location, audience involvement in the storytelling, interactive design 

elements, or a host of other experiences.  

For Knotted, I knew that the play didn’t want fourth-wall-breaking participation, 

and it didn’t feel right for the piece to be staged in a site-specific location like a dungeon. 

As I wrote the play, I began to see mirror imagery, and I realized the play itself has the 

possibility of being a mirror for the audience. Mirrors integrated in the set might allow an 

audience member to catch their own eye, literally seeing themselves caught in a moment 

of fear or arousal. I intend that the audience members see themselves and are directly 

confronted with their emotional and physical response to the content.   

As I currently write Wild Places, I’m thinking a lot about audience experience. In 

some scenes, the audience functions as Petra’s audience for her self-help seminars. If 

they believe they’re here for a seminar, however, who are they to Girly? What is the 

audience experience of the play’s hallucinations? I am curious about moments that might 

involve the audience listening to voices on personal headphones or from the dark while 

lying on the floor. What if the jungle grows to surround them, and they, too, are trapped 

in the play’s fuzzy boundaries of reality and dreams? I want the audience to feel 
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viscerally Girly and Petra’s fight for control over their minds and bodies. If I can make 

the audience choose whether or not to surrender to a physical or emotional experience, 

they are forced to answer a major question of the play for themselves in real time.  

A large aspect of audience participation for me is the notion of sensory 

participation. In the same way that sensory exploration shuts off the analytical part of my 

brain so I can write from a more primal place, I believe that hijacking the audience’s 

senses in unexpected ways helps them lose themselves in the play. An audience member 

can choose whether or not to eat a piece of chicken given to them by a performer, but, 

unless they hold their nose, they will smell the chicken on the table. They are forced to 

confront memories, desires, or repulsions triggered by the smell. Sense triggers emotional 

memory and body response, and all art traffics in that fact. However, most art—including 

theater—typically communicates through only sight and sound. Performance that 

activates taste, touch, and smell in the theater is unexpected and disarming.  

I believe that potent, visual sensory interactions require the audience to be present 

in the moment, while also opening the door to memories triggered by the sense. This 

interplay between present and past sets up a tension between comfort and discomfort. 

Sensory experiences shape both: familiar flavors, soft touch, soothing sounds might 

create a comfort experience, while bold flavors, unexpected touches, and shocking 

language steer an experience toward discomfort. Both comfort and discomfort help the 

audience lose themselves in an experience. Comfort lulls and soothes, discomfort shocks 

and immerses. I am curious about the way an audience member participates in both 

comfort and discomfort simply by being present in a room full of sensory triggers. For 

example, I imagine a scene in Wild Places when the audience engages in a drug ritual. 

The smell of incense is both foreign and comforting. The feel of the wood floor is 

uncomfortable. A droning sound heightens tension. The taste of a bitter liquid is 
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unpleasant. Lights begin to shift, music intensifies. The audience is along for the ride, no 

matter what’s going on in their head.   

 

Use Discomfort to Activate the Play’s Questions 

Requiring audience participation on any level sets up the possibility for 

discomfort. Theater, for many, is an escapist form of entertainment. Audiences have been 

trained to exist in a passive space where they consider the play from a distance. I am 

more interested in plays that require the audience’s presence, and ask something of them 

in return. A demand for attention ignites fear as the audience members grapple with their 

internal response to being involved in the experience: “What does this say about me if I 

enjoy this?” “Who is watching me?” “Why am I reacting so negatively?” The fear can be 

a launching place for self-discovery.  

One of my goals in writing Knotted was to celebrate the range of female desires 

and sexual experiences and to confirm a normalcy in what is considered taboo. I want the 

audience to recognize their discomfort and question if it serves them. After the reading of 

Knotted, audience members reflected almost unanimously the tension they felt between 

experiencing feelings of arousal and being aware of the fact that they were sitting next to 

friends and colleagues. A number of people expressed the way this discomfort made them 

question what is “appropriate” to experience in the theater and why they felt shame 

around being turned on. My hope is that this recognition serves to ignite reflection for the 

audience around their ideas of sexual normalcy and to challenge currently held beliefs.  

Some audience members at Please Open Your Mouth expressed discomfort at 

what they believed was the play asking them to be implicit in gender and body 

stereotyping. At one point during the Cohen New Works Festival production, two female 
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Servers were doused in olive oil, and the audience was invited to dip bread on the 

Servers’ skin and then eat the bread. A tension was created largely because of status 

between the performers and the audience members. One of the two Servers for this scene 

was an undergraduate student; many of the audience members were professors or 

graduate students. The performers were also both women with conventionally 

“attractive” bodies (which only happened because those were the only two members of 

our cast willing to take part in that section of the play), and some audience members were 

uncomfortable participating in what they considered to be a confirmation of mainstream 

beauty standards. I welcomed discomfort because it opened the possibility for an 

audience member to question their own desire and morality. The play as a whole asks, 

“What happens if I loosen my morals around both eating and sex?” and the act of 

participatory discomfort made the questions of the play present and alive for the 

audience.  

 

Intentionally Craft Risk-Taking 

Letting go of control requires risk taking. I believe the audience, no matter how 

brave, won’t jump off the deep end without some kind of safety net in place. Research 

shows that cathartic fear (i.e. fear that triggers pleasure or release) comes from the 

participant subconsciously knowing they’re safe. It is why horror movies, haunted 

houses, and bungee jumping can be so exhilarating, and seeing a rattlesnake is likely not. 

While I want to push the audience to uncomfortable places, I’m not interested in forcing 

someone to undergo something that they truly don’t want. Caretaking is as much a value 

to me as risk-taking. Everyone’s limit will be unique, and I am still discovering ways to 

honor one person’s threshold while pushing another audience member farther.   
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Please Open Your Mouth and Knotted are the plays in which I have tested some 

tactics for guiding an audience to a place of risk taking, and navigating their willingness, 

or unwillingness, to participate. The following are some of the methods I have tried or 

found successful.  

The audience has a proxy  

I knew that the content of Knotted could be challenging for audiences, particularly 

to experience in community with others. I realized the power of the audience seeing 

themselves as an extension of Cheryl—someone initially hesitant, but ultimately 

interested in exploring the darker, wild parts of herself. In earlier drafts of the play, 

Cheryl met Abby’s first proposition for a BDSM session with disgust and anger. I 

decided if her reaction was actually embarrassment and nervous humor, the audience 

might be more likely to root for Cheryl to engage with Abby—they could imagine 

reacting the same way in that situation. I felt the tension in the room intensify when, for 

the first time during the groundswell reading, Abby used the phrase “nipple clamps.” By 

allowing Cheryl to express embarrassment, the tension dissipated, and the audience could 

relax, knowing that someone in the play reflected their discomfort. They seemed more 

willing to venture, with Cheryl as their proxy, into increasingly dangerous scenes.  

The audience has a guide  

 I knew from the beginning of writing Please Open Your Mouth that the audience 

would need guides to help them navigate their participation. I created Server characters 

who were on hand to answer audience questions throughout the experience, and to 

provide a sanity check when the Host begins pushing boundaries (“Don’t worry, she’s 

like that,” one might whisper to an audience member close by). It was important for the 

audience to trust these guides from the beginning, so I built in an early opportunity for 

personal connection with the audience when the Servers lead audience members 
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individually to a bowl and wash and dry their hands. This intimate, caring action tells the 

audience that someone is here to take care of them. When later in the play the Servers 

choose to lose control to the debauchery of the party, I hope the audience will be more 

likely to join in the mayhem. The guides have earned enough trust with the audience so 

that the audience will eventually follow them anywhere.  

Scaffold so early participation feels easy 

Allowing a performer to wash your hands is easier than letting a performer slap 

you in the face, and that is easier than letting a performer give you a French kiss. I have 

learned that in order to get an audience to take a big risk, they need opportunities to try 

and succeed with smaller risks. In the first workshop of Please Open Your Mouth, we 

blindfolded the audience members early on in the play and sat them at a table. While they 

were blindfolded, we asked, “Would anyone like a tongue kiss?” No one volunteered. Yet 

once the blindfolds were off and the audience was rewarded with chocolate, nearly 

everyone opted to drink a shot of whiskey and get slapped in the face. We learned that 

they needed to succeed with something lower-risk and have time to acclimate to the 

environment and to one another. We moved options for kissing much later in the play for 

the New Works version, in a one-on-one moment with the Host. No one turned it down.  

For a play like Knotted, the scaffolding is executed through content. As I 

mentioned earlier, I consciously held off showing a sex act between the women until 

more than halfway through the play. I deliberately teased the audience, pushing them a 

little out of their comfort zone, giving them a break, and then pushing them farther. This 

resulted in an audience relationship that was indeed participatory, as if the audience 

members were sex partners, giving over control bit by bit to subject matter that might be 

at times challenging. 

Offer an opt-out 



 40 

It is my hope that every audience member will fully participate in my plays. 

However, I am not interested in forcing someone who is unwilling. It’s possible that 

discomfort will cause an audience member to retreat or feel angry—they may not be 

ready or willing to examine why exactly they feel uncomfortable. A dominatrix will 

scaffold her experience to guide her client to a place of transcendence, but she also issues 

a safeword for the client to end the experience if it becomes too intense. The client is 

more likely to let go, knowing there is an escape hatch.  

In Please Open Your Mouth, every experience was an invitation instead of a 

demand: “Would you like a shot of whiskey and a slap in the face?” The audience could 

answer yes or no, and we accepted their answer. Katie and I prepared contingency plans 

in the event a guest didn’t want to participate, which included alternate food options or 

safe places to retreat to.  

The fact that no one really pushed against our requests makes me wonder, 

however, if we were too cautious. As I continue to work on this play, I want to examine 

the places where the audience feels conflicted over whether or not to opt out of 

participation. I want there to be greater stakes for an audience member to say no. An 

example might be an opportunity for audience members to swim in a pool of jello. 

Perhaps if an audience member opts out at this moment, they are locked out of a certain 

wing of the house for the remainder of the show. The reward for participating is a highly 

unique sensory opportunity with the promise of more debauchery to come. If an audience 

member decides not to participate, they will miss out on special experiences and lose 

privileges that come with choosing the scarier route. Hopefully the fear of missing out 

will entice them to take the risk.  

Help the audience become a community 
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There is certainly an argument to be made for people taking more risks when they 

have the blessing of anonymity—consider the Sleep No More masked-audience model. 

However, I believe an isolated audience experience creates a false catharsis, one that is 

unwitnessed. I want the audience to experience transcendence together and to support one 

another through it—or to feel the tension that occurs when one person lets go of control 

when another cannot. I believe that experiencing fear and surrender in community 

strengthens social bonds, increases empathy, and reinforces the importance of tribe-like 

support, all of which are traits I feel make us better humans.     

The first performance (of three) of the Cohen New Works Festival Please Open 

Your Mouth workshop felt strangely unsuccessful. Afterwards, Katie and I realized that 

the audience hadn’t bonded as a community in the way we hoped. There had been very 

little talking among audience members, even though we provided time during the 

courses, and people left quickly at the end of the performance. We discussed the fact that 

audiences are generally obedient and follow rules given to them. On the first night, 

performers had actively stopped audience members from talking to one another during 

the blindfolded waiting period at the beginning of the show. This action taught the 

audience not to interact with one another, which is actually what we wanted them to do 

after the blindfolds came off. For the second and third performances we consciously 

didn’t prohibit talking, and the audience members were much more engaged with each 

other throughout and more willing to participate. At the end of the play, they stayed 

around for longer, laughing, and sharing stories. They were able to make meaning of the 

play together and to confirm that any discomfort was worth the risk.  

In my plays that do not have direct opportunities for interaction between audience 

members, it is more difficult to build community. For Knotted, I’m curious about the 

physical space of the audience and how closely together they are seated. In Wild Places, 
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I’m thinking about the communal aspects of drug taking and how the audience might be 

invited into a ritual at the beginning that will help them meet and trust each other.  

 

If the Audience is a Character, Give Them Agency 

In general, I believe that if the audience has the power to directly impact the 

outcome of the play, they feel an increased sense of control. While a play like Sleep No 

More allows for participation in the physical world of the play, it is ultimately a 

voyeuristic experience. A participant might be chosen, seemingly at random, for a one-

on-one experience with a performer, but they are not allowed to talk to or touch the 

performers. The events unfold whether the audience engages or not. I am curious about 

what happens if the audience is both voyeur to the action and a participant with the ability 

to alter the play’s trajectory. I believe that agency will, in fact, allow them to more fully 

surrender to the experience. 

My first draft of Please Open Your Mouth was more modeled on Sleep No 

More—the audience was meant to desire one-on-one attention from the cast and to 

experience all of the courses of the dinner in community, but not really interact with 

anyone else. The dinner was completely controlled by the Host. The fetishes were hers, 

or were chosen by her, to highlight a “kink” of one of her Servers. Each section of the 

play was a course that usually included a monologue about why the Host or Server had 

chosen that food. The audience was essentially told to eat and listen, which placed them 

in a passive position for the entirety of the play.  

My intention with that draft was that those attending Please Open Your Mouth 

would have revelation/catharsis though the content—the typical model for theatre 

experiences. By the play’s end, they would see that the Host could not give up control 
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and was ousted in favor of someone who could. That story point would (in theory) lead to 

a revelation about control in the audience members’ own lives. However, the choice to 

not engage directly with the audience was a passive one. I wanted Please Open Your 

Mouth to challenge audience members’ ideas of food fantasies and taboos—their own as 

well as others’. To do that, the audience’s desires and fears had to be part of the show as 

much as the other characters’. The latest draft of the play includes a chance for audience 

members to realize a food fantasy in front of the group. There are also opportunities to 

share personal stories with performers and other audience members, which impact how 

the scene unfolds. This draft is still in progress, so I haven’t tested out these types of 

engagement. However, I took a step toward fully integrating audience as characters in 

Please Open Your Mouth in the workshop performances at the Cohen New Works 

Festival.  

For the Cohen production, Katie and I developed a new segment of intimate 

experiences called Ordering Off the Menu. Participants selected an experience (for 1-6 

people, depending), based on a few clues about the type of food involved, level of fitness 

required, and dietary restrictions accommodated. The speed of selection determined 

whether the participant got his or her first choice. Menu items ranged from doing 

jumping jacks until a pizza miraculously arrived at the stage door, to squishing pie with 

bare feet, to going into a tent with another audience member to do whatever they want 

while sequestered with an assortment of food. In all experiences, there was a level of 

unscripted interaction with the performers.  

This section of the play also had an important plot point. The Host’s unveiling of 

Ordering Off the Menu signaled to the Chef that she was veering off course, taking the 

night into her own hands. For an audience member to participate meant choosing the 

Host’s debauchery over the Chef’s cleanliness and rigidity. In the Cohen draft, this was 
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not a clear choice with any consequences. In the current, in-progress version of the play, I 

want the audience to clearly choose the Host or Chef, which then directly affects how the 

play unfolds.  

Regardless, Ordering Off the Menu was perhaps the most exciting section of the 

play for the audience members during New Works. I believe that the excitement came 

from experiencing a combination of control from agency (they got to choose the menu 

item they desired) and relinquishing control (they didn’t quite know what they were 

getting into, they were leaving the “safety” of the table). They returned to the table with a 

sense of ownership over the story and space, ready to share and to learn what others 

experienced. They were also eager to participate in the final scene of the play, a contest 

among audience members to become the new Host. Suddenly they were not just 

participating in pre-determined action, they were affecting the outcome. Once the new 

Host was chosen, he or she had the ability to decide if the remaining audience members 

could eat dessert. At the end, the performers left the audience alone with the remaining 

food to do what they wanted. They stayed talking and eating for 20-30 minutes. It truly 

became their play. 

 

Things May Actually Get Out of Control 

In writing Please Open Your Mouth, I was greatly inspired by former Austin 

company Rubber Repertory, in particular their show The Casket of Passing Fancy. In that 

play, audience members chose an experience based solely on a brief, teasing description 

and then were taken away one at a time to have that experience. Some experiences were 

tame, some were sexual, some potentially dangerous, many were at least slightly 

uncomfortable. Driving an unsuspecting audience member out of town and leaving them 
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on the side of the road raises questions about how far you can push an audience to risk. 

What is the genuine danger? What happens if something truly goes wrong?  

I have complicated feelings about how far is too far. Just as I fight the impulse to 

protect my characters, I question how much I should shelter the audience. The theater 

experiences that stay with me, the ones that I can still conjure viscerally in my body, are 

the ones that felt dangerous, where the performers might actually be at risk or the 

audience might end up in a place without rules. I’m curious what happens when the 

audience feels legitimately afraid for the character or the actor. How real are the moments 

of sexual violence in Knotted? What happens to Girly’s body as she is under the 

influence in Wild Places? Might she climb a wall or hang from a rope? I believe the 

audience members’ hearts will beat faster if they can’t anticipate how far the play and its 

performers will go.   

The larger question I’m asking here is, “What are we willing to risk for the sake 

of a potent theatrical experience?” I don’t have an easy answer to that question, and it’s 

something I spend a lot of time mulling over. Would I want to make a show where 

audience members have sex in a bed full of crackers? Yes. Would I want the cracker bed 

to devolve into an orgy of stranger soup? Yes, sure. Would I want someone to be touched 

without consent in that orgy? Of course not. How do I provide a container for scary, 

exciting, transcendent experiences that feel authentic and unsanitized? In each new 

project I make, I am committed to pushing myself and the audience even farther, 

continuing to test the boundaries of safety and risk.  
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CONCLUSION 

I did not intend to write this thesis about control. My original intent was to 

examine the intersection of fear and arousal and how my work aims to situate itself in 

between. But the more I explored exactly how those two emotions manifest in a theatrical 

experience, I realized that the sweet spot actually comes from the balance of control and 

surrender.  

I was afraid to talk about my panic disorder in this document, which is when I 

knew it had to be done. Fear was the catalyst for understanding my work on a deeper 

level, and fear is necessary for my art—something to write towards, to fall into. I was 

afraid that writing about my anxiety would make me appear weak and fragile. I have been 

told many times throughout my life—by my parents, therapists, and, mostly, myself—

that I couldn’t or shouldn’t do something because I wouldn’t be able to handle the panic. 

So, I told myself not to write about anxiety because of the fear that someone would read 

this and think, “She’s not strong enough to be a writer/teacher/collaborator/colleague. 

Who knows when she might lose control of herself again?” And maybe that will happen. 

Maybe I will wean off my medications and everything will seem fine for a while and then 

slowly, insidiously, I will be pulled under once again. I have to believe that if that 

happens, I will move through it and emerge, bleeding, shaken, but stronger yet. The fear 

of losing control is, in reality, what fed this thesis. I didn’t succumb to fear; rather, I let 

go into the present, immediate energy of the fear and let it propel me forward. With a 

quick-beating heart, I wrote fast and wild for as long as I could before taking the reins to 

make sense of my impulses.  

The most exciting work I made in graduate school is born of the dance between 

control and surrender. I wrote other plays that I am proud of and that exemplify some of 
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these tensions, but Knotted, Wild Places, and Please Open Your Mouth best illustrate the 

potential of my future work. They are the plays that feel most alive—unruly, wild, 

vibrating masses of dangerous energy. I believe that passivity is the death of theater. The 

things I want to do to an audience sound unpleasant: electrify, terrify, light on fire. They 

are active verbs meant to thrust and jab and push someone to a new place. The anxiety I 

experienced this final year in graduate school ravaged me, and I survived, the better for it. 

Fear is the gateway I must cross to gain new understandings of myself and the world. 

With discomfort, I’ve learned, comes great reward. 
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Scene One 
 
Lights come up tight on a full-length mirror. There is blackness everywhere else. Then a 
light comes up in another part of the space, illuminating Abby at a coffee table. The 
surface of the table is mirrored as well. Blackness beyond. Abby has a pool of small white 
pills on the table in front of her. She is counting them one at a time, lining them up into a 
straight row. 
 
Cheryl steps into the light near the full-length mirror. She’s in the midst of getting 
dressed for work. She has on a blouse, underwear, and socks. She makes her thighs 
jiggle. She turns away.  
 
She turns back. She makes her thighs and belly jiggle.  
 
She pulls on a pair of pants. Before she buttons them up, she grabs a hold of her belly. 
She squeezes it, testing her softness.  
 
One of Abby’s pills spins onto the ground. Cheryl checks her watch. 
 
C and A- Dammit.  
 
Abby retrieves the pill, puts it in its own corner of the table, continues counting.  
 
Cheryl looks closely at her own face. She backs away from the mirror. 
 
Both women check their watches and speed up their movement. Cheryl ties her hair back. 
Abby scoops the pills back into a bottle. She applies a coat of lipstick.  
 
Scene Two 
 
Lights up full on Abby’s house, the living room. There is a beautiful but not very 
functional chair and the coffee table. A bookshelf with no books, just a small box and 
perhaps a few other curated items. The room is tasteful and sparse. The kitchen is off 
right. A closed door leads off left. Abby is standing very still. She is in tight leather pants 
and a tight tank top.  
 
A knock on the door. Abby doesn’t move for the amount of time she deems necessary for 
Cheryl to wait. Abby answers the door.  
 
C- Hi! You’re Abby?  
 
A- Cheryl.  
 
C- Yeah, that’s me. I wasn’t sure if it was your house. I couldn’t see the number. But then 
I remembered you said something about hedges.  
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A- Come in.  
 
C- Thanks. Wow. This is… Very clean.   
 
A- Sit down.  
 
C- OK.  
 
Cheryl sits on the chair.  
 
C- Oh, it’s harder than it looks.  
 
A- Would you care for some water?  
 
C- Sure. That would be great.  
 
Abby goes to the kitchen. Cheryl checks her watch.  
 
C- Oh god. I didn’t realize I was late. I’m sorry. Today was the last day of school and I 
ended up going out with the other teachers. To Applebees. Believe me, I would never 
have chosen that myself but they love it. They all go for happy hour every Friday. They 
haven’t invited me until today so I felt like I should. It was… 
 
Abby returns with a glass of water. She sets it down in front of Cheryl.  
 
C- …fine. Seems like in this town you were either born here and think you’re in a special 
club or you ended up here by some bad luck and now have to grovel to fit in.   
 
A- You mentioned in your email that you just moved.  
 
C- Four months ago. Dan’s mother lives here, in that retirement place off Chestnut. She 
has Alzheimer’s, so it was the thing to do. Be here with her. We don’t have kids, so 
moving was easy I guess.    
 
A- No kids.  
 
C- We’re both too selfish. I mean, I spend all day corralling 10-year-olds. The last thing I 
want to do is come home and take care of my own. Dan’s bad enough. I wanted to go 
back to Seattle this summer, but he needs me. He doesn’t like to sleep alone. I mean, who 
does? 
 
A- I do.  
 
C- Oh. Sorry. How did you end up here?  
 
A- I’m from here.  
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C- Oh god, I’m sorry.   
 
A- I’m not in the club, don’t worry.  
 
C- I just assumed. Sorry.  
 
A- You apologize a lot.  
 
C- I do. I’m sorry. Agh. I mean. Yes.  
 
A- Is that something you’d like to work on?  
 
C- I… don’t know? You mean with you? Michelle said it’s a bodywork thing. Which is 
what I need. I’m totally beat down. I’m not usually a go-to-a-healer type of person—
though I miss my masseuse from Seattle almost as much as I miss Espresso Vivace—but 
Michelle was adamant.   
 
A- She’s a good friend.  
 
C- She’s a lot of fun. Or she was. I actually haven’t talked to her much since college. It 
was just a Facebook thing like, “I saw you’re moving to Creston, let me help you meet 
people.” 
 
 Abby kneels in front of Cheryl. She puts her hand on Cheryl’s arm. Cheryl jumps.  
 
C- Sorry!  
 
A- Cheryl.  
 
C- You scared me. I think it’s just the last day of school. I’m so glad to be done but also 
now there’s the whole summer stretching out. I’m feeling on edge about it I guess. 
Tomorrow I have to go pack up the classroom and then…   
 
A- It must have been difficult, taking over halfway through. You’re the permanent sub.  
 
C- Next year will be better. I’ll make it my own. New rules.  
 
A- New punishments.  
 
C- I have a reward-based system. I don’t like to create a culture of fear.  
 
A- Sometimes a little fear is good.  
 
Pause.  
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Cheryl checks her watch.  
 
A- You in a hurry?  
 
C- No. Just habit.  
 
A- Why don’t you take it off? Let go of the outside world?  
 
Cheryl does.  
 
A- All right.  
 
C- All right? Do we do it here?  
 
A- I have another room.  
 
C- OK. Do I need to change? 
 
A- No.  
 
C- Will there be needles?  
 
A- Is that something you’re interested in?  
 
C- No. I really don’t like needles.  
 
A- All right. Anything else you really don’t like?  
 
C- I don’t think so.  
 
A- Wonderful. So we’ll focus on a release of tension.  
 
C- Yes! Oh god please. I’ve been having trouble sleeping and my neck is like—It’s 
ridiculous. I’m a wreck and Dan doesn’t seem phased at all. I think he actually likes 
being here, being the big fish. He’s now the one and only IT guy for Samuelson Hay. 
He’s working crazy hours putting in a new system and he’s so excited to be needed all 
the time. For the hay.  
 
A- Mmmhmmm.  
 
C- Sorry. I am rambling. The point is just that he’s adjusted so quickly and I can’t just 
accept this is where I live now. It can’t be possible. I mean… sorry, I know this is your 
home but there’s not even a place to buy underwear besides Wal-Mart. 
 
A- Put down your glass.   
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Cheryl does, quickly, a reaction. Then she hesitates.  
 
A- You like being told what to do.  
 
C- Um.  
 
A- Get down on the floor.  
 
C- I’m sorry. What?  
 
A- You heard me.  
 
C- Is this part of…   
 
A- Yes.  
 
Cheryl slowly drops from the chair to the floor.  
 
C- Like this?  
 
Abby says nothing, stands, observes Cheryl.  
 
A- Now, there are a few things to discuss. The first is a safeword. I use colors. Yellow 
means you need less intensity. Say it and I’ll back off. Red means you need a break. 
Black means hard stop. We come out of the scene. Got it?  
 
C- Uh…. 
 
A- The second is payment. Michelle paid for this one, which is nice. No pressure. See 
how we play together. In the future you’ll pay before we start. Are you ready to come 
with me?  
 
C- I’m very confused.  
 
A- That’s OK.  
 
Abby strokes Cheryl’s hair.  
 
C- I’m sorry. A safe word for what?   
 
A- You’re so sweet. I can’t wait to peel back all your layers. I bet you like to be spanked. 
I’m guessing a hairbrush. Probably not a cane. Curious about floggers.  
 
C- Whoa. Whoa whoa whoa whoa whoa whoa whoa. I’m sorry. What?  
 
A- I have some nipple clamps I’d like to put on you.   
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C- Uh, black? Black black black. Stop.  
 
She stands up.  
 
A (laughing)- I haven’t even started yet. (off Cheryl’s look) Oh, you’re really serious. 
Didn’t Michelle tell you anything about what to expect?  
 
C- No. She just said she booked an appointment for me for some bodywork. And that you 
have flexible hours.  
 
A- Flexible hours. Yes. I’m a dominatrix.  
 
Cheryl is silent.   
 
C- I’m sorry. What?  
 
A- A professional domme. That’s my job.  
 
C- Oh! I didn’t realize there was a market for that sort of thing here. Good for you. 
 
A- So we will continue?  
 
C- Oh, no. Thank you. I’m married. And straight.  
 
A- So are many of my other clients.  
 
C- Women? 
 
A- No. You’re my only female client right now.  
 
C- I’m not your client. I’m sorry. I’m not interested.  
 
A- You’re not?  
 
C- No.  
 
A- You don’t even have to remove your clothes. It’s very cathartic. No decisions, just let 
someone else drive for a while. Doesn’t that sound nice?  
 
C- You…whip people? 
 
A- Among many other things.  
 
C- That’s…  That’s great.  
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Cheryl gathers her purse.  
 
A- I’m happy to explain more about what a session is like, answer any questions.  
 
C- I hate to ask, but do people in town know? Because your neighbor was definitely 
watching me come in. I just… I could lose my job.  
 
A- No. Most of the work I do is online. I’m very discreet. 
 
C-  That’s… OK. I won’t take up any more of your time.  
 
A- I have the hour free.  
 
C- It’s just. No. It’s late now. I told Dan we’d watch this documentary when he got home. 
It’s about… whales.  
 
A- You’re scared.   
 
C- I’m not scared, I’m just not interested. I’m sorry.  
 
A- Don’t apologize.  
 
C- It was nice to meet you.  
 
A- Sure.  
 
C- I’ll see you around.  
 
Cheryl hurries out. Abby watches her go. She sits on the couch and takes three long, deep 
breaths, trying to calm herself. She looks at her hand to see if it’s shaking. She gets up, 
gets a glass of water and a bottle of pills from the kitchen. She takes one of the pills. She 
sits back down. The sound of grunts and groans from somewhere else.  
 
Scene Three 
 
The next day. Cheryl is at home doing a workout video. She’s on her back, attempting 
some sort of ab/flutter kick.  
 
C- Uggggggggghhh! FUCK!  
 
The woman on the video says something encouraging about visualizing the body you’re 
going to have.  
 
C- Fuck you. Fuck you! Ahhhhh!   
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Her cell phone rings. She attempts to reach for it while continuing her flutter kicks. She 
answers the phone, out of breath.  
 
C- Hello?    
 
She pauses the DVD.  
 
C- Oh nice of you to finally call back. What the-- No, I’m not having sex. It’s 9 in the 
morning on a Thursday. I’m doing a— No…Listen. What on earth were you thinking? 
Was that a joke? No, that’s not what I said. I told you it’s simple. Sex with Dan is simple. 
Simple is easy. Simple is good. There’s no part of that that says you should book me a 
session with some…girl of the night. It’s not funny! I was extremely uncomfortable… I 
don’t want to hear about that… You and I are very different now.  I need to relax. I need 
a massage. I need a friend, Michelle. The teachers at the school all have this clique I’m 
not part of. Everyone in this town does. I’m a foreigner. I know you get it, but you got 
out. I’m dying. There’s not even a place to get a decent pedicure.   
 
She looks at her phone.  
 
C- Dan is on the other line. I need to go. I’ll talk to you later… No. Bye.  
 
She switches to the other line.  
 
C- Hey. Nothing much…No, 8’s OK. I’ll probably eat earlier, though. We have that 
leftover noodle thing. OK. See you tonight.  
 
She hangs up. She sits down on the floor. She unpauses the DVD. The voice on the DVD 
tells her now it’s time to heat things up. Cheryl begins doing bridge lifts. The voice tells 
her to “hold, hold, don’t move. Don’t even think about moving.” Cheryl holds for a long 
time until she screams in frustration.  
 
Scene Four 
 
Cheryl’s classroom, daytime. She’s packing up things for the summer. She talks to a 
hamster cage while she works.  
 
C- It’s just you and me now, Freddie. The whole summer ahead of us. What sort of 
excitement awaits us in this booming metropolis? Maybe I’ll put you in my pocket and 
we’ll go to Wal-Mart every day. Get addicted to soap operas and drink wine spritzers. 
That’ll be the life, huh?  
 
Cheryl gets up and goes to the cage. She looks in, picks up the hamster.  
 
C- Hey, buddy.  
 
She holds him up to eye level, facing the classroom.    
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C- All quiet on the western front now. 
 
They take it all in. When they turn to the door, they discover Abby, watching. Cheryl 
screams, Freddie leaps from her hand and runs under the heater.  
 
C- Shit! Freddie! 
 
She’s caught between addressing Abby and looking for the hamster. She chooses Freddie. 
She gets down on the floor to look for him. Abby steps into the room.  
 
A- Cheryl?  
 
C- Come on, buddy. Come on.  
 
Abby approaches slowly.  
 
A- Cheryl? 
 
C- It’s not a good time.  
 
A- Can I help? 
 
C- What are you doing here?   
 
A- You left your watch at my house.  
 
C- Did anyone see you come in?  
 
A- You don’t need to be concerned. I’m very discreet.  
 
Cheryl stands up and goes to get a piece of food.  
 
C- Keep an eye on him. 
 
A- Who?  
 
C- Freddie. The hamster you terrified enough to leap from my hands.  
 
Abby watches warily.   
 
Cheryl puts the piece of food in front of the heater.  
 
C- Thank you for the watch. You can leave it where ever.   
 
Freddie begins to venture out.  
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C- Come on, come on.  
 
A- I also wanted to apologize. I was under the impression than Michelle had told you 
what I did.  
 
C- No. She didn’t tell me.  
 
Freddie darts out and towards the door.  
 
C- The door! Close the door!  
 
Abby sprints for the door and closes it. She tries to scoop up Freddie, but he makes it 
behind a plant.  
 
A- He’s back there.  
 
Cheryl comes over.  
 
C- Watch that side.  
 
She moves slowly, cupping her hands around him.  
 
C- Gotcha. It’s OK. It’s OK. Oh your heart is beating like a little hummingbird.  
 
A- He’s scared.  
 
Abby looks closer.  
 
A- He’s sort of cute for a fluffy kind of thing.  
 
C- The kids love him. He’s so soft. I have to teach them how to pet him, though, or else 
they’d break his tiny bones.   
 
Abby reaches out a finger to touch him. Abby pets him and then leans down to whisper 
something.  
 
C- What are you doing?  
 
A- Just helping him calm down.   
 
C- He’s skittish around strangers.  
 
Cheryl pulls him away. She takes him back to his cage and sets him inside.  
 
A- Well, here’s the watch.  
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C- Just what I need. More time.  
 
Pause. Abby begins to leave. She pauses.  
 
A- On Thursday nights I have dinner at Swifty’s.  
 
C- That truckstop?  
 
A- It’s a diner. Twenty-four hours.  
 
C- OK. Well, have a nice dinner.  
 
A- I was inviting you. If you would like to join me. They have pancakes, if you like 
those.  
 
C- Oh um. I have plans tonight.  
 
A- Of course.  
 
Scene Five 
 
Lights up on Abby in her playroom, computer screen on. She holds a whip. She cracks the 
whip on the table.  
 
A- You think I can’t see that? I see everything. I saw your bicep twitch. Don’t. Move.  
 
Muffled sound from the screen: “Or what?” 
 
A- Or what? Is that what you’re trying to say through that lovely little ball gag? You’re 
feisty tonight, aren’t you? Questioning your Mistress. What happens if you move? How 
will I punish you? I know what you want. You want me to give you another instruction 
that will perhaps make you even more uncomfortable. You want me to tell you to cinch 
that cock ring or pinch those nipple clamps one tick tighter. But no, I won’t give you that. 
If you move, I’ll come up close to the computer, just like this. So close you can see my 
breasts as I lean forward. I’ll study your pathetic little body and then…. I’ll bring my 
hand slowly, slowly up to the keyboard and… … … end this session. You do what I tell 
you.  
 
Lights up on Cheryl, in front of the mirror again. She’s wearing sexy lingerie. She’s 
trying out different poses and seeing how they make her feel. She has a blindfold on the 
bed.  
 
A- Good. Good. You’re being a good boy now. And you know what good boys get? 
Good boys get to come. I’m going to walk back to my chair and sit down and watch you. 
Are you ready? What do you say? 
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Muffled: “Thank you, Mistress.” 
 
Abby goes to her chair and sits, watching the computer screen.  
 
Cheryl slips the blindfold over her eyes and makes her way toward the bed. She can’t see, 
so she bumps into something. She sighs, lifts the blindfold, walks to the bed, lies down 
and arranges herself.  
 
The sound of the door opening in Cheryl’s house. Cheryl puts the blindfold on. Abby 
watches and watches. Lights out.  
 
Scene Six 
 
The diner by the interchange. Abby is at the counter, eating scrambled eggs. It’s 
nighttime. Cheryl walks in. She heads for the counter and then sees Abby. Cheryl freezes. 
Abby looks up.  
 
C- Hi.  
 
A- Hi. 
 
C- I didn’t think you’d still be here.  
 
A- I like a late dinner.  
 
C- No pancakes?  
 
A- I don’t eat sugar after 6.  
 
C- Must be how you stay so thin.   
 
Cheryl sits a few seats away.   
 
A- None of these guys are local. You don’t have to be worried that you’ll be seen with 
me.  
 
C- I’m not. I just don’t want to interrupt.  
 
A- You’re not.   
 
Cheryl looks at a menu.  
 
Over the intercom we hear “shower number 17 ready, shower number 17.” Cheryl looks 
confused.  
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A- For the truckers. Number 6 has the best water pressure. I’ve heard.  
 
C- You come out here a lot.  
 
A- Every week. It’s close enough to the highway that it almost feels like you’ve gone 
somewhere.  
 
C- You could, go somewhere. Six and half hours and you’d be in Seattle. Make it there 
by morning.  
 
Cheryl stares out the window.  
 
An invisible waitress comes over.  
 
C- The blueberry pancakes and coffee.  
 
A- You’re an intentional insomniac.  
 
C- Coffee doesn’t keep me up. It just makes me sort of giddy.  
 
A- Not me. I don’t like it.   
 
C- You don’t drink coffee?  
 
A- No. I don’t.  
 
C- Lots of rules, huh?  
 
A- Rules are useful. It helps to know where your lines are.  
 
C- I guess. You sound like Dan.  
 
A- Your husband?  
 
C- Yeah. His brain works like a computer.  
 
A- Hopefully his cock does, too.  
 
Pause.  
 
A- I made you uncomfortable.  
 
C- No. I just… Well, yes. You do make me uncomfortable. I shouldn’t have come out 
here but I didn’t think any other place would be open this late.  
 
A- I usually to only make people uncomfortable if they’re paying me.  
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Cheryl gives an uncomfortable laugh.  
 
C- I’d really like that coffee. The waitress…  
 
The waitress has disappeared. Abby reaches over the counter and grabs a pot of coffee 
and a cup. She pours it for Cheryl.   
 
C- Thank you.  
 
Cheryl takes a sip.  
 
C- That’s disgusting.  
 
Abby shrugs. She passes down the sugar.  
 
A- You get used to it, I imagine.  
 
C- It’s amazing you wound up doing what you do here. It seems pretty closed off. Your 
parents must be open-minded.  
 
Abby laughs.  
 
A- No. I had the Internet. It’s pretty easy to make your own education. I wouldn’t have 
survived without it.  
 
C- I managed with good old-fashioned books.  
 
A- Books can’t tell you who will pay top dollar for your toe fungus and then get them to 
PayPal the money. 
 
C- Why would someone pay for that? 
 
A- Some people get off on it.  
 
C- I don’t want to know that. Not everything is about sex.  
 
A- Everything is about sex. Everything.  
 
Cheryl looks uncomfortable.  
 
A- Now look. I’ve made you uncomfortable again.  
 
C- No.  
 
Pause.  
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C- I’m comfortable with sex.  
 
A- Good.  
 
C- I grew up reading “Our Bodies, Ourselves.”  
 
Abby shrugs and shakes her head.  
 
C- It was a very important book for the women’s lib movement. It helped thousands of 
women let go of the shame around their bodies.  
 
A- You were a hippie.  
 
C- I’m not that old! I’m 43.  
 
A- I don’t know how old hippies are.  
 
C- Older than me.  
 
A- I hope you’re not offended. I think you look great.  
 
C- Oh. Thanks.  
 
Abby studies Cheryl. Cheryl is uncomfortable. Abby laughs.  
 
A- It’s a compliment. Take it. You’re so guarded. Where’s your “women’s lib”? It’s just 
a body. An amazing thing that can bring all sort of pleasure or torture. But just a body.   
 
Abby continues to stare at Cheryl.  
 
C- Jesus, I didn’t think it would take this long to get pancakes.   
 
Pause.  
 
C- I just didn’t tell Dan I was leaving. He was sleeping. I should probably go in case he 
wakes up.  
 
A- Come on. If you’re going to run every time we talk about sex, I don’t know how we’re 
going to be friends.  
 
C- We’re going to be friends?  
 
A- Who else are you going to hang out with in this place?   
 
Pause. Cheryl looks back in the kitchen.  
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A- The cook might have fallen asleep. It’s happened before. I think Margie’s out 
smoking. I can go get her… 
 
C- No, don’t bother. I’m actually not hungry anymore. And this lighting is making my 
head hurt.  
 
A- Ok. Go ahead and go. I’m not going to keep you here.  
 
C- I don’t really want to go home.  
 
A- Well, I have cable. If you’d like to… 
 
C- That’s nice, but I don’t… 
 
A- Cheryl, I’m not friends with my clients. We’re friends. So, there’s a boundary. You 
don’t have to worry that I’ll coerce you into a session.  
 
C- OK. Maybe some other… 
 
A- Sure. Another time.  
 
Cheryl stands up. She looks back into the kitchen again.  
 
A- I’ll tell them you had to leave. Pancake emergency.  
 
Cheryl pauses.  
 
C- I’m going to go to the convenience store and I’m buying a bottle of wine. 
 
A- OK.  
 
C- Can I drink it at your house?  
 
A- Meet you there.    
 
Cheryl hurries out. A few moments later, a plate of pancakes drops from the ceiling. It 
takes Abby by surprise, but she catches the plate before it crashes to the floor. She holds 
it for a moment, confused, as the diner becomes her house.  
 
Scene Seven 
 
Abby’s house. Cheryl is in the chair with a glass of wine. Abby hands her the plate of 
pancakes.  
 
C- They smell so good.   
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A- It’s just from a mix. I forgot it was even in the cabinet.  
 
C- I’m going to eat them with my hands.  
 
A- God, I’m sorry. I’ll get a fork. I don’t have guests over very often.  
 
C- No! I want to eat them with my hands.  
 
A- You’re funny, Cheryl. I haven’t figured you out.  
 
C- Me? I’m boring. You’re the one with the mystery.   
 
She looks around the room.  
 
C- I would never guess what you do from the way you decorate.  
 
A- What would you expect?  
 
C- Black leather couch maybe? Candles.  
 
A- I have a candle. You seem more relaxed.  
 
C- I feel more relaxed. I love wine. God, I love wine. You really don’t drink.  
 
A- I don’t.  
 
C- Not even just a tiny little glass? Come on.   
 
A- I just don’t like the way it makes me feel. I like to keep a clear head. (off Cheryl’s 
look) No judgment. To each her own.  
 
C- How do you relax, then? There’s nothing better than taking a bath, drinking a glass of 
wine, and then wrapping yourself up in the biggest comforter. Not in bed. There’s 
something really indulgent about being in a comforter on the couch.  
 
A- And doing what?  
 
C- Watching TV. Drinking more wine. Eating cereal. Who cares?  
 
These things sound frivolous and uninteresting to Abby.  
 
C- You have a TV.  
 
A- Only for emergencies.  
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Abby points to a closed door.  
 
A- That’s how I relax. My playroom.  
 
C- Oh. Can I see it?   
 
A- I don’t think that’s a good idea.  
 
C- Why not?  
 
A- I told you. I don’t want to mix work and pleasure.  
 
C- I’m not asking for you to work. I just want to see. You’ve seen my classroom.  
 
A- Your classroom doesn’t have a spanking bench. I would hope.  
 
Cheryl gets up and goes to the door.  
 
A- You really don’t like being told no, do you?  
 
C- I was an only child.  
 
A- Spoiled.  
 
Cheryl puts her hand on the doorknob.  
 
C- I’m just curious.  
 
Abby shrugs. Doesn’t move. Cheryl opens the door.  
 
A- Don’t touch anything.  
 
C- I can’t see anything.  
 
Abby gets up, flips on the light switch. Cheryl walks slowly in. Abby stays at the doorway.  
 
C- Oh my god.  
 
A- I mostly work online or over the phone, so they’re props that my clients imagine being 
used on them.  
 
C- So people never come here to be…  
 
A- Dominated? Not very often.  
 
C- All men.  
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A- Unfortunately. Women don’t usually have to pay for this type of service.  
 
C- Online must be better. I can’t imagine… 
 
A- I prefer in-person. At the end of an online session, you can’t touch a client and make 
sure they’re all right.  
 
C- That’s really sweet.      
 
Abby makes a face.  
 
C- You should move. Seattle or Boise or something. There has to be a bigger market.  
 
A- I’m happy here.  
 
C- Are you?  
 
Abby starts to go to the light switch.    
 
C- What’s that? 
 
A- It’s for mummification.   
 
C- Is that a wet suit? 
 
A- Not exactly.   
 
C- Are those-- 
 
A- OK, let’s go back in the living room.  
 
Cheryl doesn’t move.  
 
A- That whip belonged to Mistress Velvetina. It cost $2500 on ebay.   
 
C- Is that where you get this stuff?   
 
A- Some. A lot on Amazon. Two-day shipping.   
  
C- When I think about being dominated, I imagine it differently.  
 
A- You imagine being dominated, do you?  
 
C- That’s not what I meant. I just meant I pictured something else. A bed maybe. With 
ropes.   
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A- I have ropes. I’m trained in shibari. It’s a type of Japanese rope bondage.  
 
Abby pulls down a length of rope and ties a knot.  
 
C- Wow.  
 
A- This usually goes under the breasts, if you’re working with a woman.  
 
C- Looks painful.   
 
A- Not if you do it right. Often it’s a release, like acupressure. Being tied up can give you 
a sort of runners high. Endorphins. They call it rope drunk, the way the sub is in a 
euphoric state after.  
 
C- What about the dominator? 
 
A- The domme? I get my own sort of high.  
 
C- That bench you mentioned… You do that to people? Spanking?   
 
A- It’s one of my most requested services. I consider myself a bit of an expert.  
 
C- There’s expertise?  I thought it was just, you know…  
 
A- There’s a technique in order to inflict enough pain while gauging how much your sub 
can take. Alternating with small amounts of pleasure. Knowing when to use your hand, a 
cane, a hairbrush. The anticipation that comes when you are slowly pulling down 
someone’s underwear to leave them exposed.  
 
C- I see.  
 
Cheryl is uncomfortable, walks out of the room. Abby follows.  
 
A- Too much?  
 
C- No, no. It’s really interesting. I had no idea there was so much skill involved.  
 
A- I have online mentors. There’s a whole community.  
 
C- Wow.  
 
A- They didn’t talk about BDSM in your “Our Bodies” book?  
 
C- No. I read Fifty Shades of Grey, though.  
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A- Of course.  
 
C- Must have been good for business.  
 
A- Ugh. That book basically says you can’t be turned on by pain unless you had some 
sort of childhood trauma.   
 
C- But Anastasia likes it when Christian takes control.  
 
A- Only because he’s rich. What about all of the women who just like being spanked 
because it feels good? It makes them feel vulnerable and sexy?  
 
C- Well, I liked it. The book.  
 
A- I’m glad.  
 
Abby playfully cups Cheryl’s chin.   
 
Cheryl is uncomfortable. She checks the clock.  
 
C- Shit. Is it 2 a.m. already?   
 
A- You’re the one who wanted to go in there. 
 
Cheryl pours herself the rest of the bottle.  
 
C- Might as well finish it off. Tell me more about growing up here. And where did you 
go to college?  
 
A- Where did you go to college?  
 
C- UPS. It’s near Seattle. University of Puget Sound.  
 
A- I haven’t heard of it.  
 
C- It’s a great school. I loved college. House parties! Once you get old, people stop 
having house parties. They have dinner parties. It’s so boring. Last week we had Marsha 
and Phillip over for salmon. Marsha works with Dan. She’s this horrible combination of 
incredibly over-confident and completely uninteresting. Like she told a 20-minute story 
about how no one would take responsibility to refill the m&ms in the breakroom so she 
developed a “system of task accountability.” TWENTY minutes.  
 
A- Are you jealous of her?  
 
C- God, no.  
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A- Because she spends time with Dan?  
 
C- No. She’s fatter than I am, with a bowl cut.  
 
A- Tell me more about Dan.  
 
C- You’re supposed to be talking.  
 
A- I’m more interested in you.  
 
C- There’s nothing interesting about me, especially now that I live here. At least in 
Seattle I could go to a gallery or get stuck in traffic. Now Dan comes home, and it’s just 
“How was work? Fine. Fine. The weather was fine.” I’m one of those people.  
 
A- What people? 
 
C- Fine people.  
 
Pause.  
 
C- Did you study…? Actually I don’t know what you study to become a dominatrix. I’m 
assuming that’s not a college major.   
 
A- I didn’t go to college.  
 
C- You’re kidding.  
 
A- I told you, I have the Internet.  
 
C- Well, yeah, but… it’s different. It’s not too late, you know. College graduates make on 
average $20,000 more a year than people without degrees. I tell my fifth graders that.  
 
A- I’m not a fifth grader. And I probably make more money than you do.  
 
C- But what about all of the opportunity for dialogue and intellectual growth, challenging 
of perspectives?  
 
A- You sound like a pretentious twat right now.  
 
C (indignant)- I’m sorry.  
 
A- Stop saying you’re sorry all the time unless you really have something to be sorry for.  
 
C- Then maybe you should say sorry.  
 
A- I’m not sorry for the fact that you sounded like a pretentious twat. I don’t like bullshit.   
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C- I think people should go to college. I think they should leave the towns they grew up 
in and experience the world. They should live in cities and drink real, decent espresso and 
meet their friends for brunch at a place with at least a 45 minute wait. They should listen 
to “This American Life” while they walk to work. They should walk to work from their 
house overlooking the Puget Sound, down through Kinnear Park. They should go to the 
movies at the Varsity and have dinner at Joule and shop at the Farmers Market on 
Sunday. They should be able to put their uneaten vegetables in a plastic bin and the city 
should come and collect it for the compost. They shouldn’t wear sweatpants until 3pm. 
They shouldn’t buy wine from the convenience store and drink two glasses before going 
to Wal-Mart to get their lingerie. At Wal-Mart. And then they shouldn’t have to throw the 
damn underwear away because turns out it doesn’t make anyone, no one in the whole 
damn town, more fuckable.    
 
A- Are we still talking about college?  
 
C- No.  
 
A- Are you the one buying lingerie at Wal-Mart in this story?  
 
C- Yes.   
 
Pause.  
 
A- See, everything is about sex.  
 
C- No, this is about the absence of sex.  
 
A- Do you want to talk about it?  
 
C- With you, no.  
 
A- Because I called you a twat. 
 
C- Yes. That was uncalled for.  
 
A- Oh, lighten up. Twat twat twat. It’s fun to say. Say it.  
 
C- No.  
 
A- Tell me about the lingerie. Come on.  
 
Cheryl refuses. Abby holds a bite of pancake up to Cheryl like a peace offering.  
 
C- You eat it. I’m full.  
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Abby considers it. She takes a very small nibble and puts the rest down.  
 
C- The first time Dan and I made out, he did this thing. He pressed me up against the wall 
while he kissed me. Ran his hands along the inside of my elbows until he held my arms 
over my head. It was so hot. He seemed like such a sweet, nerdy guy but then he did that 
thing. And I kind of thought that when we had sex, he’d be more… forceful. But he really 
likes it to be sweet and balanced. He’s a good guy.  
 
A- Good guys can be not so nice in bed.  
 
C- I don’t think it turns him on. I’ve asked him at different times over the years. To. 
Spank me.  
 
Cheryl is embarrassed.  
 
A- Uh huh. That’s great.  
 
C- Every once in a while he’ll give me a few swats while we’re in the moment, but I can 
tell he doesn’t like it.  
 
A- There are ways to work up to it.  
 
C- Well, I bought something.  
 
A- The Wal-Mart lingerie.  
 
C- Well, yes. But something else.  
 
A- Do tell.  
 
C- I don’t want to.  
 
A- There’s nothing that you can say that will be embarrassing to me.  
 
C- It’s nothing. Just a blindfold. And there’s ice in the freezer. I was going to suggest…  
 
A- On your nipples?  
 
C- Or, wherever.  
 
A- That’s great.  
 
C- He came home, I was upstairs on the bed with the blindfold on. He was talking about 
how tired he was before he even got in the room. He saw me, and he laughed. I got mad. 
He apologized, said it was a surprise. Laughed some more at the idea that it’s a surprise 
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for him yet I’m wearing the blindfold. Came over and kissed me and said he’d “love to 
make love” after he ate dinner.  
 
A- Oh come on.  
 
C- Right? I told him no, I don’t want to wait. If he’s hungry, I’m right here.  
 
Abby laughs.  
 
C- He thought it was funny, too. But he still left. When he came back upstairs he tasted 
like chicken salad, and I didn’t want to kiss him. We had sex quickly, the usual three 
positions. Then he flopped down on the bed and said thank you, “That was exactly what I 
needed.” He didn’t mention the blindfold, I didn’t bring up the ice. 
  
A- He might be unsure of what you want him to do while you’re blindfolded. Maybe you 
could give him some instruction.  
 
C- I’ve been thinking. That he doesn’t want to be in control because then he’d have to 
spend time really looking at me, looking at my body. See how soft I’ve gotten.  
 
A- That’s ridiculous.   
 
C- I was looking at pictures from college the other day. I wore size six jeans.   
 
A- OK.   
 
C- These are not size six.  
 
A- So?  
 
C- You wouldn’t understand.  
 
A- I can’t imagine Dan has some perfect body.  
 
C- He gets up and runs every morning. He used to try to get me to go with him, but  no 
one wants to see that.  
 
Pause.  
 
C- Sometimes… 
 
A- What? 
 
Cheryl shakes her head.  
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C- He’s sweet. He just likes routine and order and falling asleep in front of the TV. He 
has a spreadsheet of when we should replace our toothbrushes and the smoke alarm 
batteries and clean the gutters.  
 
A- That sounds nice. I like spreadsheets.  
 
C- Where’s the romance in replacing the smoke alarm battery early? You should wake up 
in the middle of the night in a panic to that annoying chirping and have stand on a chair 
in the hallway cursing the fucking thing. Because then the quiet afterwards is the best 
sound in the world.  
 
A- You have to suffer to appreciate not suffering. You sound like a dominatrix.  
 
C- Anyway, I weigh more than I ever have now. I jiggle. When you have sex the normal 
way you don’t have to look. You can even do it in the dark.  
 
A- Men don’t care as much about women’s bodies as we think they do. If anything, they 
worship us, no matter what we look like.  
 
C- Of course you’d think that. 
 
A- My clients would worship you too, no question.   
 
C- Your clients are freaks.  
 
Cheryl stands up. She stumbles.  
 
C- I might be a little drunk now.  
 
She sits back down heavily.  
 
C- I haven’t been up this late in years.  
 
She lays down.  
 
C- I had fun tonight, Abby.  
 
She reaches up and takes Abby’s hand clumsily. Abby freezes, letting Cheryl hold on, but 
not moving.  
 
C- I’m just going to rest my… 
 
And she’s asleep.  
 
Abby watches Cheryl for a moment. She removes Cheryl’s hand. She takes a deep breath 
and shakes her hands, trying to clear her head. She paces around a bit. She picks up the 
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wine bottle and holds it for a long moment. She sets it back down very carefully. She 
watches Cheryl. There is a sense of anticipation, as if maybe Abby will do something to 
Cheryl. Abby pulls a length of rope from her pocket and goes back to Cheryl. She lifts 
Cheryl’s arm up and ties a knot around her wrist. She pauses, considering what else she 
could do. She lets Cheryl’s hand drop and she disappears into the playroom.  
 
Cheryl sleeps. A phone rings.  
 
A recorded message: “The rate for this call will be $1.99 per minute. Press one at any 
time to accept.” The sound of a button being pressed. “You will now be connected.”  
 
Abby answers. We hear the phone conversation while we watch Cheryl sleep.  
  
A- This is Mistress Abigail. What slave is this? 
 
Voice- Matthew.  
 
A- Hello, Matthew. Where are you?  
 
Voice- Where do you want me to be?  
 
A- On your knees in front of me.  
 
Voice- I’m on my knees.  
 
A- Good boy. You like the view?  
 
Voice- Yes, Mistress.  
 
A- What were you doing before you called me, Matthew?  
 
Voice- Watching pornography.  
 
Abby laughs.  
 
A- You’re so formal. Listen to you. Pornography. You trying to impress me?  
 
Voice- I don’t like the word “porn.”  
 
A- What kind of porn was it, Matthew?  
 
Cheryl opens her eyes, trying to remember where she is. She gets up, stumbles into the 
kitchen looking for some water. She returns, drinking it as she becomes aware of Abby’s 
voice.  
 
Voice- Pegging.  
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A- I’m sorry, you’ll have to speak up, Matthew. What did you say?  
 
Voice- I said I like pornography about pegging.  
 
A- You like to think about a giant cock shoved up that tight asshole.  
 
Cheryl is shocked. She begins sneaking around to try to find her stuff.  
 
Voice- Yes, Mistress. If you think I deserve it.  
 
A- I don’t know yet, Matthew. Or maybe I should call you Matt. Matty. Matty Matty 
Matty. Get down on all fours.  
 
Cheryl happens to be down on all fours pulling her shoe out from under the chair. She 
freezes.  
 
A- Good. I like you down there like that. Stick that ass out for me.  
 
Cheryl does, maybe. Just as a little joke to herself.  
 
A- I’m going to reach around and unbutton your pants.  
 
Voice- I’m wearing a belt.  
 
A- And take off your belt. I’m sliding it out of your belt loops so I can have it on hand, if 
I need it for punishment.  
 
Voice on the phone moans.  
 
A- I’ve peeled your pants and your underwear down over your hips, leaving your ass 
completely exposed to me.  
 
Silence for a long time. Cheryl gets up off the floor thinking Abby might be coming out. 
Finally: 
 
Voice- Mistress?  
 
A- Did I tell you to talk? Shut up and let me watch you squirm.  
 
The crack of the belt. This excites Cheryl. Another crack. Another.  
 
Voice- Thank you, Mistress.  
 
C (whispers)- Thank you, Mistress.   
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A- Stay there.  
 
Pause.  
 
A- I have something in my hand now. Do you know what it is? 
 
Voice- No, mistress.  
 
Cheryl slowly lowers herself behind the chair, crouching.  
 
A- It’s a jar of Vaseline. I’m going to place it on the floor next to your hand and you are 
going to dip two fingers of your right hand into the jar and then spread--- 
 
Cheryl’s hand knocks off the glass of water that was balanced somewhere precariously 
nearby. It smashes on the floor. Silence. She gets up frantically trying to clean it up.  
 
A- I’ll be back when I’m ready.  
 
The door to the playroom swings opens quickly and hits the wall. Abby appears, 
foreboding. Cheryl freezes.  
 
C- I went to get some water and I dropped it and… you’re working.  
 
A- I thought you were sleeping.  
 
C- I interrupted you. I’ll just clean this up and then— 
 
A (gently)- Leave it.  
 
C- No, really. I’ll just— 
 
Cheryl gets down on the floor and starts picking up shards.  
 
A- Cheryl.  
 
Abby reaches down and grabs the rope still tied to Cheryl’s wrist.  
 
C- Where did that come from?  
 
Abby uses the rope to pull Cheryl to her feet.  
 
A- A present for your husband.  
 
A long pause.  
 
C- Your client is waiting.  
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A- He can wait.    
 
C- OK. But I’m still gonna to go.  
 
A- All right.  
 
C- All right.  
 
Cheryl grabs her purse and opens the door.  
 
A- Bye, Cheryl.  
 
C- Bye.  
 
Cheryl closes the door behind her, standing outside. She’s holding the rope. Inside, Abby 
is standing very still. A flicker of light on a reflective surface, then another, and another. 
Abby walks toward the light and lines of white light surround her, stark against the 
blackness. She grasps for one, and it disappears, then another and another and another 
until she is in complete blackness. 
 
Scene Eight 
 
Cheryl’s house. Bright sun. She’s on the couch holding Freddie on her chest.  
 
C- We should take a nap. If I go to sleep, will you stay or will you run off the minute you 
feel my hands go limp? No. You know this is the safest place. That’s the most important 
thing for you, isn’t it? Don’t get scooped up by a hawk. Don’t get squished by the 
vacuum cleaner. Food and safety. Comfort, maybe. Is your nest soft enough? Is your fur 
matted? Do you get lonely? Do you ever have an aching in your tiny jaw that you can’t 
place but you wish maybe there was someone to lay next to while the thoughts spun a 
wheel in your brain? 
 
A phone is ringing somewhere else. Cheryl doesn’t hear it.   
 
A recorded message: “The rate for this call will be $1.99 per minute. Press one at any 
time to accept.” The sound of a button being pressed. “You will now be connected.”  
 
C- I couldn’t sleep last night, so I went downstairs and I turned on the TV. At some point 
Dan must have come down to join me. I woke up as the sun was starting to stream in. The 
TV was off and he was squished in next to me. I watched him for a long time. His breath 
was coming out of his lips like: “puh.” He looks like a little boy when he sleeps.  
 
Abby answers the call.  
 
A- Mistress Abigail. Who is this?   



                                                                                                
                                                                                                                                               

79 

 
Phone- Eric.  
 
C- When we first got together, long before you were born, I stayed almost every night in 
his apartment, this tiny three-bedroom place that he shared with two other students. It felt 
so cozy and full and I would lay awake listening to snores coming through the walls and 
looking at Dan in the moonlight. He had a mustache then and little pieces of it would 
stick up like a cowlick. I’d brush it back down with my finger and he roll on his side, 
grab onto me like a pillow and pull me into him so we were sleeping like two curled 
shrimp. I’ve never felt as safe as I did there.  
 
A- Well, hello, Eric. Why are you calling tonight?   
 
Phone- I’ve been bad.  
 
C- I watched Dan until the sun was fully coming in the kitchen windows. He didn’t open 
his eyes, but he breathed into my hair and said, “You smell like copper. Like a penny.” 
And suddenly I felt sick. Like tar slow dripping down my throat until I gagged. What 
does being safe even mean?  
 
Cheryl puts Freddie down on the sofa and she gets up.  
 
A- Tell me what you’ve done so I can decide how to punish you. 
 
C- Don’t move. 
 
She watches Freddie. Lights up also on Abby in her playroom.  
 
Scene Nine 
 
Phone- Ok. I went to a party at my job tonight.  
 
A- All right.  
 
Phone- And everyone drank beer and played foosball.  
 
A- What about you, Eric? What did you do?  
 
Phone- I don’t like beer. I had a soda.  
 
A- That’s a sissy drink, Eric. Isn’t it? 
 
Phone- It is.  
 
A- Sissies drink soda instead of alcohol. You’re too scared to be a man, Eric? Too scared 
to have one little beer and fit in?  



                                                                                                
                                                                                                                                               

80 

 
E- I don’t like beer.  
 
A- Then what happened? 
 
Phone- I tried to talk to this girl from HR, Pamela. But she just gave me this look. Like 
you’re so fat and annoying and I just pity you.  
 
A- Is that true, Eric? Are you fat and annoying?  
 
Phone- Yes.  
 
A- What else are you, Eric?  
 
Phone- I’m pathetic. I’m sitting on the couch in a Pokemon t-shirt and no pants or 
underwear. My penis is so small you couldn’t see it even if you were next to me.  
 
A- Would I need a magnifying glass to see that tiny little tweezer-dick?  
 
Phone- Yes.  
 
A- You’d never be able to please Pamela with that thing. You’d somehow convince her 
to come home with you and then you’d pull down your pants and she’d fall over 
laughing.  
 
Phone (quietly)- Yeah 
 
A- Is that what you need to be punished for?  
 
Silence.  
 
A- Eric?  
 
Eric is crying.  
 
Phone- I’ve never had sex.  
 
Abby pauses, waiting.  
 
Phone- I don’t have any friends. Everyone hates me.  
 
Abby drops her dominatrix voice.  
 
A- That’s not true.   
 
Phone- It is.  
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A- You might not have friends, but I’m sure there are people in the world that love you.  
 
Phone- How would you know? 
 
A- I don’t have any friends either.  
 
Phone- Why?  
 
A- People don’t like me. They see me in the grocery store and look at me like I’m 
diseased. Or they want to fuck me in secret with a hand over my mouth like I might 
scream out to the town they’re a cheating bastard.  
 
Silence.  
 
A- Eric?  
 
Phone- Why would you tell me that? You’re perfect. That’s why I called you. You’re 
perfect. You’re supposed to make me feel better.  
 
A- How? You want me to tell you how fat and insecure and annoying you are? Is that 
going to make you feel better?  
 
Heavy breathing and grunting from the phone.  
 
A- Is that what makes your tiny dick hard? The idea that you’re not good enough to talk 
to me? That I’m laughing at the thought that you could even imagine being worthy 
enough of sharing the same breath?  
 
Heavy breathing and grunting. 
 
A- Are you jerking off to the thought of me pushing you to the ground and placing my 
shoe directly on your microscopic cock? Can you even see me over your ripples of fat?  
 
The sound of Eric coming. Silence for a long while. Then Abby hangs up the phone. She 
bursts into tears. She cries loud and long. The crying turns into music, opera. Cheryl is 
listening as she cooks. Abby dries her eyes and walks into Cheryl’s house.  
 
Scene Ten 
 
A- It’s so adult.  
 
C- I am an adult. I guess.  
 
A- It’s tasteful.  
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C- Ugh. That means boring.  
 
A- No. It’s soothing.  
 
C- It’s called SunSand Beige. It seems like beige should be the most comforting color, 
but I hate that word. Beige. Cream sounds more soft, easy. Innocent. Cream. 
Beeeeeigggge. 
 
She holds up her wine glass.  
 
C- This is my first, I swear.  
 
Pause.  
 
C- Sorry. I’m an asshole. You want some water? I have sparkling.  
 
A- Actually, I’d like a glass of wine.  
 
Cheryl is very surprised.  
 
C- OK, then! Glass of wine! White or red?  
 
A- What you’re having is fine.  
 
C- It’s a sauv blanc.  
 
A- Sure.  
 
Cheryl pours Abby a glass of wine. Abby takes it, studies the glass. She finally takes a 
small sip.  
 
C- Is it OK? It’s not my favorite white, but we had it open.  
 
A- It’s great.  
 
Pause. Abby takes a larger sip.  
 
Abby goes to look in Freddie’s cage.  
 
A- Hey, buddy.  
 
She starts to pick him up.  
 
C- Oh he doesn’t like… 
 
Abby has him in her hands, nuzzling his face. Cheryl watches.  
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Abby looks up.  
 
A- It smells good in here. 
 
C- It’s the lasagna. My mother’s recipe. It’s not fancy, but it’s like drugs. I think it’s how 
she kept me under control.  
 
A- My mom doesn’t make “ethnic” food. She doesn’t realize that pizza is Italian.  
 
C- What does she cook? 
 
A- Sunday she made tuna noodle casserole. Potato chips on top. It’s actually pretty good.  
 
C- I thought you didn’t see them very often.  
 
A- No, I said we don’t have much in common. I still see them. You think I just sit in my 
house by myself every day all day?  
 
C- I didn’t say that.  
 
Abby turns her attention back to Freddie.  
 
C- He really likes you.  
 
Abby says nothing.  
 
C- Are you mad about something?   
 
Abby holds Freddie, petting him.  
 
A- No.  
 
Pause. The music ends. Abby takes a big drink of wine.  
 
Pause.  
 
C- I’ll put on some more music.  
 
Cheryl goes to the bookshelf.  
 
A- CDs. Old school.  
 
Cheryl puts on a CD. She comes back and sits on the couch.  
 
Pause.  
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A- I thought you said Dan was going to be here.     
 
C- He’s going to be late. They’re on a conference call with Japan. Japan loves Creston’s 
hay, apparently.  
 
Abby puts Freddie back.  
 
A- I’m going to have another glass of wine. Do you want one?  
 
C- Sure.  
 
Abby gets the bottle, pours them both wine.  
 
A- I forgot how this feels. 
 
C- It might be my favorite feeling. Everything loosens up.  
 
She shakes Abby playfully. Abby steps away, warily.  
 
C- Come on, Abby. Shake it off. We’re having fun. 
 
A- Red. I’m using my safeword.  
 
C- How about just yellow. We’ll slow dance.  
 
Cheryl dances more slowly near Abby.  
 
A- My arms feel heavy.  
 
C- That’s because you’re relaxing! I worry about you. You’re so tightly wound.  
 
Cheryl picks up the piece of rope Abby gave her from where it was sitting on the counter.  
 
C- I left this here to see if Dan would notice, say anything. Nope. Nothing.  
 
A- That’s not very direct.  
 
C- I also wore one of his silk ties to bed last night.  
 
A- You did? 
 
C- I did.  
 
A- What happened?  
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C- He said I looked sexy in his tie and kissed me and briefly (she mumbles something) 
and we went to sleep.  
 
A- Briefly what?  
 
Pause.  
 
C- I get embarrassed saying these things.  
 
A- Whisper it in my ear.  
 
Cheryl pauses and then does.  
 
A- There’s absolutely nothing embarrassing about finger banging.  
 
C- That sounds like something teenagers do.  
 
A- They do! But so does everyone else.  
 
C- Do your clients do that for you? Like can you demand them to?  
 
A- They aren’t allowed to touch anything above the knee or the elbow.  
 
C- Dominatrix code?  
 
A- My rules.  
 
C- But you touch them.  
 
A- Not like that.  
 
C- I thought that was your job.  
 
A- Every domme has restrictions and specialties. I give instruction, training, act out 
fantasies if I’m on video, talk about it on the phone. If I do an in-person session, I’ll work 
with bondage and, for a few clients, I do spanking. But that’s as far as it goes.  
 
C- Not even for Michelle?  
   
Abby gives Cheryl a look.  
 
A- I maintain confidentiality.   
 
C- Come on, she’s my friend and can’t keep her mouth shut about anything. You must 
have bent your rules for her. She’s a sexy woman.  
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A- She is.  
 
C- She shaves her pubic hair. All of it. She told me.  
 
A- No, she doesn’t.  
 
C- She lied! 
 
A- She doesn’t shave it. I do. I did.  
 
Pause.  
 
A- And no. I never put my fingers inside her. Making someone come is like a contract. 
It’s a level of vulnerability that I don’t want to go to with a client.  
 
C- Not even Michelle?  
 
A- Stop, Cheryl.  
 
C- Not even Michelle’s shaved pussy?  
 
A- You’re being awfully sassy.  
 
C- Blame the wine. This is what happens! We drink, we tell stories, we forget where we 
are.  
 
A- OK, tell me a story.  
 
C- No. It’s your turn. I talk way too much.  
 
A- What kind of story do you want?  
 
C- Tell me about your first boyfriend. Or girlfriend? I don’t know if…  
 
A- I’m not tied down either way.  
 
C- Tell me about your first kiss. Real one. No playground business.  
 
A- All right. Have you seen that warehouse near the river? 
 
C- Broken windows?  
 
A- Yeah. It’s been abandoned since before I was born. Used to be a shoe factory. My 
parents live just across the field.  
 
C- OK.  What time of day is this?  
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A- Night. Late.  
 
C- Hold on.  
 
Cheryl turns off the overhead light. Only candles burn.  
 
C- Thought we should set the mood.  
 
A- OK. So, we met here the first time. He lived over on Riverdale, a year younger. I was 
sixteen.  
 
C- You had your first kiss at sixteen?  
 
A- Real kiss. Stop interrupting.  
 
C- Sorry.  
 
A- Online his name was Mr. Orange.  You seen Reservoir Dogs?  
 
C- I don’t like violent movies.  
 
A- Mr. Orange is the undercover cop. He spends most of the movie bleeding. I asked 
Oren—that was his real name—why he’d want to be the dying narc, and he said he felt 
like that anyway. On the outside, trying to fit in.  
 
C- It’s hard being a teenager.   
 
A- I appreciated his honesty.  
 
C- So you met Mr. Orange there? Seems like a bad idea. Oh, God. Was it a bad idea?  
 
A- I snuck out with a flashlight and ran across the field. I thought I was going to be late, 
but Oren wasn’t there yet. Did you know that fear and excitement are actually the same 
emotional states in your body? It’s just perspective. I sat there and waited. We had been 
talking online for a few months. You can open up about things when you have a screen in 
between you. You can be a different person. He had promised me things. 
 
C- Like?  
 
A- Like he would kiss me.  
 
Abby reaches over and blows out one candle.  
 
A- Like he would tie me up.   
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Abby blows out the other candle. They’re in the dark. No one says anything for a long 
time.  
 
C- Abby?  
 
Abby says nothing.  
 
C- Abby? 
 
A- Fear or excitement?  
 
Pause. 
 
C- I don’t know.   
 
A- He did show up. He didn’t even say a word. He just slid his belt out of his pants.  
 
C- Jesus.  
 
A- He told me to hold out my hands. Hold out your hands.   
 
Abby slowly unbuckles her belt and pulls it from the belt loops.  
 
A- Hold out your hands.  
 
Cheryl does. Abby places her belt in Cheryl’s hands.  
 
A- It’s a very convenient accessory.  
 
C- What did he do next?  
 
Abby slides the belt across Cheryl’s hands.  
 
A- Keep your hands out.  
 
She wraps the belt around Cheryl’s wrists.  
 
A- How does that feel? 
 
C- Good.  
 
A- Then he told me to stand up.  
 
Cheryl struggles to her feet.  
 
C- It’s hard to do with your hands tied.   
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Abby turns on a lamp.  
 
A- There was a hook on the wall, deep in the concrete.  
 
She looks around living room and sees a hook on the wall, from which some kind of art 
hangs. Abby takes the art down.  
 
A- He grabbed the belt.  
 
Abby leads Cheryl towards the wall.  
 
A- And hooked my hands above my head.   
 
Abby does. She stands back.  
 
C- So you were just… 
 
A- Helpless.  
 
C- Abby, that’s terrifying.   
 
A- It felt amazing. Electric.   
 
C- What did he do next?  
 
A- I’m not going to do it to you. 
 
C- I don’t want you to. I’m just curious.   
 
A- He unbuttoned my shirt and pulled my bra down. He sucked on my nipples hard. He 
slid his hand down my underwear and put a finger inside me.  
 
C- Were you turned on? 
 
A- God yes. He pulled my pants to my ankles and put his tongue on me and I came 
almost immediately.  
 
C- Wow.  
 
A- Yeah. It was incredible.  
 
C- I didn’t realize you liked being tied up, too.  
 
A- I don’t. Anymore.  
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C- Why not? 
 
A- I’m going to let you down.  
 
C- Wait. You never told me about the kiss!  
 
A- Oh, right. With my hands still tied up, he grabbed a fistful of my hair and kissed me 
hard. He had a lip ring, and I kept putting my tongue on the metal. I could taste myself on 
him. It was…  
 
Abby looks at Cheryl. She is close to her mouth. Abby grabs Cheryl’s hair and pulls. 
Cheryl gasps.  
 
Abby runs a finger around Cheryl’s mouth. She pushes her finger in. Cheryl moans and 
sucks Abby’s finger. Abby steps away.  
 
A- You want this?  
 
C- I do.   
 
Abby reaches up underneath Cheryl’s skirt and slides down her underwear. She balls 
them up and shoves them in Cheryl’s mouth.  
 
Abby wanders around the room. She stops at Freddie’s cage.  
 
A- You’re just as vulnerable as your hamster. And that turns you on, doesn’t it? Makes 
you wet.  
 
She walks to the counter, picks up Cheryl’s phone. She takes a picture of Cheryl.  
 
A- I could send this to your husband right now. What would he think? Do you trust me? 
You put all your trust in me. And who am I? Or maybe that’s what you want. For me to 
rip the band-aid off for you. Tell your husband you’re not happy. You need someone else 
to pleasure you. Maybe I’ll just tell him. Tell him he’s not man enough to please his wife.  
 
Abby starts to dial the phone. Cheryl’s eyes go wide.  
 
C- (muffled) Don’t! 
 
A- What? What was that you said?  
 
C- (muffled) Don’t! 
 
Abby slowly removes the gag from Cheryl’s mouth.  
 
A- (coyly) I can’t hear you.  
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C- Don’t! Don’t call Dan.   
 
A- Why not?   
 
C- Abby, stop.  
 
Abby continues dialing.  
 
C- Black! Right? Black! Stop!   
 
Abby stops, nodding.  
 
A- There you go. That’s how to play.  
 
C- You scared the shit out of me.  
 
A- Good. Shall I untie you now? You done?  
 
Cheryl pauses. Gives a small shrug.  
 
A- You’re not done. You want more. More of what, Cheryl? What are you curious about?  
 
Cheryl looks to Abby’s belt.  
 
A- You need to be punished?  
 
Cheryl gives a small nod. Abby pulls Cheryl off the hook and undoes the belt.  
 
A- Over there. There. Over the counter. Good. Stay.  
 
Abby comes behind Cheryl and lifts up her skirt, tucking the hem into her waistband.  
 
A- Count them off.  
 
Abby smacks Cheryl.  
 
C- Holy fuck!   
 
A- Count.  
 
C- Shit that hurt! 
 
A- That’s the point. Let go into it.  
 
C- I don’t know if I like this.  
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A- I’m going to give you another one and you’re going to thank me for it.  
 
Smack.  
 
C- Fuck! Yellow!  
 
Smack, less hard.  
 
A- Thank me! 
 
C- Yellow!  
 
Smack, less hard.  
 
C- Ow! Yellow.  
 
A- If I back off any more, I might as well let you do it yourself. Do you want this or not?  
 
C- I don’t know. I didn’t think it would be like this.  
 
A- Pain isn’t for everyone. Those of us who like it, feed on it. We fall into it.  
 
C- You like this? 
 
A- We going to do this or not?  
 
C- Yes.  
 
A- You ready?  
 
C- No. OK.  
 
Smack.  
 
A- Count it. Four.  
 
C- Four.  
 
Smack.  
 
C- Five.  
 
Smack.  
 
C- Six.  
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Smack.  
 
C- Seven.  
 
Cheryl is lost in the pain now. Smack, smack.  
 
C- Eight, nine.  
 
The last smack. It’s a doozy.  
 
C- Ten.   
 
A- Good girl. Good girl.  
 
Abby pats Cheryl’s ass.  She fixes Cheryl’s skirt. 
 
C- Is that all? 
 
Abby laughs. She strokes Cheryl’s hair.  
 
C- Mmmm. That feels nice.  
 
A- My mentor taught me that topping is all about pushing someone to their edge and then 
reassuring them that it will all be OK. During and after. They must absolutely trust you.  
 
C- You were right. It was like… all the thoughts disappeared. I was just right here.  
 
A- Subspace. It’s that zen focus that comes from giving up control. 
 
C- My skin feels like it’s on fire.  
 
A- Good. So now you know. That’s what I do.  
 
Abby puts her belt back on.  
 
C- My first kiss? Was with Dan. Everything with him.  
 
Cheryl stands up, turns to Abby. Cheryl kisses Abby. Abby pulls away.  
 
A- What are you doing?  
 
C- Being in the moment.  
 
Cheryl tries to kiss Abby again. She pulls back.  
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A- You’re just turned on. Go upstairs and touch yourself. You need a release.  
 
C- I’m attracted to you.  
 
A- No you’re not.  
 
Cheryl grabs Abby who tries to pull away.  
 
C- I can be in control, too.  
 
Abby shoves Cheryl and then backs away, shaken. Abby keeps her eyes on Cheryl as she 
grabs her purse and starts for the door. She’s drunk, so she stumbles. Cheryl goes to help 
her.  
 
A- Get away from me! 
 
C- You can’t leave.  
 
Abby is breathing hard, trying to focus.  
 
C- Abby. Are you OK?   
 
Abby breaks free from Cheryl and bolts to the door.  
 
C- Abby! 
 
A- Stay away!  

Abby runs out the door, slamming it behind her.  
 
Cheryl stands in shock, deciding what to do. A long, long moment. The sound of the 
garage door. Cheryl hurries to clean up.  
 
Scene Eleven 
 
Abby comes into her house. She picks up a bottle of pills, considers them, and then 
throws the bottle on the ground. She goes to the playroom and takes a cane off the wall. 
She begins striking herself on the arms and legs. She grows calmer.  
 
The sounds of her cane meld into the sounds of two people having sex.  
 
Lights up on Cheryl, on the bed, sprawled out. Dan is in the bathroom.  
 
C- (calling) I said can you bring me some water when you come back?  
 
Voice- What? 
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C- Never mind. That was fun, wasn’t it?  
 
Pause. No response.  
 
C- Yes, Cheryl. It was fun. We haven’t fucked like that in years. It’s almost as if you 
were tied up with a dominatrix right before I walked in the door. I wish I could have seen 
that. It made you like a wild woman. Just look at you.  
 
Cheryl looks in the mirror.  
 
C- I’m a wild woman.  
 
Cheryl presses herself up against the mirror. She slaps her hands on it. The mirror 
becomes a door. She bangs on it. Abby is on the other side.  
 
Scene Twelve 
 
C- Abby. I know you’re in there. Your car is outside and there’s a light on. Please let me 
in.  I called you three times this morning. I need to know you’re OK. If you don’t open 
the door, I’m going to call 9-1-1.  
 
A- I’m fine, go away.  
 
C- Abby. I’m sorry about last night. I got swept up in the moment.  
 
Silence.  
 
C- Please let me in. I’m your friend and I want to apologize to your face.  
 
A- You don’t need to.  
 
C- Can we please talk about this inside? Your neighbor is in her garden.  
 
A- Now you’re embarrassed. You came over here for me to dominate you again, didn’t 
you? You can’t stop thinking about it. You can book online. $200 an hour.  
   
C- I came over because I’m worried. You ran out of my house.  
 
A- Not worried enough to come any sooner.  
 
C- You screamed at me to leave you alone. Abby, please. Just let me see you so I know 
you’re OK.  
 
Abby finally opens the door a crack.  
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A- You got laid.  
 
C- What?  
 
A- I can tell. It’s all over your face.  
 
C- Dan and I had sex.  
 
A- Good. I did my job.  

She starts to shut the door.  
 
C- I’m going to leave him.  
 
Cheryl pushes it open. 
 
A- Cheryl! 
 
C- What happened to your arm?  
 
A- Get out of my house.   
 
C- What happened last night?  
 
A- Get out of here! I can’t talk to you now.  
 
C- Abby.  
 
A- You want me to hit you? Is that what you want? You want some more pain? Because I 
have a whole room of it. If you don’t get the fuck out of my house right now— 
 
C- Go ahead! 
 
Abby slaps Cheryl, hard. Cheryl is shocked.  
 
A- I’m sorry.  
 
C- Fuck.  
 
Abby reaches for Cheryl. Cheryl pulls away.  
 
A- I’m sorry. I’ll get you some ice.  
 
C- No one’s ever slapped me before.  
 
Abby hands Cheryl an ice pack. They sit in silence.  
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A- Don’t leave your husband.   
 
C- I need to. I want to. I want something more.   
 
A- But you had sex.  
 
C- Yeah. It was fine. But I wasn’t really there. I was still in the kitchen feeling your belt. 
 
A- I knew that’s why you came over.   
 
C- No. I wanted to make sure you’re OK.  
 
A- Cheryl.  
 
C- Are you attracted to me?   
 
A- What?   
 
C- Are you not interested in me like that? Is that why you left?   
 
A- Cheryl. You’re very attractive.  
 
C- Would you have sex with me?  
 
A- Are you asking me to have sex with you?  
 
C- No. Just hypothetically.  
 
A- Stop it. People become fixated on their dommes all the time. It’s a fantasy. You know 
Michelle wanted to leave her husband and be with me? She had no idea who I really was 
outside the playroom. Or who she was.  
 
C- Well, she’s divorcing Chris so maybe she had some idea.  
 
A- She’s leaving him?  
 
C- Left, by now.   
 
A- I never should have crossed that line. I just wanted us to be friends.  
 
C- We are.   
 
A- There have to be clear boundaries. Those are gone.  
 
C- My muscles are vibrating out of my skin. I want you. To do whatever you want to me.  



                                                                                                
                                                                                                                                               

98 

 
A long moment while Abby considers this.  
 
Abby takes a bottle of pills from somewhere and sets it down on the coffee table in front 
of Cheryl.  
 
C- Xanax.  
 
A- You know what that’s for?  
 
C- It’s a sedative?  
 
A- Have you ever had a panic attack?  
 
C- I’ve felt anxious, of course.  
 
A- That’s different. I get in my car and get on the highway, and I can’t breathe. I could 
pass out. I could drive the car into the other lane. I can take a pill but it’s not enough. I’d 
have to take the whole bottle. It’s in my blood, in my DNA.  
 
C- I have students with anxiety. More than you’d think for 10-year-olds. The literature 
says we’re supposed to help expose them to the things they’re afraid of. I make them 
have conversations with a new person every day to help with social anxiety. Do you get 
that?  
 
A- I don’t know. I’m not one of your fifth graders. 
 
C- I just meant you’re not alone. My aunt was terrified of dogs. Had to cross the street if 
there was even one on a leash near her.  
 
A- No. This starts with something so small and hidden that no one would ever even know 
it was there. A tiny, tiny thought. I should be able to choke it but it slips away as fast as it 
comes. It just wants you to be safe. So it makes you pay attention. Your right foot is 
numb. Why is your foot numb? Your arm is numb, too. Pay attention. You might be 
having a stroke. You’re the only one who can do anything. Pay attention. If it’s a stroke 
no one will know. You’ll be paralyzed, alone on the floor. Your heart is pounding. The 
vertigo comes, the room is spinning. You might throw up. You’re going to throw up. 
You’re going to pass out. If you let go… Don’t let go. Don’t let go. No matter how many 
times it happens, you always know for certain you will die.  
 
She takes a deep breath, calming herself. 
 
C- I’m so sorry.   
 
A- No! Don’t feel sorry for me! It’s just the reality. I have to live with it. I should never 
have drank last night. I need to be in control.  
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C- We can stop talking about this.  
 
A- No. You need to understand.  
 
C- You don’t think I can handle it? 
 
A- I don’t want you to. I don’t want anyone handling it. I handle it. 
 
C- Not that well if you’re still here, alone, dominating creeps over the internet.  
 
A- I don’t hate my life, Cheryl. Just because you don’t understand.  
 
C- You’re not happy. I can see you’re not.  
 
A- Then that makes two of us.  
 
C- What if I want to help you?  
 
A- There’s nothing you can do.   
 
C- Exposure therapy. Let me help you face a fear.  
 
A- No. Things are fine as they are.  
 
C- Tell me what you’re afraid of. Driving?  
 
A- I’d like for you to leave.  
 
C- No. Kissing? Is it about control? You don’t let anyone tie you up. I would do that for 
you.  
 
A- No!  
 
C- That hit a nerve.  
 
A- I’m warning you, Cheryl.  
 
C- Or what? You’ll slap me again? (pause) Let me tie you up. I’ll be right here. We can 
even leave the ropes loose if you want. Come on, Abby. Let me do this for you.  
 
A- I don’t think it’s a good idea.  
 
C- Fear and excitement.  
 
Pause.  
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A- OK.  
 
C- OK! Should we go in the playroom? 
 
A- No. I want to stay here.  
 
C- I’ll get some rope.  
 
A- Get the cuffs. That’ll be easier for you.  
 
Cheryl goes into the playroom. Abby considers taking a Xanax. Cheryl comes back.  
 
C- I was thinking standing up would be sexy.  
 
A- We should do it in a chair.  
 
C- Abby. I got this. Let me run the show.  
 
A- I’m topping from the bottom.  
 
C- Just let go. Take your clothes off.  
 
A- No.  
 
C- Come on now.  
 
A long, long pause. Finally Abby does. She stands in her bra and underwear. She looks 
young, cold.  
 
C- Sit down.  
 
Abby does.  
 
Cheryl begins to tie her to the chair. Abby is breathing heavily. She’s shaking. Cheryl 
watches.  
 
C- You want me to stop?  
 
Abby says nothing.  
 
Cheryl blindfolds Abby.  
 
C- Abby?  
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Cheryl kneels in front of Abby. The stage shifts. Blackness, lights, mirrors. The visual of 
Abby’s panic. Things closing in. Breathing. Voices.  
 
Abby cries and shakes. Cheryl is unsure of what to do.  
 
C- Abby?  
 
No response  
 
C- Abby?  
 
No response.  
 
C- Abby?  
 
Cheryl unties Abby. Abby curls up. Cheryl sits gingerly next to her.  Abby clings to 
Cheryl, crying. Cheryl comforts Abby like a child, stroking her hair.  
 
C- Shhh. It’s OK.  
 
Abby won’t stop crying.  
 
C- Abby.  
 
Cheryl holds up the bottle of Xanax.  
 
C- You want this?  
 
No response.  
 
C- Abby. Talk to me.   
 
Abby shakes her head.  
 
C- You can tell me whatever you want.  
 
A- I don’t…  
 
C- Something bad happened.  
 
Pause.  
 
C- OK. I’m going to get some Kleenex.  
 
A- Don’t go.  
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She wipes her face off and reaches for Cheryl. She kisses Cheryl, who gives her a quick 
kiss back.  
 
A- Things got out of hand. With Oren. In the warehouse. He locked me in a dog cage 
gagged and tied and left me. After an hour or so, I mean it could have been 20 minutes, I 
had no idea, I started panicking. I couldn’t get out, I couldn’t breathe. I was sweating all 
over, numb, shaking like my bones were all loose. I passed out. The blackness felt so 
good but then I was back. No idea where I was. Oren came in finally and I was screaming 
through the gag. He just… didn’t... He put a vibrator to me and held me down. I kept 
thinking, “Don’t let go, don’t let go.” If I could just hold on to something… He forced me 
to come. I couldn’t stop myself.  
 
Pause.  
 
C- I’m so sorry.  
 
Pause.  
 
C- I don’t know what to say.  
 
A- You don’t have to say anything.  
 
C- I feel… I feel really guilty.  
 
A- I could have said no.  
 
C- I thought it would be sexy. Like what you did to me. God. I feel guilty about that, too.  
 
A- I’m not a dominatrix because of what happened.  
 
C- There must be a connection, though.   
 
Pause.  
 
C- I’m just going to stand up for a second. There’s not much room for both of us.  
 
Cheryl extracts herself from Abby and stands.  
 
C- I’m just right here. Do you want some water? 
 
A- OK.  
 
Cheryl goes to the kitchen, comes back with a glass.  
  
A- Does it matter?  
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C- What?  
 
A- If I like being a dominatrix. It’s not a bad thing. You like that I do it.  
 
Pause. 
 
C- I wonder if something happened to me when I was younger. Maybe I just blocked it 
out.  
 
A- You just can’t accept that it’s OK for you to be turned on by whatever without some 
deep, dark reason?  
 
C- I’m a 43-year-old elementary school teacher. 
 
Cheryl’s phone rings. Cheryl pulls it out of her purse.  
 
C- Hang on, let me just turn it— 
 
She looks at the number.  
 
C- It’s Dan. He doesn’t usually call from work. I’m just going to take it really quick.  
 
A- Sure.  
 
Cheryl answers.  
 
C- Hey. No, I’m not at home. I’m with Abby. That young woman I told you about that 
Michelle knew. Oh. Yeah. Sure. That sounds good. OK. See you then.   
 
She hangs up.  
 
A- Young woman.  
 
C- What? You are young and a woman. He wants to make dinner tonight. I don’t think 
he’s done that since we were dating.  
 
A- OK.  
 
Abby sits up.  
 
C- What?  
 
A- Have a nice dinner with your husband.  
 
C- Hey. No. It’s just…a lot. 
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A- Can’t go back, huh? Once you see the dark insides of another person? It’s not 
attractive.  
 
C- I think you’re attractive.  
 
A- I know you do. If I stand up.  
 
She does.  
 
A- Grab your hair.  
 
She does.  
 
A- Pinch your nipples nice and hard.  
 
Abby moves like she’s going to but doesn’t. Cheryl sucks in air.  
 
A- Kiss me.  
 
Cheryl hesitates.  
 
A- I know what’s going to happen when you leave here. Kiss me. Here. I’m closing my 
eyes. You can do whatever you want to me.  
 
Abby closes her eyes. Cheryl kisses her.  
 
Abby stands very still. Her eyes still closed.  
 
C- I’ll talk to you tomorrow, OK?  
 
Cheryl leaves.  
 
Abby stands very still.  
 
Cheryl crosses through the mirror back to her house.  
 
Scene Thirteen 
 
Cheryl is in her house watching Freddie in his cage.  
 
C- Come out of there. Come on. Why are you hiding? You’re not sleeping. You’re 
spoiled, Freddie. Your life is too easy. You didn’t work for it. You just happened to be 
the one with your pink smudge of a nose through the cage when I came shopping. You 
could have been adopted by some science project nerd who would have fried your skull 
or fed you to a snake. You could have been trampled or flushed or made roadkill. You 
don’t know how good you have it. I give you everything you need. But it’s not enough, is 
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it? You never say thank you. You never nuzzle my face with affection. You just wait for 
whatever is happening to be over. So you can go back to sleep. I’m going to put you 
outside, Freddie. I’m going to let you see what it’s like in the wilds of Idaho.  
 
She picks him up.  
 
C- No. You’re too soft. Too soft for your own good. You’d never make it.  
 
She turns back to the mirror wall, but it’s gone. There’s a blackness beyond. Cheryl 
places Freddie back in the cage and leaves him on the stage alone. Then he is gone.  
 
Scene Fourteen 
 
We hear: “The rate for this call will be $1.99 per minute. Press one at any time to 
accept.” The sound of a button being pressed. “You will now be connected.” 
 
Lights up on Abby in her house. Six months later.  
 
A- What do you want, slave?   
 
C- Abby? It’s Cheryl.  
 
Pause.  
 
C- Are you there?  
 
Pause.  
 
C- I wanted to call sooner, but things have been… Is this an OK time?  
 
A- It’s your money.  
 
C- How are you?  
 
A- I’m OK.  
 
Pause.  
 
C- How’s Creston?  
 
A- What do you want, Cheryl?   
 
C- I’m looking out over the Sound. It’s raining like mad here. I bet it’s snowing there.   
 
A- Yeah.    
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Pause.  
 
C- It’s been weird being back. Good. Just. I thought it would all feel the same. Dan’s 
mother living with us is a bigger adjustment than I thought it would be. But I can’t 
complain since that was the compromise. She’s only really happy when I’m helping her 
take a bath. She thinks I’m her sister. She makes me sit on edge of the tub and put 
bubbles in her hair. 
 
Pause.  
 
C- I’m sorry that I didn’t tell you we were leaving.  
 
A- I figured it out when I found a hamster cage on my doorstep.  
 
C- It was warm outside. I hoped he’d be all right.  
 
Pause.  
 
C- I wanted to see you, but…   
 
A- It’s fine.  
 
C- I thought maybe you’d come over. Before I left.  
 
A- You didn’t want that. I knew you’d never leave your husband.   
 
C- Did you want me to?  
 
Pause.   
 
A- No.   
 
Pause.  
 
C- Dan found a picture on my phone of me tied to our living room wall with a belt.  
 
Abby is quietly a tiny bit guilty.  
 
C- I got really quiet and then said he assumed there was a good explanation. I told him a 
friend was helping me understand what I wanted. He asked, “This is what you want?” 
And I told him yes.  
 
A- That’s good, Cheryl. 
 
C- He looked terrified. So I just said maybe he could blindfold me and…  
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A- And what?  
 
Cheryl whispers.  
 
A- Say it out loud, Cheryl.  
 
C- Go down on me.  
 
A- Eat your pussy! 
 
C- Eat my pussy! 
 
They laugh.  
 
C- And he did! And I had a big ‘ol crazy orgasm! 
 
They laugh. Pause.  
 
C- I want to apologize. I think a lot about the last time I saw you.   
 
A- OK.  
 
C- You were right. I was scared.  
 
A- Thank you.  
 
C- I’ve been thinking about you. Maybe you’d want to come visit sometime.  
 
A- I doubt it.  
 
C- Because you’re still mad?  
 
A- Because I still have a fucking panic disorder, Cheryl.  
 
C- I thought things maybe would be better.  
 
A- You think I let you tie me up one time and I’m cured? That’s not how it works.  
 
C- I’m so sorry, Abby.  
 
A- Stop saying you’re sorry.  
 
C- I am, though. I’m sorry for what happened between us and I’m sorry I left you there.  
 
Pause.  
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A- We went on a drive yesterday. Freddie and I. We made it to edge of the valley and 
then up to the ridge. We sat in the car and looked down at the city. I was so dizzy I 
wasn’t sure I could drive home, but I stayed there and breathed and finally it passed. I 
didn’t take a Xanax. So… that’s something.  
 
C- That’s great.  
 
A- Thank you for him, for Freddie.  
 
C- I thought you could take better care of him.  
 
Pause.  
 
C- Maybe some day we can meet in the middle? At a truckstop somewhere?  
 
A- Yeah. Maybe.  
 
C- Late night pancakes.  
 
A- Yeah.  
 
C- Yeah. Anyway. I just wanted to let you know about…everything.  
 
Pause.  
 
C- But I should go. I’m not teaching right now so we’re on a limited budget.   
 
A- Next time, just call my real number.  
 
C- I didn’t think you’d answer if you saw it was me.  
 
A- I will. I’ll talk to you any time, Cheryl.  
 
C- It’s good to hear your voice.  
 
A- You too. I’m proud of you.  
 
Cheryl laughs.  
 
C- Thanks, Abby.    
 
They hang up. They both look in the mirror from opposite sides. Abby walks off stage. 
Cheryl begins to undress for bed. She rubs lotion onto her body in slow strokes, 
reverently. She is mesmerized by her own skin.  
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Abby returns in her pajamas. She sits down on the chair. It’s really not that comfortable. 
She goes and gets Freddie out of his cage and lies down with him on the floor. She 
strokes him gently.  
 
A- It’s OK, your heart is like a little hummingbird. But you don’t have to be scared. 
Listen.  
 
She puts him up to her chest.  
 
A- Steady now.  
 
She pets his fur.  
 
A- Steady.  
 
Lights fade on both women. End of play.  
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